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ABSTRACT 

Nation-building in China and Turkey: An Analysis of the Thought of Sun Yat-sen and 

Mustafa Kemal Ataturk in Comparative Perspective 

Zeyneb Hale Eroglu 

The thesis is about 'revolutionary' history of China and Turkey, which 

orients towards the thoughts of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk (1881-1938) and Sun Yat-sen 

(1866-1925) on nationalism and socio-political change. Their principles are analyzed 

through a reading of primary sources, which are the writings, speeches, declarations 

and letters of these respective leaders. 

The thesis searches for mainly three questions that are answered by these two 

nationalist leaders. Firstly, "how could their 'nations' strengthen and 'modernize' 

themselves while preserving their distinctive identity?" Secondly, "how could they 

inject the consciousness of being a nation to the people that they inherited, and 

around which values could they 'unify' the people from which they attempted to 

construct a nation?" Thirdly, "what would be the political role of the people after the 

revolution against the monarch had succeeded," and "what did they really mean by 

the principle. 'people's sovereignty' that they had made frequent llse in order to 

legitimize their own role before the eyes of the people?" 

Answering these questions particularly, the thesis concludes that although the 

modernization perspectives of these two respective leaders differ, both of them as the 

leaders of two 'nations', which are 'orientalized' by the West, attempted to grant 

their nations an 'autonomous voice'. They expected their nations to become equal 

partners of the nation-state system of the contemporary world. 
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KISAOZET 

(:in'de ve Turkiye'de Ulus-Devlet jn$asl: Sun Yat-sen ve Mustafa Kemal Ataturk'un 

DU$uncelerinin Kar$lla$tlrmah bir jncelemesi 

Zeyneb Hale Eroglu 

Mustafa Kemal (1881-1938) ve Sun Yat-sen'in (1866-1925) milliyet<;ilik ve 

sosyo-politik degi~im uzerine olan du~unceleri uzerinde yogunla~an bu tez genel 

olarak <;in ve Turkiye 'devrim' tarihinin bir kar~lla~tlrmasldlf. Bu inceleme iki 

liderin yazllarl, konu~malan, bildirileri ve yazl~malanndan olu~an birincil 

kaynaklann okunmasl ve degerlendirilmesinin bir urfinudfu. 

Tez, iki liderin sorduklan ba~hca u<; soruya vermeye <;ah~tlklarl cevaplan 

incelemektedir. ilk soru, "milletlerinin kendi farkh kimliklerini koruyarak nasll 

gu<;lenecekleri ve modemle~ecekleri" uzerinedir. ikinci soru, "tasarladlklan ulus­

devlet modeli i<;inde miras aldlklarl halkl hangi degerler etrafmda birle~tirip, bir ulus 

olduklarl bilincini a~llayacaklan" uzerinedir. Son soru ise, "monar~iye kar~l tertip 

ettikleri devrimler ba~anya ula~tlktan soma halkm politik rolunun ne olacagl" ile 

ilgilidir. Halkm gozfinde me~ruiyetlerini saglayan ve slk slk vurguladlklarl 'halkm 

egemenligi' ilkesi soz konusu liderler i<;in ger<;ekte ne manaya geliyordu? 

Bu sorulann cevaplan verildikten soma ~u sonuca vanlml~tlr. iki liderin 

modemle~meye bakI~lan farkhhk gostermekle beraber, her iki liderin de amaCI 

Batlhlar tarafmdan 'oryantalize' edilmi~ milletlerine 'ozerk bir ses' saglamaktlf. Her 

iki lider de kendi uluslarmm yeni ulus-devlet duzeninin e~it uyeleri OlmaSlll1 umut 

etmi~tir. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The main purpose of this thesis is to analyze the thought of Mustafa Kemal 

Atatfuk (1881-1938) and Sun Yat-sen (1866-1925) ~in a comparative perspective 

mainly focusing on their efforts at nation-building from the remnants of multi­

cultural empires. The reason for the choice of Sun Yat-sen and Mustafa Kemal 

Atatlirk for a comparative analysis lies in the fact that both of them are regarded as 

the 'father' of their respective nations-China and Turkey- for their struggles to 

modernize their nations by rescuing them from the economic and political pressure 

exerted by the Western powers. They were the primary activists and ideologues in 

the emergence of a Turkish nation-state dominated by a Turkish majority and a Han 

(ethnically Chinese) dominated Chinese nation-state. They were two important 

leaders who struggled to remake their own societies in order to make their voice 

heard within the modem global context. Also, their ideas, inherited by the future 

generations, still play important roles as different ideological groups make use of 

them for legitimizing their political views or for controversial reasons in order to 

deconstruct the established order. 

The similarity between the Chinese and Turkish experience within the new 

world order is also the reason behind my choice of these two respective leaders for 

comparative reasons. Although they are the products of different social and political 

conditions -one of a Confucian Chinese and the other an Islamic Ottoman society­

both empires' experience of modernization and nation-building in an era when the 

emergence of a European nation-state system marked the end of traditional imperial 

systems manifests essential similarities. While it is analyzed under a macro-historical 

perspective, the similarities that the Chinese and Ottoman societies shared in the 

global context as they faced common threats influenced the strategies that were 
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pursued by Mustafa Kemal and Sun Yat-sen, and both of them formulated their 

thoughts under similar circumstances imposed on them. On the other hand, despite 

the effects of the global economic transformation, these two empires were not 

directly colonized. However, both of the revolutionary leaders had to struggle with 

the Orientalist discourse that confined all Eastern countries to the same category of 

'backwardness' . Therefore, a very concise summary of the Ottoman and Chinese 

history will be very helpful to our understanding of the thoughts of Mustafa Kemal 

Atatlirk and Sun Yat-sen as it will provide us with a general picture of the societies 

from which these two nationalist leaders emerged. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Modem Chinese nationalism, which was led by Sun Yat-sen, cannot be 

understood without understanding the history of the Qing Empire (1644-1911). Qing 

was the last dynasty of China that succeeded the Ming dynasty (1368-1644). The 

Ming dynasty, which overthrew the Yuan dynasty (1279-1644) that was founded by 

the Mongols, was the last Chinese Empire to be ruled by the Han Chinese. Historians 

argue that the decline of the Ming dynasty was due to falling tax revenues as a 

consequence of the flow of silver from the West, which caused inflation and harsh 

economic conditions that accompanied the ~nancial crises, caused unrest among the 

population by the end of the sixteenth century. It was not only major uprisings that 

weakened the Ming authority, but also border penetrations of the northern nomadic 

tribes which had became much more threatening. A 'barbarian' invasion of China 

proper became very possible as troop desertions were very common. Finally, a rebel 

leader named Li Zicheng entered Beijing and brought an end to the Ming dynasty. 

Those who would re-establish order in China, however, were to be a foreign tribe, 

namely the Manchus, who were pressing on the borders of China and Korea by the 
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late sixteenth century. The Manchus were a people of a Jurchen stock, who lived in 

the Heilongjiang and Jilin provinces of the contemporary north-east China. In the 

past, the JUrchen tribe had ruled China under the name of the Jin dynasty (1115-

1234). When the rebel leader had overthrown the Ming dynasty, the Chinese 

commander Wu, loyal to the dynasty, was in a desperate situation between two 

unacceptable alternatives: submitting to the rebel leader or allying with the non-

Chinese Manchus to defeat Li Zicheng. As will be explained in the first chapter, the 

Chinese General would be guided by Confucian civilizational and not by the 

nationalist concerns of today; and he preferred to ally with the Manchus who, since 

the time of their ruler Hong Taiji (1592-1643), had partially accepted Chinese 

customs and traditions against the uneducated and violent bandit. Thus, as the 

Manchus allied with the Chinese against the rebel leader and defeated him, the 

Manchu boy emperor was enthroned in the Forbidden City, adopting the Chinese title 

Shunzhi, which showed that the Manchu emperor regarded himself as the 'Son of 

Heaven' according to the Chinese tradition. "Manchus now formally claimed the 

mandate of heaven to rule China." 1 

While the Manchus were gradually consolidating their power in China during 

the ~ixteenth century, the Ottoman dynasty had already con~olidated its power in the 

Ottoman lands and had even started to face the problems caused by the European 

overseas expeditions. When the Ottoman Empire was at its height of power, it was 

ruling Anatolia, the Balkans, and most of the Arab world. This territorial expansion 

was the success of a small principality (beylik) among many others that emerged as a 

result of the breakup of the Seljuk state, which ruled Middle East for three hundred 

years since the early eleventh century. The Ottoman beylik became a state as it 

1 J~~athan D. Spence. 1999. The Search/at Modern China. New York: W.W. Norton&Company, pp. 
3-.,.,. 
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expanded in the Rumelian and Balkan regions, ensuring the fealty of the other 

Turcoman principalities in Anatolia. However, when Mehmet II conquered Istanbul 

and adopted the title, 'emperor of Rome', the Ottoman state turned into an empire. 

During the reign of Mehrnet II, Ottoman centralization was achieved by ensuring 

political unity in Anatolia and Rumelia as the power of the notables and powerful 

families was broken, and the task of governing works was transferred to the servants, 

mainly of Christian origin, who were totally subservient to the emperor. After Selim 

I had· acceded to the throne, the Ottoman Empire, for the first time, expanded to the 

east and captured the Arab lands, which had been ruled by the Mamluks. Another 

important consequence of the military expeditions of the sixteenth century to the 

Arab lands was that: Ottoman sultans began to bear the titles Hilaftt-i Muslimin 

(caliph of the Muslims) and Hilafet-i Kubra (greatest caliphate). They also became 

the servitor of the two holy. cities, Mecca and Medina. Meanwhile, the Ottoman state 

emerged as a world empire, governing a vast territory with a multi-cultural and 

multi-ethnic population, with its global policies and with its "centralized 

administrative and sultanate system." 2 

The first requirement for the Manchus to consolidate their power required the 

allegiance of the ~hinese literati, since the Manchus were a minority g~oup, and 

without the loyalty of the ethnic Chinese it would be impossible to rule vast Chinese 

lands. Through the 'examination system' they appointed the Chinese literati to 

governmental posts; and mainly the Han literati, although there had been exceptions, 

were content with Manchu rule as the Manchus presented themselves as strict 

followers of Confucian virtues and principles. The Manchus showed great sensitivity 

in preserving the balance of power between the Manchu, the non-Manchu 

2 Ekmeleddin ihsanoglu, ed. 2001. Historyofthe Ottoman State, Society and Civilization, vol.I. 
istanbul: Ircica, pp. 3-37. 
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bannermen3
, and the Han civilian population. They applied the multi-ethnic diarchy 

in governmental posts. During the reign of Qianlong (1736-1799), China became a 

multi-cultural Asian empire, since he invaded and integrated the western territories, 

Uyghur regions. Now, the Manchus were not only ruling China proper, but also 

Mongolia, Tibet, and Uyghur regions. Qianlong pursued a policy that enabled the 

racial minorities to preserve their ethnic identities, and forced the Manchus to 

preserve their racial consciousness. However, he remained as the emperor 

transcending racial and cultural identities as the 'Son of Heaven' .4 

Soon, these multi-cultural empires, one to the east of Europe and the other to 

the east of Asia, began to face similar problems as European imperialism began to 

exhibit its first signs by global explorations and aggressive overseas trading, which 

would open the way to overseas colonization in the years to come. Since the times of 

the Ming, Chinese had cut their relations with the sea and were not interested in 

overseas ventures and the gains of foreign trade. Therefore, their encounters with the 

Western traders and the need to transform their relationship with these foreigners 

into a new type, totally different from the traditional style of dealing with them, can 

be regarded as a shock for the Chinese and their traditions. On the other hand, the 

classical Ottoman relationship ~ith Europeans was very different from the Chinese 

one. The Ottoman Empire, since its establishment, had been in interaction with 

Europe. However, now, their encounter was to be with a Europe completely different 

from the previous centuries. The major European countries, with their new 

technology, military strength, and the fortune that they had made by their global 

explorations, had turned all the balances of power all over the world upside down. 

3 The banner system was "the method of military organization applied by the Manchus whereby 
fighting men (and their families) were grouped in divisions identified by different colored banners. 
See Spence, The Searchfor Modern China, p. A 47. 
4 See J. Spence, The Search for Modern China, pp. 40-110. 
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Both the Chinese and Ottoman empires' traditional, political, economic, and social 

systems began to be threatened as the Western powers struggled to tum the vast 

territories of these empires into markets for their own products. 5 

As a consequence of the new global power relations and the domestic 

problems that were partly a consequence of the new power relations, the Ottoman 

Empire and the Qing Empire entered the nineteenth century burdened with great 

domestic and international problems. The military weakness of the Ottoman Empire 

not only caused it to retreat gradually from its European territories, but also caused 

fiscal crises because of the decreasing tax revenues and increasing war expenditures. 

The Ottomans also lost their customs revenues as the transit trade from the Ottoman 

lands came to an end after the Western discovery of new trading routes. On the other 

hand, the Qing Empire's military campaigns towards the border regions turned out to 

be a burden as population increase caused the eruption of social unrest as a 

consequence of land shortages. The Ottoman Empire was also troubled by the same 

problem of population increase. Both empires also faced administrative corruption as 

they failed to tackle emerging problems. Meanwhile, domestic uprisings broke out in 

the respective empires. While during the nineteenth century Greece and Serbia 

gained their independence after their succ~ssful uprisings6
, the Qing Empire was 

shackled by the rebellions of Taipings (1851-1864), Nian (1851-1868), and the 

Muslims (1855-1873/, including the well-known Yakub bey rebellion, which had 

some Ottoman support as welL 8 On the other hand, these empires were militarily so 

5 For the Chinese experience since the late eighteenth century until the mid-nineteenth century, see 
ibid, pp. 117-39. For the Ottoman case, see Erik J. ZUrcher. 1998. Turkey: A Modern History. l.B. 
London: Tauris &Co Ltd, pp. 11-50. 
6 E. Zurcher, Turkey, pp. 33-7. 
7 J. Spence, The Searchfor Modern China, pp. 171-91. 
S For the Yakub bey rebellion and the support granted by the Ottomans, see A. Rlza Bekin. 1983. 
"Sultan Abdulhamid'e Sunulan Dogu Turkistan ile ilgili bir Rapor," Ankara Universitesi, Dil ve 
Tarih-CografYa Fakultesi Dogu Dilleri Cilt: III. Say I: 4 den aynlma. Ankara: Ankara Universitesi 
Baslmevi. Also see Ahmet Rlza Bekin. 1971. "Yakub Beg Zamamnda Dogu Turkistan' ill DI~ 
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weakened that they could only survive due to the sensitive balance of power between 

the European states, all of which had ambitions towards the territories of China and 

the Ottoman Empire. On the other hand, both the economies of the Ottomans and the 

Chinese were already incorporated in the capitalist world system, but not as equal 

partners. When the USA and other European powers applied protectionist policies in 

order to defend their economies from Britain, who emerged as the most powerful 

trading nation in the nineteenth century, Britain looked for new markets in South 

America and Asia and concluded a number of free-trade agreements with China and 

the Ottoman Empire through which Britain gained many economic concessions.9 

China, after the Opium War of the 1840s, was forced to sign the Nanjing Treaty 

(1842), where the Chinese granted equal status to foreigners who had until then been 

regarded as barbarian tribute paying states, and also granted them extraterritorial 

rights in some coastal cities of China. 10 The Balta Limam (1838) agreement between 

Britain and the Ottoman Empire had similar consequences. It opened up the Ottoman 

market to British trade and even granted economic concessions to the degree that 

British traders enjoyed conditions that were more advantageous compared to those of 

the domestic traders. I I 

The nineteenth century can be regarded as a per~od of self-strengthening as 

the Chinese and Ottoman statesmen realized that they had to initiate reforms in order 

to save their empires. However, it should be mentioned that self-strengthening started 

early in the eighteenth century in the Ottoman Empire. It is interesting that in the 

early periods of strengthening reforms, the elites of both empires suggested that re-

strengthening of the empires could be achieved by returning to the traditional classic 

ili~kileri," Ankara Oniversitesi, Dil ve Tarih-CografYa Fakiiltesi Dogu Dilleri Cilt: II. SaYl: 1 den 
aynlma. Ankara: Ankara Universitesi Baslmevi. 
9 E. ZUrcher, Turkey, p. 49. 
10 J. Spence, The Search/or Modern China, pp. 160-2. 
II E. ZUrcher, Turkey, pp. 49-51. 
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administrative system and social structure of the glorious past. However, they did not 

doubt that military technology had to be imported either. Thus, the pre-Tanzimat 

reforms(1839) 12 of the late eighteenth century in the Ottoman Empire and the self-

strengthening reforms of the Tongzhi Restoration13 (1860s and 70s), which were 

initiated mainly by Zeng Guofan and other prominent statesmen, were such reforms 

that were limited to the importation of Western technological skills to the respective 

empires. However, as it became evident that importations of military technology 

were not a sufficient factor for strengthening, the reform attempts expanded to other 

areas. The Tanzimat reforms14 (1839-1876) were much wider in scope than the 

Ottoman reforms of the previous era. The Tanzimat reforms covered the army, the 

central bureaucracy, the provincial administration, taxation, education, 

communication, and the judiciary. Also in the Qing Empire, the adoption of Western 

methods and science was initiated gradually as solutions to imperial weakness. 

However, it is important to note that during the nineteenth century, both in China and 

the Ottoman Empire traditional and modem institutions existed side by side, causing 

a duality in the empires. 

The educational reforms, instigated in order to educate the state elites, who 

would then b~ capable of modernizing their empires in order to save ~heir countries' 

future, also had side effects. As the generation educated in modem schools, reading 

Western political and scientific books, began to be influenced by the Western ideas 

especially that of constitutionalism, which they regarded as the only means for the 

survival of their countries, they started to press for constitutional reforms. In China 

scholars led by Kang Y ouwei and Liang Qichao; and in the Ottoman Empire 

12 Ibid, pp. 11-51. 
J3 John King Fairbank. 1992. China: A New History. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, pp.212-
214. 
14 For the Tanzimat reforms, see ilber Ortayh. 1987. imparatorlugun En Uzun YiiZYllz. istanbul: Hil, 
pp.71-207. 
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intellectuals led by the Young Ottomans and, later, the constitutionalist opposition of 

the Young Turks demanded constitutional rule that would be applied in a Western 

style. While in the Ottoman Empire, the constitutionalists managed to force the 

sultan to reactivate the 1876 constitution in 1908, the intentions of the Qing court to 

promulgate a constitution based on the Japanese model of 1889 at the very beginning 

of the twentieth century failed due to another movement that existed in China. 15 This 

force was the anti-Manchu Chinese revolutionists who regarded any such proposed 

imperial constitution as the last resort of an alien tribe to preserve their status. The 

anti-Manchu revolutionaries, led by Sun Yat-sen, were devoted to the ideal of 

republicanism. They did not separate anti-imperialism from anti-Manchuism and 

regarded the overthrow of the Manchus as the first step for the survival of China. 

Despite the reforms initiated by the Manchu court towards the establishment of a 

constitutional rule, the upheavals organized by the anti-Manchu revolutionaries 

finally managed to overthrow the Manchu dynasty in 1911, and the revolutionaries 

proclaimed the establishment of the Chinese Republic. 

In the early twentieth century, the Turkish constitutionalists, who were 

organized as the Committee of Union and Progress, ruled Turkey until the disastrous 

outcome of the First World .War that finally dismembered the Ottoman Empire in. 

1918. Most of the members of the Committee, who were graduates of modern 

schools, were positivists, and they were more radical than the reformers of the 

previous era in their application of the reforms. Although it cannot be argued that the 

duality of the Tanzimat era completely disappeared during the CUP era, the 

educational and judicial systems were further secularized. Most of the traditional 

institutions were brought under the authority of the secular institutions, such as the 

15 For the Chinese constitutionalist efforts of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, see J. 
Spence, The Searchfor Modern China, pp. 223-29 and pp. 241-53. For the Turkish experience of 
constitutionalism, see E. Zurcher, Turkey, pp. 97-131. 
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religious courts, which were brought under the control of the secular Ministry of 

Justice and the traditional religious schools which were brought under the control of 

the secular Ministry of Education; and the religious authority was also curbed as the 

$eyhulislam, the highest religious authority, was removed from the cabinet in 1916.16 

As the last decade of the Qing Empire was a period when different solutions 

clashed with each other, ranging from anti-Manchu republicanism to constitutional 

monarchism, the last decades of the Ottoman Empire was also a period when 

ideologies that were proposed as solutions clashed with each other. One of the 

ideological debates had revolved around the question of finding a criterion of loyalty 

to the Ottoman state. Although the official ideology had remained as Ottomanism 

since the era of Tanzimat, after the Balkan wars (1912-13), Islamism and Turkism 

gained ground. Ottomanism aimed to assure the loyalty of the people in the Ottoman 

territory around the criterion of a state constructed on Ottoman citizenship. However, 

the result of the Balkan wars was disastrous, since all the European territories of the 

Empire were lost. The loss of non-Muslim territories meant the further weakening of 

this possibility and the necessity of an Ottomanist policy. When the Ottoman Empire 

joined in the First World War in alliance with the Central powers against the Entente 

powers, its popUlation was largely N!uslim dominated. Therefore, while some 

intellectuals offered a Turkist policy where the criterion of loyalty would be Turkish 

culture, the others offered an Islamist policy as they believed that the loyalty of the 

Muslim population could be ensured by an emphasis on the Islamic character of the 

state. When Turkish nationalists embarked on their struggle for national 

16 E. Zurcher, Turkey, pp.l25-6. 
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independence after the World War, Islamism and Turkism were still the ideologies 

that dominated the minds of the nationalists as alternative solutions. I7 

Ultimately, the main question that concerned Chinese and Ottoman reformists 

and the nationalists have centered around was the problem of 'westernization'. The 

question was whether westernization was desirable or not. If it was desirable, to what 

extent? Although in both countries there were those who favored westernization in 

toto, or those who were against any degree of westernization, most of the Chinese as 

well as Ottoman intellectuals were advocating a hybrid solution. The question was: 

how to bring a synthesis of European elements with Muslim Ottoman or Chinese-

Confucian civilizations; in other words, "how to become modern while remaining 

oneself?" I 8 

We should remember that in 1911 the Chinese, and in 1923 the Turkish 

nationalists achieved their immediate political aims. The Chinese revolutionaries 

overthrew the Manchus and established a republic on their territories which they 

inherited from the Qing, and the Turkish nationalists rescued most of the land they 

delineated in the National Pact in 1919 which was Anatolia and Eastern Thrace and 

established a republic in 1923. However, the questions that had troubled the minds of 

earlier reformers continued to trouble the minds of these new nationalists even after 

the establishment of both republics. Similarly, in both the Chinese and Turkish cases, 

the questions all along have continued to be how to modernize the country while 

remaining oneself, and how to reintegrate the multi-ethnic and multi-cultural people 

of their territories around a criterion of cohesion. 

There are very few studies which compare Chinese history and Turkish-

Ottoman history. One of these comparative studies is presented in 2001, in a volume 

17 Ibid, pp. 131-7. 
18 Ibid, p. 133. 
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of the Journal of Early Modern History.19 In the journal, scholars dealt with late 

Ottoman and Chinese histories comparatively in order to show that these empires' 

experience of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries cannot be reduced to a 

discourse of 'decline' as it is assumed that the West was in an uninterrupted process 

of progress. The scholars read the late history of the two empires in a new light by 

challenging the existing conventional scholarship which excluded the empires' 

experience from the process of modernization but limited their late experience to 

their relation to the 'dominant' West. Other studies deal with the issue in a more 

specific way. The article of Fong Ching Chen presents us a comparative analysis of 

the May Fourth movement and the Atatiirk revolution?O Another article deals 

directly with the same topic that I have dealt in this thesis is the article of Arif Dirlik. 

The article, named "Third World Identification: AtatUrk, Sun Yat-sen and the 

Problem of Modernity,,,21 analyses the thoughts of these leaders and places them in 

the category of Third World modernizers who challenged Euro-American hegemony. 

Another study that deals with Turkish and Chinese history at the same time is the last 

chapter of the book of Rebecca Karl, named Staging the World: Chinese Nationalism 

at the Turn of the Twentieth Century. In the last chapter, which is entitled "Re-

Creatin& China's World," Karl analyzes the interpretation of the Young Turk 

revolution of 1908 by Chinese nationalists?2 

19 The Journal of Early Modern History 5\ 4. Leiden, 2001. 
20 Chen F ang-zhen.200 1. ''Lun qimeng yu fan-chuantong --- wusi yundong yu Kaimoer geming de 
bijiao', in "Qingzhu Wang Yuanhuajiaoshou bashi shui shengri lunwerlji" Shanghai: Huadong shifan 
daxue chubanshe. pp. 278-286. (Chen, Fong Ching. On Enlightenment and Anti-Traditionalism- A 
Comparative Study of the May Fourth Movement and the Atatiirk Revolution) 

21 ArifDirlik. "Third World Identification: Atatfuk, Sun Yat-sen and the Problem ofModemity, 1860-
1949" Unpublished Article presented in the International Conference on the Modernization in China .. 
22 Rebecca Karl. 2002. Staging the World: Chmese Nationalism at the Turn of the Twentieth Century. 
Durham: Duke University Press, pp. 179-93. 
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Therefore, this thesis follows up on these first attempts to study Chinese and 

Turkish history in a comparative perspective. The emphasis is on the social, 

intellectual, and political solutions proposed by Sun Yat-sen and Mustafa Kemal to 

the problems of modernization and nation-building with emphasis on the question of 

incorporating the minorities that both the Chinese nationalists and the Turkish 

nationalists inherited from their similar past of imperial decline through a reading of 

the speeches, writings, telegrams, and letters of these two leaders in original 

languages as well as in English translations. With this objective in mind, significant 

secondary works about the modernization experience of China and Turkey constitute 

the supportive material for the study. 

Accordingly, the first chapter of the first part covers a discussion on the 

earlier forms of identifications that were utilized by the Ottomans and Manchus in 

order to rule their multi-ethnic and multi-religious communities. I have attempted to 

analyze the millet23 system of the Ottomans which is preceded by a concise 

discussion. about how Islam defined the 'self and the 'other'. I have compared the 

Islamic 'self and 'other' with the Confucian definition of 'self and the 'other'. The 

Confucian definition of the 'self is very important for our understanding of how the 

Manchus, being an. alien race, were able to rule China and ethnic Chipese for 

hundreds of years without any trouble until the late nineteenth century. As will be 

explained in the first chapter, the answer to this question is the 'sinification' thesis, 

which proposes that the Manchus were assimilated by the Han Chinese as they 

accepted the Confucian principles and Confucian virtues which were the main 

elements that constituted the Han culture. However, if the 'sinification' thesis is 

accepted, there remains a very important question concerning our study of Sun Yat-

23 The meaning of millet in modem Turkish is 'nation'. However, during the Ottoman period millet 
denoted the religious communities rather than ethnic communities. 
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sen's early thought: anti-Manchuism. If the Manchus were absorbed within Han 

culture and lost their own distinctive identities as claimed for the eighteenth century, 

then, how can we explain the emergence of an anti-Manchu thought during the late 

nineteenth century, which asserted that an alien race usurped the sovereignty of the 

Chinese and discriminated against the Han Chinese by privileging the ethnic 

Manchus? Therefore, in the first chapter, I have attempted to understand to what 

extent the Manchus were assimilated, and to what extent they preserved their racial 

consciousness. Without an answer to this question, it is impossible for us either to 

understand anti-Manchu thought or the ideas of Sun Yat-sen that were shaped by 

anti-Manchuism. On the other hand, an understanding ofthe Turkish nationalism that 

was re-formulated by Mustafa Kemal will be lacking without understanding the 

Ottoman millet system of the classical period, and also the nineteenth century 

solutions of Ottomanism, Islamism and Turkism because Mustafa Kemal frequently 

utilized the earlier forms of identifications for his political purposes. 

I believe that an analysis of Mustafa Kemal and Sun Yat-sen also requires a 

precise evaluation of the thoughts of the intellectuals that preceded themselves. I 

have chosen the Young Ottoman thought in the Ottoman Empire and the thought of 

the constitutional monarchists in. China for introductory reasons: to understand what 

kind of solutions were proposed before Atatfuk and Sun Yat-sen in terms of the 

questions of nation-building. 

In the third and fourth chapters, after two long introductory chapters that pave 

the way for the analyses of the revolutionary thoughts, I finally proceed to a 

discussion of Mustafa Kemal Atatlirk in terms of his biography, ideas, and policies. 

Since a discursive study on a person's system of thought cannot be separated from 

the life-time experience of that personality, I have presented a biography of Mustafa 
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Kemal in the first chapter of the second part. Later, in the second chapter, I have 

begun to analyze his system of thought through a reading of Soylev ve Demer;ler 

which is a three volume collection of his speeches and declarations; a reading of 

Ataturk'un Tamim Telgraf ve Beyannameleri which are the circulars, telegrams and 

declarations of Atatfirk; and Nutuk which is the speech of Atatfuk that he presented 

to parliament in 1927 as a historical record of the Turkish Republic; and other 

writings of his that I found in Afet inan's edited works. In this chapter, I have 

analyzed the principles of populism and republicanism in Atatfirk's thought, and also 

I tried to find out what westernization, Islam and secularism meant for him. 

In the third part, I have applied the same methodology for Sun Yat-sen. After 

a detailed biography of Sun Yat-sen, I attempted to depict his thought through a 

reading of his major works: Three Principles of the People (1924), Memoirs of a 

Chinese Revolutionary: A Programme of National Reconstruction of China (1918), 

and Fundamentals of National Reconstruction (1924), and other materials that I 

obtaineq from various edited books that included selected works of Sun Yat-sen. 

Related with his thought, I examined his anti-Manchuism through a reading of 

primary sources as an early component of his thought. Later, I examined his post­

Republican ideas which were aimed at cons~ructing a powerful, centralized China 

which was still threatened by domestic and international enemIes; such as 

imperialism and warlordism. In that sense, I have tried to find out what he 

understood by a strong China, and how he envisaged the method of constructing that 

powerful modem China through analyzing his thought by the same method as he 

followed in the Three Principles of the People: the principle of nationalism, the 

principle of democracy, and the principle of the people's livelihood. In this chapter, 
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since I had analyzed AtatUrk's thought in the prevIOUS chapter, I presented a 

comparison between Sun's and Atatfuk's ideas on certain occasions. 

The last two chapters cover a comparison of Sun's and Atatfuk's ideas on the 

issue of nationalism. As the principle of nationalism in Atatfuk's thought is a very 

important component, it deserves special attention. The last chapter is also composed 

of mainly two parts. The first part focuses on the external aspect of Mustafa Kemal's 

and Sun's nationalisms. How did they present their struggle against Western powers? 

What did imperialism mean for them? Did they regard their struggle as anti­

imperialist? In the second part, I focused on the domestic aspects of their 

nationalisms which can be regarded as the nation-building process. I attempted to 

understand the concepts and methods that they utilized in order to incorporate the 

minorities they inherited from their respective empires and around which criteria of 

coherence they tried to construct their nation states. 

Since Mustafa Kemal and Sun Vat-sen were not ideologues but activists who 

aimed at. immediate political results, their ideological points of view fluctuated at 

times. Being aware of these shifts, I attempted to follow their ideas within the 

process, without omitting ideas of theirs that dominated only a particular period. 

T~erefore, I believe this work is not only an analysis oft~eir thought that is officially 

accepted as the last version and the most correct one, but also an analysis that 

enables one to follow the shifts and changes in their ideas due to the changing 

circumstances and conditions. 
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PART I-Chapter I 

EARLIER FORMS OF IDENTIFICATIONS: CULTURALISM COMPARED 

TO THE MILLET SYSTEM 

During the late imperial period, the Qing and Ottoman empires observed that 

imperial forms of identifications, designed to hold subject people together, were 

under threat. While the Tanzimat reforms of the Ottoman elite put an end to the 

millet system of the classical period that was no longer relevant to the existing 

conditions, the Qing Empire had experienced the greatest challenge from the Han 

people both on popular and on intellectual levels in the late nineteenth century. 

This chapter analyses the pre-modem identification of the Chinese people in 

order to question whether Han consciousness, which became apparent in the modem 

period, is a novel form of identity construction. Our understanding of the self-

perception of the Chinese in the pre-modem period is important for two reasons. 

Firstly, this is directly linked to the minority rule question which will inevitably lead 

us to the policies of the Qing court to rule its multi-cultural empire without any 

serious challenge from the Han majority until the Taiping rebellion (1850-1864). 

Secondly, it will help us to see Chinese nationalism as a relational identity between 

historical iden~ities and the modem nation-state system. In Duara's w?rds "the shape 

and content of national identities in the modem era are a product of negotiation with 

historical identities within the framework of a modem nation-state system.,,24 On 

certain occasions, a comparison with the Ottoman Empire's policy of ruling different 

ethnic and religious groups is presented in order for us to understand the multi-ethnic 

and multi-religious structure ofthe society. 

24 P.Duara.I993. "De-constructing the Chinese Nation," The Australian Journal of Chinese AjJairs30, 
p.Il. 
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AN ANALYSIS OF CONFUCIAN AND ISLAMIC PERCEPTIONS OF COMMUNITY 

The paradigm that governs Chinese studies in terms of identity can be summarized 

as the 'culturalism-nationalism theses'. This was first formulated by Levenson as a 

"heuristic device" not as a real duality in order to explain the transition from 

culturalism to nationalism.25 According to Levenson, in the late imperial period, 

intellectuals, facing the threat of imperialism and the increasing intrusion of Western 

ideas to the Confucian world, abandoned their previous belief in culturalism by 

denying culture as the unit of comparison. They consequently replaced it with 

'nation' in the late nineteenth century?6 

Confucian cultural ism, which is said to dominate the Chinese self-perception 

until the end of the nineteenth century, is based on a distinction between hua xia and 

yi which is translated into English as 'civilized' for hua xia and 'barbarian' for yi. 

This kind of distinction is based on Chun Qiu (Spring and Autumn Annals). In Chun 

Qiu, Confucius categorized people according to their cultural identity in which ethics 

is the dominant determinant. The core principle of Confucian ethics was ren, 

reciprocity. This was the principle which governed the relations between individuals 

and groups, and it was a universal and cosmopolitan law. The racial identity of a 

person, his birthplace, and hi~ mother language were not important in the realization. 

of this virtue. Confucius believed that what made the Chinese people civilized was 

their moral conduct, so anybody who accepted Confucian ethics would become 

civilized. Confucius, also, believed that the moral superiority of the hua xia would 

one day transform the barbarians into civilized people.27 As Mencius once said, "I 

have heard of men using the doctrine of our great land (xia) to change barbarians 

25 J.R, Levenson. 1968. Confucian China and Its Modern Fate: A Triology. Berkeley: University of 
California Press. 
26 Ibid, pp. 98-100. 
27Tsung_I Dow. 1982. "The Confucian Concept of a Nation and Its Historical Practice," Asian Profile 
10\4, pp.347-61. 
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(yi), but I have never heard of any being changed by barbarians (yi).,,28 Similarly 

when Confucius decided to live among barbarians, to those who contested this idea 

he replied, "If a superior man dwelt among them, what rudeness would there be.,,29 

Therefore, Chinese culturalism, based on the above-mentioned criteria, was a 

belief in the superiority of China as a cultural community whose boundaries were 

determined according to the moral values expressed by the Confucian elite tradition. 

China was the center of the world (zhongguo). It was the true civilization, but this 

civilization was not exclusivist. The requirement for the admission was a 

commitment to the universal Confucian principles. This could be achieved through 

education and imitation. This rule was also applicable to the rulers; the requirement 

for the emperor was his command of these universal principles. The ethnic 

background of the emperor was not important. 30 

Compared to Confucianism, Islam, which was the basic principle guiding the 

Ottoman millet system,31 also, divides humanity into two categories, but in this case 

the basic differentiation line is between the 'believer' and 'unbeliever'. The moral 

values and Confucian principles in culturalism are replaced by a belief in God and 

the Prophet, and one is required to live according to the principles God prescribed for 

Muslims. As in Confucianism, Islam i~ not exclusivist, and the requirement for the 

inferior unbeliever to become equal with those Muslims in the hierarchical order was 

to convert to Islam. 

While the non-exclusivist character of culturalism32 and Islam lead one to 

believe that these pre-modem forms of identifications are far more broadly defined 

28 Cited in ibid, p.358. 
29 Cited in ibid, p.358. 
30 J,Townsend. 1992. "Chinese Nationalism," The Austrialian Journal of Chinese Affairs 27. p. 110. 
31 B. Lewis and B. Braude,eds. 1982. Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire: The Functioning of 
a Plural Society, vol.l. London: Holmes&Meier, pp.I-33. 
32 Because ofthis non-exclusivist character of culturalism, it is also named as 'Chinese universalism'. 
This is because China was the tien xia (all under universe), and anybody, who accepted to live in 



20 

than ethnic nationalisms, Duara argues that "culturalism is not significantly different 

from ethnicity, because, like ethnic groups, it defines the distinguishing marks and 

boundaries of a community. The difference lies in the criterion of admissibility; 

ethnocentric conception refused to accept as part of the political community anyone 

not born into the community; despite their educability into Chinese values, whereas 

the cultural conception did.,,33 However such a comment may mislead us because 

ethnic origin is something which cannot be changed, and one is born into. Whereas 

in Islam and culturalism, the criteria for admissibility depend on one's will 

(concerning Islam) or one's ability (concerning culturalism). 

As mentioned previously, Levenson argued that the principle of culturalism 

gave way to nationalism when cultural values required legitimization in the face of 

the challenge posed by the Western 'other'. This threat challenged the idea of 

cultural superiority which, in the absence of threat, required no defense, but during 

China's long history such barbarian threats emerged on several occasions, and in 

facing that threat, some Confucian literati abandoned their culturalist vision and 

proposed an exc1usivist strategy concerning the barbarian 'other' .34 Mark Elliot 

locates ethnocentrism to a reading of Confucian separation of hua and yi. He argues 

that such an exc1usivist ethno-centrist attitude predate the creation of the first 

Chinese empire in the third century BC. The Chinese accepted non-hua as essentially 

different and incapable of self-improvement.35 Another scholar, who derives some 

incompatible racist views from the Classics, is Dikotter.36 He attempts to 

demonstrate that an embryonic form of racism existed long before the arrival of 

accordance with the principles and moral values of this universe, which was Confucianism, was 
recognized as a member of this universe. 
33 P.Duara, "De-constructing the Chinese Nation," p.6. 
34 Ibid, p.2. 
35 M.Elliot. 2001. The Manchu Way: The Eight Banners and Ethnic Identity in Late Imperial China. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, p.22. 
36 F.Dikotter. 1992. The Discourse of Race in Modern China. Stanford. 



Western racism in a Social Darwinist form in China. An environmental and 

biological determinism existed in ancient and pre-modem Chinese thought 

concerning the issue of race. A prejudice against Africans due to their skin colour 

and against the Europeans due to their different physical appearance had existed. 37 

Also, the names of the barbarians living around the Chinese cultural ecumene were 

written in characters having animal radicals. This was a habit that existed until the 

1930s?8 The most important statement that was used for the exclusivists was from 

Zuozhuan (587 BC), a feudal chronicle: "If they are not the same race of us, their 

minds will be different.,,39 

Ethnocentric arguments flourished in the periods when barbarian tribes posed 

a great challenge to China by penetrating to the Chinese heartland and posed a threat 

to the dynasty. Such a threat first emerged in the early twentieth century against the 

Song dynasty and was posed by the lUrchen Empire of the Jin. While the Song 

retreated to the south, they had to promote a realist foreign policy rather than the 

classical tribute system based on a culturalist notion of China as the tien xia (all 

under heaven) and the other states as vassals who had to pay tribute to the 'Son of 

Heaven', the Chinese emperor. China was reunified in 1279 not by the Chinese but 

by the ~ongols. They ruled the country until 1368. Althoug~ many Confucian 

literati were summoned to serve in the dynasty, Song loyalists refused to serve the 

barbarian Mongols.4o 

The best known of these ethnocentric discourses emerged after the Qing 

conquest of China. The harshest critic of Manchu rule was Wang Fuzhi (1619-92) 

37 Ibid, pp.13-l7. 
38 Ibid, pA. 
39 Tsung-I Dow, "The Confucian Concept of a Nation," p.353. But Dow in his interpretation of this 
statement argues that, the word "xin" in the second part of the sentence can be rendered as expressing 
one's point of view, and culture. But despite this argument, it is clear that in a world where the 
admissibility criterion is culture, those other races, because their ethnic identities have different 
culture, and lose their chances to be included into the Chinese ecumene. 
40 Dikotler, The Discourse of Race in Modern China, pp. 20-25 
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who preferred to live in seclusion after he took part in an anti-Manchu movement to 

support the Ming dynasty's remnants. Despite his written works, he was not well 

known until anti-Manchuism had emerged at the end of the nineteenth century. 

Wang Fuzhi's attack on the Manchus was environmentally determined. He stated 

that "the barbarians, with respect to the Chinese, are born in alien lands. As their 

lands are alien, so their vital forces are alien. As their vital forces are alien, their 

customs are alien, and as their customs are alien, so their behavior is entirely alien.,,41 

He also believed that the boundaries between races should be preserved. 

If man does not mark himself off from the things, then the principle of heaven is 

violated. If Chinese do not mark themselves off from barbarians, then the principles of 

earth is violated ... .If men do not mark themselves off and preserve an absolute 

distinction between societies then the principle of man is violated.42 

It is important to note that these anti-Manchu feelings, which appeared during 

the early conquest period, surfaced in the revolutionary period of the twentieth 

century. According to Duara, the boundaries of these historical ethnocentrisms were 

"hardened" and "acquired new meaning" during the revolutionary period. As 

nationalism "selects", re-narrates, "adapts" these earlier identifications, it is also "a 

product of negotiation" with them within the new nation-state system.43 Therefore, as 

revolutionaries revived and recreated the earlier anti-Manchu discourse, 

constitutionalists reformulated culturalism by trying to make it fit the new nation-

state system. This re-narration process will be examined in the coming chapters. 

41 J.D.Langlois. 1980. "Chinese Culturalism and the Yuan Analogy: Seventeenth-Century 
Perspectives, " Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies4012. p.364. 
42 Kauko Laitinen. 1990. Chinese Nationalism in the Late Qing Dynasty: Zhang Binglin as an Anti­
Manchu Propogandist. Curzon Press, p.25. 
43 Duara, "De-constructing the Chinese Nation," p.ll. 
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SINO-CENTRISM AND ITS PROBLEMS 

Despite the existence of an anti-Manchu literature during the early conquest 

period, a considerable number of the Ming elite preferred to be loyal to the Qing 

dynasty. The support of the literati elite was very important for Manchu legitimacy. 

However, the question still remains because one should understand how the 

barbarian northerners could gain legitimacy in the eyes of the Han elite, and also 

whether legitimacy in the eyes of the elite is a sufficient factor for preserving 

stability for 200 years. 

The most common answer for the above-mentioned minority-rule question is 

that, firstly, by sponsoring neo-Confucian norms of government and personally 

following Confucian rituals through a study of the Classics, Manchu rulers gained 

the sympathy of the Confucian literati who were guided by Confucian culturalism. 

Another argument very much related to this is that the Manchus gradually adopted 

Chinese ways, and so became assimilated.44 As a consequence of the sinicization of 

the Manchus, the Qing Empire became another Chinese empire. The above-

mentioned two arguments are intermingled, since the main reason for sinicization 

was the adaptation of Confucian ethics. In the words of Ping-Ti Ho who is an ardent 

supporter of sinicization, 

The Manchu court carried a policy of systematic sinicization, with the implementation 

of the Ch 'eng-Chu Neo-Confucian orthodoxy as its core, which not only facilitated the 

metamorphosis of the Manchu tribal-banner state into a unitary centralized empire, but 

also won the allegiance and dedication of the Confucian elite who saved the "alien" 

dynasty by eventually wiping out the ethnic Chinese Taiping rebels in fourteen years 

(1851-64) oflife-and-death struggle.
45 

44 Here in this text, I take the concept 'assimilation' as one ethnic or religious groups' loss of 
consciousness of their distinctive identity. 
45 Ping-Ti Ho.l998. "In Defense ofSinicization: A Rebuttal of Evelyn Rawski's "Reenvisioning the 
Qing"," The Journal of Asian Studies 57\I,p.124. 
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It is a fact that the Manchus adopted Chinese political organizations and 

Confucian orthodoxy. Without doubt, this endowed them with legitimacy, and so 

they were accepted by most ofthe Chinese as the~'sons of heaven' . Even most ofthe 

Ming elite preferred to surrender to the Manchus who were more Confucian than the 

rebellious bandit Li Zicheng who posed a great threat to the Ming status quo. 46 

However, in recent years, there have emerged many studies on the Qing 

period, questioning the validity of the sinicization thesis. The most apparent question 

is related to the late nineteenth century emergence of anti-Manchu sentiment. If the 

Manchus were assimilated, how, then, at the end of nineteenth century, did Chinese 

people think that there was a separate Manchu population governing them, and how 

did the Manchus perceive themselves as distinct from the Han population of the 

Empire? 

One of the theses proposed against the theory of sinicization is the Manchu 

ability to balance between the "cosmopolitanism of the universal empire and the 

narrow defensiveness of the ethnic minority.,,47 During the Qing period universal 

emperorship was not only confined to the Confucian image of the emperor. 

According to Rawski, "the archival materials strongly support the argument that the 

Manchus disseminated different images of rule!ship to the different subject peoples 

of the Empire.,,48 While the Mongols called the Qing emperor "Great Khan", the 

Qing emperors are "depicted as an intrinsic part of the whole Tibetan Buddhist 

system and an appropriate object ofworship.,,49 Lamas decreed the Qing emperor as 

an incarnation ofthe Buddha of Wisdom.5o Through the Qing policy Beijing became 

46 J.K.Fairbank. 1989. China: Tradition and Transformation. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, p.216. 
47 M.Elliot, The Manchu Way, p.5 
48 E.Rawski. 1996. "Presidential Address: Reenvisioning the Qing: The Significance of the Qing 
Period in Chinese History," Journal of Asian Studies 55\4, p. 835. 
49 H. Harrison. 2001. Inventing the Nation: China. London: Arnold, p.40. 
50 J.T.Dreyer. 1976. China's Forty Millions. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, p.10. 
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a center for Tibetan Buddhism although Tibetan Buddhism was not so much revered 

in China proper as in Central Asia, especially among the Mongols. 

At the end of the seventeenth century, the ~ Emperor Qianlong (1736-1799) 

dismissed the idea of the absoluteness of civilization. His father the Emperor 

Yongzheng (1723-1735) tried to "efface" the boundaries separating the cultures. He 

tried to create a Confucian morality that would become the only true world. He 

started a countrywide moral indoctrination program by preparing lectures that would 

be delivered by local scholars twice a month right down to the village level. He 

thought such indoctrination would "improve people's thoughts and behavior, and 

intensify their loyalty to the state.,,51 However, for Qianlong, "the clarification of 

cultural differences and subsequent proof of the universal competence of 

emperorship is the mission of the ruler.,,52 Culture came to be perceived as a fixed 

ideal identity. It was gained by descent and geography, but the emperor would 

remain 'null', transcending all cultures. According to Crossley, Qianlong, through 

his universal emperorship, "brought reality and meaning to all cultures," especially 

through "commissioning of literature, architecture, painting and portraiture," and all 

these separate peoples were "given documentary institutionalization and political 

stat~s," and so were "historicized." 53 These separate identi~ies were unified through 

their submission to the emperor personally since the "Qianlong emperor's 

universalistic ideology was distinctly centred upon himself, as the sole point where 

11 ' . 1 d ,,54 a specIes were articu ate . 

The important point is that these identities that were historicized in Qing 

China were limited to five peoples: the Manchus, Mongols, Tibetans, Uyghurs, and 

51 J.Spence, The Search/or Modern China, pp.91-2. 
52 O.K.Crossley. 1999. A Translucent Mirror: History and Identity in Qing Imperial Ideology. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, p.270. 
53 Ibid, pp.221-2 
54 Ibid, p.221 

~ Bogazi~i Oniversitesi KQtQphanesi ~ 
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Chinese. The languages of these five peoples were officially accepted. The edicts, 

diaries, and monuments were written in more then one language, at least in Manchu 

and Chinese, but commonly in Manchu, Chinese, and Mongolian. Also, after the 

middle of the eighteenth century, Arabic script of Uyghur and Tibetan writing were 

also included. 55 This concept of the 'five people of China' was also inherited by the 

reformist and revolutionary nationalists. 

THE QING 'FIVE PEOPLE' STATE TRADITION COMPARED TO THE 

OTTOMAN MILLET SYSTEM 

Qianlong method of rule resembles the imperial policy of the Ottomans, 

namely the millet system that identifies the minority policy of the Empire until the 

nineteenth century, according to which the people of the Ottoman Empire were 

separated from each other. However, in the Ottoman Empire identity was not fixed 

according to descent and geography. Religion rather than ethnicity was the 

determinant. While all Muslims regardless of their ethnicity belonged to the Muslim 

millet, the non-Muslims were divided according to their religions and sects. Every 

millet had a certain kind of autonomy in some of their internal affairs, especially 

those related to the administration of the millet and those legal issues related to the 

private realm, s~ch as family law. The "house of Osman" material.ized in the 

"patrimonial authority" of the sultanate was the transcending position, where all 

these separate identities submitted their loyalties. Since the Ottoman Empire was a 

hierarchical society where the dominant millet was the Muslim millet, the balancing 

factor of the concept of sultanate between the different ethnic and religious groups of 

the Empire was important. The "temporal and religious" authority was implemented 

55 Ibid, p.ll. We should remember that the most important official language in the Qing court was 
Chinese. On the other hand, during the Qing period the ethnicities living in south and southwest China 
were aimed to be sinicized by the Qing court. 
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in the combination of the concepts of sultanate and caliphate. 56 If Sharia (Islamic 

Law) was for the Muslims, kanuns (dynastic administrative law) was for both the 

Muslims and non~Muslims.57 "The main legitimation of the ruler in Ottoman 

political thinking was justice,,,58 and the "House of Osman" provided justice and 

prosperity to all its subjects within the framework of kanun. 

As in the Qing case, in the Ottoman Empire as well, the titles and the 

attributes of the emperors were a means for them to gain legitimacy in a multi-ethnic 

and multi-cultural empire, since the titles and the attributes were derived from 

different traditions, dominantly from Islamic, Persian and Turkish traditions. While 

the titles, Padi~ah and Hildavendigar were derived from Persian tradition, the title of 

Hakan was derived from the Turkish past, which implied that Ottoman emperors 

inherited their Central Asian tradition of government. After the conquest of Istanbul, 

Mehmed II adopted the title of Kayser-i Rum which was an attempt to gain 

legitimacy in the eyes of Greek residents of the Empire and in the eyes of Christian 

states as the successor of Augustus and of Constantine because Ottomans perceived 

themselves as the inheritors of the Roman Empire. The adoption of this title enabled 

him to be referred to as Basileus59 by contemporary Byzantine chroniclers. The 

conquest of Egypt and Syria, an~ appropriation of the title 'caliph', and the attribute 

of 'Guardian and Protector of the Holy cities' not only marks the assertion of the 

supremacy of the Ottoman sultan among the other Muslim rulers, but also marks a 

turning point for the legitimacy of the Ottoman sultans in the eyes of Muslims all 

over the world. It was Suleyman the Magnificent who adopted all these titles at 

56 Niyazi Berkes. 1998. The Devolopment o/Secularism in Turkey. London: Hurst&Compony, p.9. 
57 Metin Kunt. 1995. "State and Sultan up to the Age of Stileyman: Frontier Principality to World 
Empire," in M. Kunt & c. Woodhead, eds. Suleyman the Magnificent and His Age: The Ottoman 
Empire in the Early Modern World. London: Longman, p.28. 
58 Ibid. 
59 The title used by the Greeks for the Great King of Ancient Persia and later for the Roman and 
Byzantine emperors. For this definition anj a further explanation of the titles of Ottoman sultans, see 
R. B. Merriman. 1944. Suleiman the Magnificent: 1520-1566. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
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once.60 He was also the Ottoman sultan who claimed a universal61 emperorship as 

"the master of all lands and the shadow of God over all nations.,,62 This imperial 

tradition of the assertion of universality can be observed also in the Qing imperial 

perception of the concept of tien xia which implies that China was 'all under 

heaven'. While the Ottoman sultan was the 'shadow of God over all nations', the 

Qing emperor was the 'son of heaven' . 

As the Ottoman elite preferred to rule the periphery, despite its central 

structure, by depending on the local elite of the periphery regions through drawing 

these "Muslim inhabitants of the provincial cities" into the system of government,63 

and by granting a limited autonomy to the non-Muslims as well,64 the Qing policy 

towards the periphery regions, especially towards those with the powerful peoples of 

the west and the north, depended on the already existing hereditary groups who were 

integrated into the system. The office responsible for dealing with these powerful 

non-Han people was Lifanyuan which was established in 1638 by Hong Taiji. While 

60 In 1538, in the inscription of Benderhe, Sultan Siileyman declared that "I am a slave of God and I 
am the master in this world .... God's virtue and Muhammad's miracles are my companions. I am 
Siileyman and my name is being read in the prayers in the holy cities of Islam. I launched fleets in the 
Mediterranean on the part of Franks in Maghreb as well as in Indian Ocean. I am the Shah of Baghdad 
and Iraq, Caesar of the Roman lands and the Sultan of Egypt. I took the land and crown of the 
Hungarian king and granted to one of my humble slaves." See in H. inalclk. 1993. The Middle East 
and the Balkans under the Ottoman Empire: Essays on Economy and Society. Bloomington: Indiana 
University, p.79. . 
61 It is important to note that this kind ofa pre-modem universality of the imperial systems is different 
from the modem form of universalism which is also globalism. Both the Chinese and Ottoman 
emperors had a transcendental view of their role in this world. They believed their emperorship to be 
central and transcendental, and the other rulers and peoples who were living off of their domains as 
the people who had to recognize their transcendental role in this world. Even, economic transactions 
with the people of the inferior domain were not realized on an equal footing. Ottoman and Chinese 
emperors only granted concessions to those 'others' who recognized their emperorship and superiority 
over them. However, despite the claim of the Chinese and Ottoman emperors to universality, it was 
not 'global' as it is used in the modem sense. Their universalistic image was effective as far as their 
power could be effective. That's why, while the universal image of the Chinese emperor had 
something to do with the Koreans, it did not mean anything for the North African people, who were 
out of the sphere of the Chinese 'world'. On the other hand, despite the universal claim ofthe Chinese 
and the Ottoman emperors, their universalism did not mean cultural homogeneity as it means in 
today's terminological usage. 
62 Written in the inscription on the main gate of the Suleymaniye Mosque in Istanbul. See in H.inalcik, 
The Middle East and the Balkans, p. 78. 
63 See A. Hourani. 1991. A History of the Arab Peoples. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
64 See, S. Mardin. 1995. Tiirkiye'de Toplum ve Siyaset. istanbul: ileti~im, pp.37-9. 
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the Chinese term means, 'ministry ruling the barbarians', the Manchu title for the 

office was 'ministry ruling the outer provinces'. As the conceptual difference 

indicates, during the Qing period, this bureau preferred the preservation of the 

separate political structures and cultures ofthese non-Han regions rather than cultural 

assimilation. These hereditary groups were granted imperial noble titles. The most 

important of them were the Mongoljasak, the hereditary Mongol chiefs. Their status 

was equal to those of the Qing princes, and they were linked to the dynasty by 

marriages. A special legal code was also promulgated for the Mongols which was in 

Mongolian and based on the traditional Mongolian understanding of justice. 

Similarly, in Tibet the temporal and spiritual rule of the Dalai Lama was recognized, 

and he became the political authority in Tibet. 65 

BANNER SYSTEM AND THE SINICIZATION THESIS 

Some other scholars, who oppose sinicization thesis, argue that the institution 

that prevented the assimilation of the Manchus to the Han population was the banner 

system.66 The banner system was established by Nurhaci (1559-1626) who was the 

ancestor of all the Qing emperors. The founding members of the banners were the 

Jiirchen people of eastern and northern Manchuria. Hong Taiji (1636-1672) renamed 

the~ as Manchu. Later, during Hong Taiji's reign, the Mong?ls and those Chinese, 

who had collaborated with the Manchus to occupy Ming territories, were included in 

the banner system. Banners can be regarded as the conquest army of the Qing. 

Membership of the banners was hereditary. Banners were not only composed of the 

banner soldiers but also of their families. These people were known as the banner 

people (qiren). Each ethnic group had its own separate set of eight banners, so totally 

65 Harrison, Inventing the Nation: China, pp.36-42. 
66 See Elliot The Manchu Way and Edward Rhoads. 2000. Manchu & Han: Ethnic Relations and 
Politi~al Po~er in Late Qing and Early Republican China, 1861-1928. London: University of 
Washington Press. 
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there were 24 banners in the entire system.67 All these banners "would be imbued 

with similar education, skills, sense of mission, and attachment to the court.,,68 The 

court tried to educate all the banners in such a way that they would serve the 

government. They were educated in Classics in all three languages, Mongolian, 

Chinese, and Manchu. They were required to know the histories of the Liao, Jin, and 

Yuen empires which were the foreign nations that ruled China before the Qing. They 

had to know astronomy, mathematics, and medicine. They were also required to be 

experts in horsemanship and archery. In a word, they were educated in such a way 

that they would be the ruling class of China, having both the military and civil skills. 

They were to be an agent class that would be close to the ruling house. 

Similar to the banners, who were arranged to be an agent class loyal to the 

emperor in Qing Empire, dev§irme system69 of the Ottoman Empire was also 

arranged to create a ruling class loyal to the emperor. Dev§irmes were chosen from 

among the children of the Christian families of the border areas. These children were 

collected in order to be recruited for the imperial army or the civil service. They were 

converted to Islam and taught Turkish which remained the official language in the 

government. The most talented were chosen for the palace school, the Enderun and 

for other elite s~hools; and the rest would become janissaries. Thos.e dev§irme 

students studying in the Enderun would become the ruling elite of the Empire. One 

of them would become the grand vizier. Just like the Manchu banners, they had to be 

proficient in many languages, in this case Turkish, Arabic, and Persian. They were 

required to know classical Arabic and calligraphy. They also studied Islamic law, 

and they were taught civil law that included the kanuns which were issued by the 

sultan. They studied history, mathematics, geography, and geometry. Besides all 

67 Rhoads, Manchu & Han, p.8 and p.19. 
68 Crossley, A Translucent Mirror, p.286. 
69 See G. Goodwin. 1997. Janissaries. Saqi Books. 
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these similarities with the Manchu banners, there was a very important difference 

concerning the issue of descent, since the descent of the dev~irme was not important. 

Because dev~irmes were children, who were separateu from their families in their 

childhood, they had no bonds with their families, and their loyalty was towards their 

corps and to the sultan and his household. Their lives and all their possessions were 

at the disposal of the sultan. This was in order "to prevent the formation of a 

hereditary caste of rulers.,,7o But as previously mentioned, banners were not only 

composed of banner soldiers. Family and descent had a very special meaning in the 

banner system. 

The creation of a banner class in China was something more than an attempt 

to create an agent ruling class loyal to the emperor. The question of the identity of 

the banners is a complex one. One can define the banners as the "institution, which 

unified the Manchu people and defined Manchu identity.,,71 Banners are also 

regarded as the institution that made apparent the discrimination between the Han 

and the Manchus. This point makes us understand the emergence of an anti-Manchu 

sentiment in the twentieth century. Does the revolutionary hatred against Manchus 

have no base72
, or can the causes be predated to the prosperous Qing period?73 

Despite the heterogene0l!s identity of the banners, the banners were called the 

Manchu banners. Banners were not strict ethnic categories, because there could be 

Han and Mongol in the Manchu banners; but still many historians prefer to regard 

banners as Manchu, and legal, economic, and political discrimination between the 

banners and civilians is accepted as discrimination between the Manchu and the Han. 

