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CHAPTER 7

SOME REFLECTIONS ON SOCIOLOGY AND THE
CONDITION OF BEING A SOCIOLOGIST IN PRESENT-
DAY TURKEY

Ayse Oncu _ “
Bogazici University, Istanbul, Turkey

These are some comments of the peculiar blend of cosmopolitanism ang
parochialism, or insularity, which has been, and continues to be, the hallmark
of sociology in Turkey. To elaborate, | wil begin with some reflections on the
condition and practice of being a sociclogist in Turkey. | will end by offering
some remarks on a very significant ceremonial event, the Second Nationaj
Congress of Turkish Sociological Association, which took place in 1996. In

with the location(s) of the sociologist as a public figure in present day Turkey.

We sociologists in Turkey tend to be driven by the urge to diagnose "fived"
events and propose solutions. (1} The push to bring a particular socia reality
into daylight, rendering it “understandable” in public, to the public and for the
public, and proposing brave solutions often takes precedence over
“understanding”, analytical refinement, theoretical sophistication. Of the two
sensibilities out of which sociology has been historically molded, one
intellectual, the other “lived” and made of social commitment, it is the latter
which dominates the field in Turkey.

we remain unrepentant in our attempts to affiliate to th
national or Western narratives.

The major signposts in the career
living in Turkey are not influentiaf book:
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the remnants of a millet-ethnic err;pire, which marks the origins of sociclogy in
ka?émpts to trace the geneélogy of our disciplc:pe ?rfh drivigr?: v%r:sitgr?
i founding father.
n of who should be acknowledged as the
gg;?r:? with Prince Sabahaddin, a distant relative of the Ottoman dynasty, whg[
spent most of his life in various European cap|tgls trying to mobﬂ:zg sudm_:)oa
against the absolutism of the Sultan. His main td‘l?ai'werl\ei S;;LillmKrE?tﬁ:bil;??)
' ' ?" (Turkiye Na 7,
onograph: "How can Turkey be Saved . ‘
thulgiir:hed gar(fund 1805, The solution he espoqsed--fostermg economic
grogress through private initiative and administrative dﬁcentraltz%t:qc:;-t-gv;l:
i ith his name,
initially relegated to the graveyard of 1dea§, alon.g wi
1ritﬁe:z.'j‘nl'lr'yectedgalnd recycled under, various discursive labflil rgoittge;in%ntéy
’ id inte jon i ld markets. Bu ,
tes of Turkey's rapid integration into wor ny min
\?vcljw\;c‘z(i:;mortalizes Prince Sabahaddin’s name in the annals _of the dnscupie% is
the question he posed rather than the solutions he _prt_awded. The en nlfe
heritage of sociclogy in Turkey could be narrated as variations along a single
: "How can Turkey be saved?” ) S
the?:e second name which marks the origins of our discipline is of colurse‘the
towering figure of Ziya Gokaip, the foremost io_ieologue of Turlklsh nat_no]nallsrr]n
and the first professor of sociology to t_ae gppon?tzed Ttr? the ﬁhﬁ:; O\L gﬁ:(:lcqu gﬁg ! :I
Iped establish at Istanbul Unjversity in 1912 roug .
::erF:tity became firmly identified with cultural modernity and progress. Amont_.;jd
his numerous boaks are Turkism, Islamism, Modermsr_n _(191 2!19_18) an
Principles of Turkism {1923), which were definitive of Turkish nat:on;lhsrg?g '1'2
i ic i d ideologue can ha
luence as an engaged public intellectual an !
It:;:celtjggerated. He was actively involved in the momentous evgnts which led ;:o
the dissolution of the Otioman Empire and helped give meaning and shag?e t0
the birth of a new nation state. His writings and aC!\nce on arange of su Jtatr;1 S
from the family to the educational system were mstrum_ental in shap:t?g hi(sa
initial organization and ideoiogy of the single; party regime. Even a er: his
untimely death in 1924, he continued to exert immense mﬂ_uepce through hi
works and indirectly through his numerous stuc!ents and QIsp|ple§ who came
to occupy important posts in the bureaucracy, in at?ademla, and in 'tﬁe ;?resc.?
during the inter-war period and beyond. Was Z}ya Gokalp the most criginal an
influential among Turkish writers of the twentieth cen_tury? Or dl_d he.preparg
the intellectual background for a legacy of authoritarian nationalism an
militant secularism which continues to haunt us? U.nequwocal answers are
obviously not possible. To this day, he remains the pride and also the nemesis
rkish sociology. . . -
o TSuint:e then, suggessive generations of sociologists have struggled with th:e
recurring fantasies of economic development and cultural modern!ty. For mﬁs \
traveling abroad, to centers of excellence in the Western hemmpherg, az
been part of the ritual of stock-taking. Each cohort has produced, an
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continues to produce, a new crop of dissertations which reconfigure the past
and invest it with new meanings, in the light of the present. Fascinated by the
drama of political events which give shape to (our) history, we persist in
seeking to uncover the underlying logic which explains them, in the language
of recent theory. This is why sociology in Turkey exhibits a peculiar blend of
cosmopolitanism and parochialism or insularity. it is highly cosmopalitan in
terms of its conceptual baggage, open to intellectual currents—the newest
paradigms and methodologies—-emanating from centers of cuitural and political
power across the world. But the prism through which these currents are
filtered remains anchored in the play of events as they unfold in the naticnal
arena, and hence parochial,