70 See Bernard Lewis. 1963. Istanbul and the Civilization of the Ottoman Empire. Nonnan: University 
of Oklahoma,p.60. 
71 Rhoads, Manchu & Han, p.18. 
72 See, Mary Wright. 1962. The Last Stance of Chinese Conservatism: The T'ung-Chih Restoration, 
1862-I 874. Stanford: Stanford University Press,p.51. 
73 For this argument, see Rhoads, Manchu & Han. 
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74 One of the main reasons for this was the fact that the Manchus were the largest 

group in the banners, despite their low population ratio in the Qing society. Also, 

every Manchu family was a member of the banners, and every Manchu was a 

member of the banners. In the hierarchic structure of the banner institution, Chinese 

banners were the lowest in status. Manchu banners outranked Mongols, and Mongols 

outranked Chinese.75 

According to Elliot, 

That the category "banner people" came to signify "Manchus" and not the other way 

around was a consequence of two things: that the Eight Banners was essentially a 

Manchu institution and that court concern for the banners was dominated in the end by 

an emphasis on those in the banners classified as Manchu. From the outside, Han 

Chinese saw the advantages enjoyed by those in the banners as "Manchu" privileges 

unavailable to them; from the inside, Manchus, Mongols, and Han bannermen also 

tended to see these privileges as specifically "Manchu," with the difference that they 

shared in them to greater(in the Mongol case) or lesser (in the case of Han bannermen) 

degrees. With the gradual strengthening of the banner system as a bulwark of Manchu 

74 Ibid, pp.286-7. 
75 Rhoads, Manchu & Han, p. 20. In Chinese society there was a separation between the banners and 
the civilians. This differentiation could be taken as similar to the Ottoman distinction of reaya (tax 
paying subjects) from askeri (military subjects). Reaya was composed of farmers, artisans and 
merchants who were taxed, and the askeri were, scholars, bureaucrats and soldiers who were not 
taxed. The Ottoman system was based on the preservation of this distinction. Everybody was required 
to preserve his place in the social hierarchy. The circle of justice necessitated this distinction because 
the power ofthe sultan was dependent on military power, and military power was dependent on the 
treasury which required the taxation ofthe peasants. Finally, the increase in the tax revenues was 
provided by justice. Peasants had to be treated with justice. In the Ottoman society, both askeri and 
reaya tended to be a close group. No one was allowed to perform others' functions". Bernard Lewis 
emphasized that askeri denoted caste rather than function, since "it included retired or unemployed 
askeris, manumitted slaves of the sultan and of the askeris, the wives and children of askeris and also 
the holders of religious offices at the sultan's court." In theory askeris were not a hereditary class, 
they had no aristocratic privilege, since their right to fief, office or status could be withdrawn by the 
sultan. However, those who become the members of the askeri class by grants of fief, status or office, 
with little exception, were the sons of asker is. While in the early periods of the Ottoman Empire, it 
was very rare for a person of reaya origin to become askeri, or an askeri to be reduced to reaya status, 
in the later periods, especially in the eighteenth century, it was frequently observed. Many chroniclers 
had claimed that the violation of the borders between the reaya and askeri was a cause of imperial 
decline. See Berkes, The Development of Secularism , p. 12 and also see B. Lewis. 1963. Istanbul and 
Civilization of the Ottoman Empire. Normon: University of Oklahoma, p.52, and also see S. Faroqhi. 
2002. "16. Ylizyll sonlannda Osmanh imparatorlu'gunda Siyaset ve Sosyo-Ekonomik Degi~im," in 
M. Kunt and C. Woodhead,eds. Kanuni ve <;agl: Yenir;agda Osmanlz Diinyasl. TVYY, p. 106. For the 
description ofthe 'circle of justice', see H. inalclk. 2000. Osmanlz' da Devlet, Hukuk ve Adalet.Eren, 
p.46. 
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That's because, to see the bannermen as Manchu is somewhat a problem of 

self-perception. After the 1911 revolution, Manchus sensitive to the racist 

environment of the day created for themselves the name, qiren 77 (banner people). 

And after the foundation of the Peoples' Republic of China in 1949, although the 

name qiren did not find widespread use, regardless of ethnic origin, those who 

managed to show that they were the descendents of the banner people were 

registered as Manchu.78 

In addition to the above-mentioned reasons that caused the scholars to refer to 

the banners as the Manchu banners were the policies of Qianlong concerning the 

banners, since in the Qianlong era Manchu history and culture were documented in 

order to demonstrate the genealogical and geographical origins of the Manchus as 

different from Han people. As Crossley shows, Qianlong era research of Manchu 

origin, and its documentation of the history and the culture of the Manchu people 

was a major step in the creation of the Manchu race. The documentation of Manchu 

history was followed by the efforts of the QianlGng court to recreate the Manchu 

people according to the original Manchu culture that was then clarified. It was the 

fear of being assimilated among the Han majority that alarmed Emperor Qianlong . 

According to Qianlong, the fears of Hong Taiji79
, who urged the Manchu people 

76 Elliot, The Manchu Way, p. 15 
77 P.K.Crossley. 1990. "Thinking about Ethnicity in Early Modem China," Late Imperial China II\l. 
p.lO. 
78 Elliot, The Manchu Way, p.1S. 
79 Hong Taiji, in the very early years of Manchu occupation of Chinese territories, stated that "I have 
heard that among the nations that have accepted Heaven's charge and founded an enterprise (i.e., 
established a dynasty for ruling China), none has abandoned their own language and turned instead to 
use the language of another nation. No nations that have abandoned their own language and taken up 
another nation's language have prospered." Two years later in 1636, he told to a group of princes and 
advisers that "what 1 fear is this: that the children and grandchildren oflater generations will abandon 
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about the risk of assimilation to the culture of the conquered people, was about to 

come true. In order to prevent Manchus from disappearing, Qianlong led many 

reforms in the banners, mainly through a great emphasis on military skills among the 

Manchus and the Manchu language. As Crossley concludes, through the Qianlong 

reforms the previous policy of balancing military skills with civil skills was removed, 

and "the idea of bannermen as a liberally educated governing class was replaced by 

an increasingly specialized understanding of who Manchus were and what they were 

expected to do.,,8o 

The legal, economic, and political discrimination between the banner people 

and the civilians were thus perceived as discrimination between the Manchus as 

banner people and the Han as the civilians. This enabled the Manchus, who were all 

banner people, to be outside of Chinese civil jurisdiction. There was a ban on 

intermarriage between the banner people and the civilians; this was meant to be a ban 

on intermarriage between the Manchus and the Han people. Apart from this, the 

Manchus always held the top positions in bureaucracy. However, despite the 

insistence of the Manchu court on preserving the Manchu bannermen's 

distinctiveness, Manchus faced a great degree of sinicization81 in terms of their life 

style. The MancJm monarchs had accepted Confucianism and they bas~d the entire 

examination system on the Confucian canon. They patronised Chinese art and 

literature. Among the Manchu people, despite the efforts to revive Manchu ways and 

the "Old Way", neglect shooting and riding, and enter into the Chinese way." Quoted in Elliot, The 
Manchu Way, p. 9. 
80 Crossley, A Translucent Mirror, p.307. 
81 Crossley, who admits that Qianlong period policies on Manchu self-identification was not 
successful and Manchus, through years, lost most of their self attributes, claims that the concept of 
"sinicization" to define that process is misleading. According to Crossley, "to be "sinicized" was to 
become "like the Chinese," who were only those who had been previously sinicized. This is self­
evidently counter historical in the sense that Chinese culture, the character of which is at issue in 
"sinicization," has been an uninterrupted process of mutation due in part to the challenging and 
differentiating effects of aboriginal, border, and heterodox cultures. The barest implications of 
"sinicization" were that Chinese culture was somehow autochthonous, rigid and exclusive, and in 
contact with other worlds either obliterated or was obliterated." Crossley, "Thinking about Ethnicity," 
p.2. 
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the Manchu language, the Manchu language lost its attractiveness, and performance 

of military skills and hunting, which were privileged as the essential features of 

Manchu lifestyle, became nostalgic acts for remembering the old ways. As military 

technology developed, banner soldiers were gradually replaced by other armies and 

finally in 1865, most of the discriminations separating banners and civilians were 

removed through an act recognizing the right of Manchus "to register in Chinese 

village registers, to take the same examinations as Chinese, to enrol in the regular 

Chinese forces, to cultivate land and to engage in trade,,,s2 which had previously 

been forbidden. Such a certain degree of assimilation into Han culture did not 

necessarily mean that Manchus lost their consciousness of their distinctive ethnicity. 

This issue of the effect of relative assimilation on the self-perception of the Manchus 

is not very clear but as the developments of the nineteenth century make clear, there 

always remained an area of Han and Manchu distinctiveness that could resurface 

through a re-narration in a period of ethnic nationalism. 

In the Ottoman Empire a similar kind of legal, economic, social, and political 

discrimination had also existed between the non-Muslims and the Muslims. Although 

non-Muslims were given a limited autonomy on certain issues, they were not equal 

to Muslims in society. This. inequality emanated from the very basic principle o~ 

Islam determining the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims. The non­

Muslims, who accepted living within the jurisdiction of the Empire and those who 

were engaging in commerce with Muslims, were granted protection under Islamic 

law. However, as evident from this Islamic principle, they were not the members of 

the socio-political Islamic community of the Empire. Therefore, they did not belong 

to the dominant and superior millet of Islam, but they were the inhabitants of the 

Empire whose life and property were granted protection, and whose religious liberty 

82 Wright, The Last Stance of Chinese Conservatism: The T'ung-Chih Restoration, 1862-1874, p. 54. 
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was recognized. As a result of this different and subordinate positioning of non­

Muslims in society, they were not appointed to top government posts, they had to 

pay taxes (harm:; and cizye) which were different from the taxes Muslims paid, non­

Muslim witnesses were not recognized in court cases against Muslims and non­

Muslims were not allowed to wear Muslim dress and behave like Muslims. Although 

many other cases can be listed, the above-mentioned examples are sufficient to 

manifest the inferiority of non-Muslims in Ottoman society until the Tanzimat 

reforms which tried to create a new understanding of equal citizenship without 

concerning ones' ethnicity or religion. 

Although in some cases the boundaries between the religions and ethnicities 

could be blurred, as a general argument, it can be said that in the Ottoman Empire 

there was no classification of the people according to the criterion of ethnicity, as it 

had existed in Qing China, especially by the Qianlong era, and neither of the 

ethnicities were privileged over the other. The only criterion that determined the 

hierarchical status within the society had been religion until the Tanzimat era of the 

mid-nineteenth century. 

In this section, it is analysed that the emergence of an anti-Manchu feeling in 

the late nineteenth century was not a tota! creation but a product of a re-narration, re­

interpretation of historical conditions of the past. Firstly, although a culturalist 

perception dominated the minds of the Chinese until the modem ages, as analysed in 

the previous pages, an embryonic form of ethnicism had emerged on certain 

occasions in the distant past. This traditional ethnicism was re-narrated by anti­

Manchu nationalists as I will analyze in the following chapters. On the other hand, 

Qing rule of its various ethnicities had an effect on the emergence of anti-Manchu 

nationalism. Its role in preserving the distinction between the Manchu ethnicity and 
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Han ethnicity through the banner institution is an important factor that enabled the 

anti-Manchu revolutionaries led by Sun Yat-sen to claim that Manchus discriminated 

against the Han. For the Ottoman case, I have described the millet policy of the 

Ottomans. Millet system and the lack of discrimination in Ottoman society 

concerning the criterion of race is a very important element that will enable one to 

follow the experience of the Turkish nation-state building process. 
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PART I-Chapter II 

PRE-REPUBLICAN ATTEMPTS TO CONSTRUCT A 'NATION' 

The aim ofthis.section is to understand the reactions, attitudes and projects of 

the oppositionist and constitutionalist intellectual elites of the respective empires in 

order to save the empires from dismemberment, which were under foreign and 

domestic threat. The focus is on their ideas concerning the question of 'nation' that 

was evaluated within the territorial limits of the Empire. Any solution that had the 

potential to undermine territorial integrity of the Empire was avoided by these 

constitutionalists. These were the intellectuals who introduced the understanding of 

'territorial nationalism' and the concept of 'citizenship' to their countries' political 

literature. 

One of the threats that troubled the intellectuals in the late nineteenth century 

was that of ethnic separatism. In the context of China, minority separatism did not 

reach to the extent it had in the Ottoman Empire. In China, the major force behind 

the nineteenth century rebellions was not ethnicity. Although population growth, 

which caused scarcity in resources and land, was the main cause of the rebellions, 

still in many of them "an intense community or sub-consciousness, sharpened by the 

heteroge~eous origins of the bordering region populations and ~ften reinforced by 

linguistic differences,,,s3 could ignite the rebellion. In particular, the fight over scarce 

resources between different ethnic groups is very evident in the Muslim rebellion 

which started in 1855 in Yunnan. Han people who were living in Yunnan, the area of 

greatest Muslim concentration, exhausted their own gold and silver mines, and tried 

to oust Muslims from their own mines. And the struggle started between the two 

different ethnic groups of Yunnan who were also under a great tax burden, and extra 

83 1.K.Fairbank & D. Twitchett, eds.1978. The C:lmhridge History a/China: Late Ch'ing, 1800-1911, 
va!. 1 0, part. 1. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 132. 
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levies were imposed by the central government.84 Also, during the great peasant 

rebellion of Taiping, which was led by a mystic Christian convert, a very harsh anti­

Manchu rhetoric developed.85 During the Taiping rebellion, anti-Manchuism was not 

restricted to mere rhetoric. Taipings carried out terrible massacres against the 

Manchus in order to banish the "devils" from China's face forever. 86 Despite the 

obvious fact that a kind of ethnic separatism existed in the minds of Chinese 

ethnicities,87 nationalism in China, especially for the constitutionalists, was the 

means to strengthen the people of the Empire, uniting them with a political 

consciousness and preparing them for the struggle against the Western economic and 

military threat rather than an ideology to prevent ethnic separatism. 

In the Ottoman context, ethnic separatism was much more apparent but not 

the only factor. Discontent was highest in the Balkan provinces which were very 

important for the economic survival of the Empire. The tax revenues collected from 

the Balkans contributed the lion's share. 88 However, by the beginning of the 

nineteenth century the Ottoman Empire began to lose these territories as a 

consequence of peasant rebellions led by nationalist leaders who had been educated 

in foreign countries and who had engaged in trade relations with European countries 

or other Slavic countries: It is important to note that in the Ottoman Empire, alth~)Ugh 

the apparent cause of the peasant rebellions was separatism, most of the archive 

studies show that peasant discontent as a consequence of peasant exploitation by the 

84 J.Spence. 1990. The Search/or Modern China. New York, p.l87. 
85 For Taiping declarations concerning the Manchus, see Mark Elliot, The Manchu Way: The Eight 
Banners and Ethnic Identity in Late Imperial China, pp. 23-4 
86 See Spence, The Search/or Modern China, p. 175. 
87 Ethnic minorities until the Qing dismemberment of 1911 did not pose a great separationist threat, 
but after 1911 these groups did not equate Qing to China (Zhongguo) and also as a consequence of the 
racist arguments of the revolutionaries, ethnic minorities bagan struggling for national independence. 
88 D.Quataert.1994. 'The Age of Reforms, 1812-1.914," in H. ina1clk and D. Quataert, eds., An 
Economic and Social History o/the Ottoman Empire 1600-1914. Cambridge, p.847. 
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landholders in Balkan areas was the major reason.89 But in the Ottoman context, the 

minority problem became a very complicated issue, since the Western powers 

intervened in the matter both by pressing the Ottoman government to reform its 

millet system by granting equal rights to its Christian subjects and also by supporting 

the rebels. The Greeks achieved to gain their independence in 1829 with the support 

of Russia, England and France.9o Therefore, peasant discontent could be transformed 

into rebellions. The nationalist separatists inspired by the ideals of the French 

Revolution gave ideological shape to these rebellions, and they were protected and 

supported by the Western powers. To such a threatening situation, both the Ottoman 

state and the oppositionist intellectuals responded by inventing and proposing a new 

transcending identity that would comprise all the Ottoman people regardless of 

ethnicity and religion. It is important to note that T anzimat reforms were aimed at de-

constructing the millet boundaries in order to create a new Ottoman citizenship 

which comprised any Ottoman resident without applying ethnic and religious 

discrimination. The process started by the Tanzimat edict of 1839, which recognized 

"the equality before the law of all subjects, whatever their religion.,,91 

In China, the perception of foreign threat reached its highest point after the 

Sino-Japanese War, which ended by !he Treaty of Shimonoseki in April 1895. China 

had to cede southern Manchuria and Taiwan to Japan and had to recognize the 

independence of Korea which became a protectorate. They were also given economic 

rights in the treaty ports.92 The event was embarrassing for China. Japan was a small 

country, which had always been under the "Chinese cultural area, the area most 

89 See H.inalcIk. 1992. Tanzimat ve Bulgar Meselesi. istanbul, and also P. Pinson. 1975. "Ottoman 
Bulgaria in the First Tanzimat Period-The Revolts ofNish (1841) and Vidin (1850)," The Journal of 
Middle East Studies 2 . Durham. 
90 E.Ztircher. Modern Tiirkiye 'nin Dogu,nt. i1eti~im, pp.56-58. 
91 Ziircher, Turkey, p. 53. 
92 Spence, The Searchfor Modern China, p.222. 
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influenced by the civilization of ancient China," and also a country, which for brief 

periods had been in the "Sinic zone". This zone, according to Chinese hierarchical 

foreign relations, included those "most nearby and culturally similar tributaries.,,93 

But after the Sino-Japanese War it was soon realized that Japan had joined the ranks 

of imperialists and had entered into the world of competition. This created a feeling 

of urgency among Chinese intellectuals, who struggled for the strengthening of 

China. 

MODERNIZATION AND THE REINVENTION OF TRADITION 

Kang Youwei (1858-1927), an eminent Confucian scholar of Late Qing, who 

remained outside the imperial bureaucracy, tried to develop ideas within the 

Confucian tradition to re-strengthen the country. Kang was not a nationalist in an 

ethnic sense, but he was a culturalist, who redefined culturalism according to the 

needs of the age. He reinterpreted Confucianism in a manner that he legitimized 

many Western institutions and political ideals. Kang transformed Confucianism into 

a "rationale for comprehensive political reform,,,94 which would in the end 

strengthen the country, just like Japan. For Kang, Confucianism was misread after 

the death of Confucius, and those who misread it were responsible from China's 

current weakness. He called for a return to the ~uthentic Confucianism. For Liang 

Qichao, who was under Kang's influence from 1895 to 1897, the elimination of the 

school of Mencius, which had developed the ideal of practical statesmanship, was 

also another factor for the degeneration of Confucianism.95 Kang Y ouwei claimed 

93 J.K.Fairbank, ed. 1968. The Chinese World Order: Traditional China's Foreign Relations. 
Cambridge, pp.1-2. The other two zones were the Inner Asian zone, consisting of tributary nomadic 
states of Inner Asia, and the outer zone that included those outer barbarians who were at a distance by 
land or sea. Sometimes Japan was included into the concept of outer zone. 
94 Anne Cheng. 1997. "Nationalism, Citizenship, and Old TextlNew Text Controversy in Late 
Nineteenth century China," in Fogel, J. and Peter Zarrow, eds. Imagining the People: Chinese 
Intellectuals and the Concept o/Citizenship 1890-1920. East Gate Book, New York. 
95 Hao Chang. 1971. Liang Ch 'i-ch 'ao and Intellectual Transition in China, 1890-1907. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, pp.74-5. 
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that 'practical statesmanship' was one of the core principles of Confucianism.96 In 

1897, Kang published a book named A Study of Confucius as a Reformer. In this 

book Kang developed the above-mentioned ideas, claiming that in the original texts 

of Confucius, before they had been adulterated, there had been a belief in change, 

development, and institutional reform.97 What Kang understood from change was 

towards a development modeled by the Western political institutions, especially 

constitutionalism and Western technology. 

As in the Ottoman Empire, in China, too, the adoption of Western 

technological and military skills began much earlier than the constitutionalist 

demands for European technological innovations and political institutions emerged. 

In the Ottoman Empire, reforms aimed at the development of military technology 

hastened the era of Selim III (1761-1808) and Mahmut II (1785-1839) by the end of 

the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century. In China, the most 

important self-strengthening effort, known as the Tongzhi Restoration (1862-1874), 

was introduced by some provincial officials and some grand councilors. The most 

important among them was Zeng Guofan, who was an eclectic Confucianist. These 

self-strengtheners proposed that Western learning could be made use of in issues 

conce!lling function (yong), and Chinese learning would con~inue to dominate those 

spheres concerning essence (ti); so Western learning would be permitted to enter 

China with its practical conclusions, such as military technology, in order to preserve 

the Chinese essence. 98 According to Levenson, what differentiated the reformers of 

the late nineteenth century from the Tongzhi self-strengtheners was their avoidance 

of making any distinction between ti. and yong. Instead of saying like the ti-yong 

96 Ibid,p.49 
97J. D. Spence. 1982. The Gate o/Heavenly Peace: The Chinese and Their Revolution. Penguin 
Books, p.33. 
98 For a detailed analysis of Tongzhi restoration, see Mary Wright, 1962. The Last Stance o/Chinese 
Conservatism: The T'ung-Chih Restoration, 1862-1874. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
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formulators that Chinese essence should be supplemented by Western values, which 

are related to function, the late nineteenth century reformers, especially Kang and 

Liang said that Western values could be found in authentic Confucianism.99 Only if 

these authentic values that had been distorted and suppressed resurfaced again, could 

China regain its 'Golden Age' strength. Liang's analyses of democracy obviously 

manifested that effort. He believes that although China did not have democratic 

institutions, it had the idea of democracy. He quotes some passages from Mencius to 

prove his arguments. Mencius said, 

When all those about you say, "This man deserves death," don't listen to them. When 

all your great officers say, "This man deserves death," don't listen to them. When all the 

people say, "This man deserves death," put him to death .... You must act in this way in 

order to be the parent of the people.IOO 

Liang concludes that Western parliamentary democracy IS in conformity with 

Mencian principles, but China had severed its own links.lOl 

In the Ottoman Empire, the Young Ottoman thought could be argued to have 

the same reasoning. Young Ottomans were among the first intellectuals who utilized 

"media of mass communication" in order to criticize the existing political elite and 

publicize their own ideas. Their publications, mainly their newspapers, helped the 

creation of a modern public sphere. The Ottoman constitutionalists' mission of 

publicizing their ideas and criticisms through mass media was comparable to Liang 

Qichao's mission of creating a new consciousness among the Chinese through 

publishing newspapers. Both Liang Qichao and dominant figures of the Young 

99 J. R. Levenson. 1968. Confucian China and Its Modern Fate: A Triology. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, pp.77-8 
100 Translation ofMencius is from J. Legge. 1895. The Chinese Classics 2 .Oxford, pp. 165-6, quoted 
in J. R. Levenson. 1959. Liang Ch'i-ch'ao and the Mind o/Modern China. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, p.42. 
101 Ibid, p.44. 
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Ottomans, as Namlk Kemal and Ali Suavi used a simplified form of the written 

language which was the major reason behind the emergence of a modem public 

sphere. Although oppositionist Young Ottomans were not a homogenous intellectual 

group, they shared a common anxiety about the gradual dismemberment of the 

Empire. They tried to fill the "ideological vacuum,,102 created by the Tanzimat elite 

through a re-narration of Islam. According to Mardin, this ideological vacuum, 

which was a result of degrading Islam to the private sphere, was caused by an urgent 

need to save the country during the Tanzimat period. On the other hand, foreign 

involvement in Ottoman domestic issues with the pretext of minority nationalities 

sharpened the dilemma of the Tanzimat policy makers. This ideological vacuum 

resulted in a dual structure in the Empire in many spheres, such as education and 

legal system. 

The Young Ottomans, just like Kang Y ouwei and his· disciple Liang Qichao 

did for Confucianism, tried to re-inject Islam into the Ottoman political and social 

life. However, as in China, the Young Ottomans' interpretation of Islam deviated 

from classical interpretations of Islam. What the Young Ottomans did was a selective 

re-narration of Islam. They were eclectic in their readings. They could depend on 

various sources in ord~r to legitimize their ideas. However, they were very .much 

influenced by the Selefi School of their time. The Selefis were purists who wanted to 

return to the original sources. As the Confucian constitutionalists had the idea of a 

golden age, Selefis, just like all other Muslims, had the idea of asr-l saadet (the age 

of happiness and prosperity). They were modernist Islamists103 who derived their 

legitimacy for the modem requirements from the primary sources. Their reasoning in 

102 S.Mardin. 2000. The Genesis of Young Ottoman Thought: A Study in the Modernization of Turkish 
Political Ideas. Syracuse University Press, p. 118. . 
103 For a discussion on the emergence oflslamism, see Miimtazer Tiirkone. 1994. Siyasi Ideoloji 
Olarak islamczllgzn Dogu$u, istanbul: ileti~im. 
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their application to the original and primary sources is a result of a greater chance of 

a more flexible reading. When we observe that classical Islam of the Middle Ages is 

another form of interpretation that was suitable for its own ages, Islamists' claim of 

interpreting original sources is reasonable because it would be easier for them to 

interpret these sources according to the needs of the modem age as they perceived 

them to be. It would also be more legitimate to blame those unacceptable features 

prevalent in Islamic countries and those accepted as embodied in Islam by claiming 

that they are not present in original Islam, and they only emerged as a degenerated 

interpretation of Islam. The Young Ottomans blamed the Mongols for the ills of the 

Ottoman Empire, especially for the despotic character of Ottoman polity and claimed 

that many Mongol institutions that were adopted by the Ottomans, such as the right 

of the sultan to issue laws, caused degeneration oflslam in the Empire. 104 Now, the 

Young Ottomans had the tools to re-narrate Islam in accordance with the European 

political products of the Enlightenment. They re-interpreted many Islamic concepts 

that they. derived from various sources, such as me§veret, §ura, biat. They 

interpreted me§veret in such a way that they equated it with democracy. Sura was 

equated with parliament; and the requirement of the approval of the ruler by the ehl-i 

hallu akd was interpreted to include alJ people. Therefore, ehl-i hallu akd turned out 

to be the modem public sphere. It is not totally unreasonable for the Young Ottomans 

to use these concepts against despotic Islamic regimes. After the death of the 

Prophet, a §ura gathered for the election of Halife, who would succeed the Prophet, 

and the method of me§veret was applied. They argued that there are also verses in 

Quran105 which justified them. However, what matters is that these non-Western 

modernizing elites, who tried to formulate a synthesis of Western and Eastern 

104 See Mardin, The Genesis, p.104. 
105 See Quran 3:159 and 2:38. 
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thought, then went further by claiming that those Western institutions existed in the 

original forms of their own traditions. Namlk Kemal and Suavi even insisted that 

early Islamic polity was a form of republic; and democracy was already inherent in 

Islam. 106 Mardin states that there had always been an inconsistency in the Young 

Ottoman thought that was caused by the impossibility of the selection of the best 

European political institutions and grafting them on to the Islamic base itself. This 

was because they failed to see that atomistic individualism was behind these political 

institutions, and they limited their thought to the state level. However, he argues that 

for the Young Ottomans this inconsistency did not matter, since the main aim was to 

save the state. 107 

As explained in a comparative perspective, both the Chinese and Ottoman 

reformists of the late nineteenth century left the previous period's perception of 

reform, which was limited to the military and technological matters. Now the 

reformers were struggling to reform their countries according to Western political 

ideals, such as constitutional democracy. However, they were sensitive on the issue 

of legitimizing their arguments by tradition. The tradition was re-invented by the 

reformists who were dedicated to saving their countries by strengthening them 

through a new kind of politics, so as to find their liberal ideals within tradition itself. 

The tradition they had embraced was claimed to be the authentic one, which was 

based on the original texts before they had been deformed in the following centuries. 

This was the way that the reformists tackled with the issue of tradition so as to make 

it serve the ideal of strengthening. In the following chapters, the thought of Sun Yat-

sen and Mustafa Kemal will be dealt on the issues of tradition and modernity. How 

106 See Mardin, The Genesis. 
107 Ibid, pp.398-408 
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they conceived the role of tradition when they struggled to strengthen their respective 

countries? 

CONSTITUTIONALIST REFORMULATION OF NATION 

A very important component of constitutionalist thought in both countries 

was their redefinition of 'people', in which re-narrated tradition and traditional 

identifications played a great role. In an age of modem nation-states, the 

constitutionalist monarchists in China redefined China on the basis of culturalism 

which is one of the historical narratives discussed before. For Duara, this is an 

inheritance of a historical narrative of identity and re-reading of it according to the 

conditions of the day. This was a re-narration of cultural ism because Kang "was 

influenced by modem ideas.,,108 As Duara mentions, "all good nationalisms have a 

transnational vision,,,109 and Kang's culturalism had such a transnational component. 

Kang and Liang's preoccupation with the strengthening of China, and their belief in 

the need for wealth and power for China should not lead us to think that they are 

modem nationalists. Indeed, Kang had an idea of human progress, composed of three 

stages, and this idea was accepted by Liang. He evaluated his idea in his book Da 

Tong Shu (The Book of Great Unity).110 This was another provocative reading of 

Chungiu because the idea of progress, as Pusey shows, was n<?t exactly in the Annals, 

but in a commentary of the Kung-yang commentary of the Annals. Because of this 

ingenious and provocative reading, it is said that Kang was very much influenced by 

the Enlightenment idea of progress. lll But it should be borne in mind that Kang's 

idea of Da tong, which became a slogan among different segments of Chinese 

108 P.Duara.1995. Rescuing History from the Nation: Questioning Narratives of Modern China. 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, p.74. 
109 Ibid, p.13. 
liD See Kang Youwei.1958. Ta Tung Shu: The One World Philosophy of Kang Yu-wei. L.G. 
Thompson, trans. London: George Allan. 
III James Reeve Pusey. 1983. China and Charles Darwin. Harvard University Press, pp. 27-8. 



48 

intellectuals, was indeed based on indigenous sources, despite the fact that such 

progressivist ideas could be found not in the dominant texts, but in the 

supplementary texts or in the interpretations of the Classics. According to the idea of 

Da Tong, the stages the humans were supposed to pass through were 'The Age of 

Disorder', 'The Age of Approaching Peace', and the 'Age of Universal Peace', in 

which all the barriers separating human beings, such as nation, race, and family 

would disappear. Kang believed that in the 'Age of Universal Peace', the ideal ofjen 

(humanity) would prevail. The ideal ofjen was the Confucian ideal. 112 Liang once 

reminded his teacher that "their preoccupation with a political campaign should not 

lead them to forget that their ultimate goal is the universalistic ideal of spreading 

Confucian moral-spiritual teachings and saving the world, rather than the 

"particularistic" political goal of merely protecting China, the nation."l13 And for 

Kang, republican democracy could be the form of government during the 'Age of 

Universal Peace'. While absolute monarchy was the ideal government of the 'Age of 

Disorder', constitutional monarchy was suitable for the' Age of Approaching Peace' . 

The nation state could only be the form of the 'Age of Approaching Peace', but such 

a nation-state would not be based on 'race' but on 'culture' in China. 

The Y ou~g Ottomans had a comparable idea of progress. Ho~ever, their 

reading of progress did not have a universalistic vision as it did in China. Although 

the Young Ottoman perception of progress was nurtured by the Enlightenment 

ideology of progress, it was mostly limited to the aspiration to catch up with Western 

development. Namlk Kemal, influenced by the Enlightenment idea of progress, after 

his sojourn in Europe, believed that "progress was part of the dynamic move of every 

112 Hao Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, p.7. 
\13 Hao Chang. 1987. Chinese Intellectuals in Crises: Searchfor Order and Meaning, 1890-1911. 
Berkeley,p.10. 
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society and reflected the natural ability of individuals to progress.,,114 For Namlk 

Kemal "progress was irreversible," I 15 but his idea of progress was limited to material 

progress and to a good and just government. The· problem whether human progress 

will result in a universal peace, as in Kang's model where all boundaries between 

ethnicities, classes, and sexes would disappear, was not questioned by either Namlk 

Kemal or other members of the Young Ottomans. Despite the lack of such a 

universalism in their thought, the Young Ottomans, too, had a transnational 

component in their understanding of nationalism. This was pan-Islamism,116 which 

emerged as a consequence of an awareness of non-Ottoman Muslims, who were 

under non-Muslim political and economic threat. ll7 However, during the period of 

the Young Ottomans (which is the middle of nineteenth century), an ideology that 

would reintegrate the populations of the Empire was needed, and the Young 

Ottomans proposed a new relationship between state and subject, and between 

Muslim millet and non-Muslim millets similar to State Ottomanism. As State 

Ottomanism, theirs was based on an understanding of equal citizenship. Every 

Ottoman subject would become a citizen of the Ottoman nation. However, Namlk 

Kemal criticized State Ottomanism because it was a product of European 

intervention. I IS As a result otEuropean interventions, the application of the principl~ 

114 Mardin, The Genesis, p. 320. 
115 Ibid, p.320. 
116 Although pan-Islamism is depicted here as a transnational ideology, it should be kept in mind that 
if observed from the other side of the coin, it is also a kind of nationalism, which is an attempt to 
invent a modern Islamic nation from the traditional community of Ummet (the Islamic 
community).Therefore, here, I don't propose that pan-Islamism of the period is a universal ideology, it 
is only a more comprising aspect of the Young Ottoman Ottomanism. It is aimed to create a new 
identity, which transcends ethnicism and territorial nationalism but is lacking from the point ofKang's 
universalism because it limits itself only with the Muslims. 
117 Tiirkone, islamczlzgm Dogu§u, pp.l45-95 
118 While there are discussions on the factor of foreign pressure on the Tanzimat reforms, most of the 
scholars agree on the fact that Islahat Ferman! is a consequence of foreign intervention and demand. 
Because of the factor of foreign intervention, it caused a dilemma in the Ottoman society. While it 
was an attempt to create an equal Ottoman citizenship, some articles of the Ferman assured the 
preservation and re-organization of the existing millet system. See R. Davison. 1963. Reform in the 
Ottoman Empire (1856-1876). Princeton University Press, p. 114. 



50 

of equality had always worked to the benefit of non-Muslims and to the detriment of 

Muslims. He also believed that such an effort to create an equal Ottoman citizenship, 

dictated from above, would fail without a constitutional assembly and a unified 

education because only this institution could guarantee the allegiance of non-

Muslims.119 For Kemal, State Ottomanism did not have an ethical basis. This moral 

vacuum was the reason behind the failure to re-establish the Ottoman state as a just 

and socially harmonious one. Dispensation of justice that would guarantee social 

harmony and the principle that would refill the ethical vacuum would be realized by 

the application of sharia, which in Kemal's interpretation included "sovereignty of 

the people, representation, constitutionalism, egalitarianism, individual freedom and 

division, and separation of powers among the judicial, legislative, and executive 

branches of government." 120 

In the thought of post-Tanzimat intellectuals, territorial Ottomanism went 

hand in hand with the idea of ittihad-l islam (Unity of Islam). The co-existence of 

these two ideologies inevitably created a dilemma. However, many intellectuals who 

were simultaneously favoring Ottomanism and Islamism ignored that inconsistency 

because Ottoman intellectuals, in contrast to Kang Y ouwei, who had developed an 

optimistic universalistic philosophy, p~eferred to react and find solutions to the 

existing problems of the Muslims. In that sense, pan-Islamism was a means 

developed by many Muslim intellectuals and policy-makers in order to face the 

strong pan-Slavist and pan-German movements of that day. Pan-Islamism could also 

rescue the Ottoman Empire from its inferior position by uniting all Muslims against 

the West as a power. And finally, after the Balkan wars of the early twentieth 

century, pan-Islamism would gain a new momentum as a result of the loss of most of 

119 J. G. Rahme. 1999. "NamIk Kemal's Constitutional Ottomanism and Non-Muslims," in Islam and 
Christian RelationslOII, p.34. 
120 Ibid, p. 32. 
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the non-Muslim territories of the Empire. Now, the Ottoman Empire was a mostly 

Muslim populated empire, and to promote a pan-Islamist ideology would be no 

longer advantageous and pragmatic for many intellectuals. 

THE SOCIAL DARWINIST DISCOURSE AND ANTI-IMPERIALISM 

The Confucian universalist rhetoric and the perception of culture as the unit 

of comparison between the West and China were totally abandoned, especially after 

the failure of the 'Hundred Days' Reforms in 1898 initiated by the reform minded 

Emperor Guangxu based on the proposals of Kang as a consequence of the coup 

d'etat, led by the Empress Dowager Cixi. Instead, a Social Darwinist belief in 

progress began to dominate the minds of Chinese intellectuals. This progress would 

be achieved as a consequence of struggle, a competition between nation-states. 

According to Levenson, this was a consequence of the alienation of Chinese 

intellectuals from tradition. By replacing the unit of culture with the unit of nation 

they dispensed with the dilemma, which was attempted to be solved by reformists by 

justifying the Chinese tradition in its relation to European philosophy and 

institutions. 121 As the unit of culture was dispensed with, they did not have the 

burden of turning to tradition as a place of justification. Now, the problem was 

survival in the war of races. The aim was not to pre~erve the Chinese culture but the 

Chinese race which had come to the edge of extinction; and the means of survival 

would not be derived from tradition. 

Liang Qichao, inspired by Yen Fu, who was the first Social Darwinist in 

China, was the leading figure who introduced Social Darwinist discourse to China. 

He was the intellectual who had turned his back on Confucianism, and until 1915 he 

never attempted to legitimize his thought by arguments derived from Confucianism. 

Despite his rejection of an anti-Manchu attitude, he was among those who equipped 

121 See Levenson, Confucian China, p.98. 
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the anti-Manchus with racist arguments. Liang Qichao's abrupt change in opinion 

was a consequence of China's miserable conditions both in the domestic and 

international arena. 122 Although the solutions developed by Ottoman intellectuals and 

the Chinese ones were very different, both were motivated by an urgent need to save 

their countries. That is why while Liang abandoned his universalism as defined in 

Kang's thought, Namlk Kemal "did not believe in an internationalism which 

consisted in loving humanity as a whole at a time when nations were in arms and 

one's fatherland was in danger.,,123 

When Liang perceived the world stage as an arena of Social Darwinist 

struggle, he not only abandoned the universalist arguments narrated by Kang Y ouwei 

but also historical Sino-centrism. The Sino-centric view had led the Chinese to 

develop an idea of tien xia (all under heaven, universe) but not a guo 

(nation/country/state). The Chinese viewed the world as composed of themselves and 

their appendages, so they did not develop any idea of struggling with the foreign 

powers. This was also the existing attitude against the Western imperialists when 

they first started to enter the Chinese sphere. The Chinese traditional elite thought 

them as the tribute giving barbarians of the past. If they were allowed peacefully to 

conduct. commerce with China, they were not thought to pose ~ greater threat. And 

even as in the past, if they had managed to conquer China, they would be absorbed 

into the Chinese cultural ecumene through assimilation. Therefore, even if China was 

politically threatened, China would never face a threat in the sphere of 'culture'. 

According to Liang, this perception of China regarding foreigners that was based on 

harmony and not struggle was one of the most important ills of China. These were 

also ideas, which prevented the Chinese from being patriotic. He says, "China has for 

122 The effect of Hundred Days Reforms in domestic sphere and the shock of Sino-Japanese war are 
mentioned in the paper as a turning point in the ideas of the nationalists. 
123 Mardin, The Genesis, p. 330. 
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four thousand years remained in an uninterrupted isolation. When our people refer to 

the land, they call it the universe (tien xia) rather than a nation (guo). With no 

conception of a nation, how can one talk about patriotic passions.,,124 The Chinese 

should be awakened to the fact that world was fragmented, and other important 

peoples were living around them.125 Besides Liang's criticism of the Sino-centric 

world order, he criticized any commitment to a universalism in the future foreseen by 

Kang, on the ground that "today is a crucial time for advancing nationalism, without 

which no nation-state can be built,,,126 and an ideal of universal community was a 

hindrance to the development of China as a nation-state. 127 

Liang Qichao' s shift from Confucianist universalism to Social Darwinism 

should be understood in the context of struggle against imperialism, and as a 

consequence of the disapproval aroused by the Sino-Japanese war and reform 

movement. Both projects were designed to strengthen China in its struggle against 

the West and to achieve Western strength. While in his first phase, this burden 

remained on the monarchy through reforming its institutions as real Confucius did in 

his own time, in the second phase of Liang's thinking the burden was on the nation. 

But the nation's power in the imperialist competition was very much linked to its 

'awakening' as a !lation in the form of xinmin (new citizen). New Citiz~n was the 

name ofthe journal; Liang started to publish in his exile years in Japan until 1903. In 

his writings Liang tried to "deploy" the idea of guomin(national people). He blamed 

the Chinese people for not having a national consciousness. He had written in 1899 

that: 

124 Tang, Xiaobing. 1996. Global Space and the Nationalist Discourse of Modernity: The Historical 
Thinking of Liang Qichao. Stanford: Stanford University Press,p.39. 
125 Also see Levenson, Liang Ch 'i-ch 'ao and the Mind of Modern China, pp.111-113. Here Liang 
compares China and Rome by quoting from Gibbons about why Romans did not have patriotism. 
According to Gibbon, this was because the allegiance of the Romans was towards the Roman culture 
instead of Roman nation. 
\?6 - Tang, Global Space, p.76. 
127 Chang, Liang Ch'i Ch 'ao, p.157. 



The Chinese people do not even know there is such a thing as a national people 

(guomin). After several thousand years, there have been the two words guo jia 128(state, 

family), but I have never heard the two words guo ~in (state, people) ever uttered .... 

Guojia is when one family (jia) owns the state (guo) as private property .... Guomin 

connotes when the state (guo) belongs to the people (min) as public property .... This 

guomin is then called a national people.129 
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In this period Liang, in contrast to Yen Fu, who proposed reforms imposed 

from above as the means to gain the people's loyalty and patriotism, "deployed the 

term guomin in a sense that was not conterminous with either guojia (state) and 

minzu(ethnos).,,130 In this period Liang proposed a bottom up revolutionary 

discourse. It was in this period that he ideologically had a tendency towards the 

revolutionaries because of their appeal to the people. But even in this period he 

preserved his cautious attitude towards revolution and only in 1903 after his visit to 

the United States he became convinced that both a bottom-up nationalism and 

revolution was not suitable for the present China. Liang compared American society 

with China, and he was disappointed because the Chinese immigrants were more like 

"tribesmen than responsible members of a civil society.,,13l He concluded that the 

Americans had long possessed autonomous institutions and political 

- -
consciousness. 132 Those were the virtues the Chinese lacked, and they would not be 

able to gain them through a revolution that occurred in a night. Liang returned to his 

statism, which would bring order and unity to the country. He abandoned his 

128 It is important to note that the meaning attributed to guojia as the state-family is an interpretation 
of Liang Qichao. Guojia does not necessarily mean 'state' when it is owned by a family. In modem 
Chinese, nation-states are also called guojia. 
129 Quated in R. Karl, Staging the World: Chinese Nationalism at the Turn of the Twentieth Century, 
pp.67-8. 
130 Ibid, p.1l9. 
131 Tang, Global Space, p.140. 
132 Ibid, pp. 131-2. 



55 

revolutionary ideas based on a popular movement and turned his face towards a 

German style constitutional monarchy. 133 

According to the reading of Rebecca Karl, Liang's changing position towards 

statism was also a consequence of Liang's observations of the Boer and Filipino 

struggles and his anxiety about the failure of "the Filipino and Boer struggles as 

exemplars of a people-centered modernity and nationalism.,,134 Liang Qichao insisted 

that the Boer struggle against the British was unsuccessful because the Boers lacked 

a strong state; so that state becomes the most important protector of the nation.135 

Here, we see Liang's new view on the relationship between citizen and state. Liang 

not only submits sovereignty to the hands of state but also makes it the "mediator of 

minzu and guomin. ,,136 It should be held in mind that in neither of his phases did 

Liang imagine guomin as composed of one minzu. In contrast to revolutionaries, 

reformist Liang favored a 'broad nationalism', believing that anti-Manchuism was a 

sheer propaganda in order to mobilize the masses. He accused revolutionaries of 

'narrow nationalism' and believed that revolutionaries, by burdening the Manchus 

with all the ills of China, escaped from the fact that the problem was a 3000 years 

lasting old tradition. So in Liang's thought 'nation' is not defined in its relation to 

ethnicity but in its relation to state. 

Liang Qichao, in an age of anti-Manchuism, developed arguments criticizing 

the racist attitude taken by the revolutionaries in their plan for the future China. 

However, it is the same Liang Qichao who occasionally referred to Darwinist 

concepts such as the 'inferior races' and the 'superior races'. It was Liang Qichao 

who introduced the concept of 'historical' and 'ahistorical' races to China and 

133 Chang, Liang Ch 'i-Ch 'ao, pp. 255-7. 
134 Karl, Staging the World, p.l44. 
135 Ibid,p.139. 
136 Ibid, p.l42. 
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divided the world into five races, namely the whites, yellows, blacks, reds, and 

browns. The 'ahistorical races' were the black, the red, and the brown. These 

'ahistorical races' were not able to form cohesive groups and were soon subjugated 

by others. 'Historical races', the yellow and the white race, were able to form 

cohesive groups, and they played important roles in human history. He also divided 

'historical races' into two categories, the 'world historical races' which were capable 

of expanding their original territories, and the 'non-world historical races' which did 

not have this capacity. Only the whites could be considered a world 'historical race'. 

It resulted from the inescapable working of the law of evolution. 137 

The above-mentioned dilemma seems to be caused by Liang's interest in 

Social Darwinism as a means rather than an ideology. Although his thought had hints 

of Darwinian racism, he was not so much interested in who the inferior was, or who 

the superior was. What interested him was China's immediate strengthening to resist 

Western colonialism because he had a firm belief in the Darwinian Theory of the 

'survival of the fittest'. He insisted that colonialism could be visible or invisible, and 

only the conscious nations could resist invisible colonialism, which was conducted 

by commerce, by having advisors within the government, by building roads, by 

. . , 'ld· 138 trammg one s country s so lers. 

Rebecca Karl is among the scholars who derived a very important component 

of anti-imperialist discourse from Liang's permanently transforming, sometimes self-

contradictory writings. It is important to note that Liang, besides being a traditionally 

educated Confucian scholar, was among the first journalists of China. But these 

abundant journal writings also present us with many different positioning of him, 

sometimes self-contradictory. Also, we are able to observe the day-to-day 

137Chang, Liang Ch 'i-Cha'o, p.160. 
138 Karl, Staging the World, p. 72. 
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transformations in his ideas. Therefore, although some focus on Liang's racism, 139 

some scholars such as Rebecca Karl were able to resurface another aspect of Liang's 

thought. 

Karl argues that in the late imperial period, among the reformer and the 

revolutionary circles the concept of race was joined with a "radical understanding of 

the global historical situation.,,140 This is because of the "simultaneous growth of 

nationalism and a global historical logic in China.,,141 This emergence of global 

consciousness and an awareness of an unstable global order among Chinese 

nationalists helps one to interpret Chinese nationalism not as a modular form of 

Western nationalisms that selects from European philosophy and political 

institutions, which are suitable for their own conditions, but as a movement that 

simultaneously accepts and denies the epistemic and moral sovereignty of the 

West. 142 This enables one not to reduce non-Western nationalists to "perpetual 

consumers of modernity,,143 with nothing remaining to them to 'imagine'. Their 

thinking, despite the fact that it is derived from 'universalist' assumptions of 

enlightenment thinking, becomes a struggle not "simply with or against modernity 

but of modernity.,,144 When Darwinist discourse, which is adopted from Western 

thought, is r~-considered within the context of Chinese intellectu~ls' relation to 

globality, it is observed that "race often referred not to phenotypical similarities, nor 

necessarily to historical cultural borrowings, but initially, more commonly and 

radically, to China's perceived connections to those peoples anywhere in the world 

139 F.Dik6tter. 1992. The Discourse of Race in Modern China. Stanford. 
140 Rebecca E. Karl. 1998. "Creating Asia: China in the World at the Beginning of the Twentieth 
Century," in American Historical Review 103/4, p. 1101. 
141 Karl, Staging the World, p.8. . . 
142 P.Chatterjee, 1996. Milliyetr,:i Dii~iince ve Somiirge Diinyasdstanbul: Ileti~im, p.33. 
143 P.Chatterjee.1993. The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, p.5. 
144 Karl, Staging the World, pp. 5-6. 
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who were struggling against various kinds of oppressions.,,145 This establishment of a 

commonality between the other non-Western oppressed and threatened people of the 

world is what makes China not only national but also worldly at the same time. 146 

It was because of this shared threat of economic subordination and political 

annihilation in Liang's writings that the boundaries of races could be frequently 

reassigned. The Filipinos and Vietnamese, who were generally classified as brown 

race, could tum out to be real yellows during their struggle against the imperialists. 

The Vietnamese "would fight the French devils until not one single hirsute, ash-eyed 

white man remained in their country" and the Filipinos "were portrayed as the 

spearhead of the yellow race's fight against the white race during their struggle 

against the United States in 1898.,,147 

On many other occasions this commonality of anti-Western struggle and the 

threat of being a lost country (wangguo) would be expressed by the term tongzhong 

(same type\race), which came to be used in a very inclusive way. To exemplify, it is 

observed that in the writings ofKang Youwei and Liang Qichao, "a geographical and 

topological tongzhong relationship" was constructed between China and Turkey as a 

"product of global modem space, in which hitherto separated places and peoples 

could be linked in new co~figurations."148 Like China, Turkey was the other 'si~k 

man of the East', and for their survival, both of them required an immediate 

constitution of a constitutional monarchy. Kang, in his treatise submitted to the 

emperor in 1898, wrote that "Turkey was not only in its internal structure most 

145 Karl, "Creating Asia," p. 1I0l. 
146 Ibid, p.l099. 
147 Dikotter, The Discourse of Race, pp.84-5. 
148 R. Karl.2000. "Staging the World in Late-Qing China: Globe, Nation, and Race in a 1904 Beijing 
Opera," Identities, vol.6(4), pp. 568-7. 
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similar to China being an old-style empire but it was also, in its global positioning, of 

"the same kind" as China (er wu tongzhong ye).,,149 

During the nineteenth century, among Ottoman intellectuals, a proposal for an 

ethnicity-based nation is not observable. Such an ideology would undermine the very 

bases of the multi-cultural empire. Even Ali Suavi, who was depicted as the 

predecessor of the Turkists "because of his repeated use of the term 'Turk' and 

because of the attention he gave to the Central Asiatic problem,,,150 was more 

interested in the unification of Muslims. He was not interested in ethnic nationalism 

and attributed it to the West, but the East had the ideal of MuslUmanlzk(being 

Muslim). Muslims, as the people of same kind, should gather in order not to be 

annihilated. In his words, 

Do our ministers realize that the question of nationalities (kavmiyet) is one special to 

Europeans and that we do not have a nationalities problem? Nationality questions would 

cause our ruin. To gather Moslems together could at most be a religious question but 

not a question of national origin. 15l 

Social Darwinism would enter the circles of Ottoman intelligencia during the 

Young Turk movement as a consequence of the new positivist knowledge that 

dominated the Mekteb-i Tlbbiye (The' School of Medicine). A very important 

proponent of positivism, biological materialism, and Social Darwinism was Doctor 

Abdullah Cevdet, who was also an important member of the Young Turk movement. 

He and his colleagues, much influenced by Le Bon, thought that social events could 

be explained and analyzed by using 'positive science' methods. Without ignoring the 

role of morality in society, they struggled to replace religion as the criterion of moral 

149 Ibid, p.568. 
150 Mardin, The Genesis, pp.371-2. 
151 Quoted in ibid, p.372. 
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values by scientific materialism. However, as they struggled for scientific 

materialism, they did not forget to legitimize their arguments by turning to the 

original sources of Islam. Islam, for the second time, but this time much less 

persuasive, appeared as a legitimizer of contemporary Western knowledge. 152 

Although Social Darwinism occupied a very important place in the Young 

Turk mind, they did not apply it as a means to legitimize their own racist argument. 

Although Turkism began to trouble the minds of Ottoman intellectuals, still the 

multi-ethnic structure of the Ottoman Empire did not allow intellectuals to follow a 

Turkist and racist ideology at the beginning of the twentieth century. Rather the 

Social Darwinists of the Ottoman Empire used Social Darwinism in order to 

legitimize an elite rule, or as an analysis to explain why the dynasty was corrupted. 

Still devoted to Ottomanism, Abdullah Cevdet never accepted Le Bon's stationary 

classification of races. 153 He never recognized one among the Ottoman ethnic groups 

as the superior one. He was sensitive about preserving the balance, and he proposed 

the preservation of the cultures of these different ethnic groups. However, as a supra-

ethnic consciousness, these different communities would gather within the 

comprising identity of Osmanlzlzk (Ottoman nation).IS4 The factor that would assure 

Ottoman unity was the 'interest of the Ottoman n,:tions' rather than a unifying 

Ottoman sultan. Cevdet argued that those Ottoman nations, which could gain 

independence, could easily be swallowed by imperialist powers. ISS For the first time, 

Ottomanism as a means to save the Ottoman territory from Western imperialists and 

152 See $iikrU Hanioglu.1981. Bir Siyasi Dil!jilnilr Olarak Doktor Abdullah Cevdet ve Donemi. Ul(dal, 
pp. 129-158. 
153 Ibid. p.403. 
154 Ibid, p.213. When reading such arguments ofCevdet, we should keep in mind that he was a 
proponent of adem-i merkeziyet (decentralization) and a supporter of Prince Sabahattin. 
155 See, Hanioglu, Doktor Abdullah Cevdet, pp. 213-5. 
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the separatist Ottoman nations became an ideology that would also guarantee the 

destiny of all Ottoman nations. 

Approximately within the same period, Liang wrote in 1901 that in the 

modem period, "China in the world," would gather with the other Asian peoples for 

struggle and competition with the West. At the same time, Ottomanism was gaining a 

new meaning as a unifying and also as an anti-imperialist discourse. Those who did 

not believe that non-Muslims would not unify with Muslims against the non-Muslim 

Western powers argued that Islamism had a bigger chance as a unifying ideology, 

and so as an ideology against the imperialist non-Muslim West. 

Although in China, Liang Qichao' s usage of the concept of race differed in a 

different context, his occasional emphasis of sheer Darwinist racism began to be used 

by the revolutionary anti-Manchus. As the revolutionaries of China, the Ottoman 

revolutionaries turned their back on both the idea of pan-Islamism and Ottomanism. 

The following chapter analyses the revolutionary thinking. 

In this chapter, I have analyzed the constitutionalist formulations for saving 

China by re-inventing the tradition through an analysis of Kang Y ouwei and the 

emergence of the perception of 'nation' in China by following the thought of Liang 

Qichao. O~ the other hand, I tried to glance at the thoulSht of Ottoman 

constitutionalists in terms of the questions of tradition, modernity, and 'nation'. In 

the following chapters, I will analyze the continuing experience of the respective 

empires in terms of modem nation-building through the thoughts of Mustafa Kemal 

and Sun Yat-sen. The analysis of the reformists thought will enable us to follow the 

historical continuity and break during the revolutionary era in both China and 

Turkey. Revolutionary conceptualizations of race, nation, modernity and their 
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struggle against the Western imperialists will be examined III a comparative 

perspective. 
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PART II 

NATION-BUILDING IN TURKEY 

The Young Turk Revolution, which opened~ up a new constitutionalist period 

m July 1908, was a new effort to save the Ottoman Empire with the aim of 

preserving its multi-ethnic and multi-cultural structure. The Young Turks, most of 

whom were devoted to a Turkist approach that was nurtured by their belief in Social 

Darwinism as observed in the thought of Abdullah Cevdet, revived the motto of 

"liberty, equality, and fraternity" when they acquired the political power in 1908 by 

putting an end to the three-decade lasting authoritarian Hamidian regime. The reason 

behind their embracement of Ottomanist discourse and policy of the nineteenth 

century Tanzimat era, despite their intellectual conviction of Turkism, was the 
~ . 

political necessity of the era. It was impossible to govern an empire composed of a 

variety of different ethnic and religious groups by depending on a purely Turkist 

discourse. Ottomanism would not only serve to prevent the disintegration of the 

Empire, but it would also be the tool against imperialist aggression, which made use 

of the discontent among the non-Muslim elements of the Empire. 156 

Although Ottomanism was the dominant ideology during the Second 

Constitutionalist period, it is essential to note that Ottomanism, Turkism, pan-

Turkism, and pan-Islamism were used interchangeably as policies of integration. 
, 

Different policies and discourses were adopted according to the different problems 

faced. To exemplify, while the CUP officers punished the Muslims in the Balkans 

when they assaulted Christians verbally and physically to manifest their Ottomanist 

stance, they could come to terms with the leading figures of the Middle Eastern 

156 See M. $iikrli Hanioglu. 2001. Preparation for a Revolution. Oxford. 
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regions by accepting the demands of the local religious elites for application of 

Sharia to the non-Muslims living in their regions. i57 

Despite the Ottomanist efforts of the Young Turks and the Ottomanist 

policies of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) governments, they were 

continuously accused of applying assimilationist and Turkifying policies. The 

criterion of this accusation was concentrated on the problem of language, and the 

denial of the demands of non-Muslim minorities and their attempts to organize. i5s In 

essence, all these policies, claimed to be an attempt to Turkify the other ethnic 

groups, emerged from the sensitivity of CUP about centralizing the Empire through 

constructing a new identity of secular Ottoman citizenship. CUP governments 

recognized the former millets of the Empire not as political but as cultural entities. i59 

This was necessary to shift the political loyalty of the non-Muslims from their millets 

towards the Ottomanist state. On the other hand, although the preservation of 

Ottoman Turkish as the state language in all public and legal matters, and the 

imposition of Turkish as the language of middle and higher education was a policy 

towards centralization, it met with great reaction from non-Turkish communities of 

the Empire. i6o 

Ottomanism remained in power until the_ disaster of the First World War, 

although most of the non-Muslim regions were lost in the Balkan wars in 1912-1913. 

However, the post-Balkan war period of Ottomanism (after 1913) was transformed 

into a new shape by a re-emphasis on Islam, which was a strong power to hold the 

multi-ethnic Muslim elements of the Empire intact. Turkist and pan-Turkist views 

accompanied this re-defined Ottomanism, which emphasized Islam as a criterion to 

157 Ibid, p. 298. 
158 Hasan Kayah. 1998. Jon Tiirkler ve Araplar: Osmanlzczlzk, Erken Arap Milliyetr;iligi ve islamczlzk 
(J 908-1918). Tarih Vakfl Yurt Yaymlan, p.l 02 and p. 92. 
159 Niyazi Berkes. 1998. The Development of Secularism in Turkey. London: Hurst, pp.325-6 
160 Kayah, Jon Tiirkler, pp. 102-3. 



65 

gain the loyalty of the Arabic population.161 As Zurcher states, ideological currents 

during the Young Turk era "were not mutually exclusive either; many Young Turks 

rationally supported the idea of Ottomanism, were emotionally attached to a 

romantic pan-Turkish nationalism and were devout Muslims at the same time.,,162 As 

mentioned, this ideological shift was caused by disastrous outcome of the Balkan 

wars. The Ottoman Empire lost more than one third of its territory and one fifth of its 

population. "These losses, substantial by themselves, were all the more important 

because Rumelia was involved. For centuries Rumelia had been the heart of the 

Empire, its provinces being by far the most advanced and the most productive .... 

Rumelia had given the Empire its multi-national character.,,163 Now Rumelia was 

lost and Anatolia replaced it as the heartland of the Empire. The population of the 

Empire was composed mostly of Anatolian Muslims and the Muslims of the Arabic 

lands of the Empire. Consequently, these changes had a deep influence on the 

ideology of the Young Turks. They vacillated between Ottomanism, which mainly 

borrowed the criteria of Islamism and pan-Turkism, which was accompanied with a 

totally new discourse of Turkism with an emphasis on Anatolia. 

In the post-Balkan war era newly emerging pan-Turkist discourse was widely 

disse~inated by the Turkic migrants to the Empire from Rus~ia. They dispersed the 

belief that Ottomanism was an illusion, and the only way to compensate the lost 

lands of the Empire was to seek the union of the Turkic people of the Central Asia 

and Ottoman territory. They insisted that this was a very possible project, since only 

Russia would oppose the unification of the Turkic people under one flag. 

161 Ibid, p. 236. 
162 E. Zurcher, Turkey, p. 133. 
163 Feroz Ahmed. 1969. The Young Turks: The Committee of Union and Progress in Turkish Politics 
1908-1914. Oxford, pp. 152-3. 
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Not all Turkist were also pan-Turkists. There was another current of Turkism, 

which regarded Anatolia as the Turkish homeland. The conditions of the post-Balkan 

war era, which shifted the heartland from Rumelia to Anatolia, became more 

determining as the secessionist movements began to dominate the minds of the 

Arabic population of the Empire. It should be noted that before 1916, both Turkism 

and pan-Turkism remained more or less limited to cultural and literary circles164 as 

an ideal to be achieved in order to strengthen the Empire. Only when the Arab lands 

were lost as a consequence ofthe First World War, the Turkist discourse, especially 

the one with an emphasis on Anatolia, became one of the important ideologies that 

dominated the minds of the Turkish nationalists. During this period, the organization 

named Halka Dogru (Towards the People), which was founded in 1917 and which 

was backed by CUP itself, "concentrated on Anatolia as the Turkish heartland and 

idealized the culture of the Turkish peasant population.,,165 Finally, Turkism, which 

was an ideal limited only to Anatolia and Eastern Thrace as the Turkish homeland 

was to be realized under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk. 

164 Kayab, Jon Tilrkler, p.236. 
165 Zurcher, Turkey, p. 135. 
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Chapter III 

THE FOUNDATION OF THE TURKISH REPUBLIC AND THE LEADING 

ROLE OF MUSTAFA KEMAL ATATURK 

THE BIRTH OF A TURKISH NATIONALIST 

An understanding of the establishment of the Turkish Republic and the re­

interpretation of Turkism during the Republican era requires one to study the 

emergence of M. Kemal AtatUrk as the leader of nationalists and his ideas as the 

basis of Turkish nationalism. 

Mustafa Kemal was born in Salonika, Macedonia, in 1881 to a middle-class 

family. Salonika, this Balkan city, was a cosmopolitan port of the Empire, where 

many ethnic- religious groups and foreign merchants lived together. Salonika was 

also a rapidly westernizing city, where the non-Muslims were the bearers of Western 

culture. Mustafa Kemal was born at a time of unrest when a circle of non-Muslim 

intellectuals were striving for independence, the Balkan people were rebelling 

against the Ottoman state, and when the bordering states had designs on the Ottoman 

Balkans in order to enlarge their territory. Mustafa Kemal, who later became the 

modernizer of his country alo~g Western lines, might have learnt the Western way of 

life in this port city. He had also been an Ottoman patriot ever since his childhood in 

this city, like the other Turkish population of the regions which were under threat of 

separation from the Empire. 

Mustafa Kemal was an army officer. The officer class in the Empire was the 

elite of the country. He was educated in the Hamidian schools and academies, which 

were the source of westernized, liberal minded, constitutionalist elites. These schools 
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were democratic institutions, in which everybody could rise by ability and merit, no 

matter which social class he belonged to. 166 

Mustafa Kemal received his primary education in a private secular school 

named Semsi Efendi, "the first to be opened in Salonika with a modem 

curriculum.,,167 Later, he attended the Military Secondary School in Salonika, and at 

the age of fourteen entered the Military Training School in Manastir. 168 It was in 

Manastir that Mustafa Kemal' s patriotism appeared in the war against Greece in 

Rumelia, when Greece launched a war of liberation in Crete in 1897. He and a 

comrade of him volunteered for the army. However, he had to return to the school 

when he was recognized as a student. 169 

Mustafa Kemal, after he graduated from Military Training School in 

Manastir, attended the Military Academy in Istanbul in 1902. There, he became 

acquainted with forbidden literature. He secretly began to read the patriotic Namlk 

Kemal. He was also introduced to the Western political philosophers: Rousseau, 

Voltaire, Comte, Desmoulins, and Montesquieu. As he read, he discovered the 

problems that the Ottoman state was facing in its government structure, since he was 

within the circle of newly emerging intellectuals. In his youth, he had twice 

experienced the 'authoritarian' hand o~ the Hamidian regime on his back. The first 

time was during his education at the Military Academy when Mustafa Kemal and his 

friends secretly published a hand-written newspaper on contemporary political 

issues. Their clandestine act was discovered but the liberal-minded school director 

tolerated them. The second time was when he graduated from the Academy; he and 

his comrades gathered at his home to discuss the political problems of the Empire. 

166 Lord Kinross. 1978. Atatiirk: A Biography of Mustafa Kemal, Father of Modern Turkey. New 
York: William Morrow Company, p. 15. 
167 Ibid, p.lO. 
168 Ibid, p. 15. 
169 Falih RIfkl Atay. 1998.9ankaya. istanbul:Bata~, p.21. 
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They were informed on by a 'friend' and were held under arrest for several 

months. 170 

After his graduation, Mustafa Kemal was posted to the 5th army at Damascus 

as a captain in a cavalry regiment. 171 In Damascus, he and his two friends established 

a society, named Vatan ve Hurriyet (Fatherland and Freedom).172 However, this 

society was later swallowed up by the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP). 

Mustafa Kemal became a member of the Committee of Union and Progress on 29 

October 1907.173 In the same year, he was also posted to the 3rd Army in Macedonia. 

Mustafa Kemal remained on the periphery of the Committee. He never 

became a popular hero of the 1908 revolution like Enver who was the most powerful 

military leader in the army. However, he was a member of the military core that was 

composed of officers. After the Balkan wars, Mustafa Kemal became alienated from 

the Committee. The reason was his conflict with Enver, which emerged during the 

Balkan wars on military matters, and especially when Mustafa Kemal and Fethi 

(Okyar) opposed the appointment of Enver to a post in the Offices of General Staff 

for the reason that he would politicize it. They were indeed against the increasing 

role of Enver. They believed that Enver had dictatorial tendencies. The conflict 

between Mustafa Kemal and Enver turned to the dis~dvantage of Mustafa Kemal, 

since Enver had become the head of all military staff after his appointment as the 

Minister of War in 1914.174 

Another reason that caused the alienation of Mustafa Kemal from the center 

of CUP was his insistence on the non-interference of the army in politics. In the 

170 islam Ansiklopedisi, cilt I. 1940. MEB yaymlan, p. 720. 
171 Kinross. Atatiirk,p.26. . 
172 Sevket Sureyya Aydemir. 200l. Tek Adam: Mustafa KemaI1881-1919, vol I. Istanbul: Remzi, 
pp.89-90. 
173 Ibid, p.90. 
174 Erik Jan Zurcher. 1995. Milli Miicadelede htihatplzk. Ankara: Baglam, pp. 91-9. 
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second congress of CUP in 1909, Mustafa Kemal defended his proposal concerning 

the non-interference of the army in politics.175 However, it is very doubtful whether 

Mustafa Kemal himself observed this principle. During the First World War he 

occasionally, verbally, or by sending telegraphs, criticized the war strategy of the 

government, where Enver was the Minister of War. He especially criticized the role 

of the German military mission in Ottoman territory. 176 

Mustafa Kemal, after serving in the army in the Tripolis war against the 

Italians in 1911 and in the Balkan wars of 1912-3, was appointed to Sofia as a 

military attache. He was in Sofia when the Ottoman Empire entered the First World 

War among the Allied powers.177 During the war, he served in the army at several 

fronts. 

Mustafa Kemal gained prominence within the military as a result of his 

successful defense of the Gallipoli peninsula of <;anakkale against the combined land 

and sea assault of the British and their allied forces as a divisional commander in 

1915.178 The <;anakkale War marked a very decisive phase for the Ottoman Empire 

because if the Entente powers had been able to pass through the Dardanelles, they 

would have been able to occupy Istanbul at the very beginning of the war, thereby 

would have been able to reinforce the Russian front before the Russian Revolution of . . 

1917. 

After his successful defense of the Dardanelles, he served on the Eastern front 

against the Russians in 1916 and as a commander on the Palestinian front in 1917. 

Here, he strongly objected to the defense strategy of the German supreme 

175 Aydemir. TekAdam, vol I, p.l36. 
176 See the telegraph sent to the Grand Vizier from the Eastern front on 20.09. 1917. In this telegraph, 
Mustafa Kemal totally criticizes the war strategy of the Office of General Staff. Ataturkun Tamim, 
Telgraf ve Beyannameleri IV. 1991. Atatiirk Ara~tlrma Merkezi: Turk Tarih Kurumu, pp.l-12. 
177 Atay, C;ankaya, pp. 81-2 and Aydemir, TekAdam, vol I, pp. 200-4. 
178 Aydemir, TekAdam, vol I, pp. 214-234. 
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commander against the British. He objected to the assault decision on the basis that if 

Turkish soldiers were at the hands of a German commander, who would never 

consider the interests of the Ottomans, this would result in a total destruction of 

Turkish forces by the far superior forces of the British. He sent a telegraph to the 

Grand Vizier proposing that the Ottoman army should retreat from Palestine and 

establish a new defense front just south of Anatolia, from the Mediterranean to 

Mosul and Aleppo. In this proposal it is observable that Mustafa Kemal, facing the 

inevitable consequence of defeat in the Arab lands, emphasizes that the Ottoman 

government should re-interpret its strategy concerning the defense of the mainly 

Turkish-populated heartland of Anatolia. 179 This telegraph is among the first 

sources that demonstrate that Mustafa Kemal was among those, who favoured a 

'Turkish homeland in Anatolia'. 

When the government did not approve his strategy, he refused to serve the 

army on the Palestinian front and returned to Istanbul. When he was in Istanbul, he 

was sent to Germany to accompany the Crown Prince Vahidettin. During this 

journey, he became acquainted with the last sultan of the Ottoman Empire. ISO 

It was near the end of the World War when Mustafa Kemal was again posted 

to the Palestinian fro:r:t by Sultan Vahidettin. According to Mustafa Ke~al' s 

memoirs, this was a cunning move by the Minister of War, Enver Pasha. In fact, 

Mustafa Kemal was a rebellious commander. Four times he refused to serve in the 

army he had been appointed to. However, he was never severely punished, and his 

career progress fitted the general career structure of the army. According to Zurcher, 

this was not only because he was the 'hero' of the Anafartalar front at <;anakkale, but 

also because CUP had several factions in its structure and none of the factions, 

179 Atatiirk'iin Tamim, Telgrafve Beyannameleri IV, pp. 1-12. 
180 Aydemir, Tek Adam I, pp. 259-304. 
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without taking a great risk of struggle, could destabilize the balance by punishing a 

member of a faction. I81 

The Armistice of Mundros on 31 October 1918 marked the end of World War 

for the Ottoman Empire. The result was devastating. All the Arab lands were 

occupied by the Entente powers. As a result of the provisions of the armistice, the 

straits would be occupied, all railway and telegraph lines would be controlled by the 

Entente, Ottoman troops would be demobilized and disarmed, except for small 

contingents needed to maintain law and order, and all the Entente prisoners would be 

freed. The most threatening clause was Article 7, which gave the right to the Entente 

powers to occupy the other places of the Empire if they considered the security in 

these regions under threat. Also, according to Article 24, the Entente powers could 

intervene in the 'Armenian provinces' if they observed that security was under 

threat. I82 As a consequence, on 8 December 1918, the Entente powers occupied 

certain regions of Istanbul. The French armies occupied the Adana region. British 

forces occupied some strategic points such as the Dardanelles, Samsun, and Antep. 

On 29 April 1919, the Italians, according to the secret agreements signed during the 

World War, occupied Antalya. 183 

The leading CUP leaders, ~alat, Enver, and Cemal Pashas, who were held 

responsible for the devastating outcome, left the country to avoid prosecution on the 

same day Mustafa Kemal received the text of the armistice in Adana. 184 After the 

armistice, Mustafa Kemal was ordered to take the command of the army group from 

Von Sanders at Adana. He was very disturbed by the extremely ambiguous nature of 

the armistice provisions. His troops were also required to surrender because the 

181 Zurcher, Milli Miicadele' de htihatr;zlzk, pp.l 06-1 07. Mustafa Kemal seems to belong to the Cemal 
fraction in CUP. 
182 Zurcher, Turkey: A Modern History, p.B8. 
183 Bernard Lewis. 1998. Modern Tiirkiye'nin Dogufju. Ankara: Turk Tarih Kurumu Baslmevi, p.240. 
184 Ibid, p. 241. 
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Entente powers claimed that they were also stationed in Syria. However, Mustafa 

Kemal objected to the decision, insisting that the Syrian border could not be 

extended down into the Adana region, including the port of Alexandretta. He 

emphasized that it should be borne in mind that Alexandretta, Antioch, Katma, and 

Kilis were populated by Turks, and Arabic- speaking Turkish people populated 

Halep.185 However, for the British the port of Alexandretta was a strategic point, and 

the garrisons had to be surrendered. Mustafa Kemal sent telegraphs to the Grand 

Vizier Izzet Pasha urging him to insist that the vague provisions be revealed in detail; 

otherwise, the Entente powers could make use of the ambiguity and extend their 

ambitious demands to the point where they could even require commanding Turkish 

troops and appointing Ottoman ministers. 186 

However, Istanbul government thought that Mustafa Kemal was creating 

trouble at such a critical time, which could harm the future diplomatic efforts to 

regain the lost lands through a policy of appeasement. As a result, Mustafa Kemal's 

army group was dissolved. At the very end of the war, Mustafa Kemal was very 

aware of the fact that yielding to every demand of the Entente could not decrease 

their ambitions. This could, in the end, turn the Ottoman state into a colonial land. 

Another important sign of 'Turkism' "'.'ithin the thought of Mustafa Kemal, 

delineating the borders of the future state to the Turkish-populated areas, seems to 

appear in this refusal. It is claimed that in 1907 Mustafa Kemal, even before the loss 

of the Arab lands, and before the Young Turk revolution of 1908, had stressed that a 

powerful state could not be built on a decaying Ottoman Empire, but on a land with a 

185 See the order given to commanders of 2nd and 7th garrisons on 03.11,1918 in Ataturk'un Tamim, 

Telgrafve Beyannameleri, p.17. 
186 See the telegraph send by Mustafa Kemal Pasha to the Grand Vizier on 08.11.1918 on the issue of 
application of the Armistice in Ataturk'un Tomim, Telgraf ve Beyannameleri, pp. 21-2. 
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Turkish majority. 187 When Mustafa Kemal refused to serve in the Arab lands during 

the war, and when he refused to surrender his troops because a Turkish majority 

populated the Adana region, the pre-war idea of Mustafa Kemal Pasha was realized. 

His return to Istanbul after the armistice marks the period when he pursued an 

'Istanbul Strategy' .188 "Istanbul strategy meant preservation of the existing political 

framework of the Ottoman institutions .... It implied trying to salvage the country's 

independence mainly by diplomatic maneuvering.,,189 Many Ottoman diplomats 

believed that diplomatic maneuvering could work in a time of dispute between the 

Entente powers. They could exploit these differences against one other. Mustafa 

Kemal, just before the armistice of Mundros, after learning that the Talat Pasha 

cabinet had resigned, demanded the appointment of himself as the Minister of War to 

a cabinet that should be headed by izzet Pasha who had patriotic views, and who had 

been against the involvement of the Empire in the War. However, his demand was 

rejected. 190 After his return to Istanbul, he, although not a high-ranking governing 

officer, tried to manipulate the political figures and parliamentarians to the cause of 

the nationalists and worked for the establishment of a cabinet devoted to the 

nationalist cause. It seems that an "Anatolian strategy," 191 which was the 

org?llization of a resistance movement far from and indepeJ}.dent of Istanbul, was not 

clear in the mind of Mustafa Kemal at that time. Because of the ambiguity of the 

Anatolian strategy in his mind, he several times rejected the proposal to go to 

Anatolia. Many civil and military nationalists of Mustafa Kemal had left Istanbul 

before Mustafa Kemal because they believed that a national resistance could only be 

187 Atay, (:ankaya, p.47. .. 
188 Dankward A. Rustow. 1991. "Atattirk as an Institution Builder," in A. Kazancigil and E. Ozbudun, 
eds. AtatUrk Founder of a Modern State. London: C.Hurst Company, p.63. 
189 Ibid, p.63. 
190 See Kinross, Atatiirk, pp. 146-7. 
191 Dankward A. Rustow, "AtatUrk as an Institution Builder," p.65. 
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. d· A 1· d . d d 192 orgamze III nato 1a an III epen ent of Istanbul. However, the dissolution of 

parliament by Vahidettin on 21 December 1918, and the appointment of the Damad 

Ferid Pasha, an advocate of a British-oriented policy, as the Grand Vizier in order to 

hold the Empire intact, marks a turning point in Mustafa Kemal's life. 

ATATURK AS THE LEADER OF THE NATIONALIST MOVEMENT IN 

ANA TOLIA 

During the time when Mustafa Kemal was looking for a post in the Istanbul 

government in order to serve the Empire, CUP members were preparing the ground 

for a resistance movement in Anatolia by the order and the guidance of Enver Pasha 

who believed that this was the first phase of the war, and the opportunity would 

corne for a second round. 193 They established an organization, named Karakol. 

Karakol was organized to help the local resistance movements "by sending able 

people, money, arms and supplies from the capital." Indeed, Enver and Talat, before 

leaving the country, ordered the secret organization of CUP, Te~kilat-l Mahsusa, to 

store the arms and ammunitions in secret depots in Anatolia.194 Karakol sent most of 

the nationalist leaders to Anatolia before the Independence War. The resistance 

societies established in this period were called 'Defense of the National Rights' 

(Mudafa-i Hukuk .Cemiyetleri). These societies were local in character,_ generally 

supported by local notables, landowners, and traders. They, mostly, appeared in 

regions under occupation or in regions that were populated by Greeks or Armenians. 

The aim of these societies was to prove that the regions they represented were 

Turkish as regards to population, history, and geography. In that way, they were 

192 See the proposals of KaZllll Karabekir and Ali Fuat Cebesoy in Aydemir, Tek Adam L pp. 339-347. 
193 ZUrcher, Turkey, p. 140. 
194 Ibid, pp. 140-1 
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hoping to remain a part of the Empire in accordance with the Wilsonian principle, 

which promised that the Turkish areas of the Empire would remain sovereign. 195 

When Mustafa Kemal Pasha decided that an Anatolian strategy was the only 

way to rescue the Turkish lands from occupation as many other Unionists, he 

managed to arrange an appointment to a military post in Anatolia as the inspector of 

the 9th army located in Samsun, Erzurum, and Sivas. He was granted wide authority 

"to communicate, without reference to Istanbul, with neighbouring military 

commands, and also with civil authorities both in his own military region and in 

immediately adjacent districts,,196by the help of the friends in the War Ministry. He 

was, indeed, responsible for ensuring stability in the region in order not to trigger an 

Entente occupation. 

According to a very important interpretation of Zurcher, it was the CUP 

nationalists who chose Mustafa Kemal as the leader of the resistance movement in 

Anatolia. This was because they needed a personality whose image was not tainted 

by the disaster of the World War, and who had "politically clean hands." Mustafa 

Kemal was among the most appropriate candidates, since he was the hero of the 

<;anakkale victory during the war and he was not associated by the wartime policies 

of Enver, Talat, and Cemal. Th~refore, he was not among those who were accused of 

the disastrous outcome. 197 

When Mustafa Kemallanded at Samsun on 19 May 1919, resistance against 

the occupiers had already started. The first task of Mustafa Kemal had been the 

transformation of local resistance organizations into a national one. On the other 

hand, although, later, Mustafa Kemal claimed in his Speech in 1927 that even before 

leaving Istanbul he had in mind to establish an independent Turkish state based on 

195 Ibid, p. 154. 
196 Rustow, "Atatilrk as an Institution Builder," p. 65. 
197 Zurcher, Milli Miicadelede htihatr;llzk,p. III and Zurcher, Turkey, p. 148. 
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I . 198 h d'd . d' I pOpu ar sovereIgnty, e I not Imme late y pursue a strategy that was directed 

towards the establishment of a new Turkish state. Until the occupation of Istanbul in 

1920, the nationalists led by Mustafa Kemal preferred a combined strategy without 

denying the legitimacy of the Istanbul government. Their immediate goal was to 

unite the regional societies and to establish a committee to represent the whole 

nation. When the nationalist aim became apparent through Mustafa Kemal's circulars 

to the commanders and to the local societies, in which he stated that the only solution 

was the total independence of the state and the nation, and in which he encouraged 

the organization of mass meetings to revive nationalistic feelings among the people, 

Britain attempted to force the Istanbul government to recall Mustafa Kemal to 

Istanbul. Mustafa Kemal refused to return and resigned from his military post on 9 

July 1919.199 Although he became a mere civilian, military commanders in Anatolia, 

devoted to the nationalist cause, did not question his legitimacy as a nationalist 

leader. When the Erzurum and Sivas Congresses were held respectively in July-

August 1919 and in September 1919, Mustafa Kemal became the head of the 

'Representative Committee' of the unified 'Defense of Rights Society in Rumelia 

and Anatolia'. These congresses, where harsh discussions on the solutions proposed 

for the survival of the state had occurred,_ were very important in determining the 

principles on which the Independence War would be based. 

The most important issue discussed in the Sivas Congress was the issue of 

'mandate'. Some of the comrades of Mustafa Kemal believed that an American 

mandate was necessary in order to protect the territorial integrity. They insisted that a 

mandate did not mean loss of sovereignty; it rather meant the backing of a foreign 

country. It was an economic support rather than a political one. They stated that the 

198 M.K.Atattirk.1995. Nutuk 1. istanbul: Siiryay. 
199 Atatiirk'iin Tamim, Telgrafve Beyannameleri, p.54. 
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state was not able to pay even the interest of its debts.20o How could the state win a 

battle against an enemy with ships and planes when Turkey lacked any transportation 

system to transfer its soldiers to the front?201 The state, without doubt, needed the 

economic support of another country for reconstruction. Bekir Sami, later foreign 

minister of the Grand National Assembly government, went further in his approval of 

the mandate by stating his doubts on the success of the independence movement. An 

effort to gain full independence would probably result in division of the country; so 

in that case a mandate, which would preserve territorial integrity, would be 

preferable among the worst alternatives. 202 

Although Mustafa Kemal, later in his Speech in 1927, harshly criticized his 

comrades for proposing a mandate203, he did not say a word on the issue concerning 

the mandate during the Congress.z°4 It was probably because of the conditions the 

country faced in those days. There was no money, no army, and the Istanbul 

government, who insisted that diplomatic maneuvering could work in order to end 

the occupation, took every precaution to prevent the nationalists from acting. It was 

really difficult to believe that a military action would defeat the occupiers. On the 

other hand, during the Congress the meaning of 'mandate' remained ambiguous . 

. Both those who were favouring a mandate and those ~ho were indecisive were not 

sure about what 'mandate' really meant. That was why many delegates insisted that 

'mandate' meant foreign financial assistance. Mustafa Kemal was sensitive on the 

matter. In a telegraph written to Ali Fuat Pasha, who was a commander in Anatolia, 

it can be observed that he had a tendency to limit the meaning of 'mandate' to 

foreign financial assistance. He said in the telegraph that it was very crucial to 

200 U.igdemir. 1 969.Sivas Kongresi Tutanaklarz. Ankara: TTK, p. 53. 
201 Ibid, p.59. 
202 Ibid, p.58. 
203 M.K. Atatiirk. Nutuk I, pp.87-115. 
204 See Sivas Kongresi Tutanaklarz. 
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examme the American mandate support in detail and to compare it with the 

nationalist goal. Any protectorate that contradicted the nationalist goal and the 

sovereignty of the Turkish people on Turkish land could not be accepted.2os Foreign 

assistance that did not contradict the nationalist goal would be obtained from Soviet 

Russia in the years of the Independence War. 

Despite a long discussion on the issue of mandate, the Sivas Congress ended 

with decisions with an emphasis on the integrity of the Fatherland (vatan) by 

accepting the principle of resistance against any occupation or intervention that were 

especially aimed at Greek and Armenian separation?06 The question of mandate was 

solved in a way that would not harm the principle of national independence. Article 7 

of the manifesto of the Sivas Congress stated: "Our nation highly values and realizes 

full well our position and our needs in the technical, industrial, and economic fields. 

That is why on condition that the independence of our state and our nation in 

domestic and foreign policy matters and the integrity of our country are preserved, 

we shall gladly accept technical, industrial, and economic aid from any state which 

will show respect for the ideals of nationalism, and will not pursue the aim of seizing 

our country. ,,207 This article determined the future attitude of the new Turkish state 

towards for~ign aid and foreign capital. 

At the Sivas Congress, it was also demanded that the central government 

should depend on national will. Therefore, a national parliament should immediately 

be convened?08 Just after the Sivas Congress, the resignation of the Ferid Pasha 

government, and the appointment of the more nationalist-minded Ali Rlza Pasha as 

the Grand Vizier helped the establishment of the goal of convening the national 

205 M.K. Atatfuk. Nutuk 1, p.103. 
206 Sivas Kongresi Tutanaklarz, p. 113. 
207 Ibid, p.114. 
208 Ibid 
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parliament. At Amasya, the Minister for the Navy Salih Pasha and Mustafa Kemal 

held meetings to shape the groundwork for a compromise between the Istanbul 

government and the nationalists in Anatolia. It was decided that elections would be 

held to convene the parliament in a city other than Istanbul. In the parliament, the 

articles of the Sivas Congress would be accepted. The Istanbul government agreed to 

all the principles, except that they rejected the idea that the location ofthe parliament 

should be a city other than Istanbul. 209 

In September elections were held, and Mustafa Kemal was elected as deputy 

of Erzurum. After the elections, Mustafa Kemal, the commanders and the members 

of the Representative Committee decided that a powerful group under the name of 

Defense of National Rights in Rumelia and Anatolia should be established in order to 

defend the national principles and to guarantee the integrity of the Fatherland. This 

decision was sent as an order to the deputies, who were on their way to Istanbul. 

Mustafa Kemal did not go to Istanbul to attend the sessions of parliament.2IO 

However, he wanted to be president of the parliament. He later mentioned this in his 

Speech. He said that the reason for not going to Istanbul was his belief that an 

Ottoman parliament would not survive. This had two reasons. Firstly, he believed 

that the Ottoman Empire's lifetime was over. Secondly, he believed th~t the 

occupiers would not tolerate such an attempt and would totally occupy Istanbul.211 

Therefore, if he was the president of the parliament, it would be easy for him to 

assemble the following sessions in places other than Istanbul after the occupation. 

We read these reasonable explanations from the Speech in 1927 (the Speech is 

mainly composed of the history of the Independence War and the establishment of 

209 Atatiirk, Nutuk I, p. 241. 
210 According to the telegraph he had sent to Sivas representatives, he mentions that he would stay at 
Anatolia as the head of Representative Committee until the security of the parliament was assured. 
See Ataturk'un Tamim, Telgrafve Beyannameleri, p. 161. 
2ll Ibid, p. 397. 
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one-party republican state from the side of Mustafa Kemal) after the Independence 

War was over. He says in his Speech that he was waiting as an observer of the 

natural phases of historical evolution, so he thought on nothing other than the 

precautions for the future. 212 In his interpretations of the events about the last 

parliament of the Ottoman Empire, Mustafa Kemal, the leader of the one-party 

tutelary regime of Turkey, excluded himself from the historical transformation and 

ascended to the status of an all-knowing man. As the story of Mustafa Kemal 

demonstrates, it is not possible to argue that Mustafa Kemal was the sole factor that 

determined the historical transformation during the period. He was not the only 

person who organized the nationalist movement as he presented himself to be. When 

he decided to go to Anatolia, a national resistance had been already organized by the 

former Unionists. 

The life of the last National Assembly was indeed very short. In 16 March 

1920, Istanbul was occupied by the Entente powers, in order to put en end to the 

collaboration between the nationalists and the Ottoman institutions?13 The deputies 

were arrested and exiled to Malta. In this very short period, the deputies were able to 

form a group, named "Felah-l Vatan" (Salvation of the Fatherland), although this 

group was harshly criticized by Musta~a Kemal Atatiirk in his Speech in 1927 for not 

recognizing him as the only authority for being head of the Representative 

Committee, because this parliament voted in favour of the government, which had 

banned any movement that expressed opinions on national will other than the 

constitutional parliament. According to Mustafa Kemal, this was nothing other than 

an attempt to delegitimize the Representative Committee in the eyes of the nation?14 

Nevertheless, the last Ottoman parliament managed to adopt the manifesto, National 

212 Ibid, p.397. 
213 Zurcher, Turkey, p. 145. 
214 Atatiirk, Nutuk I, p. 373. 
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Pact (Misak-l Milli), which was based on the resolutions of the Erzurum and Sivas 

Congresses. According to the National Pact, the territories inhabited by the Ottoman 

Muslim majority, united in religion, race and aim, formed an indivisible whole, but 

the fate of the territories inhabited by an Arab majority and the Western Thrace, 

which were under foreign occupation, should be determined by plebiscite. The 

security of the capital, Istanbul, had to be assured. The rights of the minorities would 

be established in conformity with the treaties concluded with the Entente, and lastly 

the economic, financial, and judicial independence of the Empire had to be assured 

and be free of restrictions. 215 This pact would set the limits of concessions that could 

be made to the Entente during the Independence War. 

The occupation of Istanbul on 16 March 1920 was the end of the efforts for 

compromise between Istanbul and the Anatolian movement. Mustafa Kemal, as the 

news of occupation reached Ankara, invited the deputies to Ankara to form a 

'national assembly'. Ninety two members of the parliament, who were able to reach 

Ankara, and "292 representatives elected by the local branches of the Defense of 

Rights Societies" opened the Grand National Assembly (GNA) on 23 April 1923?16 

These events mark the period when Mustafa Kemal emerged as the "clear leader of 

the movement.,,217 This was due to the gradual ~limination of the Unionist cadres 

from the political scene by the efforts of Mustafa Kemal, who was not willing to 

share any power with any political body. Ziircher writes that Unionists were not 

pleased with the increasingly independent line of the Anatolian movement under the 

leadership of Mustafa Kemal. However, at a period when they considered to replace 

Mustafa Kemal by another candidate, the occupation of Istanbul and arrest of many 

215 See Zurcher, Turkey, p. 144. 
216 Ibid, p. 158. 
217 Ibid, p. 163. 
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Unionists by the occupiers "finished them as competitors" of Mustafa Kema1.218 

However, it is important to note that his leadership could not be consolidated, until 

mid twenties and especially during the period of first Grand National Assembly 

(1920-1923) there had been a harsh opposition to the rule of Mustafa Kemal, against 

his dictatorial tendencies and ambitions. 

THE FIRST GRAND NATIONAL ASSEMBLY AND THE INDEPENDENCE 

WAR 

The First National Assembly was convened as an 'assembly with 

extraordinary powers'. Mustafa Kemal, later in his Speech in 1927, mentioned that 

he planned to convene a 'constitutional assembly' that would be able to change the 

regime at first hand. However, he was warned by the Sivas and Erzurum deputies 

because it was an unusual concept and could frighten the nation?19 On the other 

hand, Celalettin ArifBey, who was the president of the last Ottoman parliament, was 

against this view of Mustafa Kemal and insisted that GNA was the continuation of 

the last Ottoman parliament and should work within the same methodology. 

However, Mustafa Kemal stated that he had thought to convene a parliament with 

totally new methods and new obligations. In 1927, he stressed that he wanted to 

promuJgate the radical reforms he had planned with this new p~rliament.22o 

It is true that the first parliament was to abolish the sultanate, however, this 

first parliament continued to recognize the authority of the sultan-caliph until the 

abolition of sultanate, although Istanbul had launched a harsh war against the 

Anatolian movement by requesting from the $eyhiilislam (the head of the official 

religious dignitaries) to issue a Fetva (legal opinion based on Sharia rules) to declare 

that nationalist rebels were against the caliph and his authority. Just after the issue of 

218 Ibid. 
219 Atatiirk. NutukI, p. 415. 
220 Ibid, p. 419. 



this Fetva, Mustafa Kemal and some other prominent nationalist figures were 

officially sentenced to death. 221 Until the turn of Damad Ferid to the office, the 

attitude of the Istanbul government remained ambiguous towards the nationalist 

movement in Anatolia by trying to compromise at certain times, and at others by 

totally denying the movement's legitimacy. Despite the aggressive policy of the 

Istanbul government, the first GNA preferred to emphasize its loyalty to the sultan. 

In the speech presented to the parliament at the first session of the GNA in 1920, 

Mustafa Kemal not only emphasized that the national will, which materialized at the 

GNA, had the power to rescue the caliphate and sultanate from alien oppression, but 

also pointed out that the aim of the GNA was to ensure the freedom of sultan-

caliph?22 Years later in his Speech in 1927, Mustafa Kemal mentioned that from the 

very beginning he aimed to declare a republic, but he kept his aim as a "national 

secret" in his mind. He believed that it was necessary to make the nation rebel 

against the Ottoman caliph-sultan because he was just as much a traitor as the foreign 

occupiers. However, because the army and the nation did not think the possibility of 

independence without the caliphate and the sultanate, he had to separate his progress 

towards the final aim into phases. The feelings and the thought of the nation would 

have to be prepar~d, and it was inevitable to walk towards the aim step .by step.223 

Mustafa Kemal presented his approval of the aim of the GNA, which was presented 

as to ensure the freedom of sultan-caliph as a tactical maneuver. Even if it had only 

been a tactical maneuver of Mustafa Kemal, the explanation of this historical period 

by Mustafa Kemal gives us the signs of his pedagogical manner as the 'father of the 

nation'. On the other hand, he presents himself as the only person who dragged the 

nation to the future he had planned for. 

221 B.Lewis, Modern Tiirkiye 'nin Dogwju, pp.251-2. 
222 Atatiirk'iin Soylev ve Deme<;leri 1. 1997. Atatiirk Ara~tlflna Merkezi, p.58. 
223 AtaUirk, N utuk 1, p. 15. 



According to the proposal made by Mustafa Kemal to the parliament on 24 

April 1920, parliament accepted that the supreme power was the Grand National 

Assembly (GNA) which represented the national will. It was inevitable to form a 

new government, and the GNA gathered the powers of executive, legislative, and 

judiciary in its body, so only a representative committee, which would be chosen 

among the deputies, was charged with the executionary duties of a government. Even 

temporarily, it was not proper to introduce a government head or an agent for the 

sultan. The president of the parliament would also be the head of the representative 

committee. And lastly, the caliph-sultan, who was also under pressure, would be 

positioned within the framework of the principle laws that would be promulgated by 

the GNA when the time arrived. When Mustafa Kemal was elected president of 

GNA on the same day, he became the head of the legislative, executive, and 

judiciary; thus, personally becoming the only dominant figure of the parliament. This 

type of parliament, where all the powers were united, resembled the main parliament 

of the French Revolution, the Convention. GNA, with this structure, was a 

1· fl· 224 par lament 0 revo uttOn. 

The first task of the first GNA was to end occupation. The deputies, 

belonging to different soci~l classes, with different views on the future of the. 

country, were united in one supreme aim, 'national independence'. The treaty of 

Sevres, signed on 10 August 1920, left Turkey a small amount of land in northern 

Anatolia with Istanbul as its capital. However, the straits would be internationalized. 

According to the treaty, Eastern Thrace and the area around Izmir were given to the 

Greeks, who commenced their occupation on May 1919 and "extended their zone of 

occupation over all the western and north-western Asia Minor and over the Thrace, 

224 Ahmet Demirel. 1995. Birinci Mecliste Muhalefet: jkinci Grup. istanbul: iIeti~im, p.158. 



where only intense Entente pressure prevented them from occupying Istanbul.,,225 An 

independent Armenian state would be created at eastern Anatolia. Under these 

circumstances, the only way to oust the occupiers was to take military action against 

them. However, the first action was to build up a regular army that would replace the 

KuvaY-l Milliye, an irregular force of Te~kilat-l Mahsusa raiders and bandits from 

Anatolia, who were unified with the local people, who were threatened by Christian 

attacks.226 

The first phase of the Independence War was to be fought against Greece and 

the Armenians. However, at that time the Turkish forces in the region were very 

weak. On the Eastern front, Turkish troops under the command of Kazlm Karabekir 

were making good progress against the Armenians. When they were about to capture 

Ardahan, Batum and Kars, Ankara ordered them to wait until an agreement with 

Russia was concluded. However, Soviet Russia, as a prerequisite to an agreement, 

demanded the cession of Van and Bitlis to Armenia. Mustafa Kemal, facing the 

situation wrote a telegraph to the representative of Turkey, Bekir Sami, that cession 

of Van and Bitlis was impossible, since they were the part of Turkish land as 

delineated in the National Pact. If the Ankara government, in order to reach an 

agreement with Soviet Russia, had ced~d these lands, there would have been no 

difference between the Ankara government and Istanbul. He also mentioned that 

although cession was demanded by Soviet Russia, which was in principle an anti­

imperialistic power, it did not change the fact that it was an imperialistic demand?27 

As a consequence, Turkish troops began to advance towards the east until Armenia 

was defeated and a peace treaty signed between Armenia and Turkey in December 

225 ZUrcher. Turkey, p. 159. 
226 See, Mete TUllI;ay. 1999. Tiirkiye Cumhuriyeti'nde Tek-Parti Yonetiminin Kurulmasl (1923-
1931).istanbul: Tarih Vakfl Yurt Yaymlan, p. 28. 
227 Atatiirk'iin Tamim, Telgrafve Beyannameleri, pp. 371-3. 
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1920. Soon after, at the beginning of 1921, the Armenian government was toppled by 

the Bolsheviks. A treaty of friendship was concluded between Ankara and Soviet 

Russia on 16 March 1921, leaving Kars and Ardahan to Turkey. Soviet Russia, as a 

consequence of the treaty, recognized the Ankara government and its territory as 

delineated in the National Pact. 228 

After guaranteeing the Eastern front, Turkey was able to deploy all its forces 

to the Western front against the Greek troops. The first success of the Turkish troops 

was at inonii, under the command of ismet Pasha. The Greek forces were defeated by 

the regular forces and as a consequence of the advance of the Turkish troops and of 

the rapprochement between Soviet Russia and Turkey, the Entente powers had to 

question the terms of the Sevres Treaty and arranged the London conference?29 The 

conference was not fruitful, since National Pact bound the nationalists, and the 

Entente was making few concessions from the Sevres Treaty. 

After the London conference, the Greek forces again started their assault. The 

Greek troops were able to advance through Eski~ehir, a heartland city of Anatolia. 

This caused alarm in parliament, and the parliamentarians summoned Mustafa Kemal 

to take the command of the army. Mustafa Kemal became the commander-in-chief of 

t~e armies for three months with the extraordinary po~ers granted to him to use 

parliamentary powers. His word would become law?30 After Mustafa Kemal took the 

command, the Greek forces had to retreat beyond the Sakarya River on 13 September 

1921. The Sakarya victory forced the Entente powers to question their position. 

France entered into negotiations and pulled her forces out of the Adana region. 

France was to be the first Western power to recognize the Ankara government. Italy 

228 See the provisions of the treaty in Bulent Gokay. 1998. Bol:jevizm ile Emperyalizm Arasznda 
Turkiye (1918-1923). istanbul: Tarih Vakfl Yurt Yaymlan, p. 137. 
229 ZUrcher, Turkey, pp. 160-l. 
230 Demirel, Birinci Mecliste Muhalefet, p. 260. 
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also followed the same way and retreated from Turkish territory. At the same time, 

Britain began to question its support of the Greek forces. The last battle against the 

Greek forces was won on 30 August 1922 when not only many Greek soldiers but 

also the commander-in-chief was captured. Turkish forces pursuing the Greek 

retreating to the coast entered Izmir on 9 September 1922. 231 

Now the time came to face Britain which still occupied Istanbul. However, 

without any support from the Entente powers, and as a consequence of the British 

decision not to endanger its position among the colonized Muslim population, who 

had sympathy for the caliph and considered Istanbul as the city of the caliph, Britain 

entered into negotiations with Ankara. At Mudanya on 10 October, they reached an 

armistice agreement. The final solution was left to the Lausanne conference?32 

The Lausanne Treaty was signed on 24 July 1923 after many disputes on 

many questions were hardly solved because Entente powers did not accept Turkey as 

an equal partner and for them Lausanne "was meant to adjust the terms of the Treaty 

of Sevres. ,,233 On the other hand, the Turkish side regarded themselves as the victors 

of the war. After harsh discussions, the Entente recognized Turkish political and 

economic sovereignty on the territory delineated by the National Pact. Straits would 

be internation~lised. Eastern Thrace and other parts of Anatolia wo.uld remain in 

Turkey. Capitulations would be abolished. And all the inhabitants of Turkey, 

including the minorities and the foreigners, would be subject to the Turkish courts. 

Turkish side made some concessions by ceding Mosul to Iraq, the Sancak of 

Alexandretta to French Syria, the Aegean islands, except Imroz and Tenedos, to 

Greece and Italy. 234 

231 Zurcher, Turkey, p. 162. 
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Mustafa Kemal Pasha, and the supporters of Mustafa Kemal, regarded the 

treaty as a victory against the Entente powers. Peace was established, and for 

Mustafa Kemal Pasha the time had arrived for institutional reforms and a change of 

regime. 

ATATURK AS AN INSTITUTION BUILDER 

When both the Istanbul and the Ankara government were invited to the 

Lausanne conference by the Entente powers, the National Assembly abolished the 

sultanate on 1 November 1924 by unanimous vote in order to assure governmental 

unity in the country. The sultanate and the caliphate were separated from each other. 

Atatlirk made a long speech on the same day giving historical examples to manifest 

that sultanate and the caliphate could be represented by different people. He said that 

the nation had regained its sovereignty, and nation itself occupied the post of 

sultanate (saltanat-l milliye), the post of caliphate would be carried by a higher 

person ($ahs-l Ali), whose point of support would be the Turkish state?35 The logic 

of Mustafa Kemal, who insisted that in Islam there was no obstacle to the separation 

of sultanate and caliphate, was developed in order to appease the religious figures in 

the parliament who had requested a guaranteed position for the caliph in the Turkish 

state. This logic of Must~fa Kemal seems to work because the sultanate wa~ 

abolished by unanimous vote. After the abolition of sultanate, the last Ottoman 

sultan fled from the country, and Abdiilmecid Efendi, a member of the Ottoman 

dynasty, was elected as the new caliph. 

The Republic was promulgated on 29 October 1923 by majority vote. 

Mustafa Kemal was elected as the first president of the Republic. However, although 

the abolition of the sultanate did not meet with any serious opposition, some of war­

time comrades of Mustafa Kernal, namely Huseyin Rauf, Ali Fuat (Cebesoy), 

235 Soylev ve Deme<;ier I, pp. 293-4. 
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Adnan(Adlvar), Refet(Bele) and Kazlm(Karabekiri36 criticized the proclamation of 

the Republic, stating that naming a regime 'republic' or 'monarchy' did not matter, 

what really mattered was the difference between freedom and democracy. As will be 

explained later, they were disturbed about the authoritarian tendencies of the new 

regime, and believed that to name the regime 'republic' would not change the 

situation. 237 A popular discontent prevailed "not so much because of the 

proclamation of the Republic as because it had officially made Ankara the new 

capital of Turkey a fortnight earlier.,,238 This decision not only hurt the pride of the 

inhabitants of Istanbul but also "meant continuing unemployment for the tens of 

thousands of civil servants among them.,,239 However, Mustafa Kemal was decisive 

on the task of breaking all the symbolic and practical ties with the old regime and did 

not take a back step. 

The third step undertaken by Mustafa Kemal was the abolition of the 

caliphate on 3 March 1924. This was to be the most important step in order to begin 

radical reforms for the secularisation of the institutions and the life of the Turkish 

people. Although the responsibilities of the caliph were strictly determined by the 

parliament which reduced the status of caliph to a ceremonial function, there were 

opponents who were not only emotionally attached to the caliphate but also 

perceived the caliph as a counterweight to the increasingly dominant role of Mustafa 

Kema1.240 Until the election of the president of the Republic, there had been an 

impression among the opposition that the caliph could be regarded as the head of 

state?41 On the other hand, more articles appeared in the press concerning the issue 

236 Zurcher, Turkey, p. 174. 
237 Ibid, p. 174 ,also, see Atatiirk, Nutuk II, p. 165. 
238Zurcher, Turkey, p. 174. 
239 Ibid, p. 175. 
240 Ibid, p.l75. 
241 Atattirk, Nutuk, pp. 71-3. And also see Tun<;ay, Tilrkiye Cumhuriyeti'nde Tek Parti Yonetiminin 

Kurulmasl, p. 70. 
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of determining the functions of the caliph and extending his rights and obligations. 

More people openly claimed that if the caliphate was to be abolished, Turkey would 

be a minor power with no power base in the international arena?42 The religious 

figures in the parliament insisted that caliphate meant government. It was not in the 

hands of any parliament to remove the rights and obligations of the institution of 

caliphate, with its right of jurisdiction that transcended the boundaries of the Turkish 

Republic?43 Mustafa Kemal was alarmed by these arguments. He argued that the 

Turkish people could not be burdened by such an unreasonable responsibility of 

carrying the institution of caliphate within its body because within the new world 

system none of the Muslim states would accept the jurisdiction right of a Turkish 

caliph within their sovereign territory. There was no way for the people of Turkey 

other than considering their own survival and welfare?44 

As mentioned before, when a proposal was presented to parliament to abolish 

the sultanate, Mustafa Kemal had claimed that sultanate and caliphate could be 

separated because sultanate was for the nation, but caliphate was for the whole 

Islamic nation. But when Mustafa Kemal Pasha decided to abolish the caliphate, he 

insisted that the caliphate and sultanate could only exist together. When the 

Committee of Caliphate in India sent him a messa~e proposing that he become the 

caliph, he answered that the caliph was the president of the state. It would be 

unreasonable to accept the proposal of nations who were governed by their own 

emperors and kings. How could he accept such a shadow responsibility?245 In this 

attitude of Mustafa Kemal, the tactical pragmatism of his leadership is observable. 

Although from the beginning he had planned to abolish the caliphate, for two reasons 

242 See Mustafa Kemal's criticism of those who were loyal to the caliphate in Nutuk II, pp. 189-217. 
243 Atatiirk, Nutuk II, pp. 73-5. 
244 Ibid, pp. 73-7. 
245 Ibid, pp. 211-2. 
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he did not prefer to abolish the sultanate and caliphate at once. The first reason was 

an international consideration. He avoided the reaction of the Muslim world at a 

critical phase when Turkey was struggling for her rights at the Lausanne conference. 

As will be re-mentioned, the spiritual and financial support of Indian Mus1ims246 had 

been very important for Turkey during the Independence War. Indian Muslims 

remained a factor that could be used in Ankara's relations with Britain. Secondly, 

Mustafa Kema1 preferred to take gradual steps towards a secular state. To abolish 

both caliphate and sultanate would be unacceptable for most of the parliamentarians. 

The authoritarian tendencies of the new Republic was furthered by the 

promulgation of the Law on the Maintenance of Order in March 1925, which 

empowered the government for two years to ban any organization or publication that 

caused disturbance to law and order. This law was a consequence of the Kurdish 

rebellion in DiyarbakIr led by a prominent religious figure Sheikh Sait, which broke 

out in May 1925. The Law on the Maintenance of Order allowed the Kema1ist 

regime to eliminate all opposition in the country. Not only was the Progressive 

Republican Party (PRP), established by the oppositionist Rauf Orbay, who 

questioned the authoritarian tendencies of the regime, requesting a more reformist 

attitude fo~ change, closed down, but also eight of the newspapers. and periodicals in 

Istanbul and other provincial newspapers were closed down as well. The chance for a 

second step to eliminate the opposition came when the plan for a suicide attack 

against Mustafa Kema1 was deciphered on June 1926. Immediately, the 

Independence Tribunals were established and many of the former CUP leaders and 

Progressive Republican Party members were executed. Sixteen of the accused were 

sentenced to death, although their involvement in the incident was not proved. 

246 Mustafa Keskin. 1991. Hindistan Miisliimanlannzn Milli Miicadelede Tiirkiye Yardlmlan (1919-
1923). Erciyes Universitesi Yay. 
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Huseyin Rauf, the leader of PRP was sentenced to 10 years imprisonment.247 

According to ZUrcher, the reason behind the elimination of the former prominent 

Unionists and the PRP leaders was the effort of Mustafa Kemal Pasha to monopolize 

the success of the Independence War. These nationalist leaders were also the bearers 

of the prestige of the nationalist war as the organizers and heroes of the war. 

Therefore, it was easy for them to make use of the unpopularity of radical reforms 

and of the continuing bad economic situation against the authoritarian tendencies of 

the new Republic.248 

The abolition of the caliphate and the elimination of the opposition from 

politics hastened the secularising reforms. The Kemalist reforms that were 

introduced in this period can be summarized as the abolition of the Ministries of 

Religious Affairs and Pious Foundations, secularisation of the civil law which was 

adopted from the Swiss Code in February 1926, the adoption of the Latin script 

instead of Arabic script in 1928, the introduction of Western headgear instead of the 

prohibited traditional headgear, the Fez, the ban on religious shrines and dervish 

lodges in September 1925 ?49 Among all these reforms, which intervened into the 

daily life of the people in order to change their symbolic universe, the adoption of the 

Latin script had far reaching consequences because it aimed at the written memory of . . 

the people, specifically the elite circle. As will be explained in the following chapter, 

Mustafa Kemal had taken very planned and systematic steps in order to change the 

"mental set" of the people, "which shaped their vision and the way they perceived 

the universe,,250 and tried to uproot the people from its immediate Ottoman-Islamic 

247 See Zurcher, Turkey, pp.175-183. 
248 Ibid, pp. 181-2 
249 See Niyazi Berkes, The Development a/Secularism, pp. 461-78. 
250 Bu~ra Ersanh Behar. 1989. The Turkish History Thesis: A Cultural Dimension o/the Kemalist 
Revolution. Bogazi9i University. PhD Thesis, p. 2. 
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past. On the other hand, the adoption of Latin script was another important step that 

alienated the traditional religious elites from ruling circle. 

The reforms of secularisation cannot be limited to the Kemalist period. The 

Young Turks were also dedicated to secularisation. The Young Turk era witnessed 

many secularizing reforms. In that case, the originality of the reforms of Mustafa 

Kemal lies in his totalising attitude towards secularisation. First, he did not aim at 

partial secularisation. The aim was to end the duality of the post-Tanzimat era that 

also continued during the Young Turk period. To exemplify this distinction, during 

the Young Turk era, the Shari a courts were not abolished but were placed under the 

jurisdiction of the secular institutions, or the family code promulgated in 1917, 

reflected the coexistence of the secular and religious laws. On the contrary, during 

the Kemalist era, all of the institutions that existed due to the Sharia were abolished. 

Secondly, Kemalist secularising reforms were not limited to the institutional realm. 

They aimed at transforming the daily life of the people by eliminating the religious 

symbols from the life of the people. Totally, secular family law or the policies to 

reform the clothing of the people were reforms attempting the transformation of the 

religious Turkish man into a secular Turkish man\woman. 

Mustafa Kemal Atatlirk251 as the president of the Republic of Turkey and the 

president of the Republican People's Party (RPP), which he had established in 

September 1923, died in Istanbul on 10 November 1938, having succeeded in his 

planned reforms to transform Turkish society. 

In the next chapter there is an attempt to analyze the ideology of Mustafa 

Kemal Atatlirk. However, it should be mentioned that Atatlirk was not a man of 

ideology. There was no one doctrine developed by himself that determined his 

251 Mustafa Kemal was bestowed by the surname Atatfuk by the parliament after the introduction of 
family names in 1934. 
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actions throughout his life. He says that the principles, which guided him and his 

Party, should not be regarded as the dogmas of the books that were believed to come 

from the sky. These principles were derived from life itse1f.252 That is why it is hard 

to depict the framework of his thought from the speeches he made. As observed in 

the case of the abolition of caliphate, he could exploit some ideas in order to hide his 

future plans and to appease the opposition for the time being. 

252 Atatiirk, Soylev ve Demer;ler 1, pA23. 
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Chapter IV 

THE PRINCIPLES OF MUSTAFA KEMAL ON SOCIO-POLITICAL 

CHANGE 

POPULISM AND REPUBLICANISM 

It can be claimed that the only principle that guided the nationalists in an 

ideologically heterogeneous environment during the Independence War was the 

principle of populism. However, despite the emphasis on the principle of populism, 

the meaning given to it remained vague. In a very general framework, it meant 

'government by the people for the people'. Kemal Atatiirk, in his speech in August 

1920, makes this point very clear by stating that "our point of view is populism, 

which means that power, sovereignty, and government belongs to the people.,,253 The 

concept of "government by people" was emphasized by the First National Assembly 

and became first principle law by stating, "Sovereignty, without any reservation, 

belongs to the people.,,254 

The intention behind Atatiirk to focus on populism was to create an alliance 

between the state elites and civil elites who would mobilize the people for the cause 

of national independence. As mentioned, as an effect of the war, nationalists, both 

with the ideal ~f saving the country from foreign occupation, believe~ in different 

ideologies that would be utilized to save the country. The only principle that gathered 

them together was their belief in the sovereignty of the people that also legitimised 

their own position as the representatives of the nation. 

In that period, populism had also an anti-imperialistic and anti-capitalist tone. 

Within the principles of populism that was presented to the parliament by Mustafa 

Kemalon 13.09.1920, it is stated that "the aim of the Grand National Assembly is to 

253 Ibid, p. 102. 
254 BUlent Tanor. 1998. Osmanlz-TilrkAnayasal Geli~meleri. YKY, p.255. 
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secure independence, to rescue the sultanate and caliphate and to liberate the people 

from the oppression of imperialism and capitalism. ,,255 It can be argued that the 

emphasis of Mustafa Kemal on the oppression of imperialism and capitalism was a 

consequence of his attempts to establish good relations with the Soviet Union which 

would support Turkey in its struggle against the Western imperialist powers. In this 

period, Mustafa Kemal, convinced that there was not left any hope of justice for 

Turkey from the Western powers, turned his face towards Soviet Russia and the 

Islamic world. 256 

Mustafa Kemal must have preferred the concept of populism in order to 

describe the principle of people's sovereignty because he avoided the concept of 

'republic'. As mentioned-above, Mustafa Kemal appears to be loyal to the sultan-

caliph, describing as one of the main aims of the GNA as the liberation of sultan-

caliph from alien oppression. However, his policies and applications were a gradual 

development towards the abolition of sultanate and proclamation of the Republic. As 

is known, the first GNA was organized on the principle of the 'unity of powers', 

where executive, judiciary, and legislative organs were gathered together under one 

authority, and these powers were dependent on each other. However, there was a 

dispute between Mustafa Kem~l and some liberal-minded parliamentarians who were 

in favour of 'separation of powers'. The main reason behind their objection was 

Mustafa Kemal's personal authority, which was legitimised by the 'unity of powers' 

principle. Mustafa Kemal was the head of legislative, executive, and judiciary 

powers. His authority was strengthened when he became commander-in-chief, with 

the right to make full use of his GNA powers. In a discussion in the parliament on 1 

December 1921, opposition members advised that 'separation of powers' was 

255 See Levent K6ker.2000. Modernle:jme, Kemalizm ve Demokrasi. istanbul: ileti~im, p.140. 
256 See Ataturk'un Tamim, Telgrafve Beyannameleri, p.350 
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necessary to establish a government because despotism emerges if powers were not 

separated. Against this argument Mustafa Kemal argued that the idea of 'separation 

of power' was the product of constitutionalist philosophers. There was no separation 

of powers in nature, so that constitutional government, which was based on the 

separation of powers, was not natural. It was illegitimate. He claimed that to rule a 

country by the principle of the 'unity of powers' was natural because as in nature, 

there was no separation of powers in the 'national will'. The 'national will', which 

was a totality, could be manifested in the National Assembly, which ruled the 

country and expressed the 'national will' by the principle of the 'unity of powers' .257 

He claimed that GNA system of government, which was based on the 'unity of 

powers', was the most advanced form of government in the world?58 In early 1923, 

he explicitly mentioned that republican systems were lacking. Republican systems, in 

order to reach the perfectness of the Turkish governmental system, had to have new 

I · 259 revo utlOns. 

After the proclamation of the Republic, he accepted that the GNA system of 

rule, based on the unity of powers, was transitional and was applied in order to 

conceal his plan to establish a republican regime. He says, 

We experienced a transitional period through the process from sultanate to republic. 

During that period some people favoured the continuation of the sultanate. The 

other plan was to end the sultanate and establish the republican regime. This was 

our thought. We avoided explicitly explaining our thought. However, we had to 

remove the loyalists of the sultanate from the implementation process. When new 

laws were issued, and especially when the constitution was being prepared, the 

supporters of the sultanate insisted that the rights and responsibilities of the sultan 

should be determined. We always told them the time was not convenient to discuss 

this issue, and it was not necessary at the moment. Without saying a word on the 

257 Soylev ve Demer;ler I, pp. 225-235. 
258 Soylev ve Demer;ler I, p. 230. 
259 Soylev ve Demer;ler II, p. 74. 



republic, we were governing the state in keeping with the sovereignty of the people, 

and step-by-step we were progressing towards the republic. It was necessary to 

emphasize the supremacy of the National Assembly and prove that the state could 

be governed without the sultan or the caliph. We did not talk about the state 

presidency; the president of the parliament performed the duties of president of the 

state. In practice, the second president of the parliament carried out the presidency 

of the parliament. There was a government. But this government was known as 'The 

Government of Grand National Assembly of Turkey'. We avoided the cabinet 

system because loyalists of the sultanate would immediately suggest the necessity of 

the use of sultan's powers .... In this transition period, those who rightfully criticized 

our GNA system of government, and who tried to secure the implementation of 

constitutional government were questioning our practices. They asked "which kind 

of a governmental system do your implementations resemble?" This was nothing 

other than to force us to explain our future aim. We had to answer according to the 

necessities of the time in order to appease them.260 
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Therefore, it can be argued that the type of government during the 

Independence War served two objectives. Firstly, it partially legitimised the personal 

authority of Mustafa Kemal as the unity of powers principle granted him the 

presidency of all the powers. Secondly, it concealed the plans to abolish the sultanate 

and proclaim the republic. When Mustafa Kemal asked about the nature of his 

implementation of government, he repeatedly emphasized that his government was a 

"People's Government," based on the principle of populism. 261 

- After the Independence War, however, the political meaning attributed to the 

concept of 'populism' was weakened as 'the people's sovereignty' was materialized 

within the principle of 'republicanism' and 'populism' began to imply the denial of 

class conflicts. As mentioned before, the war-time coalition within the parliament 

necessitated the emphasis on people's sovereignty as it legitimized the position of the 

260 Nutuk II, p. 201. All the translations from Turkish to English belong to me. 
261 On 1 December 1921, he stressed that Ankara government was neither a democratic government 
nor a socialist government. Ankara government resembled neither of the governments existed in the 
books. "Our government only manifests the sovereignty of people, the 'national will'. If we have to 
name our government from a scientific, social point of view, we call it "people's government." See 
Soylev ve Demec;ler I, pp. 211-2. 
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parliamentarian nationalists in Ankara. However, as Mustafa Kemal consolidated his 

authority by abolishing the sultanate and by eliminating the opposition gradually, the 

necessity for a powerful emphasis on people's sovereignty disappeared. The 

emphasis shifted from 'people's sovereignty' to the 'unity of nation'. Unity of nation 

was to be guaranteed by the principle of republicanism, which meant no more than 

absence of sultanate and replacement of it by an authoritarian and tutelary single 

party regime, which took over the sovereignty of the people in the name of the 

people. The new emphasis on 'unity' was to find its expression in the re-interpreted 

principle of populism. As Zafer Toprak states, the populism of the post-Republican 

period was highly influenced from solidarism, which favoured an organic solidarity 

within the society and denied class conflict. Solidarism criticizes liberalism because 

it causes the emergence of classes with conflicting interests. Similarly, during the 

single party period, RPP denied liberalism on the same ground. RPP distanced itself 

from liberalism because it was believed to harm the 'national unity' by causing 

emergence of the classes.262 

According to Kemal Atatlirk, there were no conflicting classes in Turkey. 

Every class was in need of the other. On 17 February 1923 at the Economic 

Congress of Izmir he _ stated that, 

Our people are not constituted of classes with separate interests but classes whose 

existence and cooperative endeavor need each other. Right now, my audiences are 

the farmers, artisans, traders, and workers. How can one of these classes be against 

the other? Who can deny that the farmer needs the artisan, and the artisan needs the 
263 

farmer, the trader, the worker and all the others? 

262 Zafer Toprak. "Osmanh Devleti'nde Ulusla~manm T?plumsal Boyutu: Solidarizm," in 
Tanzimattan Cumhuriyete Turkiye Ansiklopedisi, vol.2. Ileti~im, p. 381. Also for the emergence of 
solidarist thought among the Ottoman intellectuals, see Zafer Toprak.1995. Milli Iktisat-Milli 
Burjuvazi. Tarih Vakfl Yurt Yaymlan. 
263 Soylev ve Demer;ler II, p. 116. 
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The harmony of classes was necessary for economiC development, which 

necessitated the employment of all the domestic sources in an orderly and a planned 

way. All classes would contribute to the economic development of the country. 

Mustafa Kemal states, 

As in all the other countries in the world, our most important task is economics. It is 

vital and indispensable to work in order to gain the biggest success for this task. For this 

reason, all governmental institutions, all citizens, all of us should involve themselves in 

this task with great sincerity. The best way will be to choose the practical measures, 

which are inspired by our fundamental program when we will be taking radical and 

harsh steps with safety and fIrmness on our way to national economy. There is only one 

remedy: to transform all the divisions of labor in our social community into intimate 

comrades, who are walking with the same purpose and with the same interests, and to 

relieve the weariness of the state in economical tasks. 264 

The denial of the existence of class conflict265 legitimised the Kemalist one-

party regime. Social harmony was not only inevitable for economic development but 

also for political harmony that would be assured by the one-party system. Just before 

the establishment of the People's Party, he stated, "I am considering establishing 

such a party that its programme provides for the welfare and happiness of all the 

classes of the nation. Our nation's conditions are directed to this aim.,,266 Therefore, 

there would be no need for another party. The Republican People's Party was all 

embracing. In another statement, he questioned the necessity of a multi-party system 

for Turkey. He said, 

264 "Biitiin diinyada oldugu gibi memleketimizde de en bWjta bulunan muhim i*imiz iktisat i*idir. Bu 
i*te en yiiksek muvafJakiyeti temine c;alz*mak hayatidir, zaruridir. Bunun ic;in bu i*te biitiin devlet 
te*kilatmm, biitiin yurtta*larm ve hepimizin ciddi duygularla alakah olmamlZ liizumu tabiidir. Milli 
iktisat yolunda emin olarak ve emniyet vererek kati ve radikal adlmlar atarken, esas programlmlzm 
ilham ettigi ameli tedbirleri tercih etmek en dogru yoldur. ktimai heyetimizin biitiin i* bOliimleri 
sahiplerini aym Jaydalz alaka ile bu yolun elele vermi*, omuz omuza dayanml*, bir hedeJe yiiriiyen 
samimi yolcular! yapmak, devletin iktisat i*inde yorgunlugunu azaltmak ve muvafJakiyet zamamm 
klsaltmak ic;in tek c;are vardlr. "Atatiirk'iin Tamim, TelgraJ ve Beyannameleri,p. 612. 
265 On certain occasions Kemalism denied the existence of classes. See Soylev ve Demec;ler III, p. 54. 
266 Soylev ve Demec;ler 111, p. 54. 



The nation has suffered much from political parties. Let me acknowledge that in other 

countries, parties are certainly based on economic interests. The reason is that in those 

countries there are classes. In opposition to a party that represents the interests of one 

class, another party is formed to preserve the interests of another. This is natural. The 

consequences we have suffered from the multiplicity of parties that were formed, as if 

there were classes in our country, are well known. However, when we say the People's 

Party, included in it is not only a part of the nation but its whole. 267 
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Kemalist populism, which introduced to Turkey a very pluralist parliament 

during the Independence War, lost its democratic face by the renewal of the elections 

in 1923. The First Grand National Assembly had a very heterogeneous nature. This 

was wartime cooperation between different people with different professions and 

different ideological points of view. The nationalists, under the leadership of Mustafa 

Kemal, formed such a coalition when they faced an external enemy threatening their 

survival. However, Mustafa Kemal was not satisfied with the heterogeneity of the 

parliament because there was a powerful opposition unified in their criticism against 

the authoritarian tendencies of Mustafa Kemal.268 When it was decided to renew the 

elections, Mustafa Kemal decided to eliminate all the opposing figures and form a 

more homogenous parliament. This new elections would be the end of populism, 

which meant 'sovereignty belongs to the people' but the beginning of a paternalistic 

populism, where only a portion of the sovereignty b~longed to the people because the 

people were forced to leave their sovereign rights to the hands of the Kemalists, who 

would teach them how to be citizens, how to identify themselves, how to live, and 

how to believe. In his speech, his description of the selection of the candidates for the 

parliament is very explanatory for his understanding of paternalism, which meant the 

determination of the parliamentary majority by the central authority for the name of 

the people, who were not mature enough to determine their candidates. 

267 Soylev ve Demer;ler II, p. 101. The translation is adopted from A. Dirlik, "Third World 
Identifications," p.17. 
268 Demirel, Birinci Mecliste Muhalefet. 



It was decided to renew the elections on the first of April 1923. For the parliament to 

take this decision was a very important moment in our history of revolution. Because 

through this decision, the parliament had accepted the ilhless that appeared within itself, 

and therefore showed that it understood the anxiety of the nation .... We participated the 

new elections by announcing our already acknowledged principles. The candidates, who 

wanted to be parliamentarians by accepting our principles, first of all reported to me that 

they had accepted the principles, and they were in agreement with our opinion. I would 

choose the candidates for the Party, and I would announce them. I had preferred that 

method, because I knew that there would be many people with many interests, who 

would try to be parliamentarian by deceiving the people. On all sides of the country, my 

enlightening words were welcomed with great sincerity and confidence. The entire 

nation totally approved the principles and there remained no possibility for those to be 

elected, who were against myself and the principles. 269 
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A homogenous parliament, loyal to the authority of the charismatic leader 

was essential for the post-war development of the country. Therefore, just before the 

elections he declared his trust in the people, who were expected to elect the 

candidates that were chosen by Mustafa Kemal. 270 In fact, when the candidate lists 

were prepared, the number of candidates was determined equal to the required 

number of deputies for the constituency. Therefore, all the Party candidates, who 

were handpicked by Mustafa Kemal 'for the people', were elected 'by the people', 

and none of the independent candidates were allowed to be elected because of the 

strict control and surveillance of the central authority?71 According to Hlfzl Veldet 

Velidedeoglu, the 1923 elections were merely a formality. The candidates, who were 

hand-picked by Mustafa Kemal, were elected. The candidates were not offered for 

election by the people but for the consent of the people272
, which had transferred a 

269 Nutuk II, p. 93. 
270 Soylev ve Demer;ler III, p. 84. 
27l There was only one exception: Zeki Bey who was an independent deputy. He was elected as a 
consequence of the powerful reaction of the people of his election constituencY·l'1ustafa Kemal did. 
not oppress them but preferred to submit to the demand of the people. See Mahir Iz. 1990. fillarin Izi, 
istanbul: Kitabevi quoted in Demirel. Birinci Mecliste Muhalefet, pp.575-81. 
272 Demirel. Birinci Mecliste Muhalefet, pp. :"74-5. 
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part of its sovereignty to the central authority that was controlled by the charismatic 

leader. 

This election was the beginning of the period of tutelary democracy. 

According to Mustafa Kemal, people needed to be guided and enlightened; 

otherwise, the consequences could be devastating because traitors could deceive 

them. The guide of the people would be the People's Party, which was under his total 

personal control especially after the Law of Maintenance and Order of 1925. He 

stated, 

The most serious threat to a nation governed by the sultans and caliphs is that they 

might serve the interests of the enemies in return for material benefit. (dii$manlar 

tarafindan satm almmalandlr). This had happened before many times. In countries that 

are governed by parliaments, the most frightening thing is that parliamentarians might 

be stolen and bought by foreigners. Since there are historical examples, it is necessary 

to believe that we can encounter certain people, who managed to become 

parliamentarian, although they are not patriotic and they are disloyal to their country. 

Therefore, the nation has to be very cautious when electing its representatives. The only 

means to protect the nation from taking the wrong decision is the guidance of a political 

party, which is trusted by the people for its thought and policies. Although it is possible 

to accept on the theoretical level that individuals possess a confidential knowledge and a 

view that is in accordance with the reality that enable these individuals to take their own 

decision, it is an undeniable fact that this is not the reality, as experience shows.
273 

Nevertheless, it should be noted that in theory, Mustafa Kemal did not totally 

deny liberal democracy. Republican laws did not ban the establishment of another 

party other than RPP. In an interview with Time journal in October 1924, Kemal 

Atatiirk said that it was natural to have political parties in a republican regime?74 

The experiences of the Progressive Republican Party of the mid-twenties and the 

Free Republican Party of the early thirties are evidence that Kemal Atatiirk did not 

273 Nutuk I, p. 493. 
274 Soylev ve Demer;ler III, p.109. 
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exclude the idea of multi-party democracy. However, these two parties were closed 

down when it was observed that people had a preference for these parties and their 

programs. It was because if the RPP transferred the governmental power to another 

party after an election, this could have resulted in a slowdown of the secularising 

reforms under the authority of Mustafa Kemal. Therefore, it was preferable to delay 

the application of multi-party democracy. That time would only come when the 

Kemalist elite would be persuaded that the Turkish people had reached an expected 

state of maturity after economic development and cultural westernization. But until 

that time arrived, the state and the Party were to be closely identified. While the 

president of the Republic would at the same time be the president of the Party, the 

prime minister would be the executive chairman of the Party and all the provincial 

presidents would be the RPP branch in that province.275 

As it is derived from the speeches of Kemal Atatiirk, the meaning attributed 

to the 'government by people' principle was not the concept of 'democracy', but it 

was the concept of 'republic' without a multi-party regime. It cannot be a 

coincidence that the Kemalist six arrows, which formed the state ideology of 

Kemalism, do not include democracy?76 

SECULARISM AND WESTERNIZATION 

Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, under his tutelary one-party regIme, introduced 

radical social reforms to transform Turkish society in its progress towards 

'civilization'. One of the principles of the six arrows, inkllapc;zlzk (revolutionarism), 

became the means for total social change. When Atatiirk utilized the concept, he 

meant "a movement aiming at a complete transformation of society by radical 

275 Zurcher, Turkey, p. 185. 
276 Ahmet insel. 2002. "Giri~," in Taml Bora and Murat Gultekin. Modern Tiirkiye'de Siyasi Dii~iince: 

Kemalizm. istanbul: ileti~im, p. 20. 
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measures, to be imposed by force if necessary." 277 He was a critic of the half-

measures applied by the nineteenth and early twentieth century Ottoman elites?78 

However, Mustafa Kemal, as the 'charismatic guide' of the Turkish nation, never 

believed that his reforms were against the will of the people. He continually focused 

on the fact that the essential character of the Turkish nation was realized as a result 

of the radical reforms of the era (Tiirk ulusuna dogunsal rengini veren bu 

devrimlerden her biri, r;ok geni~ tarihsel devirlerin dgiinebilecegi biiyiik i~lerden 

saYllsa yeridir)?79 This was because "it was the aptitude and the absolute decision of 

the Turkish people to walk towards the republic, civilization, and progress.,,280 Thus, 

Mustafa Kemal Atatlirk was the leader who was the first to discover and materialize 

the talent and abstract national will of his people. His own position as the introducer 

of radical reforms was very clearly stated in his statements. He said, 

In a nation, there can be people who have good thoughts, and heroes who have the 

ability to achieve extraordinary tasks. However, their existence has no meaning unless 

they are the agents, representatives, or the expressions of a common sense. I have done 

nothing else than been aware of the intentions and the feelings of my nation, and 

expressing the requirements and the ability I have observed in my great nation. I am 

proud of my awareness of its ability and its feelings. The whole reason of my happiness 

is my observance ofthe nation's quality that rt'sulted in today's victory.281 

When Mustafa Kemal talked about progress towards civilization, he had in 

mind only one point to arrive at. This was the 'West'. The means that were utilized 

in the journey towards westernization were the secularising reforms. According to 

277 Paul Dumont. 1984. "The Origins of Kemalist Ideology" in Jacop M. Landau. Atatiirk and the 
Modernization of Turkey. Colorado: Westview press, p. 34. 
278 Soylev ve Demer;ler 1, p. 362. 
279 Soylev ve Demer;ler 1, p. 398. 
280 Ibid, p.351. 
281 "Bir millette giizel :jeyler dii:jiinen insanlar fevkalade i:jler yapmaya kabiliyetli kahramanlar 
bulunabilir. Lakin oyle kimseler yalmz ba:jma hir;bir:jey olamazlar, megerki bir hissi umuminin amili, 
ifadesi, miimessili olsunlar. Ben milletimin efkar ve hissiyatma yakmdan vakif olmaktan, aziz 
milletimde gordiigiim kaabiliyet ve ihtiyaCl ifadeden ba:jka bir :jey yapmadlm. Onun bu kaabiliyet ve 
hissiyatma olan vukufumla miiftehirim. Milletimde ki bugiinkii muzafJeriyatl tevlid edecek hassayl 
gormii:j olmak, biitiin bahtiyarhglm i:jte bundan ibarettir." Soylev ve Demer;ler 11, p. 165. 
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Mustafa Kemal, there was only one civilization and in order to develop the country it 

was inevitable that Turkey should join this unique civilization. He thought that there 

was no nation that wished to join this civilization that did not westernize itself?82 

His firm belief in progress, which meant to westernize, imposed on him the 

necessity to practice a westernization program; its very immediate consequence 

being to eliminate religion as a factor of identification for the Turkish nation. The 

first step undertaken was to create a state version of Islam which would be in 

complete accordance with positivist science. Another step was to impose Western 

ways of living on the actual daily life of the Turkish people. However, during the 

days of radical reforms, Mustafa Kemal always utilized this newly-created Islam as a 

means of legitimisation of his policies. 

The very first attempt towards secularization had been the abolition of the 

caliphate in March 1924. The same day the Kemalist regime abolished the Ministries 

of Religious Affairs and Pious Foundations and realized unification of education 

under the Ministry of Education, which meant the closure of Medreses which gave a 

religion-based education to students?83 This was an attempt to abolish the 

institutions by which the religious elites attained the reason behind their official 

existence. The _elimination of the religious elites from the state in~titutions, or 

making them dependent on the newly-established religious institutions, which were 

established to control Islam under state authority,284 gave Mustafa Kemal a freehand 

in his attempts at radical reform.285 On the other hand, the closure of all religious 

shrines and Dervish lodges enabled Mustafa Kemal's one-party regime to take a step 

further on its way towards creating a state version of Islam. Islamic tarikats (the path 

282 Soylev ve Demec;ler III, p. 90-1. 
283 Berkes, Secularism, pp. 46l. 
284 Directorate of Religious Affairs and Directorate- General for Pious Foundations were established 
in order to serve the new interpretation of Islam by the Kemalist elites. 
285 Baskm Oran. 1999. Atatiirk Milliyetc;iligi· Resmi Mealaji Dlfjl Bir Inceleme. Ankara: Bilgi, p. 192. 
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followed by the dervishes for gaining religious maturity under the guidance of a 

religious leader, named Sheikh), which were located in Dervish lodges, had always 

been outside the direct control of the state. They also provided unorthodox views of 

Islam. After the closure of the dervish lodges and religious shrines, Mustafa Kemal 

emphasized that "the Turkish Republic cannot be the country of sheikhs, dervishes 

and disciples. The most true and genuine tarikat is the tarikat of civilization.,,286 The 

tarikat of civilization was based on science, so it would be ignorance to look for a 

miir~i?87 other than scientific knowledge.288 

Nevertheless, the way towards Western civilization, which was guided by the 

tarikat of science, would not conflict with Islam that was reinterpreted under state 

guidance. He interpreted Islam as the most natural and reasonable religion. 

According to him, for a religion to be reasonable, it had to be in conformity with 

reason, science, and logic. Islam was totally in accordance with these criteria. 

Therefore, it was the last prophetic religion.289 

Mustafa Kemal, in his speeches, not only emphasized that Islam was a 

reasonable religion but always continued his speech by attacking the religious elite 

who considered the radical reforms as infidelity. According to Mustafa Kemal, the 

real infidelity was their own 'fa_Ise interpretation'. "They are those who wanted Islam 

to be the slave of infidels.,,29o He believed that the reason behind the exploitation of 

the Islamic countries was their failure to modernize. Muslims' reaction towards 

modernization was caused by these wrong interpretations of the religious elites who 

abused religion. Pure Islam was not only corrupted by the misinterpretations of the 

286 Soylev ve Demer;ler II, p. 225. 
287 Mur$it means the head of a religious order (Tarikat). Here, Mustafa Kemal uses the word as a 
guide. His preference of the word is to delegitimize the existence of tarikat heads and their way of 
guidance. Science would replace the guidance of the tarikat sheiks. 
288 Soylev ve Demer;ler II, p. 202. 
289 Ibid, p. 94. 
290 Ibid, p. 132. 
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religious elite but also as a consequence of the corrupted customs that had been 

incorporated into religion. In the case of the Ottoman Empire, Islam had been 

corrupted by the influence of the customs of Byzantines, Arabs, and Iranians.291 

This purist Islam that was to be revived by the Kemalist reforms had to be 

taught to every Muslim Turk under the existing education system in schools, and the 

ulema (who were the doctors of Islamic theology) had to be educated by the 

institutions of the state.292 

In this period, Kemal Atatiirk's resort to Islam had reached such a degree that 

he even claimed that the radical reforms introduced by himself were lacking from the 

viewpoint of Islam. One of his statements in October 1923 summarizes his point very 

clearly. 

Our policy is not contrary to religion; we even think that it is lacking from the 

viewpoint of the religion. Turkish people should be religious; I mean they should be 

religious with their purity. I believe in my religion as I believe in the truth. It contains 

nothing contrary to reason and to progress. Nevertheless, there is another religion that is 

more confusing, superficial, and superstitious within the minds of this Asian nation that 

assured independence of Turkey. However, these ignorant and poor people will be 

enlightened in the due time. If they don't approach the light, they will destroy and 

imprison themselves (within their ignorance). We will rescue them. 293 

In this interpretation of Mustafa Kemall the influence of the Young Ottomans, 

who favoured a return to pure Islam by eliminating the erroneous dogmas that had 

291 Mustafa Kemal does not accept that the mixing of old customs corrupted Islam among the Turks as 
it did in other Islamic nations. This was because the pre-Islamic way oflife of the Turks was not in 
conflict with pure Islam. The Turkish way of life did not possess wrong and harmful customs. 
Therefore, the corruption was not due to the mixing of pre-Islamic customs but was due to the 
entrance of alien customs. See Soylev ve Demer;ler I, pp. 142-4. 
292 Soylev ve Demer;ler II, p. 94. A Faculty of Divinity was established at the University ofIstanbul 
and Imam and Khatip schools were opened to educate the religious learned men in 1923. See Berkes, 
Secularization, p. 477. 
293 "Siyasetimizi dine mugayir olmak :;oyle dursun, din nokta-i nazanndan eksik bile hissediyoruz. 
Tiirk milleti daha din dar olmalzdlr, yani biitiin sadeligi ile dindar olmalzdlr demek istiyorum. Dinime, 
bizzat hakikate nasll inamyorsam, bunada oyle inamyorum. $uura muhalif, terakkiye mani hir;bir:;ey 
ihtiva etmiyor. Halbuki Tiirkiye)le istiklalini veren bu Asya milletinin ir;inde daha kan:;lk, suni, 
itikasl batlladan ibaret bir din daha vardlr. Fakat bu cahiller, bu acizler SlraSI gelince tenevviir 
edeceklerdir. Onlar ziyaya takarrup etmezlerse, kendilerini mahv ve mahkum etmi:;ler demektir. 
On Ian kurtaracaglz. " Soylev ve Demer;ler III, p. 93. 
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interrupted the progress of Islamic countries, can be observed. Like Young 

Ottomans, Mustafa Kemal was very sensitive and attempted to legitimize his 

modernizing reforms by using Islam as a criterion. However, contrary to Young 

Ottomans, whose emphasis on Islam emerged from their own cultural and Islamic 

background, Mustafa Kemal's sensitivity seems to emerge in order not to be the 

target of opposition which was still an important factor during the period between 

1923 and 1925. As mentioned before, the oppositionist figures' power was a 

consequence of their legitimacy before the eyes of the people who were also 

accepted as the heroes ofthe Independence War. 294 Therefore, their criticism against 

Mustafa Kemal's rule was very essential for the future of the regime. The opposition 

frequently criticized Mustafa Kemal for his policy of radical change which was 

believed to be against the popular will. Accordingly, the program of the Progressive 

Republican Party, where oppositionists gathered together, mentioned that "the 

inclinations of the population will determine the passing of laws," and in Article 6 it 

was stated that "the Party respects religious beliefs and convictions." 295 

When it was accepted that Islam was not in conflict with progress which 

meant the acceptance of Western civilization, in theory, it became easier for Mustafa 

Kema~ to apply radical reforms. As the ground was P!epared, the time for 

introduction of Western symbols in the daily life of Turkish society came. The 

emphasis on Islam, which had been used as a means of legitimisation during 1923 

and 1924, started to weaken after 1925, after the promulgation of the Law on 

Maintenance of Order. The elimination of the opposition from the political scene 

after the passing of this law and after the Izmir assassination attempt in 1926 when 

most of the oppositionists were either prisoned or sentenced to death enabled Kemal 

294 Zurcher, Turkey, pp.181-2. 
295 Erik Jan Zurcher. 1991. Political Opposition in the Early Turkish Republic: The Progressive 
Republican Party 1924-1925. New York: EJ.Brill, pp. 99-100. 
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Atatiirk to become more radicalised in the introduction and practice of his planned 

reforms. 

After the elimination of the political opposition, secularisation, which had 

been limited to the institutional arena, was extended to the daily life of the people. 

Religious symbols started to be replaced by Western symbols. 296 

Atatiirk was so decisive in his attitude towards the acceptance of Western 

symbols. When he arrived in Central Anatolia to introduce the Western headgear to 

the people, he said, 

We have to deepen and strengthen the foundations of our revolution. My honored 

people! We should not deceive ourselves. The civilized world is far advanced. We 

have to catch up with them and be a member of the circle of civilization. It is 

necessary to remove all the nonsense. It is meaningless to discuss whether we 

should wear Western headgear or not. We will not only wear Western headgear but 

also accept all the symbols of Western civilization. Gentlemen! Uncivilized peoples 

are liable to be trodden under the feet of civilized people. 297 

This time, Kemal Atatiirk, did not point out the criteria of Islam. This was not 

only because there was no powerful opposition, but also because the radicalism of 

the reforms that were to follow reached such a degree that they could not be 

legitimized by Islam. Instead of Islam, he utilized science and international 

civilization. Any symbol that did not belong to that civilization was unacceptable. 

Just before the reform of restriction on the religious attire for prayer services in the 

mosques in September 1926, Mustafa Kemal, speaking to the masses, pointed at a 

listener's clothes and said that his clothes were very funny and asked whether a 

296 The replacement of headgear by traditional headgear in 1925, restriction on religious attire for 
prayer services in 1925, the decree of 1935 which made Sunday the official day of rest rather than the 
holy Friday, adoption of the Western clock and calendar in 1926, the adoption of the Latin alphabet in 
1928, and the adoption of the Swiss civil code which would regulate family law instead of Shari a 
were such measures towards the acceptance of Western symbols in daily life. See ZUrcher, Turkey, pp. 

194-203. 
297 Soylev ve Demer;ler II, pp. 234-5. Emphasis is mine. 
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civilized person wore such strange clothes. He added that state officials would 

change the dress code of the whole nation, and everybody would wear civilized 

clothes that were practical from the point of view of science and health?98 

As can be observed above, Kemalist modernization meant total 

westernization. Mustafa Kemal was a firm believer in westernization and never 

questioned that Western civilization could have some deficiencies. Although Mustafa 

Kemal had been a leader of an independence war led by nationalists against the 

Western aggressors, his modernization was different from those semi-colonized or 

colonized non-Western countries, which fought against the West. Non-Western 

nationalisms had been selective in their attempts at modernization in order to 

construct themselves as a counter discourse. They were under a political burden 

which was to be against the colonizing power. Therefore, they had to create a sphere 

where they could claim their distinctiveness from their enemy. Occidentalist 

discourse, which is a mirror image of Orientalism, became the means of the 

nationalist maneuver in order to manifest their distinctiveness. As in Orientalist 

discourse, their Occidentalism perceived 'East' and 'West' as separate binary 

oppositions, both having its own essential characteristics. The 'West' was the domain 

of matter, and the 'East' was the do~ain of spirit. The material signified the outside 

domain, which were science, technology, statecraft, and the economy. The spiritual 

domain was the one that marked the nation's distinctiveness, since it bore the 

essential marks of its cultural identity. The nationalists accepted the material 

superiority of the West. The material aspects could be directly imitated from the 

West. However, the spiritual superiority of the East was undeniable. It marked the 

298 Ibid, p. 226. 
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sovereign domain into which Western influence was not allowed to penetrate.299 On 

the other hand, the belief in the spiritual distinctiveness of their native culture 

provided them with national self-esteem. 

In Turkey, an attempt to create a sovereign domain for national identity can 

be observed in the thought ofZiya Gokalp's, who was a Young Turk sociologist. He 

provided his prominent interpretation of Turkism at a period when both Ottomanism 

and Islamism had become bankrupt as ideologies of integration. He made a 

distinction between civilization which was international, and culture which was 

national. According to Gokalp, "civilization is the sum total of the concepts and 

techniques developed according to certain methods and transmitted from nation to 

nation. Culture, on the other hand, is composed of sentiments which cannot be 

developed artificially and cannot be transmitted from nation to nation.,,30o Religion, 

moral and aesthetic feelings, legal norms and ideals all belonged to the sphere of 

culture and could not be imitated by another nation.30l Therefore, national culture 

was the sphere where the essential self ness of the nation could be claimed. On the 

other hand, his interpretation of Turkism did not exclude westernization but was 

limited to the level of civilization. A westernization policy that aimed at the imitation 

of Western culture would fail. 

Mustafa Kemal, during the Independence War when he was under a military 

burden, had pursued a policy that focused on the uniqueness of the culture of his 

299 Partha Chatterjee, Milliyetr;i Dii$iince ve Somiirge Diinyasl, pp. 143-55. In the next chapter, we will 
see the Chinese nationalist leader Sun Yatsen's interpretation of modernization by his emphasis on the 
spiritual superiority of Eastern civilizations. As will be explained in the following chapters in detail, 
during the Independence War Mustafa Kemal, who was also under the political burden of being 
against the imperialists, tried to create an area, which was to be a criterion of distinctiveness. This 
criterion was Islam. During the war period, Mustafa Kemal attempted to strengthen the Islamic 
identity of the people, which not only served as a communal bond but also marked the sovereign 
domain of the Anatolian people, who were struggling against the Christian enemy. 
300 Niyazi Berkes. 1950. Turkish Nationalism and Western Civilization: Selected Essays oJZiya 
Gokalp. New York: Columbia University Press, p. 106. 
301 Ibid, p.108. 
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people. He frequently criticized imitation and mentioned that change should be based 

on the spirit of one's own nation; otherwise, the consequences would be the loss of 

one's identity. In a speech delivered in December 1921, he criticized the Tanzimat 

period modernization as a mere imitation that brought the end of the Empire. He 

said, 

Sultan Mahmut III had taken steps in order to make progress and to reform the government of the 

country. But the enterprise turned out to be an imitation of Europe. He had undertaken reform 

attempts, such as importing European laws and regulations, wearing European clothes. But this 

did not give a real and positive result because it could not have given. This was because it 

resorted to mimicry in the name of reform.... The confusion caused by these reform attempts, 

which were no more than imitation, still continues. Look at our clothes. We have adopted 

European clothes. However, badness, prosperity, and disaster depend on one's mode of reception 

(tam telakki). Something that is considered as prosperity by a nation might be disaster for the 

other. Therefore, if the causes and means that are resorted to by a nation in order to reach 

something that is considered as prosperity is derived from its own spirit, then, that nation can 

attain its intention .... Russian Tsar Petro wanted to reform his nation by imitation. In fact, he was 

a genius of imitation. However, he never possessed the genius· of creation and invention. 

Therefore, when he was taking the measures in order to reform the nation, when he considered 

that he would perfect the Russians as Russians, he was using the means that perfected a German 

or Englishman. Whereas, because it is impossible for a Russian to be a German, they lost their 

own personality, they could not achieve their aim and there appeared nothing other than a 

confused creature.302 

These statements are totally in contradiction with his post-war policies and 

statements, which approved of westernization in the name of progress. The reason 

seems to be the conditions imposed by the war against the Western powers. It would 

not be reasonable to talk about westernization during a war against the West. The 

reasonable policy was to instill trust into the nation. He criticized any kind of 

imitation, even the imitation of governmental systems. During the war, Mustafa 

Kemal had avoided naming the regime. The above-quoted speech was an answer to a 

302 S6ylev ve Demer;ler I, pp 218-9. 
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question put by opposition parliamentarians, who asked Mustafa Kemal to name the 

regime. Mustafa Kemal avoided answering the question by stating, "We resemble 

ourse1ves,,303 and criticized imitation. Therefore, the regime would not be similar to 

any of the regimes existing in the world. By criticizing imitation Mustafa Kemal not 

only claimed the nation's distinctiveness but also avoided any ideological discussion 

that could harm the coalition formed during the war. Therefore, the answer, 

criticizing imitation, can be regarded as partially tactical during the War of 

Independence. 

It is important to mention that, even in the very critical periods of the war 

against West, Mustafa Kemal had given signs of his belief in the superiority of the 

Western civilization by cautiously distinguishing between the 'official Europe' and 

the 'Europe of culture, science, and civilization'. On 16 March 1920, in the telegraph 

he had written to the Western countries' embassies in order to protest the occupation 

of Istanbul, it can be observed that Mustafa Kemal complained about the imperialism 

of the Western states to the Western people, who possessed the values of the Western 

civilization. 

Biz, hukukumuzu ve istiklalimizi miidaJaa i(:in giri~tigimiz miicadelenin kutsiyetine kail 
-

ve hi(:bir kuvvetin bir mil/eti ya~amak hakkmdan mahrum edemeyecegine kaniyiz. 

Tarihin bugiine kadar kaydetmedigi bir suikast te~kil eden ve Wilson prensiplerine 

miistenit bir miitarekenin, mil/eti esbabl miidaJaasmdan tecrit etmi~ olmasmdan 

miitevellit bir hileye de miipteni bulunmak hesablyle ait olduklarz mil/etlerin ~ereJ ve 

haysiyetiyle dahi kabili imtizac olmayan bu hareketin takdiri mahiyetini resmi Avrupa 

ve Amerikanzn degil, ilmi irJan ve medeniyet Avrupa ve Amerikasmm vicdanzna tevdi ve 

iktifa ve bu hadiseden tevel/iit edecek mesuliyeti azime-i tarihiyeye son deja bir daha 

d kk ' ., lb d . 304 nazarz i atl umumlyeYI ce e erzz. 

303 Ibid, p. 219. Also see Soylev ve Deme(:ler II, pp. 211-2. 
304 Nutuk I, p. 410. 
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The post-war westernization of Turkey would be a total imitation of the 

'Europe of culture, science, and civilization'. The partial acceptance of Western 

civilization is not observable in Mustafa Kemal' s thought. He did not separate 

civilization into material and spiritual spheres. Contrary to Ziya Gokalp, he denied 

any distinction between culture and civilization. The reason behind this total 

westernization project could be sought both in the conditions of the country and in 

the psychology of Mustafa Kemal, whose personal role during the initiation of 

radical reforms is undeniable. Firstly, early modernization attempts were very 

indigenous in Turkey. However, in colonized countries the colonizers initiated the 

modernization process. It was impossible for the colonized countries to separate 

official Europe and the Europe of civilization. This was the effect of direct 

colonization. Secondly, Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk was very ambitious for a Western 

way of life. In his biographies, it can be observed that since his youth, he had lived a 

very westernized way of life, especially in Salonika and Sofia. He was reactive to 

traditional symbols of daily life and considered most of them as absurd and 

unacceptable from the viewpoint of civilization.305 

However, his total westernization program resulted with two problems. First, 

it would cause the loss of distinctive ide.ntity of the Turkish people. Turkish nation 

would also lose their own national self-esteem if they were required to leave all their 

native values and replace them with Western values. Secondly and very related with 

the first one, total westernization had caused more popular unrest than the 

secularization policies at institutional level. For Kemalists, these were reforms for the 

people in spite of the people. These reforms were imposed from the top. There was a 

contradiction between the abstract national will that was discovered by Kemal 

305 In many of his speeches during the costume reforms, he critic.ized th~ woman.an~ ~:n costumes, 
arguing that with these costumes, we would not be able to enter III pubhc places III clvlhzed Europe. 
See Soylev ve Demer;ler 11, pp. 229-235. 
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Atatiirk as mentioned earlier and concrete mass demands. This dilemma was 

attempted to be solved by educating the people along Western lines. 

Despite the total westernization attempts, Kemalizm had its own strategy for 

constructing the selfness of the Turkish national identity which would not also 

contradict with the westernization project. While Eastern colonized countries 

embraced their own traditional spiritual values as the essence and sovereign domain 

of their identity, Mustafa Kemal and his comrades turned their face to the pre-Islamic 

period of Turkish history in order to provide the Turkish people with national self-

esteem and a kind of distinctive identity. A new historiography was built with the 

encouragement of Mustafa Kemal in the early thirties306 that emphasized the pre-

Islamic achievements of the Turkish people in Central Asia. The thesis was expected 

to create a new "mental set" for the Turkish people in order to solve the crises caused 

by total westernization. According to this thesis, which was to be called The Turkish 

History Thesis, Turkish culture would be represented as the mother of civilizations. 

With this thesis, an attempt was made to imbue the Turkish people with a kind of 

confidence that would make them proud of being Turkish. It also eliminated Islam as 

a factor in the construction of the Turkish nation because the Turkish people had 

~een a great people even before they became Muslims. 9n the other hand, this thesis 

enabled the Kemalists to reduce the Ottoman Empire to a small part in Turkish 

history. The History Thesis "was successful in casting a pessimistic shadow on the 

immediate past and in severing Turkish history from its strongest and longest period, 

the Ottoman Empire.,,307 The denial of the Ottoman past was very important for two 

reasons. Firstly, it would legitimize its westernization program which necessitated 

the elimination of Islam. In Ersanh's words, 

306 Turkish History Thesis was presented at the History Congress in 1932. 
307 Bi.i~ra Ersanh Behar,The Turkish History Thesis, p. 276. 



Rejecting the historical reality of the Ottoman and Islamic periods, the Turkish History 

Thesis tried to create a golden age of secular implication from romanticized pre-Islamic, 

pre-historic past. In many ways secular policies of the Turkish revolution were justified 

by a historical thesis that hoped secular roots could be unearthed from pre-Islamic past 

at either Central Asia or in Anatolian excavation sites.,,308 
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Secondly, the thesis strengthened Kemal Atatiirk's personal legitimacy 

because he had ended the Empire and had obtained his presidential legitimacy from 

the absence of the Ottoman Empire. After the introduction of the history thesis until 

it lost its validity, "historians of the Republic thought of Turkish history as consisting 

simply of mythological connections with Central Asia plus Atatiirk's revolution.,,309 

Atatiirk was the 'father of all Turks', who returned the lost values and superior 

culture of the ancient Turks of Central Asia to the modem Turks of Anatolia by the 

revolution which ended the period that caused the Turks to lose their 'essential 

identity' . 

The Turkish History Thesis not only served to create a new Turkish identity 

but it also served the westernization project. The construction of the Turkish identity 

by the Turkish History Thesis did not create a space for the uniqueness of Turkish 

culture like the. nationalists of colonized countries' emphasis on the uniqueness of 

their culture on a non-material level. A denial of the spiritual superiority of Western 

culture by separating European civilization into spiritual and material levels could 

not serve the Kemalist reforms that had penetrated into the cultural spheres of the 

daily life of the people. On a theoretical level, the problem would be solved by 

claiming that pre-Islamic Turkish civilization was the source of all civilizations. The 

Turks, under the pressure of bad geographical conditions, had had to leave their 

308 Ibid, pp. 269-70. 
309 Ibid, pp. 276-7. 
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fatherland and had dispersed to all continents. Not only were the first residents of 

Anatolia Turks but also those who first dwelt in Europe were the Turks who had 

migrated from Central Asia. In the words of Mustafa Kemal, 

The Turkish homeland is delineated by sea and land and is located to the west of Asia and to the 

east of Europe. This country is named as Turk Eli and it is known world wide. The Turkic country 

was much larger. In the near and distant past, there is no continent that has not been home to the 

Turks. All over the world, Asia, Europe, Africa had been home to the Turks. This reality is 

proved by historical evidence?lO 

The Turks were believed to have taught their superior civilization to the 

nations which they had encountered. Mustafa Kemal Atatlirk had a firm belief in the 

role played by the Turks in bringing civilization to other nations; in January 1931 he 

mentioned that "It was the Turkish nation, who taught agriculture and art to 

humanity. Real scientists do not doubt that the Turkish nation was the educator of the 

world.,,311 

All the above-quoted beliefs in the civilizational role of the Turkish people 

had served the westernization process of Turkey. As the Turks were the educators of 

the world, they had also been the educators of Western civilization, so a 

westernization program, which. would bring Turkey to the level of contemporary and -

the most mature civilization of the world, would mean a return to the essential 

characteristics of the Turkish people. 

It is impossible to understand the westernization project of Mustafa Kemal 

without analysing the Turkish History Thesis. During the period of reforms, Mustafa 

Kemal, being the leader of an independence movement against the imperialist 

powers, provided the space that he could inject national confidence to the people by 

310 Atatiirk.l997. Yazdzgz ve Yazdzrdzgz Fikirleri ile Ataturk. istanbul: KazanCl, p.7. 
311 Soylev ve Deme9{er II, pp. 297-8. 
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the History Thesis. On the other hand, since the period of national superiority was 

found within the pre-Islamic past, the harsh consequences of the task of creating a 

secular Turkish identity was believed to be softened. The History Thesis, which tried 

to create a secular· national consciousness, was disseminated among the people 

through the educational institutions and Halk Evleri (People's Houses) that were 

established in 1931 as institutions of cultural activities. These houses were aimed at 

strengthening the bonds between the regime and the people by increasing contact 

with the people, who were discontent with the radical reforms. By the new public 

sphere created in the People's Houses, the people were expected to become familiar 

with the new ideology that had been introduced with the Kemalist reforms. However, 

it should be noted that the People's Houses aimed to create a new Turkish men in 

Western line. This was tried to be achieved by activities in the People's Houses, 

which were in conformity with Western culture.312 But also as the discussion in this 

chapter tries to demonstrate, it was expected to be a Western Turkish men\women, 

who is not confused by the radical social and cultural change. This was tried to be 

achieved by educating the men by propositions of the Turkish History Thesis. 

Whether the History thesis was successful or not in creating a new identity by 

eliminating Islam as a factor that constituted this identity is not the topic of this 

thesis. On the other hand, imagining a new 'history' for the recently 'created nation' 

is not unique to Turkey. Since the nineteenth century, European nationalisms were 

also experiencing a process of imagining a 'national history' that had invented new 

traditions, had re-narrated or adopted the earlier forms of identifications and 

traditions. In the case of Turkey, the History Thesis demonstrates the tactical genius 

312 Ne~e G. Ye~ilkaya.2002. "Halkevleri" in Taml Bora, ed. Kemalizm, ~p. 113-118. M~stafa Kemal 
thought that social and cultural inkllaps were a consequence of the openmg of the People s Houses, 
which embraced the whole people. Soylev ve Demet;ler I, pAOl. 
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of Mustafa Kemal, who attempted to compromise his westernization project by the 

national identity. 

Mustafa Kemal Atatlirk not only changed the regIme III Turkey by 

eliminating the Ottoman Empire from the scene of history, he also tried to change the 

way Turkish people had identified themselves. In the next chapter, the Chinese 

nationalist leader Sun Yat-sen's efforts to bring a revolution to China through his 

efforts to re-identify the Chinese people, both by referring to the Chinese tradition 

and Western civilization will be examined. 



PART III 

NATION-BUILDING IN CHINA 

IL.L. 

The early twentieth century, which marked the end of the multi-ethnic 

Ottoman Empire with the emergence of a Turkish Republic on a unitary nation-state 

model in 1923, was also a decisive period for the destiny of Qing Empire in its 

struggle against the forces of the new world order determined by the ambitions of the 

imperialist powers. As mentioned previously, the anxiety among intellectuals, 

students, and state elites, caused by continuing military defeats of the Empire in its 

struggle against Western imperialist forces which forced it to make economic, 

territorial, and judicial concessions after the Opium War (1838-1842), reached its 

climax with the defeat of China in the Sino-Japanese War of 1895. This defeat was 

very humiliating and an undeniable evidence of the decay of the Empire, since China 

had to accept the superiority of Japan, a tribute-giving small state ofthe past. 

The anxiety among intellectuals and students about the integrity of the 

country would soon turn into a revolutionary sentiment as the constitutionalist 

reforms initiated by the Emperor Guangxu in 1898 were doomed to fail. Most of the 

intellectuals, students, and scholars began to question the capability of the throne to 

initiate reforms for self-strengthening. 

Another event that confirmed the belief of the newly-emerging revolutionary 

forces, which had lost their faith in the Manchu dynasty for the revival of China, was 

the Boxer Incident, which lasted from 1898 to 1901. The Boxers were members of 

various secret societies who had gathered together in an anti-foreign and anti­

Christian cause. They recruited desperate farmers and workers who accused the 

foreigners and Christian converts for their impoverishment and then attacked them. 

The slogan of the Boxers was "revive the Qing, destroy the foreigners." However, 
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the Qing court, which they had sworn to revive, was unable to protect them despite 

an initial gesture of the court to support them. The Western powers- Russia, Britain, 

the United States, France- and Japan formed an expeditionary column and attacked 

Beijing and defeated the Boxers and supportive Qing forces. The Boxer Protocol, 

signed in September 1901, contained very harsh clauses such as the war indemnities, 

a ban on imports of arms for two years, besides the humiliation of symbolic ones, 

such as the article that forced the Qing court to erect monuments to the memory of 

the Western dead.313 

The events that caused the emergence of a new revolutionary activism that 

pledged to overthrow the Manchu dynasty and establish a republic did not cause 

reformist scholars, such as Kang Y ouwei and Liang Qichao to lose their belief in 

constitutional monarchism. As explained in the second chapter, the defeats of the 

Philippinos and Boers in their struggle against Western powers, proved to reformist 

circles, led by Liang Qichao, that a strong state was an inevitable necessity in a 

country's struggle for survival. The lack of a strong state was the reason behind the 

Philippino and Boer defeats. And a revolution could cause harm to China, 

destabilizing the country and dragging it into turmoil as had happened in France. 

However, another group, who had lost all their confidence in the Manchu d~asty 

and its ability to strengthen the country, interpreted the Philippino and Boer struggles 

in a way that would serve their hopes for a revolution that could only be achieved 

after the Chinese people were awakened to the dangers of imperialism and rebelled 

against those who were unable to protect the country's interests. The Philipinos and 

Boers were to become models for the Chinese, since these small nations were able to 

manifest their national spirit as they launched the greatest struggles against the most 

powerful states in the world. The awakening of the Chinese people would no doubt 

313 For the articles of Boxer Protocol, see Spence, The Search for Modern China, p. 233. 
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end with victory against the Westerners because China had a vast territory and huge 

population. 

Global events were reconfiguring the minds of Chinese nationalists, who 

began to ask what the unit in China's struggle against imperialism should be. And in 

contrast to the reformists, the revolutionaries concluded that nation/race had priority 

over state. A struggle, then, would be based on the Chinese race, not on the decaying 

Manchu state. The examples of the Boers and Philippinos had demonstrated them the 

vitality of a national spirit, the examples of Poland and Jews demonstrated them that 

a nation could survive without even the existence of a state. Analyzing these nation-

models, Chinese revolutionaries concluded that the existence of a people did not 

have any relation with the state that governed them. This enabled them to base their 

struggle on the people against the Qing state that was headed by the Manchu who 

were now seen as 'foreigners' .314 

The reformist and revolutionary conflict in China was much more apparent 

than in the Ottoman Empire because the Chinese Empire was ruled by 'foreigners'. 

Therefore, the question of whether to give priority to toppling the foreign dynasty or 

to give priority to the anti-imperialist struggle determined the line demarcating 

revolutionary and reformist thought. One can argue that existence of a foreign 

dynasty facilitated the activity of the revolutionaries. They were very explicit in their 

arguments that the Manchu were an alien race that had usurped the sovereign rights 

of the Chinese people. However, in the Turkish case, even revolutionaries, as 

explained in the preceding chapter, had to give priority to the anti-imperialist 

struggle by hiding their intention that they intended to establish a republic, and 

frequently pledged that they were struggling for the survival of the caliphate and 

314 For a discussion on the influence ofthe Boer War, Philippino struggle and the partition of Poland 
on Chinese intellectuals, see Rebecca Kurl,Staging The World: Chinese Nationalism at the Turn a/the 

Twentieth Century,pp. 117-148. 
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sultanate. Only when the Independence War came to an end, could the revolutionary 

leader Mustafa Kemal abolish the sultanate and switch to another discourse that 

represented the Ottoman dynasty as a foreign element that had usurped the sovereign 

rights of the Turkish people. The Ottoman dynasty members began to be represented 

as "robbers" who had harmed the Turkish people with their frequent struggles for the 

throne315
, and the Ottoman court began to be represented as 'foreign' because of its 

dependence of non-Turkish people especially in high governmental postS.316 

315 Soylev ve Demec;ler II, pp. 189-90. 
316 Soy1ev ve Demec;ler II, p. 186. 
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Chapter V 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF REVOLUTIONARY THOUGHT IN CHINA: 

THE LEADING ROLE OF SUN YATSEN 

THE EMERGENCE OF A REVOLUTIONARY LEADER: SUN YATSEN 

The anti-Manchu revolutionary movement in China was led under the 

leadership of Sun Yat-sen. Sun Yat-sen is still praised by both the Taiwanese state 

and Communist China as the 'father of the nation'. His pioneering role in the 

revolutionary movement of China is undeniable. Who was Sun Yat-sen, and what 

were the most important elements of his ideas? 

Sun Yat-sen was born in a village near Guangzhou (Canton) in 1866 as a 

member of a peasant family. Like M. Kemal Atartirk, the place of his origin was 

open to cosmopolitan influences because it was near to the coastal port cities of 

China which were far away from the Confucian center of the mainland, and which 

produced hybrid cultures as a result of the influence of foreigners living nearly, 

especially the British colony of Hong Kong and the Portuguese colony of Macao. 

The coastal Chinese were among the first to develop a modem nationalism not only 

because. they faced the threat of Western imperialism, bu~ also because they 

witnessed Western economic development and military superiority. Hence coastal 

Chinese produced solutions that depended more on a policy of development copied 

from the Western model. The coastal Chinese nationalists, just like the Turkish 

Westernist nationalists led by Mustafa Kemal, proposed 'westernization in spite of 

the West'. Their nationalism was much different from the nationalism of the Boxers 

who were anti-foreign and anti-Christian. As the life experience of Sun Yat-sen 

demonstrates Sun's nationalist discourse was a product of this coastal Chinese , 
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. 1· 317 M natlOna Ism. any years later, Sun Yat-sen would say that what made him a 

revolutionary "was the contrast between the orderly and progressive British 

administration of Hong Kong, under which the Chinese prospered, and the 

conservatism and corruption of officials in his nearby native town, in the provincial 

administration, and particularly in Peking.,,318 He defined his aim in 1896 as to 

recreate a Chinese nation based on restoring the order of the Three Dynasties as well 

as emulation ofthe ways ofthe West?19 

Sun Yat-sen's education did not provide him with the qualifications that were 

necessary for him to be accepted into the traditional scholar-elite circle. In that sense, 

he had a different path from Mustafa Kemal because Mustafa Kemal, having had a 

military education, was a member ofthe elite circle ofthe late Ottoman society. Sun 

Yat-sen, at the age of thirteen, having had a traditional primary school education in 

the village schools, was sent to Hawaii to join his elder brother.32o In Hawaii he was 

sent to a missionary school, where he learnt English and acquired knowledge of 

Christianity. His brother, becoming anxious about Sun's tendency towards the 

foreign religion, sent him back to China. However, Sun had already deviated from 

the traditional belief system of rural Chinese society as a result of his education 

under missionaries. ypon his return, it would be hard for Sun to acc~pt the 

superstitions in the village, and he was to commit his first act against popular religion 

by desecrating three statues of deities in the village temple. The community banished 

317 Marie Claire Bergere. 1998. Sun Yat-sen. Standford: Standford University Press, p. 21. 
318 Quoted in C. Martin Wilbur. 1976. Sun Yat-sen: Frustrated Patriot. New York: Colombia 

University Press, p. 13. 
319 Sun Yat-sen.1994. Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun Yat-sen. Julie Lee Wei 
and Ramon H. Myers ,eds. Stanford: Hoover Inst. Press, p. 19. . .. 
320 During that period many Chinese from the southern provinces of. Chma were emigratmg to . . 
Southeast Asia the United States and Hawaii for a better future, whIch they were not able to gam m 
the native provinces where arable land was scarce and population dense. See Jonathan D .. Spence. 
1982. The Gate of Heavenly Peace: The Chinese and Their RevolutlOn 1895-1980. Pengum Books, 

p.44. 
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him from the village, and Sun left for Hong Kong.321 In Hong Kong he continued his 

education in English. In 1884, missionary education gave its fruits, and Sun Vat-sen 

adopted Christianity and lived as a Christian until his death. Paradoxically, in the 

same year he married a girl in the traditional arranged marriage method. In 1887, he 

entered the College of Medicine for Chinese in Hong Kong. 

During his years in medical college, when he realized that he was becoming 

more alienated from traditional knowledge, he attempted to train in traditional 

Chinese literature. He studied Chinese under a tutor and read the dynastic 

histories?22 Nevertheless, this would never suffice to gain the respect of the literati, 

and this would be the reason behind the Chinese nationalists' vacillating attitude 

toward Sun Vat-sen. Later, during his activist years, he was frequently to lose 

supporters to the reformist organizations led by Kang Y ouwei and Liang Qichao 

because they were prestigious literates, and even Kang Y ouwei had managed to 

become the advisor of the Emperor during the Hundred Days Reforms. For Kang 

Y ouwei, Sun was no more than an 'uneducated bandit' ?23 

After his graduation from college, Sun attempted to establish contact with the 

pioneering reformist state elites of the Qing Empire, since this seemed to be the 

swiftest way to working for the stre~gthening of the country. Also, during these early 

years, his revolutionary thought had probably not yet reached its maturity. The most 

important one among his attempts to communicate with the reformist state elites was 

his petition to the viceroy Li Hongzhang of Tianjin in 1894. In this petition, he 

explained the reasons behind Western development. He explained that it was not 

military power behind Western strength, but their ability to employ people's talents, 

321 Sidney H. Chang and Leonard H.D. Gordon. 1991.All Under Heaven: Sun Yat-sen and His 
Revolutionary Thought. Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, pp. 7-8. 
322 C. Martin Wilbur. 1976. Sun Yat-sen: Frustrated Patriot, p. 12. 
323 Bergere. Sun Yat-sen, p. 77. 
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to fully utilize their lands and natural resources and allow free flow of goods. He 

emphasized the importance of education and presented himself as a candidate willing 

to serve for the strengthening of the country by making use of his Western 

education?24 Sun wanted to have a direct interview with Li Hongzhang, but as had 

occurred in his previous attempts to communicate with other reformists, he was 

refused?25 According to many authors of Sun Yat-sen's biography, the failure of Sun 

to enter the reformist circles forced him to become a revolutionary?26 After he was 

denied access to reformist circles, he turned his face to the peripheral members of the 

Chinese society, namely the secret societies, overseas Chinese, and the westernized 

compradors and merchants. As he would later proclaim, those who had generously 

contributed money to the revolutionary army were mostly the overseas Chinese, and 

those who fought and defeated the enemy were soldiers and members of the secret 

societies. These elements were praised by Sun for being more receptive to his 

message than scholar-officials.327 

The starting point of Sun's revolutionary activism was to form the 'Revive 

China Society' in Hawaii in 1894. This society was indeed very small, with no more 

than a hundred members. The important point is that the manifesto of this society 

does not mention a necessity to overthrow the ~anchu dynasty and to establish a 

republic. The reason behind the foundation of the society was presented as the threat 

of imperialism which coveted the country for its rich resources. The Manchu court 

was only blamed for its misgovernment which had weakened the country, and thus 

324 For the whole text of this petition, see Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun 

fat-sen, pp. 4-15. 
325 For Sun's reformist period, see Harold Z. Schiffrin. 1968. "The Enigma of Sun Yat-sen," i~ Ma~y 
Clabaugh Wright, ed. China in Revolution: The First Phase 1900-1913. New Haven: Yale Umverslty 

Press, pp. 445-7. 
326 Bergere, Sun fat-sen, p. 41 and Harold Z. Schiffrin. "The Enigma of Sun Yat-sen," p. 446 and also 
see Wilbur, Sun fat-sen: Frustrated Patriot, p.13. 
327 Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun fat-sen, p. 260. 
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had made China fall prey to imperialist powers.328 However, eyewitnesses later 

claimed that the secret oath of the society included a pledge to overthrow the 

Manchus. 329 

Just after the establishment of the Revive China Society, Sun returned to 

Hong Kong for the organization of an uprising against the central government in 

Canton (Guangzhou). The Canton uprising in 1896 was only the first of other ten 

unsuccessful uprisings that was organized by Sun until 1911. The uprising was 

financed by the donations of the overseas Chinese to the Revive China Society and 

by the sale of bonds that were promised to be redeemed at ten times their value once 

an uprising against the Manchu court had been achieved.33o The Canton uprising and 

the following ten uprisings had much in common. First, he coordinated his plan in 

alliance with several secret society leaders. He recruited the rebels from among 

members of secret societies. They were all too loosely organized for immediate 

political results. All of them looked for foreign aid, even if it came from a power that 

had imperialist ambitions on China, such as Japan, Britain, and France and an 

external base for revolutionary activities that were beyond the reach of the central 

authority.331 

Re~ruitment of Secret Societies332 is important for our un~erstanding of anti-

Manchu activities in China during these years. According to Sun Vat-sen, secret 

328 For the full text of the Manifesto, see Milton J. T. Shieh. 1970. The Kuomintang: Selected 
Historical Documents, 1894-1969. John Hopkins University, pp. 1-4. 
329 Sidney H. Chang and Leonard H.D. Gordon, All Under Heaven, pp. 16-7. 
330 Ibid, p.17. 
331 Bergere, Sun fat-sen, pp. 58-9. .. . 
332 Secret societies were composed of diverse social elements. Especially In the nIneteenth century, 
people from various classes could become secret society memb~rs. !his ",:as mainly the c?n~equence 
of imperialism and rebellions that uprooted the people from the~r so~l and Jo.bs. These SOCIetIes ~ad 
many different kind of goals, such as "mutual aid and gro~p sol~danty,. ~~bIn H~o~ type o'p~r.atIOns as 
well as preying on the poor, anti-state activities and/or anti-foreIgn actIVItIes, relIgIOUS actIvItIes, 
criminal activities and, occasionally, even anti-lord activities". See ~rasenjit Duar~. 19~5. Rescufng 
History from Nation: Questioning Narratives of Modern China. ChIcago: The Umversity of ChIcago 

Press, p. 118. 
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societies were the "repositories of an authentic national consciousness,,333 because 

they had preserved the anti-Manchu sentiment ever since the Ming dynasty had lost 

its power to the Manchus, although the literati were easily absorbed by the Qing 

bureaucracy through the examination system. Ming patriots, who understood that 

they could not depend on scholars to preserve the nationalist spirit, had decided to 

organize societies among the lower ranks of the Chinese people. According to Sun, 

this was like "hiding jewels in mud during risky times.,,334 This was a right decision 

since, thanks to the role of the secret societies, the Chinese people, who were in 

constant conflict with imperial officials, "never abandoned their opposition to the 

Qing dynasty. 'Down with the Qing' and 'long live Ming' were near and dear to 

many Chinese.,,335 

It is true that anti-Manchu sentiment existed among secret societies, 

especially among those located in the southern regions. However, it is impossible to 

narrate a history of the secret societies by only regarding them as the agents of anti-

Manchu cause. As the Boxer movement of 1898-1901 manifests, many of them were 

able to promote an anti-foreign and anti-Christian slogan rather than an anti-Manchu 

one. However, according to Duara, similar to the nationalists' transformation, they 

began to give priority t~ the anti-Manchu slogan when it became obvious that_ the 

Manchu court was unable to protect the interests of the Empire against the 

. . 1· 336 Impena ISts. 

Sun Yat-sen was forced to exile by the central government after the badly 

organized Canton uprising of 1895. He was also banished from Hong Kong by the 

333 Ibid,p.135. . 
334 Sun Yat-sen. 1931. The Triple Demism of Sun fat-sen. Paschal Deba, trans. Wuchang: The 

Franciscan Press, p. 121. . 
335 Sun Yat-sen. 1969. Memoirs of a Chinese Revolutionary: A Programme ofNatwnal 
Reconstruction of China. London: Hutchinson, p. 192. 
336 Duara, Rescuing History from Nation, pp 122-3. 
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British authorities. This was to be the start of his 16 years of exile outside China. In 

order to avoid extradition, he fled to Japan. There, he changed his physical 

appearance by cutting off his pigtail, which was a sign of subordination of the Han 

Chinese by the Manchus, by growing a mustache and wearing a Western suit. 337 

Because of the Canton failure, pessimism appeared among the overseas 

Chinese, who were the most important element for fund raising. In order to 

regenerate revolutionary thinking and to raise funds for the coming uprisings he left 

Japan for the United States, Hawaii, and England. His stay in London was one of the 

most important episodes that turned Sun into a revolutionary hero. This was his 

being kidnapped by the Chinese legation. Fortunately, an old British friend, Dr. 

J ames Cantlie, who appealed to the British Foreign Office and publicized the event 

by organizing the press for Sun's cause, rescued him. After his release, Sun gave 

press conferences, made interviews and wrote articles, where he explained his 

revolutionary cause. Thus the event, which could have put an end to Sun's life, 

resulted in publicity for Sun, which transformed him from a rebel leader into a 

I 
.. 338 

revo utlOnary one. 

THE IDEA OF ANTI-MANCHUISM AND REVOLUTION 

In 1897, Sun Vat-sen settled in !apan, where he entered into contact with the 

Chinese students in Japan and the Japanese pan-Asianists, through whom he tried to 

gain the support of the Japanese for the Chinese revolution.339 Also, during his years 

in Japan, he would finally gain the support of some of the intellectual circles that he 

had lacked until then. His revolutionary role was finally accepted by the Chinese 

students in Japan, as they also lost their trust in Beijing for reform that would 

337 Sun Vat-sen, Memoirs of a Chinese Revolutionary, p. 188-9. 
338Bergere, Sun Yat-sen, pp.61-4. 
339 For Sun's contacts with Japanese pan· Asianists, see Marius, B. Jansen. 1954. The Japanese and 

Sun Yat-sen. Stanford University Press. 
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strengthen the country in its anti-imperialist struggle. Although it was Sun who was 

granted the leadership of the new organization established in 1905-the Revolutionary 

Alliance- his intellectual role in this transformation was limited. What caused the 

students to tum their face from reformism was Zhang Binglin, an eminent scholar, 

who developed a more scholarly discourse on anti-Manchuism. On the other hand, 

the anti-Manchu sentiment was ignited by the pUblication of The Revolutionary 

Army, written by Zou Rong in 1903. This new anti-Manchu discourse among the 

students that was also utilized by Sun Yat-sen was a re-surfacing of Ming patriotism 

along a Social Darwinist reading of relations between races. While Ming patriotic 

writings, such as those of Wang Fuzhi, made the revolutionary nationalists claim that 

the Manchus were foreign 'barbarians' who had captured the Chinese territory by 

force, Social Darwinism taught them that it was the evolutionary right of the Han 

Chinese to overthrow the unfit Manchus. Zong Rou in his famous "inflammatory" 

book, Revolutionary Army, called upon the Han Chinese to take revenge from their 

fathers' and brothers' murderers in order to remain loyal to the Confucian precepts of 

filial piety and fraternal respect. He ended his book with the song of an early Ming 

patriot. "I grasp a great sword, chop, chop, chop. 1 will kill every Tartar before 1 

stop.,,340 Zhang Binglin, on the other hand, was campaigning against the reformist 

effort to place the Manchus and Han Chinese in the same nation/race in the struggle 

against the white races. Zhang Binglin argued that the Manchus were far from being 

assimilated. According to him, racial groups were to be distinguished by historical 

factors rather than by nature. It was history that produced different races. While other 

races had been assimilated into the Chinese tradition, the Manchus had imposed their 

own customs on the Chinese, such as the pigtail, and they maintained their own 

cultural signifiers, such as their language. They had attempted to assimilate the 

340 See James Reeve Pusey. 1983. China and Charles Darwin. Harvard University Press, p.321. 
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Chinese. Their acceptance of Confucian principles was only a device to deceive the 

Chinese people in order to preserve their position as rulers. He also mentioned the 

Manchu atrocities. He argued that during their occupation of Chinese territory not 

only had leading Manchus killed Chinese people, but all the Manchus had taken part 

in the act of massacre, so "Chinese hatred of the Manchus should be hatred for them 

a11.,,341 

The Imperial Court, which was previously accused for the misgovernment 

that had paved the way for imperialism, began to be represented as the government 

of the 'colonizers'. China was in a condition of double slavery. To get rid of the 

Manchus was a problem of survival. Hu Hanmin, a close collaborator of Sun Yat-

sen, summarized this point as such, 

As soon as one speaks of driving out the Manchus, those listening suspect one of 

speaking in narrow terms of vengeance. Little do they know that the Manchus' standing 

in the ranks of the unfit as a result of their deeds is just like our Han race's having to 

free itself from the control of an alien race if it is to compete with outsiders for its 

survival. It is all a matter of evolution and nature; there is no malice involved.342 

Sun Yat-sen also developed similar arguments. According to him, the 

Manchus ha~ to be overthrown, firstly because they were foreign~rs who did not 

have the right to rule the Chinese, and secondly, only the overthrow of the Manchus 

could prevent the partition of China by imperialist powers. He frequently referred to 

the Manchus as 'cruel robbers' and 'Tartar slaves,.343 He explained the capture of 

Chinese sovereignty by the Manchus in 1905 as such, 

341 For the above quoted argument of Zhang Binglin, see Michael Gasster. 1969. C.hine~e Intellectuals 
and the Revolution of 1911: The Birth of Modern Chinese Radicalism. Seattle: Umverslty of 

Washington press, pp. 195-6. 
342 Quoted in Pusey, China and Charles Darwin, p. 321. .. 
343 See his Autobiography written in 1896 published in Prescriptions for Savmg Chma: Selected 

Writings of Sun Yat-sen, p. 18-21. 



The present Manchuria was originally a territorial possession of the outer barbarians. 

During the Ming Dynasty these barbarians were a constant menace to China. Finally 

they took advantage of our internal chaos, entered China at Shankaikwan and conquered 

us. By force the.y made us their slaves, killing hundreds of thousands of those who 

refused to obey them. Chinese have now suffered under a foreign government more 

than two hundred and sixty years. The Manchus have done us enough cruelty. Now is 

the time to raise an army and overthrow the Manchu government and regain the 

sovereignty of our country. 344 
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For Sun, the priority had to be given to the overthrow of the Manchus because 

if the Chinese people manifested their own national spirit and strength by the 

overthrow of their 'colonizers', there would remain no way for foreign powers but to 

respect the Chinese. In 1903, in an article against the reformists' argument, which 

claimed that revolution could result in the further partitioning of China because of 

the turmoil it would create, he wrote that 

Today, the Manchu government is finished. It has already lost not only all of its 

strategic regions but even its place of origin. Day by day, month by month, it is losing 

mQre land and more cities, and it will eventually perish. The only ray of hope that 

remains for its survival is the aspirations of the people. If the people can gradually wake 

up, bestir themselves, mount a great revolution, and at one stroke overthrow the corrupt 

and nearly defunct Manchu government, then the powers will have only admiration and 

respect for us .... First, we must oust the alien rulers and restore our own political power. 

Then we can prevent the Manchus from, on one day, signing a treaty ceding Shantung 

(Shandong) and, on another, an agreement selling out Kwantung (Guangdong) and 

Kwanxi (Guangxi). The Manchu government not only signs treaties and articles that 

cede away our territories, but furthermore, suppresses local rebellions on behalf of 

foreigners and then hands over those localities to them as gifts.
345 

344 Sun Yat-sen. 1945. The Teachings of Sun fat-sen: Selections from His Writings. Compiled by N. 
Galgulee. London: The Sylvan Press, p. 31. 
345 Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun fat-sen, p. 30. 
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Sun Yat-sen frequently gave examples from either small nations, such as 

Panama, Serbia, Poland, Transvaal, or from threatened nations with a powerful past, 

such as 'Turkey' in order to prove his argument that only revolution could prevent 

the partition of China. The 1908 revolution of Young Turks had made a deep 

impression on Chinese nationalists, although the empathy with Turkish nationalists 

did not last long as it became apparent that they could not prevent the partition of 

'Turkey', since it was not a revolution in the real sense, for it preserved the 

monarchy.346 In 1908 Sun claimed that "ever since the European advance eastward, 

the turmoil resulting from the China problem has remained unresolved for over one 

hundred years. Consequently, China has been called the "Sick Man of the Far East." 

But now the question of partitioning Turkey, the "Sick Man of the Near East," has 

been resolved through revolution.,,347 He would continue to develop his argument by 

proclaiming that the defeat of China, which had a vast territory and population, by 

Japan and the conquest of it by a tiny nation such as the Manchus only increased the 

confidence of European powers. 

When the West witnessed in Japan's defeat of China, the conquest of a nation so vast in 

territory and population by a minuscule country like Japan, ambitious persons in the 

various nations began urging that China be partitioned. They say the Chinese people are 

deficient in love for their race and country, but excel in obeying and fawning on alien 

races. When even the Manchus, a savage tribe of several million, could conquer and 

rule China for more then two centuries, certainly our civilized and powerful European 

nations could do the same?48 

All the above arguments of Sun Yat-sen and other prominent revolutionary 

writers suggest that to overthrow the 'unfit' Manchus would be the re-awakening of 

346 For a discussion on the influence of Young Turk revolution on the Chinese nationalists, see 

Rebecca Karl, Staging the World, pp. 177-93. 
347 Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun fat-sen, p. 53. 
348 Ibid, p. 53-4. 
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the Han Chinese to their nationhood. Otherwise, they would be exterminated in the 

evolutionary struggle for survival.349 The revolutionary nationalists' equation of 

revolution with the struggle for survival was to bring them into full conflict with the 

reformists, such as Liang Qichao and Kang Y ouwei, who would welcome the 

initiation of the constitutionalist reforms based on the Japanese model by the Manchu 

court as had been promised in the Imperial Edict of 1901. Revolutionaries never 

accepted any reform led by the 'unfit' Manchu race because it would not prove 

fruitful. 

The reform period marks in China the establishment of a new political 

structure on foreign models, especially by imitating the Japanese Meiji reforms. The 

Manchu court initiated judicial and educational reforms and established a New Army 

in 1903 by recruiting and organizing it in a Western manner. The traditional 

examination system was abolished in 1905, which opened up government offices to 

the modem intelligentsia. On the other hand, the modernization of the institutions 

and creation of new ones hastened the "politicisation of public space" as the local 

elite preferred to embark upon "more modem ventures and proj ects with a national 

scope connected with defense, economic development, and fiscal matters,,350 and as 

th~ central authority encouraged the establishment of m~dern institutions, such as 

modem schools, agricultural societies, and chambers of commerce. However, these 

newly emerged institutions were not so much attached to the official bureaucratic 

. 351 
structure as to the sphere of autonomous projects. 

The most important decision of this period, which promised to adopt a 

constitutional government after a nine-year preparatory period, was taken in 1906. 

The provincial assemblies based on a limited representative government convened in 

349 Pusey, China and Charles Darwin, p.318. 
350 Bergere, Sun fat-sen, p. 101. 
351 Ibid. 
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October 1909. The provincial assemblies, which were under the influence of 

recently-emerged modern forces such as students, entrepreneurs, and the press, 

pressed the Qing court to speed up the reform program and convene the promised 

national assembly in October 1910?52 

The revolutionaries attacked Manchu constitutionalism by proposing several 

reasons. First of all, it would be suicide for the Manchus to initiate reforms, because 

constitutionalism meant extension of the power of the people in order to make them 

capable of observing and directing the actions of the state. How could a minority 

race, knowing that they are an unfit race, curb their own power in favour of the 

people, which was dominated by the Han? This would be entering into a fair fight 

with the Han Chinese.353 According to Wang Jingwei, a prominent racist 

revolutionary of the period and a close collaborator of Sun Yat-sen, the Manchus 

would not initiate a constitutionalism similar to one that the revolutionaries had 

proposed because it would be to rush against the tide of evolution. He wrote, 

If the Manchus were to give up their privileges at the urging and demanding of the 

Chinese, if they were to step down and assume a position of equality with the Chinese 

and engage in free competition, it could only mean that they wanted to exterminate their 

own race. The Manchus may be stupid, but would they be willing to exterminate their 

own race just because the Chinese asked them to? 354 

Sun Yat-sen also accepted the same argument that a real constitutionalism 

that curbed the power of central authority would harm the Manchus. In 1904 he 

argued that "it is absolutely impossible for the Manchus to reform the country 

because reformation means detriment to them. By reformation they would be 

3521. Spence, The Searchfor Modern China, p. 247. 
353 Cited in Pusey, China and Charles Darwin, p. 325. 
354 Ibid, p.325. 
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absorbed by the Chinese people and would lose the special rights and privileges 

which they are enjoying now.,,355 

Another argument developed by the revolutionaries against Manchu 

constitutionalism was the hidden aspect of the reforms, which was the centralization 

of authority. According to the revolutionary Wang lingwei, although the 

centralization efforts of the earlier Chinese empires were a result of the nature of 

absolute monarchy, the Qing effort was a matter of race because "the Manchus were 

conquerors and since they were too few in number to monopolize political power all 

over the country, they had to concentrate authority in such a way that a small group 

could hold the reins." Centralization would curb the authority of the Chinese 

provincial authorities and would give it to the Manchu center.356 Sun Yat-sen would 

also make the same argument. In 1905 he wrote, 

At present, it appears that the Manchu government intends to discriminate against the 

Han, to try to centralize power, and to use the constitution as a device for keeping the 

people ignorant. Truly, their schemes become more vicious day by day. On the other 

hand, their determination to hold on to power may be rooted in a fear that we Han may 

exterminate them; thus they are riding a tiger and cannot dismount. Therefore, we must 

be explicit about the objective of the nationalist revolution. If the Manchus stubbornly 

continue to hold on to power and keep the Han under their yoke, then as long as breath 

remains in the Han, the Han ~ill refuse to accept it meekly.357 

It is a fact that the reforms of the Qing court were authoritarian, like its 

1 apanese and German models. They wanted to re-build the state in such a way that 

they could increase the revenues of the state and rationalize the workings of the state 

in order to strengthen its substructures. In order to extend the state's control over its 

territory, the Qing court aimed at centralization by curbing the power of provincial 

355 The Teachings of Sun fat-sen: Selections from His Writings, p.l8. 
356 Michael Gasster, Chinese Intellectuals and the Revolution of 1911, pp. 88-92. 
357 Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun fat-sen, p. 43. 
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administrations which were mainly governed by Han Chinese, and had attempted to 

penetrate into society by establishing new administrative organs. However, the most 

important attempt of the Qing court that alerted the revolutionaries was the policy of 

the Manchu regents of the new baby Emperor Puyi to form an advisory cabinet 

composed mainly of Manchus, which was increasing its institutional and military 

power. 358 The intended policy of decreasing provincial autonomy was strongly 

resisted by the local bureaucracy, whose prerogatives were under threat. The 

centralization policy of the weak Manchu court was not only doomed to failure 

because it was a very late-coming policy, but it also expanded the circle of resistance 

against the regime. While, at the end of the nineteenth century, resistance was carried 

out by the intellectuals, who utilized the press, now it was extended to the local and 

provincial levels. Both "provincial assemblies, chambers of commerce and political 

and as well as educational societies mobilized resources to oppose government 

actions. ,,359 

THE REPUBLICAN REVOLUTION OF 1911 AND SUN AS THE 

PRovmIONALPRESIDENT 

When the Qing court was busy with centralizing reforms, the Revolutionary 

Alliance, headed by Sun Yat-sen, undertook eight unsuccessful rebellions in southern 

China. These rebellions were all local in character. Sun Yat-sen was dependent on 

foreign aid and foreign bases, which was a point of conflict in a Revolutionary 

Alliance that was a very heterogeneous and very fragile group. Most of the members 

of Revolutionary Alliance were disturbed by Sun's dependence on the Japanese and, 

later on, French aid. When Sun retained his trust in Japan, students in Japan were 

turning their backs on their host country because of increasing chauvinism in Japan. 

358 Spence, The Gate of Heavenly Peace, pp. 112-3. . . 
359 R. Bin Wong. 1997. China Transformed: Historical Change and The Limits of European 

Experience. Cornell University Press, p. 164. 
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Japan, by the end of the decade, was promoting an imperialist policy towards China 

as its self-esteem increased after its victory over Russia in 1905. The policy change 

in Japan resulted in its support of the "defunct" Manchu regime. It would be easier 

for Japan to gain concessions from a "tottering" Manchu dynasty?60 After Japan 

became an unreliable foreign country, Sun Yat-sen sought French aid for his 

revolutionary activities in return for a promise of economic concessions in South 

China once the revolution was achieved. The French would grant Indochina as a base 

for his revolutionary activities when they decided to make use of the revolutionaries 

for their own economic expansion. However, French aid was to cease when the 

central government of France banned its own governor in Indochina from supporting 

Sun as they regarded working with the Manchu regime as more beneficial.361 How 

could Sun reconcile his nationalism with his act of granting concessions to 

expansionist France? This dilemma seems to result from his activism, which targeted 

an immediate result, namely to overthrow the Qing court. During this period, he 

seems to have been short-sighted as he did not calculate the cost of foreign aid to 

China. On the other hand, during this period, his nationalism was more anti-Manchu 

than anti-imperialist. In order to achieve his primary aim, he did not regard 

collaborating with the imperialist powers as negatively. 

The uprising that was to mark the end of the Empire in 1911 would come into 

being when the controversy between provincial authorities and the central 

government on the nationalization of the railway issue resulted in unrest in the 

Sichuan province in western China. The controversy of railway construction was the 

peak point of the tensions between provincial governments, mainly led by the Han 

Chinese, and the central authority on the issue of centralization of power. While 

360Marius B. Jansen, The Japanese and Sun fat-sen, p. 105. As a conseq~ence of this policy, the 
leader of Revolutionary Alliance, Sun Vat-sen, was expelled from Japan III 1907. 
361 M. Bergere, Sun fat-sen, pp. 175-78. 
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provincial authorities demanded that 'regional' railways should be constructed with 

domestic funds, the central government insisted that they should be constructed with 

foreign loans and on a 'national' scale. When the Qing court attempted to nationalize 

the main railroads in 1911, the unrest in Sichuan erupted.362 This was the right time 

for the revolutionaries. However, the uprising that toppled the dynasty in October 

1911 was not the work of the Revolutionary Alliance, and the role of Sun was very 

limited. "It was the work of groups of local revolutionaries who had recruited men 

from the New Army363 and also enjoyed support from both the secret societies and 

the urban elites.,,364 When the revolutionary rebels captured the city of Wuchang in 

Hubei province, they immediately established a military government there. In the 

following weeks, the revolution spread across southern and central China. One by 

one the provinces declared independence from the central authority, and when the 

number reached fourteen, there emerged the necessity to establish a central 

government. Nanjing was chosen as the capital of the new provisional government, 

and the provisional assembly met on December 14, 1911. 

In fact, when the Wuchang uprising broke out, Sun Yat-sen was out of China. 

He was in the USA, busy with raising funds. When the uprising was successful he 

preferred not to .return immediately to China but to go to England and F~ance in order 

to gain diplomatic support for the revolution and prevent the granting of loans to the 

Manchu regime. In the end, after a calculation of the risks, France and Britain 

announced their neutrality, and they decided not to give any loans to either side in 

the conflict. Russia, Japan, and Germany followed and declared their neutrality.365 

362S. Chang and L. Gordon, All under Heaven, pp.34-5... . 
363 Revolutionary Alliance Members were working hard to mfiltrate mto the New Army s.mce .1905. 
Their policy to recruit the New Army members to the revolutionary cause had proved fruitful m the 

Wuchang uprising of 1911. 
364 Bergere, Sun Yat-sen, p. 201. 
365 Ibid, p. 208, and S. Chang and L. Gordon, All Under Heaven, p. 37. 
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The revolutionary leaders at the time of the establishment of provisional 

government were deadlocked on the issue of the presidency. The problem was solved 

when Sun Yat-sen appeared as the most appropriate name for the provisional 

presidency for every faction. In December 1911 he was to be elected as the 

provisional president by the delegates of sixteen provincial assemblies. However, the 

delegates knew that it was a temporary measure, since northern China was not under 

the control of the revolutionary armies, and unification seemed possible only by 

compromising with Yuan Shikai who commanded the Beiyang armies of the New 

Army in the north before he was forced into retirement by the regents of the Emperor 

Puyi. He was the officer who had helped the Empress Dowager Cixi in her coup 

against the Emperor Guangxu during the Hundred Days Reforms. Now, in the new 

threatening situation, Yuan was called back to his former duty, since many 

commanders of the New Army units in northern China, who were loyal to Yuan, 

refused to serve the Qing court to suppress the revolutionary upheaval. Yuan finally 

agreed to lead the troops in return for concessions made by the court, which were to 

convene the national assembly and to organize a cabinet responsible to the assembly. 

Yuan would become the supreme military commander. The Beiyang troops, led by 

Yuan Shikai, recaptured seve~al cities held by revolutionaries. His successes resulted. 

in his appointment as prime minister of the cabinet in Beijing. Yuan, securing his 

position in the north, entered into negotiations with the revolutionaries in Nanjing.
366 

Sun Yat-sen declared that he would resign if Yuan Shikai accepted the presidency. 

Yuan Shikai, at that time, "seemed to everyone to be the man capable of resolving 

the crises produced by the uprising and of obtaining the abdication of the dynasty, 

avoiding civil war and preserving national unity by preventing the intervention of 

366 J. Spence, The Gate of Heavenly Peace, pp. 115-6. 
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foreign powers," since foreign powers were favouring Yuan.367 The negotiations 

proved fruitful. On February 12, 1912, an imperial edict declared the abdication of 

the emperor and few days later Sun resigned. Years later, in 1924, Sun would explain 

his resignation as a forced necessity because they were anxious to avoid the 

prolongation of the civil war, and also they did not have the backing of a powerful 

and well organized party to undertake the task of reconstruction. 368 

Sun Yat-sen had an important demand before he resigned. He wanted Nanjing 

to remain as the capital of the new Republic. To hold Nanjing as the capital had 

symbolic importance, as in the case of Atatiirk's decision to make Ankara the capital 

rather than Istanbul, which marked the denial of the imperial Ottoman heritage. 

Similarly, in the Chinese case, the choice of a new capital symbolized the full break 

of the new Republic with its imperial tradition and gave recognition to the 

revolutionary origins of the Republic. However, Sun's proposal was rejected on the 

ground that the removal of the capital far away from the Great Wall would "signal 

the abandonment of the regions that lay beyond the Great Wall." These were 

minority regions, Manchuria, Xinjiang, and Mongolia, which imperialist powers had 

an eye on. On the other hand, Yuan also resisted the idea because it would remove 

him from the center where his power wa~ consolidated. Sun had to submit to the 

decision to move the capital to Beijing, and Yuan Shikai was elected as the president 

of the new Republic on February 15, 1912?69 Sun's forty-five days of presidency 

(January 1, 1912-February 15,1912), during which foot-binding and growing the 

pigtail were forbidden, the solar calendar was introduced, and the five-colour flag 

was replaced by the Imperial Dragon were to end by this date, and he would be 

367 Bergere, Sun fat-sen, p. 219. . 
368 Sun Vat-sen. 1933. Sun fat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals: A Source Book. ComplIed by 
Leonard Shih1ien Hsti, trans. University of California, p. 121. 
369 Bergere, Sun fat-sen, p.221. 
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appointed as the Director of Railroads. As the Director, Sun thought that he could 

realize his dream of constructing a railroad network all over China, which would 

stimulate industrialization. 

The optimistic days that laid great hopes on Yuan's capability to reconstruct 

the country through parliamentary democracy were to fade away when it became 

clear that Yuan had dictatorial tendencies. The problem emerged on the issue of 

"presidential prerogatives and ministerial responsibilities.,,37o Soon after, under the 

direction of Sun, the Revolutionary Alliance was reorganized as a new political party 

with the leadership of Song Jioaren under the name of Guomindang (National 

People's Party). The main aim ofthe Party was to curb the powers of the president in 

order to protect the powers of parliament. Many other parties-the Progressive Party 

(led by Liang Qichao) and Republican Party- tended to favour an enlightened 

despotism, which Yuan would make use of. The election of early 1913 was a clear 

victory for Guomindang. According to the provincial constitution of 1912, the 

majority party would determine the prime minister and the cabinet members. 

Accordingly, Song Jiaoren would become the prime minister. Yuan, being aware of 

the threatening situation that would decrease his power, organized an attack and 

~ong was assassinated shortly after the elections. 

Opposition to the rule of Yuan continued as the Guomindang members 

pressured for the promulgation of a permanent constitution and the holding of new 

presidential elections in accordance with the decrees of the provincial constitution. 

However, as the opposition reached its peak when Yuan took out a huge loan under 

the name of 'Reorganization Loan' from a consortium of foreign banks without the 

necessary parliamentary approval, Yuan illegalized the Guomindang at the end of 

1913. 

370 Ibid, p. 222. 
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Dissolution of the Guomindang ended Sun's passivity. He decided to launch a 

second revolution in order to end the task ofthe unfinished revolution of 1911, since 

for Sun, 'revolution' meant not only the overthrow of the Manchus but also to 

establish a democratic form of government and to promote industrialization that 

would benefit the whole of society. He had been developing his principles since 

1905, namely- Three Principles of the People-, which were to be the aims of the 

Republican government for the reconstruction of China, which would enable China 

to catch up with the West and even surpass it. These were the principle of 

democracy and the principle of livelihood that accompanied the principle of 

nationalism, which was until 1911 defined as the overthrow of Manchu rule. For 

Sun, the principles that gave shape to the revolutionary ideology were the criteria 

that made the nationalist revolution different from the heroes' revolutions of the past, 

which were only concerned with the driving out of the barbarians.37l In 1906, he 

wrote that a nationalist revolution alone was not sufficient to eradicate the roots of 

several thousands years of autocracy. It was because the earlier revolutionaries had 

stopped when they managed to drive the barbarians out and restored Chinese rule and 

did not change the political regime consequently, foreigners conquered China again 

and again. Th~refore, a political revolution, which meant creating ~ constitutional 

and democratic system, had to accompany the nationalist one. As in the case of the 

French and Russian revolutions, where there was no issue of race, a revolution would 

have been necessary even if the monarch had been a Han. Sun argued that 

revolutionaries should not stop even when political revolution was achieved, since 

there was a third step, the social revolution. Democratic European countries were 

troubled with social inequities in their societies, and for them a second social 

371 Mentioned in the inaugural Manifesto of the Military Government (1906) in Shieh, The 
Kuomintang: Selected Historical Documents, 1894-1969, pp. 13-14. 
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revolution was inevitable. China, being in the early stages of industrialization, could 

prevent such a second revolution simply by promoting the principle of livelihood. 

He declared that Chinese revolutionaries should overthrow the regime of Yuan and 

adopt political and social revolution simultaneously. 372 

Sun Yat-sen' s military attempt, which aimed at an open break with Beijing, 

was not favoured by many of his collaborators, who preferred a legal solution to the 

problem because Yuan's position was much more consolidated after he had used the 

Reorganization Loan in order to strengthen his military forces. However, Sun had 

lost all his confidence in a parliamentary opposition and insisted on a military 

solution to the question. "He argued for the political and military mobilization of the 

provinces of the Center and the South, which he wanted to persuade to declare their 

independence and perhaps even create a separatist government.,,373 The Second 

Revolution that broke in July, 1913, was easily crushed by the forces of Yuan in a 

short time. Sun Yat-sen again fled to Japan in August, 1913, where he would 

organize a new party under the name of Zhongguo Gemingdang (Chinese 

Revolutionary Party). The establishment of this Party marks a transition in Sun's 

understanding of organization because he believed that the "Second Revolution had 

f l'd . ,,374 Th P . d' failed because of the lack 0_ so 1 anty. e new arty was orgamze In a very 

disciplined and centralized manner. Even the members of the new Party were 

required to take a personal oath that pledged allegiance to Sun. Sun might have 

thought that in this way he could prevent his Party from being a fragile one like the 

Revolutionary Alliance of 1905. The foundation of the Chinese Revolutionary Party 

marks the starting point where Sun wanted to establish himself as the sole leader of 

372 Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun fat-sen, pp. 43-50. 
373 M. Bergere, Sun fat-sen, p. 240. ..' . 
374 See the Manifesto of Zhongguo Gemingdang III MIlton J. T. ShIeh. 1970. The Kuomzntang: 
Selected Historical Documents, 1894-1969, p.53. 
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the revolutionary movement through his Party. It also marks a transformation in his 

idea of 'post-revolutionary construction'. Now during the reconstruction period, he 

planned to give the whole power to a revolutionary party that was strictly disciplined 

under his leadership. However, despite his efforts to create a new charismatic image 

for himself, he failed to do so for two reasons. Firstly, many of his close friends 

refused to take the personal allegiance oath, since they considered it resembled the 

procedures of secret societies, which were organized in a despotic way. It was not a 

manner of a modem political party. Those who refused to take the oath were also 

disturbed by Sun's dictatorial tendencies. A second episode that decreased the 

confident image of Sun among the revolutionaries was Sun's insistence on relying on 

the 'friendly' Japanese government because of its revolutionary activities during the 

First World War, when Japan declared its Twenty-one Demands in 1915, which 

caused the emergence of anti-Japanese sentiment among the Chinese. Sun's 

readiness to grant any favours to Japan for its support for his action against Yuan 

d· . d hi' . 375 Isappomte t e revo utlOnaries. 

By the time Sun was busy reorganizing anti-Yuan revolutionary groups, Yuan 

Shikai, with the confidence he had gained from his victory against the revolutionaries 

during the Second Revolution, had made !he parliament elect him as president for 

five years. His dictatorial regime was to be further consolidated when he decided to 

dissolve parliament and the provisional constitution in January 1914 and replace the 

constitution with a "constitutional compact" which gave him "unlimited power over 

. h f' . ,,376 Y fi 11 tak' war, finance, foreign policy, and the ng ts 0 cItIzens. uan, ma y, mg 

advantage of the outbreak of First World War, which made the European powers to 

tum their face from China, declared himself emperor of China in December, 1915. 

375 For the offers granted to Japan by Sun, which were even harsher than the Twenty- one Demands, 
see, M. Jansen, The Japanese and Sun fat-sen, pp.l89-193. 
376 J. Spence, The Searchfor Modern China, pp. 276-281. 
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Yuan believed that China at that time was not ready for a parliamentary 

democracy, and even said that a central authority transcending the powers of 

president was more suitable for China. Yuan's American advisor, Dr. Goodnow, 

recalled that the Chinese people did not have any experience of political 

participation. A change from autocracy to republic was a very radical leap, so a 

constitutional monarchy was more suitable to Chinese needs than a constitutional 

republic?77 However, neither provincial authorities nor foreign powers welcomed the 

idea. Many provinces were to declare their independence in opposition to Yuan's 

monarchy. For Yuan Shikai, under the pressure of mass protests, there was no other 

way than to declare that he would abolish the monarchy. However, he died of uremia 

in June 1916, leaving behind him a "shattered image.,,378 

THE WARLORD PERIOD AND SUN AS THE EXTRAORDINARY 

PRESIDENT OF CHINA IN CANTON 

Just after the death of Yuan Shikai, Vice-president Li YUanhong became the 

president. He re-established the parliamentary system and re-adopted the constitution 

of 1912. This was a relief for Sun Yat-sen. However, soon after there appeared a 

clash between the Prime Minister Duan Qirui and the president over the issue of the 

p~icipation of China in the World War. Duan Qirui, d~spite the opposition of the 

president, declared war on Germany in May 1917. This act caused his dismissal 

from his post, but the supporters of Duan pressured Li to dissolve parliament. Several 

coups d'etat occurred during this period, which opened up the way for the warlord 

period in China. The Beijing government simply "became the playground of the 

militarists. ,,379 From mid-1917 until 1920, the Beijing government "weakened 

377 S. Chang and L. Gordon, All under Heaven, pp.55-6. 
378 1. Spence, The Search/or Modern China, p. 282. 
379 Ibid, p. 282. 



150 

further, riddled with factionalism and cliques vying for power and with warlords 

beginning to supply military might in support of weak politicians.,,38o 

When Beijing was in turmoil because of warlord factionalism, the separation 

line between the South and North became apparent. Southern generals "reasserted 

their independence and tried, without much success, to organize them into a common 

political system.,,381 Sun Yat-sen, on the other hand, decided to establish a separatist 

government in southern China, which was expected to transfer the legal government 

of the Republic to the south.382 In September, 1917, the old parliamentarians, who 

had gathered in an extraordinary session of parliament, elected Sun as the Grand 

Marshall of the Military Government in Canton. However, though it seems that Sun 

was in power during this period, as the name of his post suggests, power actually 

rested with the militarists of the Guangxi Clique, who were to replace the Grand 

Marshall with a seven-man directorate in April 1918. Although Sun was invited to 

become one of the directorates, he refused the post and left Canton for Shanghai.383 

The years of the early 1920s marks the period when Sun tried to establish 

Guangdong as a revolutionary base of a separatist government and tried to reunify 

China by military conquest. However, it would not be so simple for Sun to 

consolidate his. regime in Guangdong for two reasons. Firstly, his plan to make 

Guangdong a revolutionary base in order to organize military expeditions against 

Beijing was opposed by the military governor of Guangdong, Chen Jiongming. The 

story of conflict was oriented on the different solutions proposed by Chen and Sun 

for the re-unification of China. The second problem was on the level of international 

380 S. Chang and L. Gordon, All Under Heaven, p. 6l. 
381 M. Bergere, Sun fat-sen, p. 269 
382 Ibid, p. 273. 
383 C. M. Wilbur, Frustrated Patriot, pp. 29-30. 



151 

relations, for Sun's government in Canton was never recognized by powerful states 

as legitimate. 

When Chen Jiongming, who until that time had remained a collaborator of 

Sun Yat-sen, whom he believed to be offering a federalist solution to the Chinese 

problem, recaptured Guangdong from the Guangxi Clique, he invited Sun to his 

territorial base in late 1920. However, very soon several problems were to emerge 

between Sun and Chen Jiongming. The first problem emerged when Sun insisted that 

an "extraordinary president" should be elected. According to Sun, the recognition of 

the south by the foreign powers would enable it to have a share in the customs 

revenues, but Chen and his supporters did not favour the idea, arguing that the 

declaration of a separatist government would make Guangdong the target of the 

militarists and that provincial resources would not be sufficient to counterattack the 

Beijing forces. On the other hand, he was against the use of Guangdong resources for 

military purposes. Instead, they had to be used for the reconstruction of Guangdong 

and for the welfare of the Guangdong people. However, Sun persuaded the others, 

and was elected as the extraordinary president. 

The friction between Governor Chen and President Sun soon turned into an 

open clash when Sun blamed Chen for his unwillingness to contribute to his arm:y 

financially. Sun dismissed Governor Chen who left Canton for Huizhou. But the 

dismissal of Chen did not bring relief to Sun because Sun was dispelled from Canton 

by the troops of Ye Ju, who was a loyal general of Chen Jiongming, on June 1922. 

Sun Yat-sen for the second time left Canton for Shanghai, where he prepared his 

loyal troops for the recapture of Canton, and he was in contact with representatives 

of Soviet Union, who decided to support Sun's political movement against Beijing 

and the warlord governments. 



SOLUTIONS OFFERED FOR REUNIFICATION: FEDERALISM VS 

CENTRALIZATION 

152 

The conflicts that appeared between Chen and Sun during their rule of 

Guangdong, mainly, emerged from an ideological split that dominated the minds of 

the Chinese at that time. The question was; how to reunify China? While the 

discourse utilized by Chen Jiongming was a federalist one, Sun was insisting on a 

centralizing nationalist policy, 

A federalist discourse can be said to be an inheritance of the late Qing period. 

Indeed, as it erupted during the Wuchang revolt of 1911, there was open opposition 

to the centralizing efforts of the Manchu court from the provincial elites. They did 

not want the central state penetrate into their autonomous realm. Those who were 

against centralization made the tradition of fengjian (Chinese feudalism) to re­

surface, but in a new and mobilizable way. In other words, now the meaning of the 

tradition of fengjian as 'feudalism' had transformed, and it implied a degree of 

literati dissent and local autonomy that was developed during the Ming-Qing 

transition period. This new understanding became available for the reformists, who 

struggled to restrict the authority of the imperial state and enhance the role of the 

local elites through the implementation ~f local self-government. For Liang Qichao, 

who favoured local autonomy in his early years, the principle of fengjian that was 

employed by the ancients allowed the locals to govern. However, since the 

consolidation of imperial despotism, the 'outsider' rulers, who were chosen through 

the examination system, oppressed the people. "Now the only means of reopening 

the channels between those above and those below was to renew the strength of the 
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village by returning to the intentions of the ancients and grasping the legal system of 

the West. ,,384 

Before the revolution, anti-Manchu nationalists also favoured the idea of local 

autonomy because they regarded the problem as a conflict between the Manchu-

governed center and Han- governed provinces and counties. The problem was a 

racial issue. However, after the abdication of the court, the conflict on federalism 

versus centralism was transformed into a totally new one. The statist discourse began 

to dominate the scene. There were several intermingled reasons behind this 

transformation. First of all, there was no longer a racial issue, so there was no need to 

be against the centralization of the state structure because the center was also Han 

Chinese. Secondly, anti-imperialist discourse, which was covered by the anti-

Manchu discourse, re-surfaced in a violent way, especially after the May 4th incident 

of 1919 when the Chinese students gathered in Tiananmen Square to oppose China's 

submission to the articles of the Versailles Treaty. The construction of a strong China 

that would be able to counter imperialist aggression became the primary object. And 

many argued that the creation of a strong China would only be possible by 

establishment of a unified China around a strong center that would represent the 

sovereignty of the whole Chinese nation. A third reas~m, closely related to the former 

one was the will to imitate the model state chosen by many of the Chinese , 

intellectuals and Chinese officials since the New Policy period of the Qing Empire. 

This country was Japan with its strongly centralized state structure. Fourthly, warlord 

politics in China made many deny the usefulness of a federalist policy, since many 

had been disturbed by the fragmented nature of China under warlord rule. 

384 For the discussion on the tradition offengjian, see P. Duara, Rescuing History from Nation, pp. 

147-60. 
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Federalists, on the other hand, were no less nationalist. They regarded the 

establishment of provincial autonomous governments, all of which would be strong 

ones governed on the basis of local self-rule, as a vehicle for the establishment of a 

federal China that would be strong enough to resist imperialism. They favoured a 

policy that would start from the bottom. Their model was the United States of 

America rather than Japan. Although the federalists' provincial sentiments, shaped 

by the threat of imperialism, a legacy of provincial military autonomy, the fengjian 

tradition, and the emerging rhetoric of local self-government was strong, they never 

had any intention of achieving provincial independence. This was mainly because 

"no smaller groups could create a notion of nation to displace China. No provincial 

level process of state-building could introduce a process of political engagement to 

persuade people that they are an identifiable group with a particular history and 

consequent right to their own political system.,,385 Federalists would rather argue for 

a share of authority between the center and the province. This was necessitated by 

China's "large landmass and population, its diversity of regional and ethnic 

interests," and it was "impossible to achieve good government through simple 

unification under centralized authority.,,386 Chen Jiongming, the prominent federalist, 

made the distinction between centralist unification and federalist u~fication as such: 

Blind critics have often accused one who advocatesfenzhi [authority shared between the 

central and local governments, i.e., provincial autonomy] of being an enemy to 

tongyi[unification of the country]. But Jenzhi is the antinomy of jiguan [authority 

concentrated in the central government], not oftongyi. 

385 B. Wong, China Transformed, p. 170. . . 
386 This argument was developed by the Governor of Hunan, Zhao ~engfu: 1ll 1922 III an open. letter to 
the Northern militarists. Quoted in Leslie H. Dingyan Chen. Chen JlOn.gmzng ~nd the Federalzst 
Movement: Regional Leadership and Nation Building in Early Republzcan Chzna. Ann Arbor: The 

University of Chinese Studies, p.l58. 



The United States of America is a living example for all to see. [That is, the 

United States is a unified country, with authority shared by the federal and state 

governments]. 

Since the establishment of the Republic, these blind critics have mistakenly 

construed the concentration of power in the central government as equivalent to the 

unification of the country, thus allowing the opportunists to usurp power in the name of 

unification.387 
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Federalist unification was a gradual one and depended on the consent of the 

provinces. The Reconstruction Plan, prepared by Chen Jiongming, which was 

presented to the public in May 1922, is explanatory of how they envisioned 

unification, and what the demarcation line that divided central and provincial 

autonomy was. "Chen pointed out that the Chinese Republic was created out of 

liberated provinces of the Qing dynasty.,,388 Therefore, it would be natural to 

establish a system based on the sharing of power. The central government would be 

responsible for foreign affairs and military affairs and for national finance. Matters 

concerning judiciary, education, communications, industry, etc., the delegation of 

power and duties were to be determined by a federation conference. He, then, 

proposed the submission of the Reconstruction Plan to the provinces for 

consideration and the drafting of a federation conference by the consenting 

provinces. Chen, at the- first stage, "projected a preliminary federation of twelve 

. h ful 'fi . 389 provinces," which would open the mmds of the ot ers to a peace um lcatlOn. 

Sun Yat-sen embraced the idea of federalism, modeled on the United States, 

until his idea began to change by the beginning of the warlord era. While in 1903 he 

" f hAm' U' ,,390· had likened the provinces of China to the States 0 t e encan mon, III 

January 1912 he was proclaiming the need for a federal China. He said, 

387 Ibid, p. 116. 
388 Ibid, p. 160. 
389 Ibid, p.162. 
390 The Teachings of Sun fat-sen: Selectionsp'om His Writings, p. 29. 



The area of the state is wide and the various provinces have their own ways and the 

Manchu government has tried to effect centralization of power under the name of 

constitutional government, but now it is to be arranged that each province be self­

governed and all shall be federated under a common central govemment.391 
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However, the following years of warlord experience would make him believe 

in a more centralized state structure as his formulation of self-government became 

more clarified. Sun's self-government model was based on the county/district as the 

unit of popular sovereignty. 'Province' was bypassed in this model. If it continued to 

exist it would become a supervisory eye of the central state on the county. He 

claimed that his model was a middle way between the "false self government,,392 

model of the provincialists and centralists. He presented county-based self-

government as the only way which would make the people the sole solid foundation 

of the Republic because only "under such a system, could the people exercise their 

power directly, which is how it differs from regional autonomy." He continued, "If 

the provincial system still exists at that time, the persons in charge of the provinces 

should both, on the one hand, hold central government commissions to handle 

national affairs at the provincial level and, on the other, supervise county-level 

autonomy.,,393 

The county-based self-government model was first introduced by Sun when 

he was called back to Canton by Chen Jiongming in late 1920 for the purpose of 

establishing a military government in Canton, which would tum into a federal 

government of twelve southeastern provinces.394 When Sun arrived at Canton, aware 

of Chen's willingness for federalism, he proposed his county-based self-government 

model. A group organized by Zhang Binglin criticized his model. Zhang believed 

391 Ibid, p.34. . . I I . 
392 In Sun Yat-sen. 1953. Fundamentals of National ReconstructIOn. Chma Cu tura Service, p. 6. 
393 Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun ~at-sen, pp.250-1. ,.., 
394 Leslie H. Dingyan Chen. Chen Jiongming and the Federalist Movement, pp. 10.,-4. 
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that "this was a top to down federation and did not really amount to federalism at 

all. ,,395 

Sun also opposed Chen's federalist model because it gave priority to 

provincial autonomy before the independence of the Chinese state as a whole. The 

Guomindang Declaration at its first national convention criticizes this and insists that 

"a movement for local autonomy must be preceded by the movement for national 

independence. Only when there is a free nation can there be a free province.,,396 

On the other hand, Sun Yat-sen, who likened the provinces of China to the 

states of the USA in 1903, developed a completely different argument during 1924 

and claimed that the historical and social conditions of the USA and China were so 

different that an application of the American federalist model in China would be 

regarded as an abnormal phenomenon. He proclaimed in 1924, 

In Chinese history, unification of the country has been regarded as the normal 

phenomenon, and the separation of the country as an abnormal phenomenon. The 

country is composed of eighteen provinces known as China Proper and the Three 

Eastern Provinces .... China has been a united nation, not a federated state. When the 

country is divided, as it has been several times in the course of its history, the Chinese 

look upon such division as a sign of national chaos, an abnormal phenomenon. On the 

other hand, the thirteen colonies were originally independent and separate from one 

another. Their union was first regarded as a measure of expediency in meeting great 

crises. The revolutionary statesmen went through many difficulties and troubles in order 

to get the present constitution adopted and the federal form of government set up. This 

very union has caused their prosperity and ascendancy to the position of a world power. 

It is evident that if the colonies had not united, they would have become the prey of 

European powers, and their independence would have been nothing more than the 

independence of Korea or the Philippine Islands. 397 

395 P. Duara, Rescuing History from Nation, p. 197. 
396 See the text of the Declaration in the Kuomintang: Selected Historical Documents, 1849-1969, p. 
78. 
397 Three Principles of People, included in Sun Yat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, pp. 325-6. 



158 

For Sun it would only be rational to advocate federalism when independent states 

would be unified under a federalist model in order to increase their power against 

European imperialism as in the case of the USA. A federation between Southeast 

Asian countries was acceptable, not a federation between Chinese provinces. 

Sun announced that advocates of federalism were no more than those who 

"keep the country divided and prolong civil war purely to satisfy their own 

ambitions. ,,398 It is a true fact that besides intellectuals, warlords, as in the case of the 

military governor of Guangdong, Chen Jiongming, were also advocating the 

federalist solution to China's problem. And Sun utilized this fact very well in order 

to develop his argument against federalism. Especially after his contacts with Soviet 

Russia increased, he accused the warlords of China of depending on imperialist 

assistance and promoting regional feudalism under the guise of federalism.399 

Therefore, he established a connection between warlords, who "take possession of 

some region and province, and govern it with an iron hand in defiance of the laws of 

the nation and the orders of the central govemment,,400 and imperialist aggression, 

which inclined toward a decentralized China as an easy prey. The warlord interests 

and imperialist interests were regarded as interrelated. 

_It is important to note that Sun's accusation of warlords_ of regional feudalism 

and of alliance with the imperialists starts with his dismissal from Canton by the 

supporters of Chen Jiongming. Until that time, Sun had worked with warlords and 

depended on their armies during his military expeditions. The revolutionaries 

appreciated Chen as a reform-minded progressive warlord. A reading of Chen 

398 Ibid, p. 326. 
399 Manifesto of the First Congress of the Guomindang declares, "being unable to live independently, 
the militarists had to establish connections with the imperialists. Even the so-called Government of the 
Republic was under the thumb of the militarists who utilized it to curry favor with the imperialists to 
strengthen their own positions. The imperialists in tum utilized them, furnishing loans to fill their war 
chests and prolong the civil war so that they might fish in troubled waters." In The Kuomintang: 
Selected Historical Documents, 1894-1969, p. 76. 
400 From Three Principles of People, included in Sun Yat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, p. 326. 
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Jiongming's biography reveals that he achieved much in making Guangdong a 

modern province through the application of democracy and local self-government, 

the establishment of a modern municipality and struggling to curb the power of the 

military in favor of civilian rule.401 He was far from being a regional feudal warlord 

who wanted to satisfy his personal ambitions. Then, how can one understand this 

sudden change of idea, which began to present Chen as a traitor and warlords in a 

derogatory sense? First of all, not all warlords were as progressive-minded as Chen 

as the post-Yuan events show. It was very difficult to bring together so many 

warlords, whose backgrounds endlessly varied. Some had come up by the route of 

Qing military academies and service in the Beiyang Army, some had studied abroad, 

some had been bandits who were content with a local base that might furnish 

revenues from opium smuggling, transport dues, or rural taxes, some had been 

members of the Revolutionary Alliance or some of more radical establishments. Not 

all of them were revolutionary during the pre-Republican period. Some of them 

fought for the Qing armies and some, being loyal to Yuan Shikai, changed sides as 

Yuan allied with the revolutionaries.402 The fragmentary nature of the warlord period 

was easily utilized by Sun and later by the Communists, who reduced all warlords to 

a homogenous ima~e of regional feudalism. Secondly, Sun's rejection of ~ederalism 

was a consequence of the transformation of his principle of democracy, which will 

be analyzed below. The successful Soviet revolution, the experience of warlordism 

and his failure to deal with the clashing ideological views that dominated China 

made him a firm believer in the necessity of one-party rule in China. As he accepted 

Soviet aid and Soviet advisors for the reorganization of his Party after 1920, he 

became an antagonist of Western-type liberalism and advocated communal liberty 

401 For the accomplishments of Chen, see Leslie H. Dingyan Chen. Chen Jiongming and the 
Federalist Movement, pp. 120-56. 
402 Spence, Heavenly Gate, pp. 138-9. 
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for China, which would be guided by the revolutionary party. The party-state "was to 

expand its reach at the expense of local autonomy, customary liberties, and new 

political freedoms,,,403 which would strengthen China. Such a model would be more 

applicable under a centralist state structure. 

REORGANIZATION OF GUOMINDANG UNDER SOVIET GUIDANCE 

The rapprochement between Sun Yat-sen and Soviet Russia began when Sun 

was the extraordinary President of China in Guangdong. The contact began when 

Sun requested information from Chicherin, the Soviet foreign affairs commissioner, 

"about the organization of the Soviets, their army and educational system.,,404 His 

contact with the Soviet Union was a consequence of his interest in the successful 

techniques applied by the Soviet revolutionaries and also a consequence of his 

unceasing search for foreign aid. The Soviet Union's positive reply arrived when Sun 

had lost hope of gaining the assistance and recognition of Japan and the United 

States, the states he had trusted so much during the World War. Neither of these 

states recognized Sun's military state in Guangdong. It is apparent that Sun's alliance 

with the USSR was a last resort in his search for foreign aid, and it was promoted by 

pragmatic reasons rather than ideological concerns, as in the case of the Turkish 

Republic's alliance with the US~R during the Independence War. The detail of the 

alliance with the Soviet Union is the topic of the last chapter, which includes a 

comparative analyses of Sun and Atatlirk and their struggle against imperialism. In 

this chapter, briefly, I will be dealing with the consequences of Soviet alliance for 

Sun's revolutionary movement. 

The first meetings between Sun and the Soviet envoys were held between the 

Dutch Comintern agent, Maring, and Sun on December 1921. The most important 

403 John Fitzgerald. 1996. Awakening China: Politics, Culture, and Class in the Nationalist 
Revolution. Stanford: Stanford University Press, p.163. 
404 Sidney Chang and L. Gordon, All Under Heaven, p. 69. 
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consequence of this meeting was the decision to establish collaboration between the 

Chinese Communist Party, which was established in 1921, and the Guomindang. 

Sun's acceptance of the Communists into his Party was a consequence of his will "to 

profit from the new impetus provided by the communist militants.,,40s However, Sun 

was cautious on the issue and insisted that Communist Party members should join the 

Guomindang individually. They were required to obey Guomindang and party 

discipline. Those who disobeyed would be expelled from the Party, and Soviet 

Russia would not intervene in the issue.406 By the end of 1922, the Communist Party 

members began to join Guomindang. 

The alliance became public and took an official turn with the joint statement 

of Sun Yat-sen and the envoy of the Moscow government, Adolf Joffe, just after the 

recapture of Canton from Chen Jiongming by Sun's forces at the very beginning of 

1923. This manifesto is explanatory of the intentions of the two sides in entering into 

an alliance. The first article of the manifesto denounces any intention of Soviet 

Russia to establish a Soviet system in China and recognize that the most urgent 

problem of China is unification and achieving national independence. Soviet Russia 

promises to support Sun's efforts for reunification and attainment of independence. 

Although the second article denounces the pas! treaties between Tsarist Russia and 

China, in the following articles Sun accepted the modus vivendi that left the 

management of eastern railways to Russia and recognized the occupation of Outer 

Mongolia by Russian troops and did not require an immediate evacuation of the 

territory on the pretext that Soviet Russia did not promote an imperialist policy. 407 

Through this alliance, the support of Soviet Russia was guaranteed in return for 

several concessions made to the Russian side. 

405 Bergere, Sun Yat-sen, p. 336. 
406 Ibid, p. 74. 
407 See the whole text in The Kuomintang: Selected Historical Documents, pp.75-6. 
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Soviet support would benefit Sun's movement, especially on the issues of 

party re-organization and military development. When Mikhael Borodin arrived in 

Canton as the envoy of Soviet Russia in October, 1923, he realized that Sun's 

Guomindang was not a party at all and from political, organizational, and theoretical 

aspects, it was something very diffuse and undefined. Therefore, he gave priority to 

the reorganization of the Party in order to make it an efficient tool. At the same time, 

he wanted Guomindang to make its anti-imperialism more explicit through 

incorporating it in the Party program.408 The strengthening of the Party through a 

more efficient reorganization was what Sun had struggled for since 1914. The 

Reorganization Congress was held in January, 1924. The Congress approved new 

statutes, closely inspired by the Soviet model. Guomindang turned into a highly 

disciplined party with a strong central structure. "They established a presidency 

endowed with very extensive powers" and "entrusted this presidency to Sun Yat-sen 

for the whole of his life.,,409 

The reorganization of the Party was also accompanied by an ideological 

renovation under the influence of Borodin. The Party Congress accepted the Three 

Principles of the People, which Sun had been developing since 1905, as the 

prit:ciples of Guomindang. However, anti-imperialism and. anti-militarism were also 

announced by the manifesto of the Congress and were imbued with a more Soviet 

viewpoint. 

Now Sun Yat-sen, who preferred to use the term 'Great Powers' in order to 

distinguish those friendly states from the unfriendly ones until his collaboration with 

the Soviets, did not hesitate to enter into an open clash with "international 

imperialism." His changing attitude became more explicit with the Customs Surplus 

408 Bergere, Sun Yat-sen, p. 321. 
409 Ibid, p. 330. 



163 

Affair, when he requested from the great powers a share in the revenue collected by 

the foreign-controlled Maritime Customs Service. When his request was refused, Sun 

threatened to seize the Canton customs by force if necessary. The diplomatic corps 

responded with an impressive demonstration of naval power in Guangzhou Harbor. 

Losing the battle, Sun became more convinced of the need to "overthrow 

. . l' ,,410 Impena Ism. 

Just after the Reorganization Conference, when Sun Vat-sen was preparing to 

launch another military expedition against the southern allies of the northern 

warlords, a new opportunity for a diplomatic solution to China's unification problem 

appeared. This opportunity appeared when the forces of Feng Yuxiang (warlord who 

was powerful in north-western provinces of China in the 1920s) turned against Wu 

Peifu (most powerful warlord in the east-central area of Hubei and Hunan in the 

1920s), who was the main source of support behind the Beijing authorities, and 

occupied Beijing.411 Feng invited Sun for a re-unification conference just after he 

established a new cabinet and a provisional government under the presidency of 

Duan Qirui. Sun agreed to attend the conference on condition that a national 

conference should be convened with the members of popular organizations such as 

educational asso_ciations, universities, student unions, manufacturers' ?-ssociations, 

farmers, workers, and merchant unions; and also with the military and political 

parties. For Sun, this would open the way for democracy because "then the 

conference would not only represent all the national interests, but also pave the way 

for complete cooperation between the military and the citizens." 412 

4lO J. Fitzgerald, Awakening China, p. 170. 
411 For the information on the respective warlords, see the glossary of 1. Spence, The Search for 
Modern China, pp. A51 and A66. 
412 See the letter on this issue in The Teachings of Sun fat-sen: Selections from His Writings, p.55. 
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Sun left Canton for Beijing for this last effort for unification during his 

lifetime. He died on his way to Beijing in April 1925 when it became apparent that 

this last effort would not work because the new provisional President Duan had 

distanced himself from Sun, declaring that Sun was an idealist. He also declared that 

an abrogation of the unequal treaties, which Sun was advocating fiercely after he 

collaborated with the Soviet Union, was not on the agenda. He also refused to 

include popular organizations in the reorganization conference. 

Sun left behind an anti-imperialist discourse, which was re-emphasized in his 

last testaments. He enjoined his Party to restore Chinese sovereignty and provide 

China with rank equal to that of the other nations and maintain their cooperation with 

the USSR. He wanted them to follow in his path remaining loyal to his writings, The 

Plan for National Reconstruction, The Fundamentals of National Reconstruction, 

The People's Three Principles, and the Congress Manifesto. 413 

413 See his last testament and his Letter of Farewell in Bergere, Sun fat-sen, p. 406. 
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Chapter VI 

THE VIEWS OF SUN YATSEN ON SOCIO-POLITICAL CHANGE: 

THE THREE PRINCIPLES OF THE PEOPLE (SAN MIN ZHUYl) 

The Three Principles of the People, which Sun had been developing since 

1905, and which underwent several transformations, was an attempt to give his 

political Party a full-fledged program for national reconstruction. The first time the 

Principles were published in the Revolutionary Newspaper, Minbao, in 1905, he 

presented them to the public as a series of lectures in 1924. Although some of 

aspects of his principles as re-defined since 1919 were under the influence of Soviet 

ideology, we can accept them as an effort to present China with an ideology that can 

be distinguished both from Marxism and liberalism. During his speeches, on several 

occasions, Sun defines China's special conditions and develops solutions that are 

appropriate to China's own problems. 

THE PRINCIPLE OF NATIONALISM (MINZU ZHUYI) 

Until 1911, the entire content of Sun's principle of nationalism had been anti-

Manchuism. The aim of the principle was to awaken the Han Chinese to their 

nationhood by making them aware of the 'otherness' of the Manchus and to regain 

political power from the Manchus, for S~ believed that a nation did not exist if 

political power rested in the hands of 'foreigners'. Before the revolution the priority 

had been anti-Manchu struggle, although revolutionaries were not ignorant of the 

Western imperialist threat. However, during this period, Sun's principle of 

nationalism did include little mention of anti-imperialism.414 

Sun did not exclude his principle of nationalism after the overthrow of the 

Manchu court. Sun might have become aware of the fact that awakening of the 

414 See Minpao, December 2 1906, which is included in Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected 
Writings of Sun Yat-sen, pp. 41-3. 
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Chinese to their nationhood was not guaranteed by the overthrow of the Manchu 

dynasty. As the threat of imperialism persisted, and as China was fragmented under 

warlord rule, Sun continued his discourse on the awakening of the Chinese. This time 

he urged his fellow men to awaken to the threat of imperialism. 

What remained unchanged in his principle was his re-construction of the 

Chinese people as a minzu (race-nation). He did not reconsider his use of the term 

and refused to use the word guo-jia (state-nation). 

In 1924, during his lectures on the principle of nationalism, Sun clearly 

explained why he used the word minzu. For Sun, in China, minzu (race) and 

guojia(nation) denotes the same group because since the time of Qin (255-206 

BC)and Han (206 BC-221 AD) dynasties one sole race had developed into one single 

nation. This was what made China special because in foreign countries there were 

cases where a single race (minzu) founded several nations (guojia) or a nation 

(guojia) was founded by several different races (minzu). However, only a nation that 

was founded by a single race, as in the case of China, was the product of natural 

forces. The other cases resulted from artificial forces, such as military intervention. 

This manifested the difference between race (minzu) as the product of natural forces 

and nation (guojia) as the product of artificial fo_rces. 415 The natural forces that 

formed a minzu were listed by Sun as blood, life, language, religion, habits, and 

customs.416 It is important to note that in Sun's formulation 'territory' is not a 

determining factor. This omission is explanatory of his refusal to use guojia because 

territory is an attribute of state-nationalism (guojia zhuyi). Sun Yat-sen's formulation 

of the concept of race is an attempt to endow the Chinese nation with homogeneity, 

415 Sun Yat-sen, The Triple Demism afSun Yat-sen, pp. 64-7. For the Chinese terms that are preferred 
by Sun Yat-sen, see Sun Yat-sen. 1989. San Min Zhu Yi. Taibei Shi. 
416 Ibid, p. 68-70. 
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as it is a group composed of one race, namely the Han, and an essential character, 

produced by the workings of natural forces. 

Sun Yat-sen declared that the Chinese possessed every criterion that made 

them a great race; however, they lacked national spirit. The Chinese were unaware 

that they were a nation, so they were like a "loose sheet of sand,,,417 having only 

family and clan spirit. The lack of consciousness was the consequence of two 

interrelated factors. Firstly, Sun mentioned cosmopolitanism, which enabled the 

Chinese to accept foreigners to rule themselves.418 Secondly, he accused the policy 

of the Manchus, who were welcomed by the Chinese because of being influenced by 

cosmopolitanism. According to Sun, the Manchu court wanted to denationalize the 

Chinese people through suppressing all literary works of a patriotic character and 

trying to wipe out the social and racial distinctions between the Han and the Manchu 

people.419 

The Chinese race, which had not yet reached the state of nationalism, was 

under the threat of three forces, namely the economic and political force of the 

foreigners and the increase in foreign population even after the overthrow of the 

Manchus. Sun Yat-sen made use of Social Darwinist argument and urged the 

Chinese pe~ple that China was on the verge of extinction, and it ~ight perish in the 

near future if it did not awaken its spirit of nationalism. He again chose Japan as his 

model nation. Japan, a small nation with a territory and population that was only 

equal to a province of China, had become the strongest nation of Asia just because 

they were imbued with national spirit. 420 

417 Ibid, p.7l. 
418 In Three Principles of the People, which is translated in Sun Yat-sen: His Political and Social 
Ideals, p. 211. Here what Sun meant by cosmopolitanism is the Confucian culturalism, which is 
explained in the first chapter. 
419 Ibid, p. 207. 
420 Sun Yat-sen, The Triple Demism of Sun Yat-sen, p. 73. 
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How did Sun Yat-sen formulate his method to awaken Chinese nationalism? 

First of all, he wanted the Chinese to recognize their enemy. He presented an ancient 

Chinese saying in order to explain the importance of consciousness of one's enemies. 

It says, "a nation without enemies and external danger often falls." According to Sun, 

this saying proposed that a nation which believes itself to be too powerful neglects its 

national defense. Therefore, when it faces an attack, it is bound to collapse. But a 

"nation conscious of a crisis ... would rise up and struggle to bring their nation out of 

troubles.,,421 The enemy of China was the treaty powers, who controlled China by 

economic invasion through territorial and judicial concessions, tariff controls, 

protective tariffs imposed by foreign powers against Chinese goods, tariffs against 

home industries in favor of foreign industries, the workings of foreign banks in 

China, and several other related economic factors.422 Economic invasion was much 

more threatening than political invasion because it was invisible and the 

consequences could not be recognized at once. However, the Chinese, who were 

unaware of the consequences, consoled themselves by claiming that China was only 

a 'semi-colony', and therefore in a better situation than a regular colony such as 

Korea and Vietnam. Sun urged them that China's condition was worse than that of 

direct colonies because <;:hina was a colony of several powers, and neither of t~em 

regarded dealing with the problems of China as their responsibility, although, in the 

case of regular colonies, these powers fulfilled their duties by assisting them, 

especially during times of natural calamity. Sun invented a new term to define 

Chi ' . I . . I" h h I ,,423 na s specIa posItIOn as a co ony: t e ypo-co ony. 

Secondly, Sun proposed to direct people's loyalty from the primordial 

communities to the nation. In contrast to Liang Qichao, who regarded local 

421 Sun fat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, p. 233. 
422 For Sun's thought on the forces of economic invasion, see ibid, pp. 180-98. 
423 Sun Vat-sen, The Triple Demism, pp. 97-8. 
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sentiments as an impediment to the construction of a nation-state, Sun declared, 

"links of lineage and locality could be turned into the service of the nation.,,424 

Regional feeling was very deep-rooted in China, ~ and it could be used as the 

foundation of a new national spirit by extending the idea of family loyalty to the 

nation. In order to form a wide association, he said, "We must first have small bases, 

which by being grouped together will render the task possible.,,425 The small bases, 

which would serve as the bases of a Chinese nation, would be the clans and families. 

In contrast to the constitutionalist reformer Kang Youwei, Sun's idea of 

community did not include a world community transcending the 'nation-state'. 

Family loyalty would be extended to include national loyalty but not the above. He 

criticized the New Culturalists, who argued that the Three Principles of the People 

was contrary to the current trend in world thought, namely cosmopolitanism. Sun 

argued that cosmopolitanism was the same doctrine as the Chinese doctrine of 

universalism426, which was 2000 years old and had been designated by China. As 

mentioned before, he believed that Chinese universalism was the reason behind the 

Chinese loss of nationalism. And now cosmopolitanism had re-appeared but this time 

as the tool of the imperialists, who utilized it "in order to preserve their privileged 

position in oppressed countries as welJ as their supremacy over the world.,,427 Sun 

Yat-sen, in principle, was not against cosmopolitanism. He stated that "the ethical 

value of everything is relative and so nothing in the world is innately good or 

innately bad. It is determined by circumstances.,,428 However, the circumstances 

were not yet ripe for the Chinese to preach cosmopolitanism because "these theories 

424 Fitzgerald, Awakening a/China, p. 85. 
425 Sun Yat-sen, The Triple Demism, p. 175. 
426 For the meaning of Chinese universalism, please, see the first chapter. 
427 Sun Yat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, p. 210. 
428 Ibid, pp. 210-1. 
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are not to be accepted by a race which has been the victim of injustice.,,429 "The 

abused race" must first of all "recover the liberty and equality of the race,,430 and 

could then talk of cosmopolitanism. 

The time was to revive nationalism and rise up against the imperialists and to 

be aware of the real intentions disguised behind cosmopolitanism. Sun proposed to 

follow Gandhi's non-cooperation policy in order to organize the nation against 

imperialist economic domination in China. The lack of organization was the other 

reason behind China's failure. He discovered that a non-cooperation policy harmed 

British economy and trade. He declared, 

Hindus cannot resist political oppression, but to economic oppression. They oppose (to 

economic oppression by) the non-cooperation policy of Gandhi.... And yet, if India, 

which is already a subject country, could practice non-cooperation, how much more 

could our China do so since, for the time being, she is not yet a subject? The common 

people who can hardly do anything else can very easily refuse to work for foreigners, to 

buy imported goods; they can promote the use of Chinese goods, refuse to use foreign 

banknotes, accept only Chinese Government money, and sever economic relations.431 

Sun Vat-sen, urging his fellowmen, who lacked any national spirit, against the 

threat of imperialism, lastly came to the conclusion that foreign aggression was a 

- consequence of Chinese inability to govern themselves. This argument was similar to 

his pre-revolutionary claim that imperialism was the result of Chinese unwillingness 

to revolt against its foreign rulers. As before, Sun returned the mirror towards the 

Chinese in order to make them realize their shortcomings, directly related to the lack 

of personal hygiene and existence of certain undesirable customs. He used the 

standard Orientalist cliches to criticize some particular habits of the Chinese people. 

429 Sun Yat-sen, The Triple Demism, p. 150. 

431 Ibid, p. 180. The words in bracket belong to me. 
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These customs, such as spitting in public, growing fingernails to an unacceptable 

length and leaving them dirty, lack of care of teeth, etc., caused deep embarrassment 

for Sun, who had acquired a Western education~ and applied Western rules of 

delicacy. Sun argued that the Westerners had treated Chinese on an equality footing 

until they were disturbed by certain Chinese forms of behavior in public places. It 

was only after this realization that signs in public places, which stated that Chinese 

could not enter to that place,432 became widespread in Western countries and in 

extraterritorial regions. 

M.K. Atatiirk, also, shared this kind of a feeling of embarrassment because of 

some customs of the Turkish people that might be considered strange by the 

possessors of 'Western culture'. Especially after he consolidated his power and 

adopted a policy of 'remaking' the Turkish people in accordance with 'Western 

customs, he frequently made public his feeling of embarrassment.433 Atatiirk's scorn 

and advice was motivated by his desire to make his country as civilized as the 

Western ones, and he regarded etiquette, costume, ethics, and personal taste as the 

very important components of being part of a civilization. Similarly, Sun was also 

struggling to remake the "Chinaman", however, in Sun's case, "both his scorn and 

his advice. were motivated by an intense urge to awaken his coun!rymen to drive the 

foreigners or imperialists from Chinese soil.,,434 Sun Vat-sen, when he used 

Orientalist ideas to remake his countrymen, was in a different situation than M. 

432 Such signs in public places, like the one in the Shanghai Municipal Park, which forbade the entry 
of dogs and Chinese, caused the Chinese to realize their own subjugation to the Westerners. The 
naming of dogs and Chinese side by side reminded the Chinese of "the derision they reserved" for the 
barbarians and the minorities they subjugated. As mentioned in the first chapter, the Chinese had a 
custom of writing the names of the other people with animal radicals. And "by 1920 it was no longer 
possible for a Chinese person to stroll in the park without reflecting on what it meant to be "Chinese 
and Dogs". Fitzgerald, Awakening China, pp. 122-3. 
433 When he advised Turkish women to wear western headgear, he criticized the customary headwear 
of the Muslim women on the ground that with such headwear a Turkish woman could not even enter 
public places in Western countries. See Soylev ve Demer;ler II, p. 229. 
434 Fitzgerald, Awakening China, p. 105. 
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Kemal, who, having defeated the imperialist powers, trusted himself to the degree 

that he could promote full westernization in spite of the West. M. Kemal was 

struggling in order to make his nation reach the level of civilized Western nations in 

order not to come to the point of extinction as in the case of the Ottoman Empire, 

Sun was struggling to show the Westerners that the Chinese were capable of 

governing themselves. 

Sun proposed that the only way to improve personal culture, which was the 

reason behind foreign oppression, was self-cultivation. He drew "an explicit 

connection between governing of the self and governing of the state.,,435 Through this 

connection he was able to draw his conclusion. He converged Orientalist premises, 

which claimed that "Chinese were incompetent administrators because they could 

not care for themselves,,,436 with the ancient philosophy of China as a point to 

legitimize his argument by referring to the ancients. The Great Learning wrote, 

"investigate into things, attain the utmost knowledge, make the thoughts sincere, 

rectify the heart, cultivate the person, regulate the family, govern the country rightly, 

pacify the world. ,,437 It was because Chinese did not follow this dictum, Sun argued 

that they were not able to cultivate themselves, and thus were unable to govern their 

country. At last the equat!on was concluded, he declared, "foreigners, seeing that. the 

Chinese are unable to govern their country, want to come and establish a common 

control over US.,,438 

However, unlike M.K. Atatlirk, Sun never thought to impose complete 

westernization and had an oppositionist stance against those who wanted to convert 

the Chinese into foreigners. For Sun, reviving ancient learning and moral values, 

435 Ibid, p. 11. 
436 For the comments of foreign visitors on the Chinese culture, see Ibid, p, II. 
437 Sun Vat-sen, The Triple Demism, p. 194. 
438 Ibid,p.I95. 
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which had been suppressed by the foreign rulers of China, was important in the 

process of regaining the national spirit. Despite his hatred for certain Chinese 

customs, such as idol worship, foot-binding, dirt tolerance439
, etc., Sun had a firm 

belief in the superiority of ancient Chinese morality and traditional learning, which 

would enable China to live in peace for a long time. As a critic of the New Culture 

movement, he said 

As for China's ancient standards, they are not yet lost sight of the people of China. First 

come loyalty and filial devotion, then kindness and love, then faithfulness and justice, 

then harmony and peace. The Chinese still speak of these ancient qualities of character. 

But since our domination by alien races and since the invasion of foreign culture which 

had spread its influence all over China, there are those, who are intoxicated with the 

new culture, have began to reject the ancient ethical standards, saying that the former 

makes the latter unnecessary. They do not understand that we ought to preserve what is 

good in our past and reject only the bad. China now is in a period of conflict between 

old and new currents. 

We must revive not only our ancient morality but also our traditional learning. Since our 

subjugation by the Manchus our four hundred millions have been asleep, our ancient 

learning has been asleep. If we want to regain our national spirit, we must reawaken the 

learning as well as the moral ideas, which we once possessed. 440 

Sun Yat-sen, concerning China's relations with the West, would deVelop an 

Occidentalist argument like most of-the non-Western nationalists who wanted to 

open an autonomous sphere for their national culture. He would reverse the 

Orientalist dichotomy of 'East' versus 'West' and attribute essential characteristics to 

each of them. In Sun's formulation, 'East' becomes the domain of spirit, and 'West' 

becomes the domain of matter. According to this thought, Western civilization 

439 Donal Treadgold relates Sun's scorn of these kinds of Chinese customs as Protestant influence. 
Donald W. Treadgold. 1972. "Sun Yat-sen and Modem Christianity," in David Buxbaum and Frederik 
W. Mote eds. Transition and Permanence: Chinese History and Culture. Hong Kong: Cathay Press, 
p.140. 

440 The Teachings of Sun Yat-sen: Selections/rom His Writings, p. 28. 
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appears as the rule of Might and Eastern civilization as the rule of Right. In his 

speech in Japan in 1924, he declared that, 

From the aspect of cultural development during the last several hundred years, the 

material civilization of Europe has reached its height while Oriental civilization has 

remained stagnant. Outwardly, Europe is superior to Asia. Fundamentally, European 

civilization during the several hundred years is one of scientific materialism. Such a 

civilization, when applied to society, will mean the cult of force, with aero planes, 

bombs, and cannons as its outstanding features. Recently, this cult of force has been 

repeatedly employed by the Western peoples to oppress Asia, and as a consequence, 

there is no progress in Asia. To oppress others with the cult of force, in the language of 

Ancients, is the rule of Might. Therefore, European civilization is nothing but the rule of 

Might. The rule of Might has always been looked down by the Orient. There is another 

kind of civilization superior to the rule of Might. The fundamental characteristics of this 

civilization are benevolence, justice and morality .... Such a civilization in the language 

of Ancients, the rule of Right or the Kingly Way. One may say, therefore, that Oriental 

civilization is one of the rule ofRight.441 

Quite differently, while Kemal Atatiirk preferred to invent a new history for the 

Turkish people through the project of Turkish History Thesis, in order to show that 

the Turkish nation was also a part of European civilization, and applied a non-

selective westernization, Sun, although a Christian442
, returned to Chinese ancient 

teachings and traditions in order to provide his people with a sense of cultural pride 

and an autonomous space from the culture of their enemy. 

441 Sun Yat-sen. 1941. China and Japan: Natural Friends-Unnatural Enemies. Shanghai, p. 145-6. 
442 Since Confucianism is not regarded as a religion but as an ancient philosophy, Confucianism did 
not hinder one from being a Christian. For Sun's relation to Christianity, see Donald W. Treadgold. 
1972. "Sun Yat-sen and Modem Christianity," p. 139. 
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THE PRINCIPLE OF DEMOCRACY (MINQUAN ZHUYI) 

A reading of Sun Yat-sen's speeches and writings manifest that his political 

thought had shown an oscillation between populism and elitism. 443 Despite his 

tendency towards elitism, he never lost his belief that in reality people possessed the 

political power. Sun Yat-sen praised popular sovereignty frequently by declaring that 

in the Chinese Republic, "four hundred million are all emperors," "the people are the 

ultimate sovereign or monarchs.,,444 

His advocacy of democracy stemmed from his belief that democracy was the 

next stage in the invertible evolutionary development. In his first lecture on 

democracy, he described the evolution of the governmental systems as such: "The 

political tendency of the world ran from theocracy to monocracy, then from 

monocracy to democracy; and its power is irresistible.,,445 

Sun, as Liang Qichao did, frequently turned to Chinese tradition and re-

interpreted the ancient sayings, so as to make them legitimize his ideas by 

establishing an authentic antecedent. He would also cultivate national pride by 

showing that the ancient political precedents of recent political thoughts existed in 

China. He would not forget to use the sayings of Confucius and Mencius in order to 

prove that China had the concept of popular right, albeit in an un-institutionalized 
. . 

form. 446 Both Confucius and Mencius were democrats. Sun wrote: 

Confucius said, "When the Way prevails, All under Heaven Belongs to All." He was 

pleading for a free and fraternal world in which the people would rule .... Thus China, 

more than two millennia ago, had already considered the idea of democracy, but at the 

443 Audrey Wells.200l. The Political Thought of Sun Yat-sen: Development and Impact. Palgrave, p. 
53. 
444 Ibid, p. 283. 
445 Sun Yat-sen: Sun Yat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, p. 277. 
446 Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun Yat-sen, p. 253. 
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ideal which could not be immediately realized. 447 
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Sun's elitism becomes apparent on several occasions, one of which is his 

proposal of a three- staged gradual adaptation of democracy in China. The stages 

were the 'military stage', when a military government employed its armed forces to 

eradicate all internal obstacles and disseminate its principles so that people would be 

enlightened, the 'tutelary stage' when government would send persons, trained and 

qualified through examinations, to various districts to assist the people in preparation 

for self-government, and the 'constitutional stage' when the government would 

establish a five-power government and a constitution would be promulgated.448 Such 

a revolutionary tactic was necessitated because of China's monarchical past. An 

immediate establishment of constitutional democracy would open the way for the 

tyranny of autocracy, militarism, and politicians, since the people lacked any 

experience of self-government.449 

The other reason of his elitism lay in the character of the masses. He believed 

that in nature there was no equality and men were divided into three classes 

according to their innate ability and intelligence. The first were the "pioneers and 

leaders" who invent ~d create, and the second were the "disciples" who were good 

imitators and followers of the first class men, and lastly, the "unconscious 

performers" whose intelligence is inferior and do what others instruct them.45o Sun 

argued: "in building a country it is easy to find men of action, but very difficult to 

447 San Min Chu I, The Three Principles of the People. 1943. Translated by Frank W. Price. L. T. 
Chen Chungking, ed. p. 169-70 in Fitzgeral, Awakening China, p. 8. 
448 Sun Yat-sen, Fundamentals of National Reconstruction, pp. 9-16. 
449 Memoirs of a Chinese Revolutionary: A Programme for National Reconstruction of China, p. 131. 
450 Ibid, p. 112. 
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find people who can work out plans of reconstruction.,,451 Sun, who believed that he 

belonged to the first class of men, commanded his disciples: 

The rights of the people are not inborn, but are created. Since the mass of the people are 

pu chih (bu zhi) pu cho (bu jue t 52 and not creative, it is our duty to create rights and 

give these rights to them without asking. '" We must think for the common people, fight 

for their rights of self-government, and after having obtained these rights, hand them 

over to the people on our initiative, not upon their request.453 

In these statements of Sun it is possible to find the origins of his idea of 

tutelary democracy. His elitist division of 'men' into three layers made him believe 

that those who invent and create should teach the others to govern themselves. 

Before 1914 the necessity of a transition period, when the pedagogical 

government would be like an imperial tutor who once instructed the emperor,454 was 

limited by Sun to three years with an additional three-year period extending beyond 

military government. However, after 1914, when he lost his trust in liberal politics, 

he organized his revolutionary plan in a different way, "merging the first stages into 

a "revolutionary period" of indeterminate duration, during which the Party 

monopolized power.,,455 His advocacy of tutelary democracy changed form and 

became a model for the enlightened dictatorship of a party, the members of which 

were required to submit totally to the party leader. He began to consolidate his power 

in the Party and ended compromise even with those "political groups that were still 

happy to work within the framework of a liberal democratic polity.,,456 He revered 

Soviet Party organization and "deployed the figure of Lenin to bolster an appeal of 

451 Ibid, p. 117. 
452 The third class men, who are the unconscious performers. 
453 Sun Yat-sen, Sun Yat-sen: His Political and Socialldeals, pp. 354-5. 
454 Memoirs of a Chinese Revolutionary, p. 137. 
455 Bergere, Sun Yat-sen, p. 378. 
456 Fitzgerald, Awakening China, p. 185. 
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absolute loyalty to his own person and total commitment to the Party.,,457 This was 

necessary in order not to fail again. In his memoirs, he argued that the failure of the 

first revolution was because his party members "unexpectedly turned out to be a 

different opinion" from himself.458 

When Sun had consolidated his power in the Party to a great extent by the year 

1924, having been elected as the lifetime president,459 he presented his Party as the 

sole legitimate authority. The role of the Party is explained in the 'Manifesto of the 

First National Congress' in 1924. 

After the political power has been restored and the people's government established, the 

Kuomintang (Guomindang) must serve as the central organ for the administration of 

such political power, so that all counter revolutionary movements will be suppressed, 

the designs of the militarists to injure our people will be frustrated, and all obstacles in 

the way of executing the principles of the Kuomintang will be swept away. Only an 

organized party, and one with authority, can serve as the foundation ofthe revolutionary 

masses; only such a body can render this duty loyally to the people of the whole 

country. 460 

Sun Yat-sen used a more explicit discourse on the issue of party rule than the 

Manifesto suggested. He declared that success depended on the priority of party over 

state: "We must use the Party to construct the sta~e. It is fair to say that the success 

457 Ibid, p. 65. 
458 Memoirs of a Chinese Revolutionary, p. 6. 
459 The influence of Soviet ideology and the acceptance of Communist Party members to Guomindang 
in 1924 makes us believe that Sun had little theoretical influence within his party, however, on 
practical level, he was able to impose himself as the sole leader of the movement. And at least in the 
short run, he was accepted as such by the Communists. "What would have been the position of Sun in 
his party in the long run as he continued his alliance with the Chinese Communists" is a question that 
remains unanswered because of the untimely death of Sun. However, I believe that if Sun had lived, 
he would not have been able to compromise the two ideological groups in his party- the Communists 
and the Nationalists. Some were against the cooperation with the communists and were against the 
injection of anti-imperialist and pro-Soviet articles into the party program. 
460 The Kuomintang: Selected Historical Documents, p. 82. 
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[of the Russian Revolution] is due to the priority given to the Party over the state .... 

We must recognize ourselves and place the Party above the state.,,461 

The great similarity between Atatlirk and Sun on the issue of party rule is 

observable. Both of them were disturbed by heterogeneity within the revolutionary 

movement. The first period of the National Assembly, during which the opposition 

groups frequently put forward their reservations about M. Kemals' policy of 

parliamentary rule under his presidency, and the period of Revolutionary Alliance 

(1905-12), during which Sun had great trouble in consolidating his power, are 

comparable because both of these leaders, troubled by opposition, decided to 

establish a very disciplined party structure. Guomindang and the People's 

Republican Party are the products of dedicated leaders who absolutely believed in 

the appropriateness of their ideology to their society. Both of them planned to 

construct the state and the nation through the party, which were under their total 

control. Both of them were elected as lifetime presidents of their parties.462 They 

declared that the principles of their parties were the principles of the state.463 When 

Sun Yat-sen changed the five colored Republican flag used after 1911 and 

substituted it with a Nationalist flag dominated with the motifs of the Party flag in 

1924, :J:e was declaring the identification of state with party. S~milarly, while in 1937 

M. K. Atatlirk praised the union of party and governmental organizations within the 

same structure because it manifested that the state did not discriminate between its 

citizens,464 the Chinese nationalists in 1924 offered to replace local assemblies, 

which had been functioning since the end of the Qing dynasty, with party 

461 Quoted in Bergere, Sun Yat-sen, p. 379. 
462 Even Mustafa Kemal rejected to resign from party presidency when he was elected as the president 
ofthe Republic because state and party were not separable from each other. 
463 See Soylev ve Demer;ler I, p. 423. For the Chinese case, see The Kuomintang: Selected Historical 
Documents, p. 82. 
464 See Soylev ve Demer;ler I, p. 423. 
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institutions.465 For both of these nationalist leaders, strength meant union, which 

could only be achieved through a state governed and constructed by a single party 

that could only provide good results under the leadership of one charismatic leader. 

A reading of the speeches of M. Kemal does not enable one to understand what 

he envisioned for the future, since, contrary to Sun, he did not have a systematic 

scheme for the development of political life in Turkey. However, as mentioned 

before, when one observes his practical policies, it becomes apparent that he 

gradually abandoned the populist discourse that he made use of during the 

Independece War period. After the war he frequently emphasized that enemies were 

defeated only through a unified nation, which was still needed by the nation. 

Therefore, he did not approve of a multi-party democracy because the time was not 

yet ripe.466 However, as the establishment of the Free Republican Party in 1930, 

under the guidance and advice of Atatiirk, manifested, at certain times, he believed 

that the time for multi-party democracy had arrived. However, this tutelary multi-

democracy experiment soon came to an end when Atatiirk thought that he had 

miscalculated and forced the Party to dissolve it. It is important to note that even if in 

principle Mustafa Kemal was not against multi-party democracy, his model of multi-

party democracy ~as not an approval of a political sphere where every oppositionist 

group whether they approve the Kemalist model or not could voice themselves. The 

concept of the 'time of maturity of the people for a multi-party democracy' is 

explanatory in that sense. In Mustafa Kemal's 'democratic' model, the people, after a 

long education process by the party-state reaches such a degree of maturity that the 

differences of opinions do not harm the 'unity of the nation'. The time for multi-

party democracy arrives only when every member of the nation deeply believes in 

465 Fitzgerald, Awakening China, p. 207. 
466 See Soylev ve Demq:ler II, p. 199. 
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the Kemalist principles but only clash on some minor issues, such as on certain 

governmental policies that would not deviate from the 'path that is directed by the 

father ofthe nation'. 

Sun, on the other hand, planned to hand over the political power to the people 

after they had reached the degree of enlightenment envisioned by the Party. On a 

practical level, the establishment of a constitutional government would take place 

when all the districts, which Sun conceived as units of self -government, of a 

province reached the level of self-government. When half of the provinces in the 

country reached the constitutional stage, Sun proposed that, the People's Congress, 

which was planned to be a gathering of the delegates from the districts, would 

convene and promulgates the constitution.467 Therefore, it can be argued that both 

Sun and M. Kemal regarded the people as children, to whom democracy, which was 

the play of the enlightened adult, could not be left before a process of education. 

Sun Yat-sen developed his model for government and state structure after he 

realized that the Western forms of representative democracies were deficient. He 

argued that in Western democracies those, who were not capable of being statesmen, 

were elected because of influential demagogy. On the other hand, he criticized the 

three-power separation system b~cause it created a very dominant executive.468 

As a solution to the problems of Western democracies, he proposed that "the 

control of political power" and "the exercise of political responsibility" should be 

d·· . h d 469 IstmgUls e . According to Sun's formulation, people possessed 

"sovereignty/power" (quan), but because the majority were bu zhi bu jue 

(unconscious people, who don't know, who don't think), the state should be 

467 See The Fundamentals of National Reconstruction, pp. 8-17. 
468 Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun fat-sen, p. 49. Also see, his speech on 
Five Power Constitution in 1921 in Sun fat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, pp.91-2. 
469 Sun fat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, p. 355. 
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governed by those who possessed ability (neng). He considered that states must be 

governed like a business corporation, where shareholders have power, but the general 

managers have ability.47o Similarly, he argued, "on the one hand, the people must 

have absolute and direct control of their government so that autocracy and 

exploitation will give way to democracy and liberty. On the other hand, the 

government must be so efficient that it is capable of doing every good service to the 

people.,,471 

Sun Yat-sen believed that the only way to make "people all powerful and 

government all mighty,,472 is to grant the people four great rights and to initiate a 

five-power constitution. The four rights ofthe people were the 'right to vote', 'right 

to recall', 'initiative', and 'referendum'. These rights would be performed on a local 

level. On the national level, the delegates of the People's Congress, elected directly 

from the districts, would "exercise the powers of election and recall in reference to 

officials of the central government, as well as the powers of initiative and 

referendum in reference to laws enacted by the central government.,,473 To 

counterbalance the four great rights, which made people all-powerful, the five-power 

constitution, namely, the executive power, the legislative power, the judicial power, 

the examining power, and the supervisory/i~peachment power, should be adopted. 

What is of interest here is his placement of impeachment power and examination 

power as equal and separate powers besides the classical powers of Western 

democracies. While the examination power only permits those who are able to 

govern, the supervisory power eliminates those who abuse their power. 

470 Ibid, pp. 354-64. 
471 Ibid, p. 381. 
472 Ibid, p. 384. 
473 Fundamentals a/National Reconstruction, pp. 15-6. 
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It was the examination power that would enable China to eliminate corruption 

in popular elections without limiting suffrage. Sun proudly mentions that he derived 

his theory of examination power from "the ancient institution known as the civil 

service examination,,,474 which is copied by Western countries for the appointment of 

civil servants.475 But Sun proposed to develop modem forms of the examination 

system, which were copied from the ancient Chinese examination system, by making 

it an independent power and by including not only the appointed officials but also the 

elected ones. 

Consequently, it can be argued that the basis of Sun's idea of democracy was 

his belief in the inequality of men, which in the end made him an elitist, albeit with a 

populist theory to hand over the political power(quan) to the 'ordinary' bu zhi bujue 

(unthinking, unconscious) people. It is hard to assess to what degree Sun would insist 

on his program of national construction; because as in the case of Atatfuk, nationalist 

leaders, who were activists rather than theoreticians, could easily repudiate their own 

ideas when the circumstances changed. A reading of Sun's biography shows that he 

was a man of action, who could easily shift positions, as the case of the dispute on 

federalism showed. If he had lived longer, would China have been able to reach the 

c~nstitutional period? This question is unanswered, ~ut it is obvious that the 

Nationalist Party dictatorship (1925-49) under the leadership of Chiang Kai-Shek 

(Leader of Guomindang after the death of Sun Yat-sen. Between 1928 and 1949, he 

ruled China by his Nationalist government) tried to legitimize itself by claiming that 

he was following the principles of Sun Yat_sen.476 

474 Sun Yat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, p. 94. "The examination system in China had a long 
history, beginning in the Han Dynasty in the first century BC. It was gradually developed as the 
examination for administrators, although it stressed literary knowledge." In A. Wells. The Political 
Thought of Sun Yat-sen, p. 87. 
475 Ibid, p. 112. 
476 In China, both the Nationalists and the Communists claim to be the heir of Sun Yat-sen's thought. 
Even Wang Jingwei, who had become the head of the Chinese puppet regime under command ofthe 
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THE PRINCIPLE OF LIVELIHOOD (MINSHENG ZHUYI) 

Sun Yat-sen developed his principle of livelihood as early as 1905, just after 

his visit to Western countries, when he realized that "although the foremost European 

countries had achieved power and popular government, they could not accord 

complete happiness to their people.,,477 Therefore, in Europe a second revolution 

seemed inevitable as a result of the growing influence of the socialists and anarchists 

who reacted against Western ills.478 Sun proposed that his principle would prevent 

China from experiencing the social evils of the West before they appeared in China. 

He argued that in Western capitalist countries "because their civilizations are 

advanced and their industry and commerce are well developed, a social revolution is 

difficult to overcome.,,479 In such countries capitalists have emerged and brought 

many problems. However, since China's industry and commerce are not mature 

enough, capitalists have not appeared yet. So in China a social revolution is easy, and 

China could accomplish its social and political revolution at one stroke by adopting 

the principles of people's livelihood.48o 

When Sun developed his principle, he avoided the use of the term socialism 

(shehui zhuyi), although he used the term 'people's livelihood' as a synonym of 

socialism during his early period. But later, in 1924 he argued that minsheng zhuyi is 

different from socialism. He said, "there is a great deal of confusion as to the 

meaning and nature of "socialism" .... There are different kinds of socialism; the most 

extreme is communism.... It was difficult to find a satisfactory answer to the 

Japanese published a selected writings of Sun, where he sought to legitimize his action. See Sun Yat­
sen. China and Japan: Natural Friends, Unnatural Enemies. Compiled by Wang Jingwei. Shanhai. It 
should be borne in mind that both of their efforts for legitimization depends on a selective reading. It 
is hard to find a comprehensive thought of revolutionary leaders. They are more reactive to the 
circumstances and most of the time realistic so dilemmas in their thoughts are easily discemable. 
477 Memoirs of a Chinese Revolutionary, p. 193. 
478 Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun fat-sen, p. 40. 
479 Ibid, p. 64. 
480 Ibid. 
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problems of modem industrialized society in any of the socialistic theories, and that 

we therefore must go on searching for a new solution.,,481 

In his early period, Sun reduced the application of people's livelihood 

(minshengzhuyi) to a policy of land taxation in accordance with the theories of the 

American reformer, Henry George. He believed that the sources of Western social 

problems were created by their inability to solve the land problem. Sun argued that 

land profits, emerging as a result of the increase in land values in industrializing 

areas should be controlled by the state through single taxation and appropriation of 

the 'unearned increment'. Since the increase in land value was the result of the effort 

of everyone, which was economic progress, the revenue gained from it could not be 

left to the landowner. 482 The appropriation of profits from land would guarantee the 

"transfer of capital from traditional to modem sectors of the economy and preclude 

the concentration of private wealth, and also free inert capital, otherwise locked in 

land speculation, for employment in the more dynamic sectors of the economy.,,483 

Until 1924, Sun did not consider a land reform through redistribution. He 

believed that appropriation of unearned increment would benefit all without harming 

the landlord due to the proposed taxing method, which taxed the owner according to 

the declared value of the asset_rather than the amount of it. He explained his position 

during 1906 against those who criticized him for planning to take the land of the rich 

as such, 

I have heard it said that the principle of the people's livelihood would entail killing half 

of our 400 million people and taking the land of the rich for ourselves. This 

irresponsible talk is based on ignorance .... With respect to a solution, although socialists 

481 In Three Principle's of People, translated in Sun Yat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, pp. 392-
3. 
482 Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun Yat-sen, pp. 46-7. 
483 A. James Gregor and M. Hsia Chang. 1982. "Marxism, Sun Yat-sen, and the Concept of 
Imperialism," in Pacific Affairs, vol. 55/1, pp. 67-8. 



have different opinions, the procedure I most favour is land valuation. For example, if a 

landlord has land worth 1000 dollars, its price can be set at 1000 or even 2000 dollars. 

Perhaps in the future, after communications have been developed, the value of the land 

will rise to 10000 dollars; the owners should receive 2000, which entails a profit and no 

loss, and the 8000 increment will go to the state. 484 
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As Sun Yat-sen entered into contact with the Soviets, he extended his land 

reform policy to include redistributing land to the peasants by the state. He deplored 

the fact that although China did not develop a large land-holding system, the tenants 

were exploited by the small land-holders as they had to "hand over to the landlords 

most of what they produce every year, because they do not own the land." It was 

only just that "the farmers should have their own land and own what they produce." 

485 

In his Three Principles of the People, Sun left his new argument about the 

'redistribution of the land' on the level of propaganda and did not develop a 

schematic and systematic program for a 'redistribution of land' policy, although he 

systematically explained his plan on appropriation and taxing of 'unearned 

increment'. Therefore, through a reading of his Three Principles of the People, it is 

impossible to understand how he planned to achieve the emancipation of peasants. 

However, rather than explaining the procedure for peasant emancipation, Sun spent 

his time on explaining the method of increasing agricultural productivity. He was 

484 Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun Yat-sen, p. 47. However, there also 
remains a problem in this solution. If the determination ofland prices is left to the landowner, how 
could the state guarantee the right assessment? Sun proposed: "if people expect the nation to buy their 
land, they will raise the price. But if the nation does not buy it after all, and they have to pay the 
highest taxes year after year, they will not dare to raise the price. However, if they lower price in hope 
of paying lower taxes, they will worry that the government may buy the land, so they will not dare 
lower price." In ibid, p. 67. 
485 Three Principles of People in Sun Yat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, pp. 448-9. 
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more interested in "increased production, obtained as a result of a technological 

revolution, than in any redistribution of wealth. ,,486 

Mustafa Kemal, who believed that "the peasant was Turkey's master and 

owner, and the true producer,,,487 also, put forward the necessity of land reform in 

order to grant the landless farmers with some amount of land that would enable them 

to use fruits of their own labor to their own advantage, especially in 1929
488 and 

1935
489. However, during his lifetime no land reform was carried out. The reason, as 

put by Feroz Ahmed, was firstly because "Turkey was not confronted with a land 

question ... resulting from a large population and insufficient land," and secondly, 

because Kemalists did not want to alienate the landlords, who supported the 

independence movement while peasants, who were tired of war and who accused the 

state for their shortcomings, were hardly mobilized to the cause.490 

Sun Yat-sen, as Mustafa Kemal did, repudiated the Marxist argument of 'class 

struggle' during his lectures on people's livelihood. While Mustafa Kemal 

emphasized the lack of classes in Turkey in order to legitimize his single-party 

regime, Sun developed it in order to manifest that China was troubled by poverty, not 

by unequal distribution of wealth, which made the application of Marxist solutions to 

the problem impossible. However, both considered t~at the Republic, which they had 

founded, was the name given to a people's state where solidarity and unification 

were the inevitable condition for the establishment of a new order and the overthrow 

486 Bergere, Sun Yat-sen, pp. 387-8. Also see, Three Principles of People in Sun Yat-sen: His Political 
and Social ideals, pp. 441-55. 
487 Soylev ve Demer;ler I, p. 240. 

488 Taha Parla.1995. Tilrkiye 'de Siyasal Kiiltilriln Resmi Kaynaklan: Kemalist Tek-Parti ideolojisi ve 
CHP 'nin Altz Oku. istanbul: ileti~im. 

489 Soylev ve Demer;ler I, p. 407. 
490 Feroz Ahmed. 1981. "The Political Economy of Kemalism," in Ali KazancIgil and Ergun 
Ozbudun, eds. Atatilrk: Founder of a Modern S:ate. London, p.153. 
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of the old one. Every member of the nation had to be mobilized into the nationalist 

cause. 

Sun criticized Marxist class analysis during the period of the Reorganization 

Conference, although he had allied with the Soviets and Chinese Communist Party 

members. Sun argued that Marx was a social pathologist because he regarded class 

struggle, which was a deviation in human evolutionary history that appeared when a 

social group lacked the means of livelihood and resorted to abnormal means of 

obtaining it, as the cause of social progress. 491 He believed that the "problem of 

livelihood" was the central force in social progress.492 

Sun tried to prove his argument by claiming that Western countries had 

progressed but not in the way that Marx had proposed. Rather, the compromise 

between classes enabled economic progress. The policies adopted by Westerners, 

which regulated capital and restricted the accumulation of wealth in the hands of a 

few people, were "improvement of the social conditions of the working class," 

"socialization of transportation and communication facilities," "creation of direct 

taxation" and "socialization of distribution.,,493 He furthered his case by mentioning 

that labor conditions in Western countries were improved through mutual 

cooperati<?n between capital and labor, both of which realized tha! "capital will make 

higher profits and labor greater wages through greater efficiency," not by class 

struggle.494 

Sun Yat-sen concluded his critique of Marx by putting his reservation to the 

method of Marx rather than his principle. According to Sun, communism was the 

shared ideal of both principle of livelihood and Marxism. The doctrine of livelihood 

491 Three Principles of People in Sun fat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, p. 405. 
492 Ibid, p. 40l. 
493 Ibid, pp. 404-5. 
494 Ibid, p. 405. 
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was the practical application of communism.495 His interpretation of communism 

was shaped by the Confucian ideal of Great Unity (Da Tong). He contended that 

The San Min (Three Principles) doctrine means a government "of people, by the people, 

and for the people" - that is, the state is the common property of all the people, its 

politics are participated in by all, and its profits are shared by all. Then there will be not 

only communism in property, but communism in everything else. Such will be the 

ultimate end of the Doctrine of livelihood, a state which Confucius calls ta t'ung (Da 

Tong) or the age of "great similarity',.496 

The method of Marx, on the other hand, was not applicable to China because in 

China there were no classes, but only the poor people. The inequality of wealth only 

existed between the poor and the extremely poor, not between the rich and the poor. 

Marxian ideas were only appropriate to those societies where wealth was too 

unevenly distributed. But because in China the real problem was poverty, which was 

the consequence of underproduction497, the solution was to develop industry on the 

one hand, and on the other, to apply preventive methods to check beforehand the 

growth oflarge private capital and vast inequality in society.498 

On the practical level, what Sun had in mind was a statist economic policy, 

highly influenced by Bismarck's economic policies. He was proposing a "welfare 

-
state" where the state promoted industry, owned and operated fundamental sectors, 

such as transportation, communication, and mining, while preventing unequal 

distribution of wealth through equalization of landownership and tax regulation of 

private capital. 

In Turkey also, the days following the Great World Depression of 1929 would 

signal a change in Turkish economic policy under the name of statism (devletr;:ilik). It 

495 Ibid, p. 422. 
496 Ibid, p. 440. 
497 Ibid, p. 436. 
498 Ibid, p. 438. 
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became one of the six fundamental principles of the RPP program in 1931 and was 

incorporated into the constitution in 1937. In 1935, M.Kemal defined it as a "very 

new order of planned economy," which would provide economic progress and 

prosperity.499 As in the case of Sun's planned economic policy, in Turkey, during the 

1930s, Turkish statism was adopted to attribute active government intervention to the 

economic sphere in order to guarantee the welfare and prosperity of the nation, 

although it retained a place for private enterprise. 

Sun Yat-sen declared that the necessity for public enterprise emerged because 

private operation suffers from insufficient capital, and government could run big 

enterprises more efficiently. He believed that public enterprise was important for the 

speedy industrialization of the country. On the other hand, M. Kemal declared that 

statism "evolved from the principle of the private activity of the individual, but 

places on the state responsibility for the national economy ... to do quickly things 

which have not been done throughout centuries in the Turkish motherland by 

individual and private activity.,,500 "Industrialization is one of the greatest national 

aims. We will establish and operate every kind of industry whose economic elements 

. . ,,501 eXIst III our country. 

It is not clear whether At~tiirk' s statism emerged from an ideological or 

pragmatic point of view. However, an analysis of the economic policies of Turkey 

during the early Republican period manifest that statism emerged as a policy to 

counter the newly-emerging forces. Especially, the gradual decline in the emphasis 

on private enterprise, to which the main economic role was assigned during the 

1920s, shows the nature of the Kemalist economic regime. Feroz Ahmed argues that, 

499 Soylev ve Demer;ler I, p. 399. 
500 In iktisat vekaleti. 2inci 5 yillik Sanayi Plam, 1936, pp. 30-1, quoted in Z. Y. Hershlag.1984. 
"Atatiirk's Etatism," in J. Landau, ed. Ataturk and the Modernization of Turkey. Leiden, p. 176. 
501 Soylev ve Demer;ler I, p. 414. 



Perhaps this experiment with economic liberalism would have continued for longer if 

the great depression had not exerted an immediate effect on Turkey, where the 

economic crisis in the capitalist world, ushered in by the Great Crash of 1929, gave a 

sharp impetus to state intervention. The impact of the depression on the economy was 

sufficient to force the government to take counter measures. The crisis came to be seen 

as a failure of the free-enterprise system, identified with Western capitalism. The Soviet 

Union, with its system of state controls, seemed to escape the crises. It was therefore 

seen by the Kemalists as a model that might be usefully copied in certain areas of the 

Turkish economy. 502 
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Feroz Ahmed further argues that the "Kemalist regime," by which he meant to 

be a single party political system with an interventionist economic policy, "continued 

to be transitional in character, preparing the ground for a liberal political and 

economic system which would replace it in the near future. ,,503 

Despite his theoretical analysis of economic systems, Sun's position 

concerning the economic sphere was determined by his concern for underproduction 

in China. He frequently emphasized that China's primary problem was the creation 

of national capital rather than the regulation of private capitaL Both of the leaders 

concerned here were committed to rapid industrialization under state guidance that 

would bring welfare to all. 

502 Feroz Ahmed. 1981. "The Political Economy ofKemalism," in Ali Kazancigil, Ataturk: Founder 
of a Modern State. p. 158. 
503 Ibid, p. 159. 
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Both the Ottoman Empire and the Qing Empire ruled vast lands resided by 

various nationalities, the governance of minority regions and the minorities became 

harder for the empires as their economic power weakened as a consequence of 

imperialist economic exploitation and political pressure. While Britain started to 

expand its power in Qing Tibet, Russia claimed rights in Mongolia and Manchuria, 

and France began to exert its influence in south-western China. In the Ottoman 

Empire the same imperialist powers began to play the role of protectors of the 

Christian minorities, who had claimed their independence from the Empire during 

the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth centuries as a result of the support 

they gained from Western powers. Therefore, the history of the Chinese and the 

Turkish nationalist struggle also turned into a struggle that aimed to overthrow 

Western economic and political exploitation and to reclaim the territories that were 

under threat as a consequence of Western territorial claims that were demanded for 

minorities or for their own territorial expansion. 
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Chapter VII 

THE ANTI-IMPERIALIST DISCOURSE OF MUSTAFA KEMAL AND SUN 

YATSEN IN A COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

An anti-imperialist discourse was a very important component of Sun Yat­

sen's thought, especially after the revolution of 1911. Until that time, he had the 

belief that the cause of China's weakness was Manchu rule, and Western aggression 

would stop as the Chinese manifested their determination to overthrow the alien 

rulers from their soil. However, as it became clear that the overthrow of the Manchus 

did not bring about any improvement in China's relations with the Great Powers, he 

had to reconsider his thinking and arrived at the point that anti-imperialist struggle 

was necessary in order to free China from foreign exploitation. As analyzed in the 

preceding chapter, for Sun, the awakening of the Chinese to their nationhood 

required the Chinese to awaken to the dangers of imperialism. 

Similarly, many nationalists led by Mustafa Kemal during the Independence 

War were determined to overthrow imperialist powers by use of force. However, 

since the Ottoman ruling dynasty was not alien, for the TurkiSh nationalists, there 

was no confusion in their mind as to the question of the enemy. Mustafa Kemal 

utilized an ar:ti-imperialist discourse as early as 1919 in order ~o establish a 

connection between the Turkish struggle for independence and the anti-colonialists 

struggles of non -Western nations that were flourishing throughout Asia and Africa. 

However, before embarking on a discussion of the elements of the anti­

imperialist discourse of the two leaders, it is important to remember that both 

Mustafa Kemal and Sun Vat-sen were men of action rather than men of ideologies. 

They were realists and pragmatics and could utilize any discourse which they 

believed could serve their ultimate aim that was to overthrow the enemy and 
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establish a republic. Neither Mustafa Kemal nor Sun Yat-sen became harsh critics of 

imperialism until they lost all their belief for any Western support for their cause or 

any Western reconsideration of their relations with Turkey and China. Similarly, the 

radicalization of anti-imperialist discourse in Turkey and China was a consequence 

of the support of the Soviet Union, which emerged as a supportive force to the 

Turkish nationalists during the critical years of the Independence war in Turkey 

(1920-1), and to the Chinese nationalists during when Sun failed to gain any 

recognition or help from the Great Powers in China (1922). 

As mentioned earlier, Sun Yat-sen, until he entered into official relations with 

the Soviet Union in the second half of 1922, preferred to use the term 'Great Powers' 

in order to distinguish the friendly powers from the unfriendly ones. 504 The primary 

aim of Sun was to unify China, which meant to overthrow the Beijing government 

that was controlled by the warlords after the death of Yuan Shikai. Therefore, he 

welcomed any help from a 'Great Power' which would recognize his government in 

Canton and support his government as he undertook military expeditions against 

Beijing. During his lifetime, he requested support from imperialist powers many 

times in return for concessions. Before the 1911 revolution, although he harshly 

criticized the Manchus for .'selling the country', which did not belong to them, to t~e 

foreigners, he entered into negotiations with the French and asked them for arms and 

military advisors in return for granting concessions in the southern provinces that 

would be wrested from imperial control. 505 After the revolution, this time, Sun 

demanded support from the Japanese in order to topple Yuan's regime in return for 

concessions that were even harsher than the Twenty-one Demands of Japan from 

China during the First World War. Although the concessions made to Japan 

504 1. Fitzgerald, Awakening China, p. 170. 
505 Bergere, Sun Yat-sen, p. 115. 
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remained secret until the secret letters to the Japanese officials were publicized after 

World War II, Sun's pro-Japanese tendencies that he made public during a speech in 

which he criticized the entrance of China into the First World War506
, disturbed the 

Chinese nationalists, who did not hesitate that Japan had monopolistic ambitions in 

the Far East. Sun's attitude was a contradictory one because although Sun criticized 

Japanese policy as imperialistic in 1914 for its occupation of Shandong, he became 

the tool of Japanese imperialism. He considered his attitude to be beneficial to China, 

since it would mean the end of authoritarian Yuan regime.507 Sun's relationship with 

imperialistic Japan is a complex one and should be considered within the framework 

of his belief in pan-Asianist unity. Therefore, below, I will re-examine his attitude 

towards Japan within the context of Sun's pan-Asianism. In this section, the aim is to 

demonstrate that Sun's anti-imperialism was not an ideological one and as we follow 

his practices, it is observable that he could rely on imperialist powers if they 

guaranteed to support his cause. 

Although Sun's attitude towards imperialist powers was vacillating until his 

alliance with the Soviets, Mustafa Kemal's policy against imperialism can be 

followed in a more linear fashion. After Mustafa Kemal emerged as a nationalist 

leader of the Anatolian resistance mo~ement, he did not give up his anti-imperialist 

discourse although it became harsher after nationalists in Ankara entered into 

negotiations with Soviet Russia in the early 1920s. Only after Ankara was victorious 

in its Independence War and entered into negotiations with the Western powers in 

Lausanne at the end of 1922, did he moderate his anti-imperialist tone, and even 

abandoned it in the following years. This point manifests that Atatlirk's anti-

imperialism was pragmatic rather than ideological. 

506 Sun Vat-sen, Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun Yat-sen, p. 194. 
507 M.Jansen, The Japanese and Sun Yat-sen, pr.188-9. 
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Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, in contrast to Sun Yat-sen who was ready to grant 

concessions to the Great Powers before he came into contact with the Soviets, and 

like Sun Yat-sen, who in 1924 insisted that economic exploitation which was implicit 

and indirect was even more threatening than direct colonization, would never agree 

to grant economic and political concessions to the invaders as his dispute with the 

foreign minister of the day- Bekir Sami- demonstrates. When Bekir Sami was sent to 

the London conference as a delegate for the revision of the Sevres Treaty in February 

1921, he concluded separate treaties with Britain, France, and Italy at the cost of 

economic concessions. Mustafa Kemal declared that the treaties he had signed were 

nothing other than the occupation of Anatolia under different names.508 Bekir Sami 

believed that the Turkish nationalists were doomed to fail unless they reconciled with 

the Great Powers through granting them concessions. He insisted that the 

continuation of a war against an enemy who was much more powerful than the 

nationalists could bring disaster to the country and the entire Islamic world.509 

However, for Mustafa Kemal, independence not only meant political independence 

but also economic independence as well. This point seems to have been accepted by 

the majority of the parliamentarians, since the treaties signed by Bekir Sami were not 

ratified.510 

Mustafa Kemal, just like Sun Yat-sen, who insisted that China was not an 

independent country but a 'hypo-colony' of the colonizers, believed that the Ottoman 

Empire was a colony of the foreigners because they interfered in the economic 

independence of the Empire and had acquired rights that were not the product of 

equal economic interaction between two sovereign countries. Just after the 

Independence War in 1923 he mentioned that, 

508 M. Kemal Ataturk. 1973.NutukII. MEB, p. 589. 
509 Ibid, p.592. 
510 E. Zurcher, Turkey, p. 161. 



... The Ottoman state in reality and in practice was deprived of independence. In truth, 

it was such a state that the taxes, which it imposed on its own people, were not imposed 

on the foreigners. It did not have any control over its customs and tariffs. Here was a 

state with no jurisdiction over foreigners. It is impossible to regard such a state as 

independent. The intervention in the domestic tasks of the state, and the nation was not 

limited to these. For example, the state was not free in building railroads and factories 

which were vital for the nation. In any case there was interference. In that sense could 

such a state be viewed as an independent state? As I mentioned previously, in reality the 

state had lost its independence long before and became nothing but a free colony of the 

foreigners. The Turkish nation among the Ottoman peoples was reduced to the status of 

slavery.511 
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Mustafa Kemal was sensitive on the issue of the independence of Turkey. He 

argued that the military victory of Turkey would not last long unless it was 

supplemented by economic victory. It was the period of economics and the means to 

write national history had to be the "plow" rather than the sword.512 

Thus, the status of Turkey when it entered its Independence War was nothing 

other than a colony. Therefore, right at the very beginning of the national resistance 

movement, during the Erzurum Congress in 1919, Mustafa Kemal talked about the 

anti-colonialist struggles throughout the world.513 He gave the anti-colonialists 

struggles in Egypt, India, Afghanistan, Syria, and Iraq as examples. He described 

how these nations defied foreign sovereignty in their own countries, and what kind of 

methods they utilized in order to force the colonialists to retreat. 

Dort aydan beri M1Slr'da istiklali millinin temin ve istirdadl it;in pek kanh vakayl ve 

ihtilatat devam ediyar. Nihayet jngilizler tarafindan bittevkif Maltaya g6tiiriilmii:j alan 

511 The speech was presented during the Izmir Economic Congress. Atatiirk'iin Soylev ve Demet;leri II, 
p.108. 
512 Ataturk stated that, 'Siyasi, askeri muzajferiyetler ne kadar biiyiik a/ursa alsunlar, iktisadi 
muzajferiyetler ile tetvit; edilemezlerse husule gelen zaJerler payidar alamaz, az zamanda saner . ... 
EJendiler, dahil aldugumuz halk devrinin, milli devrin, milli tarihini dahi yazabilmek it;in 
kalemlerimiz sapanlar alacaktlr. Bence halk devri, iktisat devri mefhumu ile ifade alunur '. Ibid, pp. 
111-2. 

513 Saylev ve Demet;ler I, p. 1-5. 



murahhaslar tahliye olunmu:; ve Paris Sulh Konferansma azimetlerine muvafakate 

mecbur olmu:;lardIr. 

Hindistan'da istiklal i9in vasi mikyasta ihtilaller oluyor. Maksad-l millilerine vusul i9in 

bankalar, Avrupa miiessesatl, demiryollan bombalarla tahrib ediliyor. 

Afganistan ordusu da ingilizlerin milliyeti imha siyasetine kar:;l harb ediyor. ingilizlerin 

bel bagladlklan hudut kabailinin dahi Afganhlara i:;tirak ettigini ve bu yiizden ingiliz 

askerlerinin dahile gekilmege mecbur oldugunu ingiliz gazeteleri itiraf etmi:;lerdir. 

Suriye'de ve Irak'ta ingilizlerin ve ecnebilerin tahakkiim ve idaresinden tekmil 

Arabistan halkl galeyandadlr. Arabistan'm her yerinde ecnebi boyundurulugu 

reddolunuluyor. Yanhz refah ve saadeti memleket i9in ecenebilerin, iktisadi, umrani, 

medeni vesaitinden muavenete nza gosteriliyor. 514 
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The reason behind Mustafa Kemal's emphasis on anti-colonialist struggles 

during his short speech at the Congress seems to be his effort to inject trust to the 

delegates for victory. Some of the delegates were hesitant about the possibility of a 

victory over the imperialists because of the imbalance in the power situation as it 

became apparent during the mandate discussions at the Sivas Congress that was held 

just after the Erzurum Congress. The Erzurum speech is important firstly because it 

shows that if the minor colonized countries could resist colonial rule, Turkey could 

also do so. Secondly, it shows the empathy that was established between the 

nationalists in Anatolia and colonized countries which had started to resist foreign 

exploitation. It should be remembered that Sun was also making use of the struggle 

of small countries as examples to his fellow men. The examples of Transvaal, Poland 

and the Philippines, which had struggled against the big powers despite their 

weaknesses, were frequently emphasized by Sun.5I5 

Anti-imperialist discourse gained a new momentum as China and Turkey 

entered into a cooperative relationship with the Soviet Union. In the case of Sun Yat-

514 These statements are in the speech presented during the Erzurum Congress. Soylev ve Deme9ler I, 
pp.I-5. 
515 See Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun Yat-sen, p. 101 and p. 197. 
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sen, cooperation with Soviet Union can be presented as a last measure as one follows 

his lifetime effort to gain international support from Britain, France, and Japan. In 

the case of the Turkish nationalists, the attempts to cooperate with the Soviets, 

although represented as cooperation under the umbrella of anti-imperialism, started 

as a tactical maneuver. In the middle of 1919, Mustafa Kemal planned to use Soviet 

Russia as a tool in order to threaten the British. If the plan did not work, it would be 

necessary to enter into cooperation with the Bolsheviks, but at the same time 

preventing them from entering into Turkey directly. He wrote on 23.06.1919 in a 

telegraph to KaZlm Karabekir that; 

It is an appropriate decision to appear neutral in case of the increasing influence of the 

Bolsheviks in order to change the decision of the Entente powers from occupying our 

country. We have to claim that otherwise the Entente powers will cause our country to 

enter under the influence of the Bolsheviks. On the other hand, before the Bolsheviks 

make a proposal for cooperation it is very appropriate to enter into discussions and 

reach an agreement with them by the means of a few respectful intermediaries. In this 

way, we will prevent the entrance of the Bolsheviks in our land by force and with many 

troops. For this purpose we should say that our national forces are ready, and we have to 

arrange some secret meetings for discussions on our future situation, our arms, technical 

materials, ammunition, and money.516 

Soon after, when Istanbul was occupied in March 1920 by the British, there 

remained no other option for the Turkish independence cadres but to cooperate with 

516 "Bol[jeviklerin daha etkili bir duruma girmeleri halinde tarafslz gorunmek kararzyla itilaf 
kuvvetlerini memleketimizden uzakla[jtlrmaya zorlamak ve aksi halde vatammlzm Bol[jevik istila 
alamnda kalmasma sebeb olacaklarzm iddia etmek ve ona gore gereken jiiliyata kalkl[jmak uygun 
olacaktlr. Diger yonden ilk teklifin herhangi bir suretle Bol[jevikler tarafindan yapzlmaslm 
beklemeyerek derhal bolgeden dahile dogru gizlice gonderilecek birkm; klymetli kifji vasltaslyla 
hemen tartl[jmaya giri[jmek, anla[jmak pek yerinde olur. Bu suretle Bol[jeviklerin bizim memleketimiz 
dahiline kalabalzk ve kuvvetle girmesine lUzum olmaz. j[jbu amar; ir;in zaten bu memleketin milli 
gucunun hazlr oldugu soylenerek yanlzz [jimdilik gizli olarak mesela bazl temsilcilerin kabul edilmesi 
ve gelecekt ki durumlarzmlz, silahlar, muhimmat ve fenni vasltalar ve para ve gerekirse insan vermek 
gibi i[jler uzerine tartl[jmalar yapzlabilir."Ataturk'un Tamim, Telgrafve Beyannameleri,p. 45. It was 
also argued if the Entente powers returned the Arab countries back to Turkey, they could hope that 
Turkey struggle against the Bolsheviks. See the telegraph sent by Mustafa Kemal on 5.2.1920 in 
Atatiirk'iin Tamim Telgrafve Beyannameleri, p. 193. 
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the Soviet Union. However, cooperation with the Soviets could only succeed with 

the collapse of the Caucasian barrier. The Caucasian states, protected by Britain, 

were an obstacle to cooperation between the Soviet Union and Turkey because this 

barricade prevented the transfer of military aid from Soviet Russia which was 

inevitable for a Turkish victory. Mustafa Kemal regarded the Caucasian barrier as a 

plan implemented by the Great Powers to drag Turkey to her death. If this plan 

succeeded, Turkey, which would be blockaded, would lose its sovereignty and the 

Anatolian Turks would become soldiers of the colonial powers and would fight for 

the Great Powers to force the Caucasian states to obey the Great Powers in order to 

end the progress ofthe Bolsheviks.517 

The solution that was proposed was to cooperate with the Soviets and support 

the Soviets in their plan to take the Caucasian states under Bolshevik control. Just 3 

days after the opening of the GNA in Ankara, Mustafa Kemal proposed to the Soviet 

government a common struggle against the imperialists. Turkey promised to launch a 

military operation against imperialist Armenia and to make Azerbaijan enter the 

Soviet Union if the Bolsheviks forced Georgia to enter into the Bolshevik alliance 

and force the British troops to retreat. 518 

Although the specific article of the letter sent t~ the Moscow government by 

Mustafa Kemal was the sovietization of the Caucasus, the first article is important for 

our understanding of the role that was planned to be played by the Turkish 

nationalists during their struggle for independence. It said that the Turkish state 

accepted to cooperate with the Bolshevik Russians, who aimed at rescuing the 

517 See the telegram sent by Mustafa Kemal to the commanders on 5.2.1920 in Atatilrk'iln Tamim, 
Telgrafve Beyannameleri, pp, 194-5. 
518 See in Atatilrk'iln Tamim, Telgrafve Beyannameleri, p.318. Also in this letter, Mustafa Kemal 
requested military and financial help from Soviet Russia. 
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oppressed people from the oppression of the imperialist states.519 From now on, on 

official terms, the Turkish nationalists had joined the struggle together with Soviet 

Russia and other oppressed people against the imperialists. Mustafa Kemal 

frequently made mention of the Turkish nationalists' association with the ongoing 

anti-imperialist movement. Independence War began to be presented as an anti-

imperialist struggle that would prevent the progress of the imperialists in the East. 

The Anatolian movement was the model struggle before the eyes of other nations, 

who lost their sovereignty under imperialist yoke. During this period, he started to 

identify 'East' with the 'oppressed', and the 'West' with the 'oppressors'; and 

Anatolia became a part of the 'oppressed East' in his discourse. In November 1921, 

during a speech in the Azerbaijan Embassy, he presented Anatolia as a barricade 

against imperialist aggression towards the East. He stated, 

As the map on that wall obviously shows, Anatolia is the point where Asia- the world of 

the oppressed- comes to an end and where the world of the oppressor starts. Because of 

this positioning of Anatolia, it is subject to all the oppressions, attacks, and aggressions. 

They want to tread Turkey under feet and they want to dismember it. However, this 

concerted attack is not only limited to Turkey. The common target of this concerted 

attack is the entire East. 

Anatolian people are defending themselves by utilizing all their power and without a 

doubt they' believe in their future success. With this defense, Anatolian people do not 

only perform their duty, which concerns only themselves, but they are also building a 

barrier against the attacks on the entire East. Gentlemen! Certainly, these attacks will 

be prevented. And only then not only in the West, but all over the world peace and 

prosperity will prevail. 520 

519 Ibid, p. 318. It said that: "emperyalist hukumetler aleyhine ve bunlarm taht-l tahakkum ve 
esaretinde bulunan mazlum insanlarm tahlisi gayesini istihdaf eden Bol~evik Ruslarla tevhid-i mesai 
ve harekatl kabul ediyoruz." 
520 "Tesadufen saglmda duvarda aSlh olan ~u haritamn pek guzel irae ettigi gibi, Anadolu'da, butun 
Asya 'nm, butUn mazlumlar dunyasmm, zulUm dunyasma dogru ileri surdugu bir vaziyette 
bulunmaktadlr. Anadolu bu vaziyeti ile butun zulUmlere, hucumlara, taarruzlara maruz bulunuyor. 
Anadolu Ylkllmak, r;ignenmek, parr;alanmak isteniliyor; fakat efendiler, bu muhacemat Anadolu ya 
maksur ve mahsur degildir. Bu muhacematm hedefi umumisi butun $arktlr. Anadolu her turlU 
tasallutlara kar~l bUtun mevcudiyetiyle mudafainefs etmektedir ve bunda muvaffak olacagmdan 
emindir. Anadolu bu mudafaaslyla yanhz kendi hayatma ait vazi/eyi i/a etmiyor, belki butun ~arka 
muteveccih hucumlara bir sed r;ekiyor. Efendiler, bu hucumlar elbette kmlacaktlr. ButUn bu 
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Similarly, Sun Yat-sen's anti-imperialist discourse was based on a distinction 

he made between Asia as the 'oppressed', and Europe as the 'oppressor'. He 

frequently exemplified his case by giving examples from those Asian states that had 

successfully prevented Western states from taking away their sovereignty. In 1924, 

during his speech on pan-Asianism he shared Mustafa Kemal's belief that Turkey 

stood as a barricade against Western aggression as Japan did in East Asia. He stated, 

Japan is the fIrst nation in Asia to completely master the military civilization of Europe. 

Japan's military and naval forces are her own creation, independent of European aid or 

assistance. Therefore, Japan is the only completely independent country in East Asia. 

There is another country in Asia who joined with the Central Powers during the 

European War and was partitioned after her [mal defeat. After the war, however, she 

was not only able to regain her territory, but to expel all Europeans from that territory. 

Thus she attained her status of complete independence. This is Turkey. At present, Asia 

has only two independent countries, Japan in the East and Turkey in the West. In other 

words, Japan and Turkey are the Eastern and Western barricades of Asia.52J 

Sun was introduced to a pan-Asianist ideology during his stay in England in 

1897 when he met with a Japanese botanist. When Sun asked this Japanese botanist 

about his life-time ambition, the answer of the botanist, who said that his desire was 

that the Asians would drive all Westerners out of Asia once and for all, became a 

life-time inspiration for Sun:522 The new inspiration reached Sun just at the same-

time when Sun had lost all his hope in British neutrality towards his revolutionary 

activities. During the same period, Sun wrote to the Hong Kong colonial secretary 

"demanding the revocation of the banishment order issued against him in March 

1896." "The reply informed him that the colony could not be used for conspiracies 

tasallutlar mutlaka nihayet bulacaktlr. j~te ancak 0 zaman gar pte, biitiin cihanda hakiki siikun , hakiki 
refah ve insaniyet hiikiim siirebilecektir". Soylev ve Demec;ler II, p. 24. The emphasis is mine. 
521 In Sun's Kobe Speech on Pan-Asianism in Sun Vat-sen. 1941. China and Japan: Natural Friends­
Unnatural Enemies. Ed by Wang Jingwei, p. 148-9. 
522 M. Bergere, Sun Yat-sen, p. 66. 
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against a friendly neighbouring empire and warned that he would be arrested ifhe set 

foot in Hong Kong.,,523 The rebuff was balanced by the welcome of the Japanese 

pan-Asianists,524 who thought that Sun was the hero they were searching for in their 

activities in China. Sun, after he met with the pan-Asianists, was no more a "church-

going" admirer of Western civilization but had become a "redeemer" of humiliated 

Asians.525 As mentioned in the preceding chapter, his suspicion about the fruits of 

Western civilization were to grow in 1905 as he studied Western philosophy and 

observed that Western regimes did not bring happiness to their own people and to 

world at large. 

Sun's pan-Asianism, which he did not abandon until his death in 1925, can 

only be understood in terms of his relations with Japanese pan-Asianists. However, 

Japanese pan-Asianism cannot be reduced to a single category, as every separate 

group had a different understanding of pan-Asian ism and Japan's role in Asia. While 

some circles insisted that Japan had to pay its debt to China, which contributed to 

Japan by its culture and civilization, by saving China from imperialist aggression, the 

others interpreted pan-Asianism as a factor of legitimacy for Japanese expansion in 

Asia. On the other hand, Japanese official policy considering pan-Asianism, and its 

official policy towards China was very vac~llating. The Japanese policy many times 

changed in the course of time as different pressure groups, which had various 

positioning in terms of pan-Asianism and favoured different political groups in 

China, had exerted their own ideology on the Japanese officials. But more 

importantly, "Japan's many shifts of policy toward China derived from more than the 

pressure exerted on the Tokyo government by particular factions. Equally important 

523 Harold Z. Schriffrin. "The Enigma of Sun Yat-sen," in Mary C. Wright ed. China in Revolution: 
The First Phase 1900-1913. New Haven:Yale University Press, p. 452. 
524 Ibid. 
525 Ibid. 
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was the changing power status of Japan and the consciousness of that status on the 

part of Japan's military and politicalleaders.,,526 

The group among the various pan-Asianist~ circles that supported Sun's 

revolutionary activism in Japan consisted of those, who were led by the "liberal 

nationalist," Okuma Shigenobu, "who was the leader of the Progressive Party" and 

"combined the functions of Prime Minister and Minister for Foreign Affairs from 

1896 to 1898," and Inukai Tsuyoshi, a journalist and a liberal statesman.527 Okuma 

formulated a doctrine, known as the Okuma Doctrine in 1898, when imperialist 

aggression against China had risen to a maximum level. The doctrine spoke of the 

moral obligation of Japan, which had been the first nation in Asia to modernize itself 

and reach to the level where it could support other Asian nations. In the doctrine, 

"Japan, a grateful recipient of China's culture and spirit in the past, now promised to 

repay that debt by holding the West at bay and helping the Chinese hero in his 

development of a friendly, grateful, China.,,528 Since these two leading figures, who 

defined pan-Asianism as the moral obligation of Japan towards China to keep 

Western imperialism away from China, were also public figures, they had to rely on 

intermediaries in order to make contacts with the Chinese revolutionaries and to 

o~ganize subversive activities. The intermediary would b~ Miyazaki Torazo (Toten), 

a shishi (in the past they were loyal to the emperor against the barbarians) who had 

lost all their status and wealth as a consequence of the Meiji reforms. Miyazaki 

Torazo as the other shishi, dedicated himself to the 'noble' ideal of pan-Asianism 

and accused the Japanese government of contributing to the plight of China, with 

526 M. Jansen, The Japanese and Sun Yat-sen, p. 9. 
527 Bergere, Sun Yat-sen, p. 73. 
528 Quoted in M. Jansen, The Japanese and Sun Yr.l-sen, p. 53. 
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which the Japanese shared a common culture and common interest. 529 Miyazaki, 

being a member of the Okurna-Ied pan-Asianists, believed that Sun was the hero that 

his group was seeking forthe establishment of a friendly and powerful neighbouring 

China. Miyazaki was to become the life-time collaborator of Sun Yat-sen and 

supplier of arms for Sun's revolutionary activities against the Manchus despite the 

Japanese policy, which except for a short time in 1897-9 and in 1900, had remained 

unfriendly to Sun Yat-sen. 

But not all former Samurais were favouring a policy directed by obligations 

towards China. A group of former Samurais, headed by Toyama Mitsuru (1855-

1944), understood pan-Asianism in terms of Japanese expansion in Asia. Toyama 

Mitsuru, born into a samurai family in south Japan, never held an official post, but 

through his personal wealth he financed small ultranationalist groups, and he indeed 

became a very influential person in governmental politics. The organization, namely 

the Black Dragon Society (Kokuryukai) established in 1901, which was patronised 

by Toyama Mitsuru, argued that the territory of Japan had to be extended as far as 

the Amut River in Siberia. The expansion of Japan was understood as the leading 

role of Japan in the revival of the Asian peoples through Japan's pioneering role in 

reconciling the _Western and Oriental civilizations, which would re~ain Oriental 

values. It is important to note that it is claimed that the figure that founded the Black 

Dragon Society became the principle organizer of the Japanese fascist movement. 530 

In 1898-9, Japanese pan-Asianists and Sun Yat-sen collaborated for a cause 

in the Philippines in order to help an anti-American guerrilla, Emilio Aguinaldo. 

When Aguinaldo requested support from Japan, Sun Yat-sen played a role as a key 

figure in arranging the interaction between the Japanese pan-Asianists and the 

529 For an introduction about who the shishi were, see ibid, p. 14-19. And for an introduction about 
Miyazaki Torazo (Toten), see ibid, pp. 54-8. 
530 See Bergere, Sun Yat-sen, p. 72. Also see M Jansen, Japanese and Sun Yat-sen, pp. 34-7. 
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Philippine revolutionaries. Sun's role as a negotiator was important because of the 

"Japanese fears of antagonizing the Americans." "The project seemed a Chinese 

one."S31 Here the aim is not to give a detailed account of the unsuccessful strategy to 

support the Philippine revolutionaries. However, the act is important in terms of our 

understanding of Sun and his relations with the Japanese within the context of pan-

Asianism. As Jansen quotes, Sun believed that "any victory against Western 

imperialism would be a victory for all Orientals."s32 However, as noted earlier, 

during this period, the primary aim of Sun was anti-Manchuism and his pan-Asianist 

collaboration with the Japanese over the issue of the Philippines was guided by a 

purpose aimed at anti-Manchu activism. A liberated Philippines, who would be 

grateful to Sun and the Chinese revolutionaries, could become a revolutionary base 

for anti-Manchu activities. 

The only other period that Sun was supported by the Japanese government 

was in 1900, when Japan, after sending troops for the Allied Expedition to suppress 

the Boxers, did not derive any real advantage from this support while Russia gained 

the advantage of occupying Manchuria. Thus, Japanese "concern for China's 

territorial integrity was heightened by their inability to share in its probable 

violation."s33 In this period, J~panese officials supported the upheavals of Sun Yat-

sen through the cooperation of Japanese pan-Asianists. The reason seems to have 

been the plan of the Japanese government to obtain concessions from Sun who would 

become the grateful president of the Chinese Republic if the revolution succeeded. In 

the following years of the first decade of the twentieth century, the Japanese never 

again gave firm support to Sun, although several times, Sun requested it in the name 

of pan-Asianism. After the Japanese had won a victory over Russia and occupied 

531 M. Jansen, Japanese and Sun Yaf-sen, p. 71. 
532 Ibid, p. 70 
533 Ibid, p.84. 
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Korea in 1910, the Japanese without any doubt entered the camp of the imperialists. 

The Japanese state, becoming confident in its own power, in the end preferred to 

preserve the "tottering Manchu dynasty" rather than entering into negotiations with 

the revolutionaries. They thought that they could get any concession they wanted 

from the already weakened Manchus without any trouble. And the pan-Asianist 

circles, who were friends of Sun, lost contact with Japanese authorities.534 

During the First World War, when Japan presented its Twenty-one Demands 

to China, Sun was busy with his plans for toppling the regime of Yuan. Since he 

knew that the Japanese authorities were disturbed by Yuan Shikai and his anti-

Japanese attitude, Sun once again turned to Japan in order to persuade Japan to 

support his cause for a second revolution.535 He wrote a letter to the head of the 

Foreign Office in which he agreed to grant military, economic, and political 

concessions to the Japanese if they helped him to topple Yuan at this very convenient 

time, when the Westerners were busy within their own continent. He believed that 

the revolutionaries' ascendancy to power would mark the beginning of a Sino-

Japanese alliance which was necessary for the emancipation of Asia from European 

imperialism. In his secret letter to Okuma, who took office in 1914, he stated that 

"England's greatness depended on India, fo~ which she had to fight. But Japan had at 

hand a potential India for which she did not need to fight; she had only to arm and 

help the Kuomintang (Guomindang) forces.,,536 It seems that Sun was ready to 

reduce China to the status of Japan's India in the name of pan-Asian brotherhood and 

the anti-imperialist struggle of the Asians. 

534 Ibid, p.l 04. 
535 Sun was indeed right in his thinking, since the Japanese had had a vacillating policy since 1911 
towards the regime of Yuan. On one hand they supported the revolutionaries but not to the extent that 
they could be successful against the government and on the other hand they gave formal support to the 
Beijing regime, which became suspicious about Japanese policies because of its support, though a 
minor one, to Sun and his party. Ibid, p .175 
536 Ibid, p. 189. 
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As one analyses within the context of these two letters, it becomes more 

explanatory why Sun was still insisting on the "same race same culture" discourse 

just as every patriotic Chinese had turned against Japan during the First World War. 

Sun Vat-sen, in an article written by him in 1917, insisted that Japan was the 

friendliest nation towards China and the one most capable of providing China with 

talent, capital, and materials for supporting Chinese development. Sun believed that 

Japan and China's relationship was one of "mutual survival and security." 537 This 

was not only because of the 'common race and civilization' they shared but also the 

consequence of 'common interest'. 538 He believed that "in the interests of lasting 

security for the two countries, there must not be the slightest friction between 

them.,,539 As Sun was aware of the common interests that lay between the relations 

of Japan and China, Japan was also well aware of it. Sun criticized those who 

believed that China should enter the First World War on the side of the USA in order 

to prevent the further progress of Japan in the Far East. According to Sun, the 

Chinese patriots were convinced of the benefits of China's participation in the war 

just because Japanese, only the year before, had not wanted China to participate. 

They believed that if Japan did not want China to participate the war, these Chinese 

na~ionalists did not suspect that the Japanese would be ha!illed, and China would be 

benefited by its participation. However, for Sun Vat-sen it was quite to the contrary 

that the Japanese did not want China to enter the war just because it would have 

been disadvantageous to China. Japan determined for China where Chinese interests 

lay and offered its advice accordingly.540 He stated; "If we look at the matter 

objectively in criticizing Japan's motives, we see that Japan's primary motive was 

537 Prescriptions/or Saving China: Selected Writings a/Sun Yal-sen, p. 194. 
538 Ibid, p. 150. 
539 Ibid, p. 194. 
540 Ibid, p. 150. 
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China's interests and that Japan's own interests were secondary. (Needless to say, 

Chinese and Japanese interests were similar at the time).,,541 

As far as the Twenty-one Demands were concerned, Sun believed that Japan 

could not be accused. Sun claimed that it was Yuan Shikai who, 

encouraged Japan to propose whatever it wished in exchange for recognizing Yuan as 

emperor-and not Japan that coerced Yuan. Yuan's anti-Japanese stance had always been 

well known. Therefore, knowing that Yuan would certainly bite back after a settlement 

was reached, the Japanese renewed demands for their rights in China in order to prevent 

future contretemps.542 

Sun was running against the tide and struggling to revive trust among the 

Chinese towards Japanese policies. He once again made use of the pan-Asianist 

discourse. He stated that since the Chinese did not listen to Japanese advice because 
~ 

of the fear of Japanese imperialism, "we have lost so many opportunities for the joint 

development of East Asia and are letting ourselves be used by the white people.,,543 

The prosperity of China, peace for both countries and benefits to the civilization of 

the whole world depended on the reconciliation of Japan and China; and "on the 

basis of pan-Asianism, China and Japan together" will "develop the abundant 

resources west of the Pacific.,,544 

After Sun cooperated with the Soviets, he once again invited Japan to a pan-

Asianist alliance. When Sun visited Kobe on 28 November, 1924, on his way to 

Beijing for the reunification conference, he made a speech on pan-Asianism.545 In his 

speech, Sun explained how Asia, as the cradle of world's civilization, had fallen prey 

541 Ibid, p.158. 
542 Ibid, p. 159. 
543 Ibid, p. 158. 
544 Ibid, p. 194. 
545 The whole text ofthe Kobe speech can be found in Sun Vat-sen, China and Japan: Natural 
Friends-Unnatural Enemies, pp.l41-51. 
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to the ambitions of Western imperialists and proposed a method for the emancipation 

of Asia. 

Most of Sun's Kobe speech consisted of his praise of Asian civilization and 

how Japan, as a rising power, injected new hope into the coloured Asians. He 

criticized Orientalist literature, specifically the article of an American scholar named 

Lothrop StoddardS46, who believed that the Yellow Peril was threatening the White 

people and their civilization, especially after the Russian defeat in the Russian-

Japanese war of 1905. In Sun's words, he "described all emancipation movements" 

in Asia "as revolts against civilization."s47 Then, Sun followed his argument by 

criticizing the belief of the Westerners that the only true and worthy civilization was 

the Western civilization. He said, "The Westerners consider themselves as the only 

ones possessed and worth of true culture and civilization; other peoples with any 

culture or independent ideas are considered as Barbarians in revolt against 

civilization. When comparing Occidental with Oriental civilization they only 

consider their civilization logical and humanitarian."s48 Sun, in order to break away 

from this Orientalist presumption, stated his belief that Western civilization was one 

of material civilization, guided by scientific civilization but nothing more than that. 

He challenged the Orientalist .argument by preserving the Orientalist dichotomy of 

East versus West and, as described in the preceding chapter, claimed that Oriental 

civilization comprised the worthiest characteristics of a civilization, which were 

benevolence, justice, and morality. Oriental civilization was the "rule of Right", 

whereby Western civilization, which exploited all Asia through its material 

546 The books are: Lothrop Stoddard. The Rising Tide of Colour against White World Supremacy 
(1920) and Revolt against Civilization (1922). 
547 Sun Vat-sen, China and Japan: Natural Friends-Unnatural Enemies, p. 145. 
548 Ibid. 
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superiority, was the "rule of Might". Therefore, morally, Oriental civilization was 

superior to Western civilization.s49 

The only way for Sun to emancipate Asia from Western hegemony and to 

reVIve Asia as the· greatest civilization of the world was to take ancient Asian 

civilization as the foundation stone and supplement it with Western SCIence and 

industry. This was pan-Asianism. In his words: 

If we want to realize pan-Asianism in this world, what should be its foundation if not 

our ancient civilization and culture? Benevolence and virtue must be the foundations of 

pan-Asianism. With this as a sound foundation we must then learn science from Europe 

for our industrial development and improvement of our armaments, not however, with a 

view of oppressing or destroying other countries and peoples as the Europeans done, but 

purely for our self-defense.55o 

Sun believes that the problem that underlined pan-Asianism was a cultural 

problem, "a problem of comparison and conflict between the Oriental and Occidental 

culture and civilization."ssl However, there was an immediate political necessity, 

which was to expel Western imperialism from Asia now and forever. This could only 

be achieved by the unification of the Asian people or at least the East Asian peoples 

on the foundation of benevolence and virtue in order to present a united front against 

the Occidentals.552 During his speech on the Three Principles of the People, he made 

this point more explicit. When he was criticizing the federalists of China, he 

proposed that a federation not within China but in Asia should be established. He 

stated, 

549 Ibid, p. 146. 
550 Ibid, p. 148. 
551 Ibid. 
552 Ibid, p.149. 



Instead of breaking up the Chinese Empire by federalization, we should advocate the 

federation of China and Japan, or of China, Annam, Burma, India, Persia, and 

Afghanistan to present a common front against Europe because the lack of cooperation 

among these Asiatic states in the past has caused the supremacy of the European Powers 

in Asia, and because their federalization is essential to Asia's prosperity.553 
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The unification would not only be a cultural unity on Asian principles but also a 

military one, since Sun believed that "to rely on benevolence alone to influence the 

Europeans in Asia to relinquish the privileges they have acquired ... would be an 

impossible dream." In order to gain the lost rights of Asia, resort to force was 

inevitable.554 

Some writers claim that his visit to Japan and his speech on pan-Asianism in 

1924 was an effort "to win Japan and to break: with the Soviet Union.,,555 However, 

this time Sun was cautious and was trying to bring Japan into the anti-imperialist 

camp rather than to break with the Soviet Union. During his speech, Sun praised 

Japan as the first Asian nation to become independent through the abolition of 

unequal treaties and the first Asian nation that challenged the power of the West in 

the Russo-Japanese war in 1905. He believed that the Japanese victory inspired 

Asian peoples and gave them a new hope that they could also achieve what Japan 

had achieved by breaking the belief that only the Whites could be strong and 

progressive. He said that Asian peoples regarded the Japanese victory as their own 

victory. As a result, "since the day of Japan's victory over Russia, the peoples of 

Asia have cherished the hope of shaking off the yoke of European oppression, a hope 

which has given rise to a series of independence movements-in Egypt, Persia, 

Turkey, Afghanistan, and finally in India.,,556 These were the statements that Sun 

553 See Three Principles of the People in Hsii ed. Sun Yat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, p. 327. 
554 Ibid. 
555 A. Wells, The Political Thought of Sun Yat-sen, p. 119. 
556 Sun Vat-sen, China and Japan: Natural Friends-Unnatural Enemies, pp.l43-4. 
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occasionally mentioned during his speeches.557 However, the time of the Kobe 

speech was after Sun's collaboration with the Soviet Union, of which Sun mentioned 

that it was the first Western nation to break away from the "rule of Might" and 

accept the Asian principle of "rule of Right". During his speech, Sun praised Japan 

but he also warned the Japanese. The last sentence of the speech, which shows that 

Sun abandoned his unconditional trust in the Japanese that was apparent during the 

First World War, is very important in that sense. He stated: 

Japan today has become acquainted with the Western civilization of the rule of Might, 

but retains the characteristics of the Oriental civilization of the rule of Right. Now the 

question remains whether Japan will be the hawk of the Western civilization of the rule 

of Might, or the tower of strength of the Orient. This is the choice which lies before the 

people of Japan. 558 

While Sun was struggling to form a pan-Asianist front against Western 

imperialism by including Japan in the pan-Asianist camp, some of the activities of 

Mustafa Kemal during the Independence War were aimed at gaining the support of 

the Eastern peoples for supplementing the Turkish struggle against the Imperialists. 

As Sun Yat-sen spoke about pan-Asianism, he did include all the Asian states that 

were under the imperialist yoke, despite the variety of culture and religion . . 

throughout this pan-Asianist circle. However, a reading of his writings and his 

speeches demonstrates that his immediate aim was a unification of the East-Asian 

countries. In the Kobe speech, he stressed his belief that a unification of the East 

557 Also see his Three Principles o/People in Hsii(comp). Sun Yat-sen: His Political and Social 
Ideals: A Source Book, p. 170. 
558 Sun Vat-sen, China and Japan: Natural Friends-Unnatural Enemies, p. 151. Sidney Chang 
mentions that just after Sun collaborated with Soviet Union, he urged Japan "to join their Asian 
compatriots. He suggested two specific policies that Japan must adopt to redeem itself in the Asian 
community. First, Japan must take definite action to assist the success of the Chinese revolution, and 
change Japanese policy and no longer follow European powers blindly. Second, Sun urged that Japan 
should recognize Russia and suggested that it must be done soon". See S.H.Chang and L.H.D Gordon, 
All Under Heaven: Sun Yat-sen and His Revolutionary Thought, pp. 79-80. 



214 

Asian peoples was on its way. He stated, "the present tide of events seems to indicate 

that not only China and Japan but all the peoples in East Asia will unite together to 

restore the former status of Asia.,,559 Mustafa Kemal similarly included all the 

Eastern nations under the yoke of imperialism in the anti-imperialist Eastern camp 

during his speeches as observed in his previously quoted speech where he presented 

the assault against Anatolia as an assault against whole Asia. 560 But his immediate 

aim was to mobilize the Islamic peoples, who could easily be mobilized to the cause 

of a struggle of Muslim Eastern nations against the Christian Western imperialists. 

Mustafa Kemal regarded the support of Islamic nations from both a material and 

spiritual aspect. Although he believed that the Turkish victory would be better if it 

depended on only domestic forces, to utilize the support of the Islamic nations was 

very important concerning the power of the Western nations. During a debate in the 

parliament, against those who criticized the acceptance of Azerbaijani troops for the 

struggle against European powers, Mustafa Kemal stated in July 1920 that, 

The principle that we follow is to assure our purpose and to rescue our lives and honor by 

depending on our own forces and own presence. However, the Western world, in which the USA 

is also included, possesses a great power. Therefore, although basically we will be depending on 

our own forces, we have to utilize the aid of the other countries, which have an interest in our 

existence and survival. It is not right to refuse such a force. The troops that are coming cannot . 

multiply our force. However, it is important not only because it demonstrates that the Eastern and 

the Islamic world is deeply interested in our destiny, but also because it might cause the other 

countries to send their forces. 561 

From this speech, it can be observed that Mustafa Kemal attached great 

importance to the spiritual and material help of the Muslim nations. Therefore, he 

would not escape the opportunity to represent his struggle as a Muslim war and the 

559 Sun Yat-sen, China and Japan, p. 144. 
560 S6ylev ve Demec;ler II, p. 24. 
561 S6ylev ve Demec;ler I, p. 84. 



215 

assault against Turkey and the capital of the Ottoman Empire, Istanbul, as an assault 

against the whole Muslim world. If one remembers that Mustafa Kemal led the 

GNA, and until the victory of the Turkish forces he had defined the goal of the GNA 

as "to rescue the sultan-caliph from alien oppression," the presentation of the Turkish 

Independence War as a Muslim Holy War becomes more understandable. Just after 

the occupation of Istanbul by the British, Mustafa Kemal's declaration to the Muslim 

world is explanatory. 

This assault not only concerns the Ottoman sultanate but also concerns the entire Islamic world 

which regards the institution of the caliphate as the only point of support to their freedom and 

independence. The last resort of the Entente powers in order to break the moral and spiritual 

powers of the Islamic peoples of Asia and Africa, who are continuing their struggle for freedom 

and independence, is to take over the freedom of Islam, which will prevail for ever, by reducing 

the post of caliphate to the status of slavery. 

We know that the people of Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Azerbaijan, northern Caucasus, Turkistan, 

Afghanistan, Iran, India, China, and finally the people of all Africa and all Asia share the same 

excitement and have the same purpose. The assault of the Entente powers will not be able to 

damage the spiritual and moral power of these people, but on the contrary it will cause the 

emergence of a miraculous power. 562 

Mustafa Kemal was right in his assessment that the spiritual support of the 

Muslims abroad was very important. But for Mustafa Kemal there was an important 

consideration, which was directly related to British interests. Many of the British 

colonies at the time of the Turkish Independence War were largely populated by 

562 "Bu tecaviiz saltanat-l Osmaniyeden ziyade makaml Hilafette hiirriyet ve istiklallerinin istinadgahl 
yeganesini goren biitiin alem-i islam a racidir. Asya'da ve Afrika 'da peygamber pesendane bir uluvvu 
himmetle hiirriyet ve istiklal miicadelesine devam eden ehli islamm kUVay-l maneviyesini klrmak ir;:in 
san tedbir alarak itilaf Devletleri tarafindan tevessiil alunan bu hareket, Hilafet makamlm tahtl 
esarete alarak biniir;:yiiz seneden beri payidar alan ve miiebbeden masunu zeval kalacagma $iiphe 
bulunmayan hiirriyeti islamiyeyi ittihaz etmektedir. Mlsmn anbine balig alan $uhedayl muazzezesine , 
Suriye ve Irak'm binlerce muhteremesine, Azerbaycan'm, $imal-i Kajkasya 'mn, Tiirkistan'm, 
Afganistan'm, iran'm, Hind'in, 9in 'in velhasll biitiin Afrikan 'zn ve biitiin Sarkm biitiin azim bir 
heyecam vahdet ve derin bir emeli istihlas ile titre yen ejkarz mii:jterekesine havale edilmi$ alan bu 
darbayl tahkir ve tecaviiziin dii:jmanlar tarafindan tahmin edildigi vechiyle maneviyatl haleldar etmek 
degil belki biitiin :jiddetiyle mucizeler gosterecek bir kaabiliyet inki:jafa mazhar eyleme neticesini 
tevlid edecegine :jiiphemiz yaktur." Atatiirk 'iin Tamim, Telgraf ve Beyannameleri, pp.271-2. 
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Muslims, and if Mustafa Kemal had managed to mobilize them into the Turkish 

cause, it would have disrupted stability in the Muslim colonies, especially by causing 

tension between British colonial authorities and the colonized Muslims. That was 

why Mustafa Kemal supported the activities of the past Unionist leaders, who had 

fled from the Empire in order to organize a struggle against European powers. 

Especially, Cemal Pasha and Enver Pasha's activities were important, and although 

Mustafa Kemal was very sensitive on the issue of the return of the Unionists to 

Anatolia in order to capture the leadership from him, he continued his 

communications with Enver and Cemal throughout these years. 

Enver Pasha, after he left Turkey, went to Berlin, and there joined the 

establishment of an organization named "Asian Muslims Federation," which was a 

result of the negotiations between Arab, Iranian, Afghan, and Indian nationalists. The 

aim was the 'awakening of Asia' and the organization was supported by the Soviets, 

Germans, and Italians. The aim was to determine a common strategy for Asian 

emancipation and to organize uprisings against Western colonizers throughout the 

Muslim world in order to shock the colonizers. Enver Pasha continued his activities 

in Central Asia for the organization of the Muslims for a common cause.563 On the 

o!her hand, Cemal Pasha was active in Afghanistan in ?rder to reform the Afghan 

army and in order to turn Afghanistan into a base for Indian emancipation. Like Sun 

Yat-sen, Cemal believed that India was the source of British power, and a Britain 

without India would not be able to trouble the other Eastern nations.564 In a letter that 

he wrote to Mustafa Kemal in June 1920, he defined his goal as organizing 

563 See Mim Kemal Oke.1988. Guney Asya Muslumanlan 'mn htiklal Davasl ve Turk Milli 
Mucadelesi. Ktiltiir ve Turizm BakanlIgl, pp. 58-9. 
564 See Ibid, p. 87-8. 
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revolutions in Iran and India. He presented himself as the Turkish General that would 

guide the Indian revolution. 565 

Although Mustafa Kemal did not give official help to the activities of the 

former Unionists and declared that Cemal and Enver could not enter into 

negotiations in the name of the GNA,566 he supported their activities and 

congratulated them for their efforts, which would relieve the heavy burden on Turkey 

and enable Turkey to attack the British far away from Anatolia with the 

supplementary forces of the Central and East Asian nations.567 

While Mustafa Kemal sent delegates to India, Afghanistan, and Azerbaijan in 

order to explain to them the aim of the Turkish nationalist struggle, and while he 

accepted the volunteers from the Islamic nations in order to fight against the 

Christian forces, Ankara signed its first treaty with Afghanistan (1 March 1921) 

which accepted the spiritual leadership of Turkey in the Islamic world within the 

struggle of the oppressed East against the imperialist West. 568 These developments 

alarmed the British. The Research of the British Foreign Office documents reveals 

that the British perceived the Turkish nationalist activities as pan-Islamist as early as 

1919. Just after the Sivas Congress, the report to the British Foreign Office claimed 

that the Congr~ss was a pan-Islamist gathering.569 The High Commis_sioner warned 

the British government, stating that the Turkish nationalists understood a pan-

Islamist strategy would relieve their burden. 

565 See Bilal ~im~ir. 1981. Ataturk ile Yazl:jmalar I (1920-23). KUltiir Bakanhgl, pp. 58-60. 
566 See N. Rasuh ileri.1999. Ataturk ve Komunizm. Scala. p. 138. 
567 See Mim Kemal Oke, Guney Asya Musli1manlarzmn jstiklal Davasl, p. 88 .. Also for the letters 
written by Mustafa Kemal to congratulate Cemal and Enver, see Rasih Nuri Iieri, Atatilrk ve 
Komunizm, pp. 215-218. Also, Mustafa Kema1 in November 1921 wrote to the Ambassador of Ankara 
in Moskow that "he would continue to support Cemal Pasha and explain the mission of Cemal Pasha 
to the whole Turkish people and strengthen his position in Turkey". See Mim Kemal Oke, ibid, p. 88. 
568 See the treaty text in Bilal.N ~im~ir. 2002. Atatilrk ve Afganistan. Avrasya Stratejik Arastlrmalar 
Merkezi, pp. 409-11. 
569 See PRO, FO. 371/41611170729. Also in British Documents on Ataturk vol I. Compiled by Bilal 

~im~ir, pp. 290 



The Nationalists and Committee of Union and Progress elements in Turkey have 

realised the extent to which the country has been enfeebled by the war, both in men and 

resources, and how much it is at the mercy of the victorious Entente Powers but it is 

natural that they should endeavour to draw fresh strength from other Moslem countries, 

such as Persia, Egypt, India, and the Arab world. Moreover, both the Bolsheviks and the 

Turkish Nationalists have this in common that they may both expect to profit from the 

arousing of an anti-British and Pan-Islamic sentiment amongst the Mohammedans of 

the Central states, and it is therefore to be anticipated that efforts are being made with 

this end in view.570 
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Just before the occupation of Istanbul, some British officials, led by the High 

Commissioner in Istanbul, the British War Ministry and the Ministry responsible for 

Indian Affairs and the Government of India argued that the British could not crush 

pan-Islamism any more than they could crush the nationalisms of the West. 

Therefore, it was necessary to reconcile with M.Kemal who was believed to pursue a 

pan-Islamist strategy with Bolshevik support. It would be very harmful to British 

interests if the Entente powers imposed a very punishing treaty on the Turks, since 

now it was impossible to recruit Indians for an anti-Turkish war, and also, if Istanbul 

was occupied, Turkey would fall into the hands of the Bolsheviks. Meanwhile, 

uprisings throughout Asia and Europe- in Iraq, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, North Asia, 

China, Afghanistan, and India- would take place.571 Against this argument, Lord 

Curzon (Secretary of State-for Foreign Affairs) argued that when he was the viceroy 

of India for nearly seven years, he did not see "any pronounced feeling among Indian 

Moslems in favour of Constantinople as the seat of caliphate or the capital of 

Islam_,,572 He served the arguments of those who believed that the Turks had to be 

punished, and Turkey, which was foreign to Western civilization and brought 

tyranny to Europeans, had to be expelled from Europe. The First World War had 

570 Ibid, pp. 290-1. 
571 See the documents, DBFP., 1st series, vol. IV, p. 1001-1003, No. 64711, and DBFP., 1st series, Vol. 
IV.p. 1003-1005. No. 64712 in British Documents on Atatilrk, pp. 303-317. 
572 DBFB. 1st series. Vol. IV. P. 992-1000 in British Documents on Atatilrk, p, 302. 
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brought a great chance for the expulsion of the Turks and the Muslim feelings had 

been overestimated. 573 

Despite the argument of those who believed that Muslim feelings had been 

overestimated, the response of the Indian and Afghan Muslims to the message of the 

Turkish nationalists, who represented the assault on Istanbul as an assault on the 

whole Islamic world, had been very effective. Especially the Indian Caliphate 

Movement organized many congresses, where Indian Muslims threatened the British 

Empire and questioned their loyalty. The Congress that began on 23 November 1919 

declared that if the treaty that would be signed with Turkey was not satisfactory, then 

Indian Muslims would end their cooperation with the British government and boycott 

British goods. When the Sevres treaty was imposed on Turkey, as declared at the 

congresses, Indian Muslims initiated their passive resistance. The students did not 

attend schools, the government officials gave up working, and Indian Muslims 

refused to be recruited to the British army. In addition, Indian Muslims financially 

supported the military resistance in Anatolia, and some Indian Muslims arrived in 

Turkey in order to be recruited by the Turkish army. 574 

British Officers, who wanted to protect British interests III India by 

reconciling with the Turks, were righ~ in their estimation that the occupation of 

Istanbul and harsh treaty clauses would motivate the anti-British activities of the 

Indian Muslims. However, British intelligence was misled when they considered that 

Mustafa Kemal was pursuing a pan-Islamist policy because Mustafa Kemal was very 

sensitive on the issue that their efforts should not take a pure pan-Islamist colour. In 

fact, a search through his speeches shows that when he pointed to the Muslim world, 

573 Ibid, pp. 303-305. 
574 See Mim Kemal Oke, Guney Asya Musliimanlanmn istiklal Davasz ve Turk Milli Mucadelesi. 
Also see Mustafa Keskin. 1991. Hindistan Muslumanlanmn Milli Mucadelede Turkiye Yardzmlan 
(1919-1923). Erciyes Oniversitesi Yaymlan. 
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he also supplemented his argument by including the 'East' in his consideration. One 

of the reasons behind his cautious behaviour was stated in the letter he wrote to 

Enver Pasha, in which he urged him to escape from presenting his efforts to unite the 

nationalist movements in the Muslim countries within a pan-Islamist framework in 

order not to arouse suspicion and anxiety among the Russians. Therefore, it would be 

more appropriate to present the efforts as one of a struggle of the Muslim and non-

Muslim Eastern peoples, who had been reduced to the status of farm animals by the 

English, to regain their human rights and their sovereignty.575 

Mustafa Kemal not only distanced himself from pan-Islamist strategy for fear 

of the Russians, but also because he was a firm believer in the nation-state system, in 

which all nations hold their own sovereignty as the experiences of the post-Lausanne 

period show. Mustafa Kemal gradually gave less emphasis to the ties between 

Islamic nations and Turkey and the alienation process from Islamic brotherhood 

reached its peak with the abolition of the caliphate in 1924, which was the most 

important date for the start of westernizing reforms that were aimed to create a new 

'Western Turkish Man'. The reason behind the distancing of Turkey from the 

Muslim world was firstly because Mustafa Kemal did not need the material and 

spiritual support of the Muslims any more after the v!ctory of the Turkish armies in 

the Independence War, and also because (which is related with the first one) he did 

not believe that the caliphate was a working institution, since he thought that once 

the Muslim nations gained their independence they would not recognize the political 

powers of the caliphate.576 In the age of the nation-state system, when none of the 

Muslim nations were willing to recognize any transnational authority on their 

national sovereignty, the Turkish nation could not preserve the caliphate. 

575 See the letter that was written on 4 October 1920 in Rasih Nuri ileri, Atatilrk ve Komilnizm, p. 216. 
576 Nutukll, pp. 71-75. 
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But even before Lausanne, Mustafa Kemal, despite his utilization of the 

institution of the caliphate, had the idea of independent Muslim states and criticized a 

pan-Islamist policy that would absorb all Muslim states into a single political whole. 

During a speech in the GNA in December, 1921, Mustafa Kemal, after stating his 

gladness about the intimate interaction of the Turkish government with the Muslim 

world, warned all the parliamentarians about the dangers of the expansionist policies 

of pan-Islamism and pan-Turanism. He criticized Ottoman expansionism and said 

that the only aim and policy of the GNA was directed to secure its independence 

within the defined national boundaries.577 It was because pan-Islamist expansionism 

was illogical, unreasonable, and unnatural that the Ottoman Empire had ended in 

devastation. The conditions of Islamic societies were various. Therefore, it was 

impossible to make them similar through a political process. It would be to the 

pleasure of the Turkish nation if these Muslim nations managed to establish their 

own independence. In a declaration to the media members, Mustafa Kemal stated the 

points that the media had to be cautious about. One of the points was to make public 

that the GNA would refrain from pan-Islamist and pan-Turanist propaganda and to 

state that the only cause of the war was the assurance of the sovereignty of the 

Muslim n_ations within their own 'nationality' frontiers and nation_al boundaries.578 

As described during the Independence War, after the Turkish nation-state 

was established Turkey did not follow a revisionist policy (aggressive foreign policy 

that is aimed to revise the past treaties in order to re-gain lost lands) even though it 

had to abandon certain lands that were depicted within the boundaries of the Turkish 

state in the Misak-z Milli (National Pact). Turkish foreign policy during the time of 

Atatlirk was one that respected the sovereignty of other states and a policy that 

577 Soylev ve Demec;ler i, p. 214. 
578 The declaration was published on 4.3. 1920. See Ataturk'un Tamim, Telgrafve Beyannameleri, p. 

251. 
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pursued peace in international relations. As described earlier, Turkey denied any 

institutional bond with the Muslim states. Gradually, even the discourse that 

emphasized Islam as a symbolic common identifier between the Muslim nations 

ceased. The speech that Kemal Atatiirk made during the visit of the Afghan king to 

Turkey in honour of the King is explanatory in that sense.579 The relation between 

the Afghan nation and Turkey during the Independence war was pursued under the 

umbrella of Islamic brotherhood and Asian anti-imperialism. A reading of the texts 

demonstrates that Islam as a common signifier was frequently emphasized. However, 

in 1928, in the speech of Kemal Atatiirk for the honour of the Afghan king, it is 

observable that the new emphasis was the common Central Asian heritage of 

Afghanistan and Turkey, and this common heritage replaced Islam as the shared 

common signifier. The emphasis on the anti-imperialist struggle of the East was 

largely softened and replaced by an emphasis on a common experience of 

independence struggle. Atatiirk stressed that the Turks to the east of Europe and, the 

Afghans to the center of Asia were struggling for their national independence. It is 

worth mentioning that Mustafa Kemal did not mention Islam even once throughout 

his speech. 

Although Mu~tafa Kemal abandoned his discourse of anti-imperiali~m and 

Islamic brotherhood after the Lausanne treaty in 1923, the shared discourse on the 

"awakening of the East" among Chinese nationalists led by Sun and among Turkish 

nationalists led by Mustafa Kemal is important, despite its pragmatic side as 

explained by the examples of Sun's cooperation with the Soviets and the Japanese, 

and Mustafa Kemal's intentions behind his alliance with the Soviets. Despite this 

pragmatism, I still consider the Eastern nationalists' discourse of the "awakening of 

the East," sometimes oriented around pan-Asianism and sometimes around Islamic 

579 See the speech in Soylev ve Demer;/er II, p. 269. 
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brotherhood, as one of the most important characteristics of non-Western 

nationalisms. This discourse enabled non-Western nationalists to distance themselves 

from Western imperialism by ideologically gath~ring within a circle of Asiatic 

brotherhood which had discoursive and strategic consequences. On the level of 

discourse, the discourse of the "awakening of the East" enabled non-Western 

nationalisms to create for them an autonomous area of maneuver against the power 

that labelled them with 'negative' characteristics such as passivity and irrationality. 

This was the Orientalist discourse that legitimized colonialism as it claimed that 

Eastern people were passive and irrational to the degree that they were not able to 

govern themselves. However, peoples under imperialist yoke, without de constructing 

the East-West dichotomy that was imagined by the European Orientalists, challenged 

the signifiers that were accepted as characterizing the East. They recognized that 

there was an 'East' over there, which was oppressed and exploited by the 'West'. 

The Asian nations by coming together for the same cause under the umbrella of 

Eastern identity, by organizing activities and resistance movements, wanted to 

demonstrate that they were as active and rational as the West, since they were not 

only able to actively resist the imperialists but also rational enough to govern 

themselves. That was a very critic.al argument frequently stressed by Asian nations 

which were struggling for their sovereignty. As analyzed in the second chapter, 

before 1911, Sun Yat-sen believed that the reason behind imperialist aggression was 

the foreign Manchu rule in China, which gave the impression to the Western nations 

that Chinese were not able to govern themselves, and that even a small nation like 

the Manchus could capture Chinese sovereignty. It was believed that imperialists 

would leave Chinese land as they became aware of Chinese national consciousness. 

Mustafa Kemal also had a similar approach. During the Independence War, he 
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frequently emphasized that the reason behind Western occupation was the Western 

belief that Turkish people lacked national consciousness,580 lacked a belief in 

independence and law
581

, that the Turks were not c_apable of governing a sovereign­

independent state
582

, and that the Turks were violent, unjust, and barbarian583. During 

his speeches Mustafa Kemal did not question the colonialist reasoning, which argued 

that since these nations lacked the virtues that had to be possessed by a sovereign 

rational nation, they had to be colonized and governed by the nations who possessed 

these virtues. What Mustafa Kemal questioned is the characteristics, which were 

used by colonialists in order to label the Turkish nation with the above quoted 

negative features. He attempted to show that Turks were capable of governing 

themselves, and they possessed national consciousness which enabled them to 

struggle for their independence. He believed that the enemies of Turkey were 

misconceived (Halbuki dii~manlarzmlz bu zanlarznda tamamen aldanml~lardlr).584 

Mustafa Kemal stated in 1921 that: 

Imperialist states regard our nation as an animal flock which is not conscious of law, 

honour and independence. Therefore, naturally they could not approve to leave such a 

wide and fertile country, which possess abundant natural treasures to such a nation .... 

580 Soylev ve Demer;ler I, p. 6. 
581 Ibid, pp. 159-60. 
582 Ibid, p. 181. 
583 Soylev ve Demer;ler II, p. 38. When Mustafa Kemallisted the negative characteristics that were 
proposed by the Western powers in order to label the Turkish people, he was totally right. In 1920, 
Earl Curzon (British Foreign Minister) claimed that: " ... it is impossible to ignore it is a commonplace 
that for well-nigh four centuries the rule of Turk has been a blight and a curse to the countries which 
he had misgoverned, and I know of no single good thing that the Turk has done to a single nation or 
community or interest in Europe. His presence at Constantinople has poisoned the atmosphere of 
Eastern Europe, and everywhere spreading corruption maladministration and ruin. At Constantinople 
he has always been able to set the Power by the ears, to embroil Governments and nations and to 
inoculate the West with the worst vices of Eastern intrigue. From now there he has ordered the 
massacres of hundreds of thousands of his Christian subjects. Consequently in his hands, has been, 
and ifleft there will remain, a plague-spot ofthe Eastern world." See Memorandum by Earl Curzon 
on the future of Constantinople January 41920.168210\151671\44 in British Documents on Atatiirk, 
voU, p. 305-6. 

584 Soylev ve Demer;ler II, p. 38. 



However, contrary to this consideration of our enemies, our nation had never been alien 

to its own rights and independence.585 
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Thus, the strategy of Mustafa Kemal, similar to Sun Yat-sen's pre-Republican 

strategy,586 was not to de-construct Orientalist discourse but was to change its 

political consequence, which was the colonization of Turkish territories. Mustafa 

Kemal started an independence struggle on the military level in order to demonstrate 

that the Turkish nation did not lack national consciousness and therefore would 

preserve its sovereignty. On the other hand, GNA had a special meaning because it 

showed that the Turkish nation was able to govern itself. 587 Mustafa Kemal did not 

limit his arguments to the Turkish nation. As analyzed, he called all the colonized 

nations of Asia to a similar military and political struggle by questioning the 

Orientalist premise that attempted to reduce Asian nations to "farm animals" and 

invited them to take their arms in order to gain their independence. As observed in 

the above-quoted statement of Mustafa Kemal, although he did not question the right 

of the Western nations to colonize those who lacked national consciousness and who 

were not capable of governing themselves, by calling Asian nations to a common 

anti-imperialist struggle on the military level, he opened up a space 'within' the 

disc-oUfse of Orientalism by not challenging Orientalism itself but by challenging the 

585 Soylev ve Demec;ler I, pp. 159-160. In its original form, it is said that: "Emperyalist kuvvetler 
milletimizi hukuk, haysi yet ve istiklalden mahrum ve bunlan gayr-z miidrik bir hayvan siiriisii telakki 
ettigi ic;in boyle bir siiriiniin elinde namiitenahi hazain-i tabiiyeye malik, klymetli ve vasi bir 
memleketin blrakzlmaSlnl tabii caiz gormezdi . ... Halbuki efendiler milletimiz hic;bir vakitte 
dii~manlanmlzzn telakki ettigi gibi hukukuna ve istiklaline yabancl degildir." 

586 After the establishment of the Republic, Sun observed that although Chinese were able to 
overthrow the foreign rule, imperialist aggression did not cease. Then, he started to question the 
Orientalist premise, again by not de-constructing it, but by reversing the East and West dichotomy as 
East, for its spiritual values, becomes superior to the material West. 
587 "Efendiler, itilaf devletleri bizi miistakil bir devlet halinde ya~amaya kabiliyeti almayan bir millet 
telakki ediyar. Ve bu yanlz~ telakki bahanesiyle memleketimizi parc;alamak ve milletimizi esaret altzna 
almak istiyarlardl. Onlann bu telakkide aldatan saik milletimizin kendi kendisini idareye muktedir 
almamasl zehabzdzr". Soylev ve Demec;ler I, p. 181. 
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legitimacy of Western imperialism, which was gained by the argument that Asian 

nations were not able to govern themselves because they lacked reason and 

capability. On the other side of Asia, Sun Yat-sen Greated the autonomous realm for 

the nations, who were struggling against imperialists and their legitimizing premises, 

by reversing the Orientalist East-West dichotomy and by attributing different 

characteristics to these domains. While Mustafa Kemal tried to demonstrate that both 

the Turkish nation and many other Eastern nations were rational and capable enough, 

Sun Yat-sen believed that Eastern superiority laid in its spirituality. 

The discourse of the 'awakening of Asia' also had a strategic importance as in 

the case of Indian support for Turkish nationalism. Cooperation between non-

Western nations around the same cause could harm the imperialist interest to the 

degree that they would reconsider their own positioning. As mentioned before, there 

had been many discussions on the future of Istanbul and Anatolia within the British 

foreign ministry. The discussions were oriented around the Indian reaction to an 

occupation of the Istanbul. 588 The British were not willing to sacrifice their interests 

in India in exchange for Istanbul and Anatolia. 589 

588 DBFB. 1st series. vol. IV, p . 992-1000 in British Documents on Atatiirk vol I, p, 302. 
589 Although the Sevres Treaty was so harsh from the viewpoint of the Turks and Muslims, some 
British such as Sir Donald Maclean from the House of Commons, were shocked by the decision that 
Istanb~l was left to the Turks though under international supervision. The Prime Minister would argue 
that war had continued longer than expected and they had to depend on Indian forces, which were 
sensitive on the future of Istanbul. He would accept that without Indian forces they would not be able 
to be victorious in the World War. However, those who were determined to punish the Turks argued 
that the British had made so many concessions to the Indians by allowing the Turks to retain Istanbul. 
See Mim Kemal Oke, Giiney Asya Miisliimanlannzn btiklal Davasl, p. 73-4. 
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Chapter VIII 

THE POLICIES OF INTEGRATION: THE QUESTION OF MINORITIES 

In the previous chapter I have dealt with the external aspect of nationalism, 

which was the positioning of Chinese and Turkish nationalist struggles within the 

international arena. There is also a domestic aspect of their thought of nationalism 

which can be named as 'nation-building'. China and Turkey inherited a multi-ethnic 

and multi-religious community. The century old enterprise of creating a nation was 

to continue. The question remained: What were the elements that were to constitute 

the nation, and what would be the criteria of cohesion? These questions cannot be 

answered without determining the positions of minorities vis-a-vis the majority 

ethnic group. What were to be the place of minorities within the newly constructed 

nations? The answers given to these questions by Mustafa Kemal and Sun Yat-sen 

are the topic of this chapter. 

Both Mustafa Kemal and Sun Yat-sen's consideration of the minorities had 

been transformed as the conditions changed throughout their lifetime. However, it is 

possible to argue that both of them preferred a minority discourse that would serve 

their immediate aims before the establishment of their republics. It is observable that 

Sun's anti-Manchuism was ~ot only an ideological positioning but it also enabled 

him to mobilize different groups from various backgrounds under a single cause. On 

the other hand, Mustafa Kemal's early treatment of the minorities during the 

Independence War was also necessitated by the conditions pertaining. Therefore, the 

post-war period minority policy was completely different from the policy pursued 

during the war. 

In China the invention of the idea of the Han minzu (Han nation) is important , 

for our study of Sun's understanding of the situation of minorities in China. Dru 
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Gladney claims that "while the concept of a Han person (Han ren) certainly existed" 

as "the descendents of the Han dynasty which had its beginnings in the Wei River 

Valley," "the notion of a unified Han nationality that occupies 94 percent of China's 

population gained its greatest popularity under Sun Yat_sen."S90 For Gladney, it was 

important to mobilize the northern Chinese Mandarin speaker intellectuals and 

merchants to the same cause of anti-Manchuism. Since Sun Yat-sen, "as one who 

spoke little Mandarin, and had few connections in North China," "would have easily 

aroused traditional northern suspicions of southern radical movements extending 

back to the Song Dynasty of the tenth century."S91 Therefore, anti-Manchuism and, 

related with it, the invention of a Han minzu as holding the majority in China were 

two essential factors that enabled various people from different backgrounds and 

with different post-Republican programs to be drawn to the same cause of 

overthrowing the Manchus. 

As Sun Yat-sen was pursuing an anti-Manchu revolutionary programme, he 

said little on the issue of minorities before the revolution. But on certain occasions he 

mentioned that the revolution was not aimed at the Manchus but against those 

Manchus who had usurped Han sovereignty. He said in 1906: 

We should recognize that nationalism does not mean discrimination against a people of 

a different nationality. It simply means not allowing such people to seize our political 

power, for only when we Han are in control politically we do have a nation .... Then 

reason for the nationalist revolution is our unwillingness to let the Manchus extinguish 

our nation and dominate us politically, and our determination to restore our nation by 

liquidating their regime. Thus, we don't hate the Manchus per se, but only those 

Manchus who are harming the Han.
592 

590 Dru Gladney. 1991. Muslim Chinese: Ethnic Nationalism in the People's Republic. Harvard 

University, pp. 82-3. 
591 Ibid, p. 85. 
592 Prescriptions/or Saving China: Selected Writings o/Sun Yat-sen, p. 43. 
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Prasenjit Duara claims that during the pre-Republican period the ideas of Sun 

on the minority policy reflected those of Wang Jingwei593. Wang believed that "a 

state made up of a single race was infinitely supedor to that made of a number of 

races" because "common race implied that a people are brothers and when they are 

brothers, they are naturally equal.,,594 Wang arrived at this conclusion by reviving the 

ancient notion that proposed that "the hearts of those not of our race are different." 

Then, as mentioned in the preceding chapter, Wang utilized his social Darwinist 

orientation, and deriving his argument from the belief that "Han" were the fittest race 

in China, he claimed that Chinese minorities were not able to stand alone since they 

were not fit, so that it would be reasonable for the Han to assimilate them, which 

would be in accordance with evolutionary principles.595 First of all, since the 

minorities were unfit unless they were assimilated, they would be wiped out by the 

evolutionary process. And secondly, a purified China, "one which would then be 

internally egalitarian and free of disputes," would "forge ahead in the evolutionary 

struggle of life and death.,,596 

While in China Sun Yat-sen considered pursuing an anti-Manchu strategy for 

mobilization, Mustafa Kemal revived the classical Ottoman notion of millet with its 

religious implications during the Independence War, ~espite a century of Ottomanist 

efforts of the dynasty. His pre-Republican policy of governing the relations between 

the state and non-Turkish Muslim elements were also guided by his desire to 

mobilize them to the cause of an independence war because after the First World 

War, although Turkish-speaking Muslims were in the majority, there was also a 

593 Wang Jinwei is an early associate of Sun Yat-sen since the establishment of Revolutionary 
Alliance. He held top positions in the Guomindang. "In 1940 Wang agreed to be titular head ofa 
collaborationist regime in Nanjing that cooperated with invading Japanese forces." Spence, The 
Search/or Modern China, p. A65. 
594 P. Duara, Rescuing History from Nation, pp. 140-1. 
595 Pusey, China and Charles Darwin, p.332. 
596 Ibid, p. 141. 
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considerable non-Turkish Muslim population.597 And Mustafa Kemal utilized Islam 

as a symbol of unification during the period ofIndependence War. 

The name and the articles of the Society for the Defense of the National 

Rights of Anatolia and Rumelia, which was the unification of local resistance 

organizations against the occupation of Anatolia, is important. It suggests that the 

organization that served as the means of struggle did not refer to an ethnic group or 

even a nation but to geographical regions. On the other hand, all Muslims living 

within the geographical region depicted by the National Pact were considered as the 

natural members of the organization.598 The first article of the organization defined 

the boundaries of the national identity by stating that "the parts of Ottoman land that 

were formed by the Muslims who resided within its boundaries, which were agreed 

by the treaty signed on 30 October 1334 (1918) between the Ottoman state and the 

Entente powers, are a whole that cannot be separated from each other and from 

Ottoman society. Entire Muslim elements are genuine brothers who are filled with 

mutual respect and a feeling of loyalty and respectful for the conditions of ethnicity, 

sociality, and the rules ofthe locality.,,599 

Mustafa Kemal, who was the leading figure during this period, and as the 

person whp initiated the process of the unification of the local res!stance movements 

under the name ofthe Society for the Defense of the National Rights of Anatolia and 

Rumelia, accepted the above-mentioned understanding of the nation and did not 

deviate from it until the end of the independence movement. However, according to 

597 According to Dankward Ruskow, after the Independence War, the new Turkish state was ethnically 
homogenous: Over 90% spoke Turkish and 98% professed their religi~?- as Islam. See in D. Ruskow. 
1981. "Atatiirk as an Institution Builder," in A. Kazancigil and Ergun Ozbudun, eds. Ataturk Founder 

of a Modern State, p. 59. . 
598 Mesut Yegen. 1999. Devlet Soyleminde Kurt Sorunu. istanbul: Ileti~im, p. 91. 
599 The original text in Ahmet YIldIZ. 2001. "Ne Mutlu Turkum Diyebilene": Turk Ulusal Kimliginin 
Etno-Sekuler Slmrlan (1919-1938). ileti~im, p. 127. One day after the establishment of the GNA, 
Mustafa Kemal repeated this article during this speech in order to make it clear to every 
parliamentarian about the issue of the identity of the nation. See Soylev ve Deme9ler I, p. 59. 
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Ahmet Yildiz, Mustafa Kemal Pasha used the term millet by attributing to it a double 

meaning; one 'national' and one 'religious'. In fact, the Turkish word millet 

concealed in itself two meanings, and AtatUrk, being aware of it, utilized it for his 

political discourse.6oo However, it is very important to note that while during the 

Independence War the religious meaning attributed to the term millet was dominant, 

the national aspect of the term millet was dominant especially after 1924. On the 

other hand, Mustafa Kemal himself used the terms Turk milleti(Turkish nation) and 

Turkiye milleti (the nation of Turkey) during his speeches by attributing them a 

synonymous meaning. The term 'Turkey' was first incorporated in the constitution of 

1921 by naming the parliament as the Grand National Assembly of Turkey (Turkiye 

Buyuk Millet Meclisi). Mustafa Kemal during the war period made wide use of the 

term Turkiye milleti (the nation of Turkey), although he sometimes used the term 

Turk milleti.601 It is evident that since Turkiye (Turkey) referred to a political and 

geographical territory and Turk referred to an ethnicity, the term Turkiye milleti was 

more inclusive than the term Turk milleti.602 

When there appeared confusion III the minds of some of the 

parliamentarians603 about the term Turk at the end of February 1920, Mustafa Kemal, 

a few days later, ma~e a speech on the issue in order to clarify the eleme.nts that 

constituted the millet. He stated that 

600 A. YlldlZ, Ne Mutlu Tiirkiim Diyene, pp. 128-9. 
601 Baskin Oran calculated the terms used by Mustafa Kemal during his speeches and concluded that 
he used the terms Tiirkiye Milleti (the nation of Turkey) and Tiirkiye Halkl (the people of Turkey) 54 
times before the proclamation of the Republic and used the terms Tiirk milleti (the Turkish nation) and 
Tiirk halkz (Turkish people) 61 times. But after the Republic, while he preferred the term Turkiye 
milleti and Turkiye Halkl 5 times, he preferred the terms Turk milleti and Turk halkz 187 times. See 
Baskin Oran, Ataturk Milliyet9iligi, p. 211. 
602 A reading of his speeches and interviews shows that even during the period of the Independence 
war, Mustafa Kemal would prefer to use the term Turk during his interviews with foreign 
interviewers. See Soylev ve Deme91er III, p, 22 and also see Soylev ve Deme9ler III, p. 38. 
603 For an account of this confusion, see A. YtldlZ, Ne Mutlu Tiirkiim Diyebilene, pp. 126-32. 



I would like to present a few points in order not to discuss them again. Here the 

intention is not only the Turks. This parliament does not consist simply of people who 

are Turkish or Circassian or Kurdish or Laz, but is composed of Islamic elements, 

which consists of all of these people .... These various elements of the Islamic 

community are citizens. We accept and confIrm that they will treat each other with 

mutual respect, and that they will respect each other's ethnic, social, and geographical 

rights. 604 
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In this text it is observable that Mustafa Kemal Pasha does not refrain from 

mentioning the multi-ethnic structure of the society of Turkey. The nationalist 

leaders recognized the ethnic, geographical, and social differentiations within society 

in a legal framework. This meant that the existence of the ethnic groups was 

recognized as inherited from the imperial regime. It was not proposed that they 

should be assimilated to the dominant ethnic group in order to form a large 

nationality group (contrary to the Chinese case). In this period Mustafa Kemal and 

his comrades did not regard the variety of ethnicity and locality as an obstacle to the 

political and military project because there was a transcending factor that would 

unite multi-ethnic Muslim society for the same cause. Every ethnicity was 

recognized as distinctive parts of the millet. As Mesut Yegen states in his book on 

the Kurdish problem, the Kurds, although disturbed by the centralization attempts of 

the Ottoman Empire, which all?wed them a certain kind of autonomy until the 

nineteenth century, were still determined to continue a loose relationship with the 

centre, and the caliphate was one of the rare institutions that served as a means for 

this loose relationship.605 Mustafa Kemal, who stated his determination to mobilize 

the Kurds and the whole nation around the same cause and to achieve it by the 

604 "Meselenin bir daha tekerriir etmemesi ricaslyla bir iki noktayl arz etmek isterim. Burada maksut 
olan ve meclisi alinizi tqkil eden zevat yanlzz Tiirk degildir, yanlzz gerkes degildir, yanlzz Kiirt 
degildir, yanlzz Laz degildir. Fakat hepsinden miirekkep anaSlrI islamiyedir, samimi bir mecmuadlr . 
... Bu muhtelif anaSlrI islamiye ki; Vatanda§tlrlar, yekdigerine kar§l hiirmeti miitekabile ile 
riayetkardlrlar ve yekdigerinin her tiirlii hukukuna, lrkl, ictimai, cografi hukukuna daima riayetkar 
oldugunu tekrar ve teyid ettik ve ciimlemiz bugiin samimiyetle kabul ettik. "Soylev ve Demer;ler I, pp. 
74-5. 
605Yegen, Devlet Soyleminde Kiirt Sorunu, pp. 57-65. 
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Societies of the Defense of National Rights, believed that since the Kurds were under 

attack by Armenian brigands and had experienced many disasters, they were willing 

to enter into a common struggle with the other members of the nation.606 In order to 

mobilize the most· willing Kurdish groups, Mustafa Kemal, who used his 

relationships with the Kurdish tribal leaders that were established during his service 

on the Eastern front in the First World War, sent many letters to these leaders stating 

that the Kurds and Turks had fought on the same fronts against the Great Powers and 

would now unite in order to rescue the sultan-caliph from alien oppression and 

protect the holy land of Turkey from the Armenians.607 

While Mustafa Kemal used the symbol of 'caliphate' and the 'common 

enemy' in order to mobilize the non-Turkish Muslims for a common struggle, the 

non-Muslim residents of the territory depicted by the National Pact were wholly 

excluded from the process of struggle for independence. The main and perhaps the 

only reason was the long-lasting historical experience of the Ottoman state with the 

non-Muslim elements. While, before the First World War, non-Muslims had sought 

their independence under the protege of the Western powers, after the war they 

began to demand parts of lands determined by the National Pact. The Armenians 

were demanding territories from eastern _ Turkey, and the Greeks were demanding 

territories from western Turkey. The Christian population welcomed the invasion of 

Turkey after the Sevres Treaty, and the only exception was the Jews. Under those 

conditions, non-Muslims were barred from being members of the GNA by not being 

permitted to take part in elections.608 However, in 1920, just one day after the 

establishment of the GNA, Mustafa Kemal stated that the Congress of Erzurum 

606 See the telegram sent on June 1919 in Ataturk'un Tamim, Telgrafve Beyannameleri, pp. 36-7. 
607 See Nutuk II, pp. 296-04, for several examples of the letters that were sent to the Kurdish Tribal 
Leaders and Sheiks during the Independence War. 
608 Baskm Oran, Ataturk Milliyetr;iligi, p. 142. 
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recognized that non-Muslims would be granted the same rights that were granted to 

the Muslims because this was the most natural principle.609 In 1921, against those 

who criticized the Turkish nationalists for discriminating against the non-Muslims by 

not allowing them to take part in the political process, Mustafa Kemal made a long 

statement emphasizing that non-Muslims had been treated justly for centuries, and 

this was proven by the welfare and wealth of non-Muslims, which was in excess of 

Muslim welfare and wealth. But it was necessary to build a barrier in front of the 

enterprise of those who had betrayed the soil on which they had won their wealth 

with foreign support. Then, he went on to recognizing the rights of non-Muslim 

subjects who were obedient and peaceful. They would be protected and recognized 

with the same rights as the Muslim citizens.610 It is apparent that the rights of the 

non-Muslims were delayed until independence was achieved and stability was 

established. While Muslims were the natural elements of the millet, non-Muslims 

would be granted citizenship which was the most natural principle. 

After the foundation of the Republics, both Sun Yat-sen's and Mustafa 

Kemal's discourses had changed. While the change was very sharp concerning both 

the discourse and the policies of Mustafa Kemal, Sun Yat-sen's discourse underwent 

~everal transformations according to the conditions perta}ning, although he preserved 

his belief in the necessity of assimilation throughout his lifetime. 

In China, throughout the Republican period (1912-1949), the minority policy 

was directed at preserving China's national unity, and Sun's solutions to the problem 

were also directed by the same consideration. We have to remember that the most 

important characteristic of the Chinese Republic as opposed to the Turkish Republic 

was that the Chinese Republic had inherited most of the territory of the Qing Empire. 

609 Soylev ve Demer;ler I, p. 31. 
610 Soylev ve Demer;ler I, pp. 198-9. 
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This had a great effect on the post-revolutionary minority policy because the 

minorities of China- Manchus, Mongols, Tibetans, Muslims (mainly Hui and Uyghur 

nationalities), and many other smaller communitks, although they were only six 

percent of the total population611 could now claim two-thirds of the territory of 

China.612 Therefore, the minority policy had to be sensitive. Non-Han nationalities 

also initiated secessionist policies by claiming that they were part of the Qing Empire 

not the Chinese Republic. As mentioned in the first chapter, the Qing emperor held 

many titles that legitimized his position in the eyes of many other ethnic groups. As 

Richardson stated in his A Short History of Tibet: "The president of a modern 

Republic could not take the place of the Son of Heaven- a sort of honorary 

reincarnation- as Patron of the Dalai Lama.,,613 On the other hand, imperialist powers 

were threatening to annex the minority regions if "Chinese claims on these territories 

were actively pursued.,,614 Because of the threat of imperialism and secessionism, 

there appeared a change in the rhetoric of the Chinese nationalists from an 

assimilationist discourse to a discourse emphasizing the equality of the races. The 

1912 provisional constitution stated that "all citizens were to be equal with no racial, 

religious, or class distinctions." 615 On the other hand, the Republic inherited the five 

ethnicities poli~y of the Qing Empire. Now, China was the "Rep~blic of Five 

Nationalities." The flag of the Chinese Republic also symbolized the 'Five 

611 The percentage of the minorities in China is according to the census of 1953, see Colin Mackerras. 
1994. China's Minorities: Integration and Modernization in the Twentieth Century. Hong Kong: 
Oxford University Press, p. 238. 
612 P. Duara, Rescuing History from Nation, p. 142. 
613 H.E. Richardson. 1962. A Short History o/Tibet. New York: E.P. Dutton, p. 103. 
614 P. Duara, Rescuing Nation from History, p. 142. . . . 
615 Deal David Michael. 1971. National Minority Policy in Southwest Chzna, 1911-1965. Umversttyof 

Washington. PHD thesis, p. 54. 
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Nationalities of China." Red for the Han, yellow for the Manchus, blue for the 

Mongols, white for the Tibetans, and black for the Muslims.616 

Sun Yat-sen's early Republican thought was also in accordance with the 

understanding of the 'Five Nationalities Republic of China'. During his 

proclamation in January 1912, when he was the provisional president of China, he 

emphasized the goal of the Republic as the unity of these five ethnicities. This 

proclamation of Slill as the first president of China is important since it was among 

the first statements that acknowledged the 'five nationalities' as they were classified 

during the Qing. He said, "Thus, I proclaim my own idea frankly. I say the 

foundation of a state is the people. The different races, such as Hans, Manchus, 

Mongols, Mohammedans, and Tibetans are now to be united as a nation. This is what 

I call the unity of our races.,,617 

However, it can be argued that Sun was not so enthusiastic about the 

understanding of the 'Five Nationalities Republic'. It was because of this that Sun 

referred to the 'Republic of Five Nationalities' only when he was speaking to the 

minorities.618 A few years later, he turned against the 'Five Nationalities' 

understanding and argued for the assimilation of the minorities in order to form a 

strong unified China. The ~rst signs appeared when Guomindang, which was _ 

established in 1912 under the direction of Sun Vat-sen, declared in its manifesto that 

the Party pledges "to enforce racial integration so that various cultures within the 

Republic can be developed to become one enjoyed by all.,,619 In order to achieve the 

616 James Cantlie and C. Sheridan Jones. (1912) 200l. Sun fat-sen and the Awakening of China. 
Honolulu: University Press of the Pacific, p. 140. 
617 The Teachings of Sun fat-sen: Selections from His Writings, pp. 33-4. 
618 Duara, Recuing History from Nation, p. 143. 
619 See the manifesto in The Kuomintang.' Selected Historical Documents, 1894-1969, p. 38. 
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proposed assimilation, Guomindang leaders "founded an association to promote the 

Han settlement ofthe border lands.,,62o 

In 1919, Sun Yat-sen began to attack the understanding of the 'Five 

Nationalities Republic'. He believed that the Republican revolution had achieved the 

negative half of the goal of nationalism by overthrowing Manchu rule, but it could 

not achieve the positive goal of nationalism. What he meant by the achievement of 

the positive goal of nationalism was to construct a Chinese nation in the American 

style. The name 'Republic of Five Nationalities' prevented China from converting all 

nationality groups into a single nation. He stated: 

We shall establish a united Chinese Republic in order that all the peoples- Manchus, 

Mongols, Tibetans, Tartars and Chinese- should constitute a single powerful nation. As 

an example of what I have described, I can refer to the people of the United States of 

America, constituting one great and terrible whole, but in reality consisting of many 

separate nationalities; Germans, Dutch, English, French, etc. The United States are an 

example of a united nation. Such a nationalism is possible, and we must pursue it.
62l 

What he had in mind was not a nation where all other nationalities preserved 

their distinctiveness. Instead, he thought to create a completely new nation where all 

ethnicities united around a single cultural and political whole as the different 

ethnicities in America had come together around the 'American style of life and 

culture' which converted all of them to Americans. He believed that America had 

achieved this kind of nationalism because the people of America came together 

around common aspirations, "which was the loftiest and most civilized 

nationalism.,,622 What he offered as a method was to make China a melting pot, 

620 Duara Rescuing History from Nation, p. 143. 
621 From ~he speech that Sun delivered on March 6tt, 1921, at a meeting of the Executive Committee 
of the Guomindang at Canton in the Memoirs of a Chinese Revolutionary, pp.228-9. 
622 Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun Yat-sen, p. 224. 
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where all the peoples of China would become Zhonghua Ren [Another naming of the 

Zhongguo (Middle Kingdom)]. 

The name "Republic of Five Nationalities" exists only because there exists a certain 

racial distinction which distorts the meaning of a single Republic. We must facilitate the 

dying out of all names of individual peoples inhabiting China, i.e. Manchus, Tibetans, 

etc. In this respect we must follow the example of the United States of America, i.e. 

satisfy the demands and requirements of all races and unite them in a single cultural and 

political whole, to constitute a single nation with such a name, for example, as 

"Chunhua" (Zhonghua) (China-in the widest application of the name). Organize the 

nation, the State.623 

Although in the above mentioned statements, Sun urges that all the 

nationalities of China should forget their names and melt within Zhonghua in order 

to form a single nation, culturally and politically, he implied that the dominant 

culture that the others were expected to melt in was the Han culture. Because, 

occasionally, he mentioned that China possessed a great assimilation power which 

would help China to become a single nation. He stated: 

Why should we talk of five peoples? I am convinced that when China, the world's 

oldest and largest nation and the one richest in assimilative power, is infused with the 

new world principles and takes positive action to bring about the full expression and 

-development of the new Chinese People, we will quickly surpass-America and become 

first in the world. 624 

It is observable that what Sun meant by the assimilation power ofthe world's 

oldest and largest nation, what he had in mind was a Sino-centric reading of Chinese 

history that has dominated Chinese historiography until now. As discussed in the first 

chapter, Sino-centrism claims that the Han Chinese, even at times when they were 

ruled by alien races, were able to assimilate them into their own culture. Aliens, who 

623 Memoirs of a Chinese Revolutionary, p. 229. 
624 Prescriptions for Saving China: Selected Writings of Sun Yat-sen, p. 225. 
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came into contact with the Han were sinified. Sun, although before the revolution 

insisting that the Manchus were not assimilated by frequently stating that they were 

an alien race, gave up his argument after the revolution and occasionally talked about 

how the Han, whose moral foundation was superior, had assimilated the Manchus 

and Mongols.625 Therefore, I would argue that what Sun meant by the assimilative 

power of the Chinese was the power of Han to assimilate other races, so the melting 

pot that would convert the Chinese nationalities into a single nation was expected to 

be the Zhonghua dominated by the Han. 

A few years later, in 1924 Sun Yat-sen seems to contradict his former idea of 

the assimilation of China's ethnicities into a single cultural and political whole. 

Under Soviet guidance, Sun Yat-sen included the principle of 'self-determination' 

into his nationalism. The Manifesto of the First National Congress of the 

Guomindang stated two aspects of the principle of nationalism in January 1924. The 

first aspect was the emancipation of the Chinese nation from imperialist aggression 

and exploitation. The second aspect of the principle was related to the minority 

policy ofthe Guomindang. It stated: 

The government of China after 1911 being still in the hands of the militarists, the 

different races within the country began to entertain doubts regarding the sinceritY of 

the Kuomintang (Guomindang) policies. From now on we must try to secure the 

sympathy of these races, and explain their common interest in the success of the 

national revolutionary movement. When the Kuomintang is trying to promote the 

acceptance of its principles and to gather all support, we should gradually have more 

organized contacts with different racial groups and attempt at work out a concrete 

policy with regard to nationality problems. The Kuomintang solemnly declares that it 

recognizes the right of self-determination of all races within the country and that a free, 

625 See The Three Principles of People in Sun fat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, pp. 247-8. 
Also, see Memoirs of a Chinese Revolutionary, p.S1. -
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peoples will be established after the downfall of imperialism and militarism.626 
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The principle accepted by the Congress was ~ also re-mentioned by Sun in his 

Fundamentals of National Reconstruction in 1924, as he wrote: "the government 

should help and guide racial minorities in the country towards self government.,,627 

However, although Sun adopted the right to self-determination principle, it is hard to 

determine what he meant by self-determination. There are two points that need to be 

discussed in the principle as acknowledged by the Guomindang manifesto. 

Firstly, it delays the application of the principle until after the achievement of 

the goal of nationalism against the militarists and the imperialists. During that delay 

period, Sun and the Guomindang promised to help and guide the minorities. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that a common struggle against the militarists and 

imperialists is offered under the guidance and with the support of China during the 

period of delay. It seems that Sun Yat-sen attempted to mobilize ethnic minorities for 

his cause of anti-militarism and anti-imperialism by gaining their sympathy through 

promising the right to self-determination. In relation to this, Sun Yat-sen, during his 

speeches on the Three Principles in 1924, stressed that "at the Kuomintang Congress 

at Canton several delegates were sent from Mongolia to see if the Southern 

government were imperialistic. When these delegates learned that it was our policy 

to help the weak or minor nations against the oppressive mighty powers, they were 

h . . b ., h ,,628 most ent USIastIc a out cooperatmg WIt us. 

Secondly, it is stated in the Guomindang Manifesto that a free United 

Republic of China based upon the free alliance of the different peoples will be 

established after the downfall of imperialism and militarism. What the Guomindang 

626 See the whole text in The Kuomintang: Selected Historical Documents, 1894-1969, p. 80. 
627Sun Vat-sen, Fundamentals o/National Reconstruction, p. 10. 
628 See the Three Principles o/the People in Sun Yat-sen: His Political and Social Ideals, p. 183. 
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meant by the free alliance of the people is not clear. Most probably, it did not mean 

the right of the minorities to secede from China. 

I will conclude that Sun Yat-sen's admi.ssion of the principle of self-

determination was more pragmatic than ideological. It was not only a consequence of 

Soviet influence, but also it was utilized in order to mobilize the minorities in the 

same cause. In this regard, he was similar to M. Kemal, who managed to utilize an 

understanding of Islamic brotherhood and the symbol of the caliphate for the 

mobilization of the minorities in the same struggle. It was because Sun's position 

was not ideologically determined, only 4 days after the Reorganization Congress, 

where the principle of self-determination was recognized; he stated that in China the 

nation was founded only by one race. Although he acknowledged that in China there 

were other nationalities, he tended to ignore them as their population was very low. 

He stated that, 

In round figures, the Chinese race comprises 400 000 000 people. Among these are only 

a few million Mongolians, over a million Manchus, a few million Tibetans, and a 

million and some hundred thousand Mohammedan Turks. The total aliens number 

merely ten millions. Thus, considering the great majority we can say that the 400 000 

000 Chinese(Zhongguo Ren) are exclusively Chinese (Han Ren), having the same 

blood, the same spoken and written language, the sa.me religion, the same habits and 

customs, and forming a complete and independent race. 629 

Another contradictory policy with his new principle of self-determination that 

Sun initiated was the substitution of the Republican flag by the Nationalist flag. In 

August 1924, several months after the Reorganization Congress, when the right to 

self-determination was recognized, Sun Yat-sen ordered that 'five-bar flag' of the 

Republic of China be lowered from all units under his command in South China. 

629 The Triple Demism afSun fat-sen, p. 70. See Sun Yat-sen. 1989. San Min Zhu fi. Taibei Shl. 
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Instead a bright red flag, "bearing in its top inner comer the distinctive nationalist 

motif of a white sun against a blue sky," was raised. "Within weeks the Republican 

flag was lowered from party and government offi~es in Guangzhou, and on New 

Year's Day 1925, the municipal chief of police began issuing fines to private citizens 

who persisted in flying the Republican colours.,,63o In fact, Sun Yat-sen, who had 

criticized the understanding of the Republic of Five Nationalities for years, and who 

favoured a racial integration through assimilation, did not "sit comfortably under the 

multiracial flag.,,631 He, the first time in 1914, had tried to replace the Republican 

flag by the Nationalist flag. However, even his collaborators, who had taken a 

personal oath of loyalty to Sun, did not approve of the substitution.632 In 1919 Sun 

criticized the five-colour flag not only because it symbolized the separateness of the 

racial groups but also because it was inherited from the Qing. He stated in 1919 that: 

Our countrymen have assumed, ever since the Han people toppled the political power of 

the Manchus and struck off the shackles of alien rule, that the goal of nationalism has 

been attained. Other ignorant, irresponsible people in those days following the triumph 

ofthe Revolution espoused a Republic comprising five nationalities (Chinese, Manchus, 

Mongols, Muslims, and Tibetans), and the bureaucrats chimed in. They compounded 

this by adopting as the National flag of the Republic of China the five-color flag used to 

distinguish top-ranking C'hing (Qing) military officials, intending the five colours to 

represent the five nationalities. Most members of the Revolutionary party, however, did 

not notice this, so they adopted that divisive bureaucrat flag and abandoned the flag 

with a white sun against a blue sky that Lu Haotung, the Republic's first martyr, had 

chosen for the Republic of China. The Senate responded to my constant objections by 

making the white-sun, blue-sky flag the naval flag. Alas! This is why the Republic has 

been divided ever since it was founded, while the navy has so often upheld the cause of 

justice. This ill-omened flag has been the cause of all Republic's misfortunes. No 

sooner had we discarded the C'hing dynasty's imperial yellow-dragon flag than the 

five-color flag of its military officials was adopted in its stead! It is little wonder that we 

630 Fitzgerald, Awakening China, p. 180. 
631 Ibid, p.182. 
632 Ibid, p. 184. 



are able to throw the Ch'ing emperor but have found it difficult to extinguish the 

despotism of the Ch'ing military.633 
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Despite the fact that the Republican flag was among the flags of the Qing 

bureaucracy as its military banner, the meaning attributed to it was completely 

different during the Republican period. It symbolized the liberal values expressed in 

the Provisional Constitution of 1912 and the brotherhood of the ethnicities of China 

within the same polity. It was no coincidence that Sun's substitution of the 

Nationalist flag, which bore within it the symbols of Nationalist Party flag 

(Guomindang flag) took place when Sun came to the conclusion that during the 

tutelary period a single-party regime should be established. Therefore, Sun was 

accused by his contemporaries of "changing the emblem [from the five colored flag, 

which symbolized the harmonious cohabitation of the five major ethnic groups] to 

one with a Nationalist emblem, which represented one-party totalitarian rule.,,634 

The symbolism inherent in the substitution of the Nationalist flag 

demonstrates that Sun, although he favoured "the equality of all groups in China and 

would surely have denied favouring coercive measures to attain the "single cultural 

and political whole" he advocated, there can be no doubt that he regarded the 

continued existence of non-Han groups as hindrances in the path to its attainment.,,635 

A mere ten million members of minorities were 'spoiling' the purity of China, which 

could still be regarded as a country where a single nation had emerged out of a single 

race. While Sun never intended to deny the existence of the ethnic minorities during 

his life time, his successor Chiang Kai-Shek went a step further and denied the 

existence of various races in China. He argued that "Our various clans actually 

633 Prescriptions/or Saving China: Selected Writings o/Sun Yat-sen, pp. 224-5. 
634 See the articles that indicted Sun for crimes against the nation and the people between 1923-4 
which was prepared by the Cantonese citizen organization in Leslie Dingyan Chen, Chen Jiongming 
and the Federalist Movement, p. 229. 
635 June Teufel Dreyer. 1976. China's Forty Millions: Minority Nationalities and National Integration 
in the People's Republic o/China. Harvard, p. 17. 
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belong ... to the same racial stock. .. that there are five peoples designated to China is 

not due to differences in race or blood, but to religion and geographical 

environment. ,,636 

Mustafa Kemal and the Kemalists also denied the existence of different ethnic 

groups in Turkey in the thirties. The transformation from the legal acknowledgement 

of the various ethnicities of Turkey during the war period to the denial of their 

existence during the post-Revolutionary period is related to the leading Turkish 

nationalists' desire to ethnically and culturally unify the country through making 

many ethnicities forget their own names, languages, and cultures. The efforts to 

transform the ethnicities cannot be separated from AtatUrk's policy of creating a new 

'Turkish man'. As the Turks were to be transformed into new, secular, Western 

Turkish personality, the non-Turkish ethnicities were expected to be assimilated 

within the newly-created Turkish society. What Sun Yat-sen had dreamed of was 

attempted to be achieved in Turkey after the consolidation of the Republic in 

AtatUrk's hands. 

Just after the proclamation of the Republic in 1923, a new period started 

concerning the minority policy which cannot be separated from the thought of M.K. 

AtatUrk. Kemal Atatiirk was now very d~termined to exclude religion as a factor that 

had united the different peoples of the country so far. However, this new policy of 

nationhood cannot be interpreted as a policy in order to include the non-Muslims 

within the nation. It was a policy to substitute Turkish culture and Turkish 

nationality, as it was reinvented by the Kemalist regime in place of Islam. In 1925, 

AtatUrk explained this very clearly. He stated that as a consequence of the reforms 

(inkilaplar) , the nation had changed the centuries-old form and content of its 

common bonds, which were religious and sectarian, and replaced 'it' with the bond 

636 Ibid. 
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of Turkish nationality.637 This new understanding also appeared during the speeches 

of M.Kemal. Now he did not prefer to use the term Turkiye Milleti (The nation of 

Turkey) but instead used the term Turk Milleti. (Turkish nation).638 Now not only the 

name of the state (Turkiye) but also the name aimed at defining the people residing 

within the boundaries of that state (Turk) was signifying an ethnic group. Since not 

all the people residing in Turkey were ethnically Turkish, what Atatiirk and the other 

statesmen meant by 'Turk' becomes a problematic. 

On the legal level, Article 88 of the Constitution of 1924 refers to "the people 

of Turkey as Turks with regard to citizenship without religious and ethnic 

distinction.,,639 By relying on a superficial reading of the article, it can easily be 

concluded that Turkey had imported a kind of nationalism based on French 

nationalism with an emphasis on territory. Therefore, being a Turk was a legal status 

and was not related to ethnicity. But a close reading of the article and the ensuing 

debates in the parliament demonstrate that in reality there existed a distinction 

between 'real Turks' and the 'Turks as regards to citizenship'. As Mesut Yegen 

claims, the term "with regard to citizenship" was consciously added to the article, 

since when the article was first submitted to the parliament, it said: "the people of 

,Turkey are regarded as Turks without any religious ?r ethnic distinction. ,,640 The 

term "with regard to citizenship" was added when some parliamentarians expressed 

their hesitations. When they asked if the article meant nationality or citizenship, it 

was answered: "citizenship". However, those parliamentarians were not really 

rn~~w~~R~. .. 
638 After the Republic, AtatUrk used the term Tiirkiye Mil/eti only once but used the term Turk Millen 
186 times. See Baskm Oran, Atatiirk Milliyetciligi, p.211. 
639 Article 88 writes: "Turkiye ahalisine din ve Irk farkl olmakslZln vatanda~hk itibariyle Turk Itlak 
olunur". See in Ahmet YIldlz, "Ne Mutlu Tiirkiim Diyene", p. 319. 
640 Mesut Yegen. "Yurtta~hk ve TUrklUk," in Toplum ve Bilim. Vol. 93 Yaz 2002, p. 212. 
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satisfied. The reservation of Hamdullah Suphi Bey explains the reason behind the 

addition of the term 'with regard to citizenship'. He stated: 

We might aspire to name all the people living within this territory as 'Turk'. However, 

as you see, we have been engaged in a very difficult struggle and neither of us believes 

that this struggle has come to an end. We state that all the subjects of the Turkish 

Republic are Turkish. On the other hand, the government is attempting to dismiss the 

Greeks and Armenians, who work in the organizations and companies that were 

established by the foreigners. How are we going to answer those who will oppose us by 

stating that these people are Turks according to the law that is promulgated by the 

parliament and therefore can not be expelled?641 

So the solution offered was to add 'with regard to citizenship', which meant 

that there were 'Turks with regard to citizenship' and there were 'real Turks'. This 

distinction enabled the Turkish state to implement both assimilationist and 

discriminatory policies concerning the minorities. The best examples that 

demonstrate the distinctions made by the state concerning the question of 'being a 

Turk' are government announcements for job applications, which showed that from 

the viewpoint of the state there were degrees of 'Turkishness'. In 1938, in order to 

apply for the Bolu Forest Schools, one had to be "a subject of the Republic of 

Turkey," but in order to be a teacher within the Tiirkku~u General Directorate one 

had to be "ethnically Turkish" or to become a student in the Military Academy of 

the Veterinary one had to be "a subject of the Republic of Turkey and also ethnically 

Turkish," and some required one to be a "Turk" as in the case of the announcement 

641 "Biitiin siyasi hudutlanmlz dahilinde ya:jayanlara Tiirk iinvanz vermek bizim i9in bir emel olabilir. 
Fakat goriiyorsunuz ki, 90k mii:jkiil bir miicadelenin i9inden 9lktlk ve hi9birimiz kalbimizde 
miicadelenin tamam olduguna dair bir:jey ta:jlmlyoruz. Diyoruz ki: Devletin, Tiirkiye Cumhuriyeti 'nin 
tebaasl tamamlyla Tiirktiir. Bir taraflan da hiikiimet miicadele ediyor, ecnebiler tarafindan tesis 
edilmi:j olan miiessesatta 9ali:jan Rumu, Ermeniyi (sic) 9lkarmaya 9alz:jlyor. Biz bunlan Rumdur 
Ermenidir diye 9lkarmak istedigimiz vakit bize haylr meclisinizden 91kan kanun mucibince bunlar 
Tiirktiir derlerse ne cevap vereceksiniz?" Ibid, p. 213. Also see the text of discussion in the parliament 
in Ahmet YlldlZ, "Ne Mutlu Tiirkiim Diyene", po. 319-323. 
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of the Aviation School.642 As Yegen mentioned, these were the degrees of 

Turkishness. However, Turkish citizenship was not a 'degree' that surpassed being 

ethnically Turkish. As the announcements show, Turkish citizens who were not 

ethnically Turkish were discriminated against in the institutions that were more 

central and strategic, such as the military. 643 

Who was a "real Turk" then? It was not really determined only by ethnicity. It 

can be argued that Kemalism vacillated between an ethnicist definition and a 

culturalist definition throughout the life of Mustafa Kemal. Although after the 1930s, 

the emphasis on ethnicity increased, Kemalist nationalism never renounced its 

definition of a Turk on the cultural level. Therefore, if 'Turkishness' was not 

determined by ethnicity but by culture, then it meant that one could be assimilated 

into 'Turkishness'. Just because of this, assimilationist policies were more dominant 

than the discriminationist policies during the early Republican era. Turkish 

policymakers never pursued a policy to preserve the 'racial purity' of the Turkish 

race. And the definition of Turkishness as an identity that the others could assimilate 

into determined another important aspect of the Turkish nationalist discourse. 

This cultural and political definition of 'Turkishness' comprised three 

essential elements. The RPP Erogram of 1931 classifies them as 'unity in language, 

culture, and ideal'. In accordance with these principles, in 1923, in order to become a 

member ofthe Party, it required one to be either a 'Turk' or any immigrant, who had 

accepted Turkish citizenship and Turkish culture. It is obvious that to be a Turkish 

citizen was not enough to become a member of the Party. In fact, it is not 

contradictory within itself. Since as the RPP defined the 'nation' as those who shared 

a single language, a culture, and an ideal, it means that if one does not accept Turkish 

642 See the announcements in the appendix of ibid, pp. 327-33. 
643 M. Yegen, "Yurtta~hk ve Tiirkltik,"p. 207-8. 
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culture, he/she contradicts with the principles of the Party. Similarly, in the following 

years, the RPP made its requirements more explicit, while in 1927, the Party program 

only accepted Turks who had accepted Turkish culture; in 1931 the Party program 

added the requirement of language. A person, who did not speak Turkish, could not 

become a member ofthe RPP.644 

Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk stressed the importance of Turkish culture during his 

speeches. In 1926, he said: "We are directly nationalists and Turkish nationalists. 

The basis of the Republic is the Turkish community. If the members of this 

community are imbued with the Turkish culture, then the Republic, which is based 

on it, will be powerful.,,645 What he meant by the Turkish culture remains ambiguous 

but what Atatiirk had in mind was not the culture that was imbued with Islamic-

Ottoman customs and practices. When he was talking about Turkish culture in 1926, 

he was applying radical reforms to transform Turkish society and imbue Turkish 

society with Western symbols and cultural practices. Several years later, he denied 

religion as a factor in the formation of the Turkish nation. As mentioned before, 

however, this was not an effort to include non-Muslims within the boundaries of the 

nation, but an effort to exclude Islam as a bonding factor. He wrote: 

There are those who claim that religion is a factor in the formation of a nation. But we 

see a contrary situation in the example of the formation of the Turkish nation. The 

Turks were also a great nation before the adoption of Islam. After the adoption of Islam 

by the Turks, neither the Arabs, nor the Persians, or the others did not aspire to form a 

'nation' by uniting with the Turks. On the contrary, it loosened the national ties of the 

Turkish nation; it made national feelings and national excitement sleepy. 646 

644 Ahmet YIldIZ, "Ne Mutlu Tiirkiim Diyebilene, "p. 142-3. 
645 Soylev ve Demer;ler Ill, p. 118. 
646 Elyazzszyla Yazdzgz ve Yazdzrdzgz Fikirleri ile Atatiirk, p. 29. Of course what he proposed was not 
turning back to the pre-Islamic culture. What he was ~roposi?g w.a~ ~oa~cept the Western culture, 
which he believed to be the child of a great pre-IslamIc TurkISh CIvIlIzatIOn. 
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While religion was excluded, in its place criteria, such as language, national 

morality, and common history appeared. The emphasis on common language is more 

than a common official language that would be the language of the public sphere. As 

Kemalist state tried to destroy the boundaries between the public and private spheres 

by intervening in the daily lives of ordinary people, the Turkish language became a 

tool in the Kemalist effort to assimilate the non-Turks into the Turkish society by 

forcing them to speak Turkish at public and private places.647 Mustafa Kemal 

presents the 'preciousness' and the importance of Turkish language as such: 

The language of the Turkish nation is Turkish. Turkish language is the most beautiful, 

richest, and easiest language in the world. Therefore, every Turk is required to love and 

improve it. On the other hand, Turkish language is a holy treasure for the Turkish 

nation. Because, it is thanks to the Turkish language that Turkish nation could preserve 

its morality, customs, memories, interests, and everything that made up the nation 

despite the permanent misfortunes that were experienced by the nation. Turkish 

language is the heart and the mind of the Turkish nation. 648 

In order to pursue the same "national ideal", which was listed by the RPP 

among the elements that made up a nation, one had to share the same heart and mind 

as the Turkish nation, and therefore one had to speak Turkish as one's mother 

tongue, which made up 'the minds and hearts of the Turkish nation'. The sharing of 

the same ideal did also require the sharing of a common history and common 

national morality. For Kemal Atatiirk, national morality could be above individuals. 

National morality was the factor that made one sacrifice oneself for the order, 

stability, welfare, happiness, and the civilizational progress of the nation.
649 

. 647 In 1927, the state initiated a campaign under the name "Vatanda~! Tiirkr;e Konu~." (Citizens! 
Speak Turkish), which tried to convert Turkish to the mother language of all Turkish citizens. It 
intended more than making Turkish the official language. See YIldlZ, "Ne Mutlu Tiirkiim Diyebilene, " 

p.140. 
648 Elyazlslyla Yazdlgl ve Yazdlrdlgl Fikirleri ile Atatiirk, p. 5. 
649 Ibid, p. 23. 
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Therefore, as Atatiirk stated "the Turkish nation was constituted of the people who 

established the Turkish Republic.,,65o Since the people shared the same national 

morality and thus the ideal, they came together to_establish the Republic for the 

welfare and progress of the nation. Consequently, according to this formulation, 

those who did not participate in the Independence War, such as the Greek and 

Armenian residents, could not be considered as members of the Turkish nation. Since 

they neither shared the language of the Turkish nation nor shared the same national 

morality and ideal, therefore they did not participate in the process of republic-

building but, on the contrary, they put obstacles before it by collaborating with 

foreign powers. 

But now order and stability were established and all the citizens of Turkey 

could be converted into Turks if they agreed to substitute Turkish for their mother 

tongues, adopt Turkish culture, and work for the same ideal. As Yegen puts it very 

correctly, the Kemalist regime accepted that non-Turks could be assimilated into 

Turkishness but not all of them.651 It is ironic that the difference between 

communities who were expected to easily assimilate to Turkishness and those who 

were denied assimilation was determined by the criteria of religion. During the 

population exchang~ between Greece and Turkey in accordance with the ~rticles of 

the Lausanne Treaty, the Turkish- speaking Orthodox Christians were forced to leave 

Turkey and non-Turkish Muslims were accepted. In reality, the exchange was 

between the Greek Orthodox and the Ottoman Muslims. This was due to the 

insistence of the Turkish delegates during the Lausanne conference, who argued that 

there was no racial minority in Turkey but religious minorities. Since the articles on 

the exchange of the population were determined even before the Republic, it can be 

650 Ibid, p.3. 
651 M. Yegen, "Yurtta~hk ve Tlirkliik." 
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argued that during that period still the understanding which regarded all Muslims as 

being within the same nation persisted. But in the1930s, even when religion was 

excluded from all spheres of public sphere, the Christian Gagavuz Turks were not 

allowed mass migration. Instead, Ottoman Muslims residing in the Balkans, who 

were not ethnically Turkish, were allowed to migrate into Turkey. This immigration 

policy manifests that although religion, as a factor of communal bondage, was not 

legally accepted on practical levels; the Kemalist regime had to seek help from the 

references of the religious-dynastic system of the Ottoman Empire.652 In other words, 

the Kemalist regime's aim was to allow the immigration of those whose loyalty 

could be easily re-produced. The immigrants, such as the Bosnians and Bulgarian 

Pomaks, did not develop any identity other than being former Ottoman Muslims and 

remained loyal to the Empire until its death. Similarly, as I have explained, the 

loyalty of the Kurdish Muslims, even though they were not at ease with the efforts of 

centralization, could be assured during the Independence War, since during the war 

period the consciousness of a distinct ethnic identity was not mature enough. 

Therefore, -during the Kemalist period, those who remained loyal- and obedient until 

the end of the Empire were accepted as immigrants. Even in the 1930s the memory 

of Christian disobedience seems nO.t to have been forgotten and was so powerful that 

it was not relaxed to allow Christian Turks into the territory even in a period when 

Mustafa Kemal had abandoned Islam as a shared ideology and replaced it with a 

C 1 A · h· 653 shared common entra SIan entage. 

652 See Ahmet YIldlZ, "Ne Mutlu Tiirkiim Diyene, "pp. 132-9. 
653He stated that Turks and Balkan nations belong to the same race: "We should not forget that 
Balkan Nations, despite the differences in social and political directions, all come from Central Asia. 
and share the same blood and same ancestors" Speech with the delegates of the Balkan Conference ill 
1931. See Soylev ve Demer;ler II, p. 305-6. 
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In the 1930s, the "ethno-secular" boundaries of Turkish national identitl54 

were clarified. Although ethnicism was not completely out of the picture in the 

1920s, it became a dominant factor within the nationalist discourse during the 

thirties. This discoursive change was a consequence of 'scientific' studies concerning 

the Turkish race. Mustafa Kemal Atatlirk attributed great importance to scientific 

studies that would determine the characteristics of the Turkish race. He personally 

engaged with the topics of national education, national culture, language, and history 

with a racist perspective that was guided by 'scienticism' .655 The result of the 

scientific studies was the Turkish History Thesis. The reason behind the importance 

attributed to the scientific studies was multiple. As mentioned in the second chapter, 

one of the reasons was to fill the gap created by the destruction of Islam. Long before 

Islam had been eliminated as a national tie, but Republican ideals could not fill the 

gap. Republican ideals and the symbols that were invented for the Turkish people did 

not create any excitement, and they even caused unease among the population. Then 

some other factors were needed to create the feeling of Turkishness among the 

people. This would be the Turkish History Thesis, which claimed that Turks were a 

great race which was the mother of civilizations. The most important aspect of the 

thesis was that it not only tried to create self-confidence among the Turkish 

population but also aimed at demonstrating to the Turkish people that westernization 

was not in contradiction with real Turkish culture because the Turks were the mother 

of Western civilization. 656 Therefore, the Turkish History Thesis aimed at 

introducing the Turks to themselves. As early as 1923, K. Atatlirk was warning the 

nation by stating: "Our nation has suffered through forgetting its nationality. Our 

fault is forgetting ourselves. If we want the world to respect us ... we have to show our 

654 Ahmet YlldlZ, "Ne Mutlu Tiirkiim Diyebilene. " 
655 Ibid, p. 190. 
656 Soylev ve Demer;ler IL p. 297. 
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respect for our selves and nationality.,,657 The Turkish History Thesis contributed to 

the re-creation of this self-respect. However, although the aim was to re-create self-

respect and self-confidence in the Turks, it also caused an increase in the tone of 

racism in the speeches of Kemal Atatiirk and other statesmen. An analysis of the 

speeches and writings of Kemal Atatiirk also shows that there was a gradual increase 

of the emphasis on 'pure Turks' and 'Turkish blood'. The most repeated statements 

of M.K.Atatiirk belong to his speech to commemorate the 10th anniversary of the 

Republic. Mustafa Kemal talked about the "high character of the Turkish nation," its 

"innate diligence and intelligence," and after acknowledging his belief that "the 

entire civilized world will again appreciate the greatness of the Turkish nation that 

had been forgotten," he ended his speech by stating: "Happy is the one who can call 

himself a Turk! (Ne mutlu Turkum diyebilenel). ,,658 

Another example that shows increased tone of chauvinism can be observed in 

the speech in which AtatUrk praised the beauty of the Turkish race after a Turkish 

girl, Keriman Halis, was chosen as 'Miss World' in a beauty contest. He stated: 

The Turkish nation deeply appreciates her child. Cumhuriyet Newspaper pursued the 

enterprise of manifesting the distinguished beauty of the Turkish race among the nations 

of the world.... It is very natural for me that a Turkish girl be chosen as the most 

beautiful girl in the world, since I know that historically the Turkish race is the most 

beautiful race of the world. But, Turkish youth should know how to protect the natural 

beauty that we are proud of through scientific methods. 659 

It is important to note that this kind of rhetoric also has a relationship with the 

influence of increasing chauvinism throughout the world but especially in fascist 

countries. However, Turkish nationalism was not revisionist and not imperialist, so 

657 Ibid, p.147. 
658 Soylev ve Demec;ler 11, pp. 318-9. 
659 Soylev ve Demec;ler 111, pp. 132-3. 
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the chauvinistic rhetoric was not converted into systematic racist policies. However, 

another reading of the Turkish History Thesis shows that 'scientific studies' enabled 

Turkish nationalists, who were determined to construct a homogenous nation state, to 

deny the existence of non-Turks on Anatolia. To the conclusion that the minorities 

were originally Turks was caused by anxiety among Turkish nationalists to 

demonstrate that Anatolia was the mainland of the ancient Turks. This anxiety arose 

in order to put an end to the Armenian and Greek claims on Anatolia by proving that 

the first residents of Anatolia were the Turks. In that sense, the Central Asian 

heritage did not serve this end very well. The Turkish state, under the guidance of M. 

Kemal, engaged in finding Turkish ancestors in Anatolia. Archaeological searches 

and linguistic studies were made throughout the1930s and the findings that were 

presented as proof formed the backbones of the Turkish History Thesis. What the 

Kemalist historians concluded was that the Hittites, who lived in Anatolia around 

2000 B.C were ancient Turks, who had migrated from Central Asia. What interests 

us here is not the validity of this argument, but how it was used by Mustafa Kemal in 

regard to non-Turkish ethnicities in Turkey.66o 

It is interesting to note that the thesis, which was presented at the History 

Congress in 1932, was ~roposed by Mustafa Kemal as early as 1923 in a spee~h in 

Adana.661 During his speech, Mustafa Kemal claimed that Adana was a land of the 

'pure Turks' despite the claims of the Armenians. He stated: 

The ethnic groups that invaded our Adana, such as the Armenians and the others, had 

occupied our craft guilds and regarded themselves as the real owners of this land. This 

is most unjust and insolent behavior. In this country, there is no right for the 

660 Ettienne Copeaux. 1998. Turk Tarih Tezinden Turk-islam Sentezine: Tarih Ders 

Kitaplarinda(J931-1993). TVYY, pp.31-2. . , . 
661 This fact also shows that Turkish History Thesis was are-presentatIOn of Mustafa Kemal s belIef 

in a more 'scientific' manner. 



Armenians. This land belongs to you. It belongs to the Turks, it historically belonged to 

the Turks, and it will belong to the Turks forever. It is true that since ancient times this 

beautiful country has been invaded by foreigners. However, in the end, fellow Turkish 

people from the Central Asia arrived in this country and returned the country to its real 

owners. Therefore, Armenians do not have any right in this land. These fertile places are 

pure Turkish soi1.662 
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The name of the ancient Turkish people that resided in Anatolia was 

acknowledged in the 1930s by the presentation of the History Thesis. Mustafa Kemal 

stated in 1933: 

The Turkish children of the present, who decided to enlighten their minds by the light of 

progress, knows that they are not the members of a tribe composed of 400 tents but the 

members of a race and a very capable nation. We have to know very well that the 

Hittites, our ancient forefathers, had been the fIrst and indigenous inhabitants of this 

country. They made here the genuine home of the Turkish people. They brought the 

center of Turkishness from Central Asia to Anatolia and Thrace. 663 

As mentioned before, the belief that the Turks were the earliest inhabitants of 

Turkey enabled the Kemalist elite to claim that ethnic groups in Turkey were indeed 

originally Turks. Ahmet Hamdi Ba~ar quotes that Atatiirk "had said that Arabs, 

Suryanis, and the others, who regarded themselves as minorities, might be Turks who 

had forgotten their Turkish origins.,,66~ The most important consequence of this 

belief was the denial of the physical existence of the Kurds. In thel930s, it was 

suddenly realized that Kurds were originally "mountain Turks" who had forgotten 

662 Soylev ve Demer;ler II, p. 130. 
663 Soylev ve Demer;ler II, p. 308. The emphasis is mine. . 
664 Ahmet Hamdi Ba~ar. 1981. Atatilrkle Or; Ay ve J930'dan Sonra Tilrkiye. Ankara: Iktisadi Ticari 
iIimler Akademisi, p. 114, quoted in Ahmet YIldIZ, "Ne Mutlu Tilrkilm Diyebilene, " p. 182. On the 
other hand, it is interesting that Mustafa Kemal while reading the book of Mustafa Celaleddin, named 
Les Turks Anciens et Modernes (1870), underlined the paragraph, which claimed that "With some 
exceptions, the Aryans are the origins of all the Christian and Muslim popUlation in Turkey and 
almost all of them are Turks in origin." I should add that the Turkish History Thesis claimed that 
Turks do not belong to the yellow race, but are origi1J.ally Aryan people, who had Brakisefal heads. 
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their Turkishness.
665 

In order to re-assimilate them to Turkishness, some ethnic 

groups were forced to leave their lands for re-settlement. When the Law on 

Settlement was presented to the parliament in 1934, it was argued that the Turkish 

state could not allow them to use the rights granted to Turkish citizens if they were 

not loyal to the Turkish flag. Therefore, in order to assimilate them within the 

Turkish culture, which was the main criterion of being a Turk and also to make them 

more loyal to the country as Turks by assimilating them into the Turkish culture, the 

law was promulgated and ethnic groups were dispersed among the Turkish 

population.666 It was assumed that if these ethnic groups were dispersed among the 

dominant ethnicity, they would lose their ethnic identity. 

The thirties remains a complex period in order to understand the Turkish state 

discourse concerning the issue of minorities. On certain occasions, as in the speech 

of Atatlirk in 1923, minorities were denied "any right" to the land of the Turks, and 

on other occasions they were urged to return to their Turkish origins as in the case of 

the Kurds, who were regarded as 'mountain Turks'. However, generally it can be 

argued that the Turkish state preferred to practice discriminatory policies against the 

non-Muslim Greeks and Armenians because they were supported by Armenia and 

Greece and could demand territory from Turkey, and preferred to apply 

assimilationist policies to the Muslim ethnic groups, whose loyalty was easier to 

guarantee. However, this boundary between the non-Muslims and Muslims could be 

blurred due to the conditions pertaining. As in the case of the Jews, despite their 

being non-Muslims, the Turkish state applied assimilationist policies because in that 

period there was no other external source of support for the Jews, and they were 

willing to remain loyal to the Turkish Republic, as they had remained loyal to the 

665 Mesut Yegen, Devlet Soyleminde Kurt Sorunu, p. 126. 
666 Mesut Yegen, "Yurtta~lIk ve Ttirkliik,"p. 209. 
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Ottoman Empire. On the other hand, the Kurds could be reduced to the status of non-

Muslim Greeks and Armenians and at least at the level of discourse could be denied 

any right on Turkish soil. The changes occurred at times of Kurdish uprisings, which 

made them as disloyal as the non-Muslims in the eyes of the Republican 

authorities.667 

Despite all the chauvinist rhetoric, which approached a denial of the physical 

existence of non-Turks in Turkey, the culturalist definition of Turkishness of the 

early Republican era continued to exist side by side with the rhetoric of the1930s. 

What was required from the ethnic groups was to make them forget their names as 

Sun Yat-sen had demanded of non-Chinese minorities in 1921, and merge within the 

Turkishness defined by the Kemalist doctrines. Mustafa Kemal Ataturk believed that 

these various terms, such as Kurd, Bosnian, etc., were none other than the product of 

the propaganda of foreigners and enemies, since these communities were bound to 

each other by a common past, history, and morality.668 What differed in Sun's 

demand from that of Mustafa Kemal was that the ethnic groups of China would 

merge in Zhonghua (The Middle Kingdom- the name of China as a classic dynastic 

civilization that was a 'universal' world empire) which did not point the name of the 

dominant Han race. But what Mustafa Kemal demanded of the other ethnic - -

communities was to merge into 'Turkishness'. However, on the other side of the 

coin, the similarity still persists. As I have attempted to demonstrate despite Sun's 

choice of the name "Zhonghua", a reading of his writings and speeches demonstrates 

that it was a Zhonghua centered on the Han Chinese, who would be 'remade' by Sun 

667 Just after the Agn upheaval of 1930, Mahmut Esat Bozkurt, a radical theorician of the Kemalist 
doctrine and the Minister of Justice, claimed that the masters ofthe country were the pure Turks and 
the only right ofthose, who were not pure Turks were to be servants and slaves. See Hugh Poultan. 
1997. Turkish Nationalism and the Turkish Republic: Top hat, Grey Wolf and Crescent. New York 

University Press, p. 120. 
668 Elyazlslyla Yazdlgl ve Yazdlrdlgl Fikirleri ile Atatilrk, pp. 53-5. 
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Yat-sen and his revolutionary party. Similarly, as the name specifies, the center of 

Turkishness would be occupied by the Turks, who were being 're-imagined' by 

Mustafa Kemal and his revolutionary party. 
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CONCLUSION 

In this thesis I am concerned with the thoughts of Sun Yat-sen and Mustafa 

Kemal Atatlirk in a comparative perspective. Although focusing on their thought of 

nationalism, I have attempted to give a comprehensive analysis of their ideas as far 

as these ideas could be related to their efforts of nation-building. The choice of these 

two respective leaders is due to their experience in re-constructing a modem nation­

state from the remnants of multi-ethnic and multi-religious empires through saving 

their country from imperialist aggression at around the same time. 

In the first part, I presented a historical background that would serve my 

study in the following chapters. I have concluded in the first part that modem 

identifications of the late nineteenth century, especially the emergence of a new Han 

consciousness that was also anti-Manchu was not only a product of the modem era 

that suddenly appeared without any historical background, but was a product of a re­

reading, re-narration, re-imagination of historical identifications within the context of 

the modem nation-state system. To argue that anti-Manchuism was a "relational 

identity between historical identities and modem nation-state system,,,669 one needs 

to challenge the Sino-centric reading of Chinese history, which proposes that the 

non-Chinese, who came into contact with the Chinese, were assimilated into Han 

culture, which was dominated by Confucianism. In addition, Sino-centrism argued 

that the Chinese people accepted non-Chinese as governors as long as these 

barbarians were sinicized by accepting Confucian morality and Chinese customs. 

There are many exceptions to this theory. First of all, despite the Confucian 

identification, which dominated the minds of the Chinese until the twentieth century, 

there always had been an embryonic form of ethnicism in the Chinese thought as 

669 P. Duara, "De-constructing the Chinese Nation," p. 11. 
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observed in the anti-Manchu literature of the Ming loyalists of the 1600s. This 

literature would be revived and re-narrated by modern Chinese nationalists, who had 

corne up with a modern form of Han consciousness in the late nineteenth century. 

The second challenge to the sinicization thesis is that, although Manchus partially 

accepted the Chinese customs, they never lost their perception of being different 

from the Han Chinese. Here, I analyzed this fact by describing the policies of the 

Manchu court. Therefore, while on the one hand it is very difficult to argue that 

Manchus were assimilated into 'Chineseness', on the other hand, the preserved 

distinction between the Manchus and the Han Chinese served the discourse of anti­

Manchuism, which claimed that an alien tribe usurped the sovereignty of the Han 

people. While the analysis of historical identifications serves our. purpose, for it 

makes what anti-Manchuism means more obvious to the reader, a description of the 

millet system of the Ottoman Empire is presented not only for comparative reasons, 

but also for our understanding of Kemalist nationalism. Because it cannot be 

understood without understanding what millet meant during the Ottoman centuries, 

what it meant during the Independence War, and what it meant in the post-war 

period. It also had direct implications for my understanding of the problem of 

m!nority incorporation after the Independence War. 

In the second chapter of the first part, I evaluated the thought of the Ottoman 

and Chinese constitutionalist reformers. The ideas of these reformists constitute the 

last resort before the revolutionaries preferred to de-construct the imperial system 

and establish new republics through which they could re-construct their countries as 

they wished to. The question that troubled the reformists of the respective empires 

was how to save the empires. For them an intellectual re-vitalization was inevitable 

and the proposition was the acceptance of Western political ideals, especially that of 
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democracy and constitution. However, what was similar for both of the Chinese and 

Turkish constitutionalists was that; they considered the importation of Western 

political ideals as a 'return to the origin', since both of them believed that their 

traditions, before they were corrupted, incorporated such ideals. On the other hand, 

the reformist thought is important for our discussion because it was the first time that 

an understanding of 'citizenship' had emerged. I analyzed the Young Ottoman ideal 

of Ottoman citizenship into which entire Ottoman ethnicities would merge, and 

Liang Qichao' s effort to create a Chinese nation and Chinese citizenship around 

which ethnicities living in China would come together. Both the re-reading of 

tradition and the efforts to create a nation of the reformists were efforts to make the 

empires more powerful in their struggle against the Western hegemony and 

imperialism. 

In the following chapters, I examined the thoughts of Mustafa Kemal and Sun 

Yat-sen. I tried to follow their ideas in a historical sequence without limiting the 

thought of Mustafa Kemalto the thirties, when Kemalist doctrine was officially 

written, and Sun to the twenties when he wrote his Three Principles of the People. 

For Mustafa Kemal, I will conclude that while he used Islam as a factor of 

legitimization .until he consolidated his power in the mid twenties,. after then he 

replaced Islam with Western symbols and culture, which was legitimized by the 

Turkish History Thesis. On the other hand, as the problem of political participation is 

concerned, the populist discourse of Kemal Atatiirk had also shifted. While during 

the Independence War period, populism (Halk91lzk) meant people's sovereignty, after 

the war it meant the denial of class conflict in the Turkish society. The new Halkc;zlzk 

legitimized the Kemalist single party regime. According to Atatiirk, as there were no 
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classes in the Turkish society, there was no need for multi-party system, which 

protected the rights of different classes. 

Sun Yat-sen's ideas are analyzed as they were classified in the Three 

Principles of the People. However, the principle of nationalism, the principle of 

democracy, and the principle of the people's livelihood is supplemented by his ideas 

on anti-Manchuism and federalization. I concluded that Sun's governmental model 

resembled the Kemalist one because both of them favoured a single-party regime in 

order to re-construct their nations. While party and state was identified in their 

thoughts, the party-state was given priority over the individual freedoms. 

In the last part, I complemented my comparison by an analysis of these 

respective leaders' nationalisms. In the first part, I analyzed whether there is an anti­

imperialist component of their thought. I came to the conclusion that both Mustafa 

Kemal's and Sun~s nationalisms had an anti-imperialist concern, but this was 

pragmatically determined. If it had been ideologically determined, Mustafa Kemal 

would not have left his harsh anti-imperialist discourse after the Independence War, 

and Sun Yat-sen would not try to enter into negotiations with the imperialist 

Japanese government. However, I argued that this does not decrease the vitality of 

their anti-imperialist disco?Tse; since their ultimate aim was to strengthen the}r 

countries in a manner that will enable them have a sovereign voice in the 

international arena. 

In the second section of the last part, I specifically dealt with the minority 

issue of nation-building in China and Turkey. Despite the very confusing arguments 

of both Mustafa Kemal and Sun Yat-sen on the problem, which tried to solve 'who 

belonged to Turkishness', and 'who belonged to Chineseness', I concluded that both 

of them imagined homogenous nations, where the minorities through assimilation 
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would lose their own identities. In the case of China, although Sun proposed that all 

ethnicities of China should merge into the identity of being Zhonghua ren, the 

culture of the Zhonghua ren would be determined by the Han culture and the Han 

people. In the case of Turkey, the minorities, were forced to assimilate into 

'Turkishness', which was re-constructed by the Kemalist elite and Mustafa Kemal. 

After these sectional conclusions, I would like to present what one could 

derive from the comparative reading of these respective leaders. Both Mustafa 

Kemal and Sun Yat-sen did not only fight against the imperialist threat in terms of 

economic exploitation, political domination, or territorial invasion, but also fought 

against Euro-American hegemony through claiming their nation's right to 

subjectivity. It is known that Orientalist discourse, which granted legitimacy to Euro-

American cultural hegemony and colonialism, denies any right to subjectivity to the 

'Eastern nations', since they are not accepted as participants in modernity or at best, 

they are accepted as latecomers as the evolutionary process of human history drags 

every nation along the same path, where the 'West' takes the lead. On the other hand, 

according to most scholars of 'nationalism', the nationalist thinking of non-Western 

countries is reduced to mere imitations of European nationalism, since the nationalist 

elites of these countries had chosen ce~ain modular forms, which they regarded as 

suitable for their own position.67o However, as mentioned several times, non-Western 

nationalisms- in our case- the Chinese and Turkish nationalisms had a political 

burden, which was to be against the powers that attempted to exploit them by various 

methods. Mustafa Kemalled the Independence War, and Sun Yat-sen tried to create 

a consciousness of imperialism in the minds of the Chinese people for years. 

670 For a criticism of the discourse, which reduces Third World nationalisms to modular forms of 
Western nationalisms, see P. Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial 

Histories, pp. 4-5. 
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Therefore, the thought of these two personalities as the leaders of two non-Western 

nationalisms cannot be explained simply by claiming that they are mere imitations of 

Western nationalisms, since their relationship to the West was a matter of conflict. 

I would argue that the aim of all types of non-Western nationalisms, whether. 

as complete imitations of Western culture and civilization or as a selective use ofthe 

same, is a claim for an autonomous voice for their nation within the discourse of 

modernity. Modernization for the non-Western nationalists meant participation in the 

global world system as autonomous subjectivities, not as colonial objects of modern 

Western empires. In that context, as ArifDirlik, in his unique article on Sun Yat-sen 

and Atatiirk states very correctly, these two respective leaders belong in the first 

generation of Third World modernizers671 , who challenged to Euro-American 

hegemonl72 through "their efforts to bring their respective nations into the 

contemporary world dominated by Western civilization, while securing for them the 

independence necessary for their participation in this world as autonomous 

subjects.,,673 According to Arif Dirlik, the challenge that Sun and AtatUrk posed 

against Euro-American hegemony is made possible in the "distinction they drew 

b d · d W . ,,674 etween mo ernlsm an esternlsm. 

As Arif Dirlik notes, the distinction drawn between modernism and 

Westernism is very much clear in Sun Yat-sen's thought. As I analyzed in the 

preceding chapters, he not only criticized Western liberal democracy, and without 

denying democracy as a principle, proposed a new model of democracy for the 

Chinese people as necessitated by the different historical conditions, he also 

proposed a new model of economic development different from Western capitalism 

671 ArifDirlik. "Third World Identification: Atattirk, Sun Vat-sen and the Problem ofModemity,"p. 3. 

672 Ibid, p. 4. 
673 Ibid, p. 20. 
674 Ibid, p. 4. 
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after he observed the social illness in European countries as early as 1905. His model 

also differed from socialism because of his denial of class struggle. Lastly, on the 

cultural level, he limited the superiority of Western culture to the material level and 

claimed the superiority of Eastern spiritual values. Thus, Sun was a modernizer, who 

sought for an autonomous domain for his nation within the new modem global 

context through a selective method. Therefore, modernity did not mean Westernism 

in Sun's method of catching up with the contemporary world in order to become 

equal partners. 

However, I would disagree with Arif Dirlik that Mustafa Kemal's thought 

also separated modernity fromWesternism. Although Arif Dirlik accepted that 

Mustafa Kemal regarded westernization as the only possible way for catching up 

with contemporary civilization, which was the Western civilization by quoting from 

AtatUrk's speeches675
, he claimed that "to portray Kemalism merely as a Westernism 

is misleading," since it ignored a very important component of his thought: 

Turkism676
, which was an ideology that aimed at creating a Turkish nation that did 

not exist b~fore the Republican revolution. Dirlik argues that the Kemalist task of 

converting a "nation. that existed as mere geographic entity into a cultural entity" 

necessita~ed two repudiations:. the repudiation of the Otto.man past and the 

repudiation of the Islamic past. As I explained in the previous chapters, Mustafa 

Kemal led an intellectual effort at history-making under the name 'Turkish History 

Thesis' in order to help the creation of a Turkish identity by granting the Turks a pre-

Islamic history. Here Dirlik's argument is true if we take it as a historical fact: the 

Kemalist effort in the 1930s to create a pre-Islamic history for the newly-imagined 

Turkish nation. However, in the article the reason behind Dirlik's argument that only 

675 Ibid, p. 20. 
676 Ibid, p. 22. 
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through the repudiation of these two pasts- Ottoman and Islamic-could a Turkish 

nation be created remains very ambiguous. On the other hand, I would argue that 

supplementation of Turkism with Westernism does not distinguish Westernism from 

modernity in Atatiirk's thought, since Mustafa Kemal's Turkism was a cultural 

project that aimed to re-make the Turkish people in a Western manner. As explained, 

the· legitimacy for this new secular and Western identity was provided by the History 

Thesis, which proposed that the Turkish nation was the mother of all civilizations 

and, thus, the mother of Western civilization, which was the only true civilization in 

the contemporary world. Therefore, westernization meant a return to the true path, 

and also to the essence of the Turkish nation. Kemalists thought it was the most 

logical thing to do. 

The reason behind Sun's selective approach toward modernity and Kemal 

Atatiirk's committed Westernism may be related to the pertaining historical 

conditions. As analyzed before, Mustafa Kemal's Westernism does not cover his 

whole lifetime. It is limited to the period when he consolidated his power in the 

domestic arena and secured Turkish sovereignty in the international arena. In 1930s, 

when Mustafa Kemal turned out to bea committed Westernist, Western countries 

had long ceased to pos~ immediate threats to Turkish sovereignty. Therefore, ~s the 

political burden of Mustafa Kemal to fight against the Western powers was relieved, 

the dilemma of the colonized countries to create a space for the native voice from the 

thought of the enemy had disappeared in the Turkish case. Atatiirk did not feel 

himself obliged to deny the direct political implications of the thought of the Western 

states after the Independence War. That is why during the Independence War, since 

the Kemalists were fighting against Western states, Atatiirk did not mention 

Westernism as the future program but instead emphasized Islam as the most 
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important signifier of the national identity. On the contrary, until the death of Sun 

Vat-sen, the political burden on the nationalists to relieve imperialist aggression and 

establish a sovereign unified state was not achieved. 

Although I concluded that in Kemal's thought Westernism was equated with 

modernity I would argue that it· does. not exclude Kemalism from the category of 

Third World modernizers, who sought to modernize their countries though adoption 

of a selective method. Kemal Atatiirk was determined to westernize his country, 

since Western civilization, being the only true civilization, was the only way that 

could make Turkey and Turkish nation powerful, progressive, and contemporary. 

This would not only enable Turkey to meet the challenges of the other powerful 

nations, but also make the Turkish nation an equal partner within the modem world 

context by granting it an autonomous voice. Kemal Atatiirk's injunction "not to tum 

one's back upon the West while struggling against it,,677 is thus worth noting as a 

concluding remark 

677 Quoted in ibid, p. 20. 
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678 Sun Vat-sen in 1922. In Shanghai Museum of Sun Yat-sen's former residence. 



679 Mustafa kemal AtatUrk. Ulger, S.E. 1995. Alman Baslnznda Atatiirk ve Tiirkiye Cumhuriyeti (J 91 0-

1944). Ankara: TBMM baslmevi, p.173. 
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