Perhaps the point may be illustrated by focusing on the 1970s generation—-a

cohort whose achievements (monumental) and failings {dramatic) have been
equally significant in shaping the present of sociology in Turkey. It is worth
remembering the heady intellectual excitement of the 1970s, when a sense of
participation in a radical process of revision swept across the discipline,
everywhere. The post-1968 intellectual radicalism had spawned a rich
profusion of Marxisms which had for the first time established a broad
presence in the universities of the English speaking world. This was a moment
when social determinations seemed axiomatic, when sociologists could
confidently claim to compare processes of state-making, capitalist transitions
or revolutions across historical time and culturat space. Historians had not, as
yet, become their own theoreticians. So a new generation of Turkish
sociologists, returning from British and American Universities in the 1970s,
brought back an army of influential woices, ranging from- Althusser and
Poulantzas, to Milliband, Braverman, Frank and Wallerstein. They arrived as
historical sociologists or political economists, confident in materialistic
conceptions of social totality in its Marxist and non-Marxists forms. Thus the
sweeping canvas of Ottoman-history became the battleground upon which
differences of political inclination and ideological bent were fought out. To try
to relate the broader contours and the finer distinctions of the controversies
which unfolded--ranging from argurments on the nature of Ottoman social
formation (feudal or Asiatic mode of production?), disputes over the timing of
capitalist penetration (seventeenth or nineteenth century?), to the debates on
the interpretation of Turkish *revolution” {is the bourgeois revolution over or yet
to come?)--would tax the patience of the reader. Whalt is significant, and must
be recognized as a generationa achievement, is that these debates served to
wrench Ottoman-Turkish history out of the parochialism of official
historiography into a more openly theorized mode of exchange. (2)

Until the 1970s, the cultural constructions of academic sociology in Turkey
remained firmly grounded in the ruralfurban binary opposition, the former
representing tradition, the fatter setting up the standards of cultural modernity.
Social change was conceived and studied as the flow from one to the other, .
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i i i tudies in the 1940s as part of
i i n. From the accumitation of village s _ ‘
It'r?éTé?ar:Sl?c's “civilizing mission”, to the large sc;aiﬁ plantplng r:;r:jer;gs'garil;;adi
: i the nation
f 1960s, the homogeneous totality o :
zgg?g[:agly divided between & rural part and an du;bfgllp;rtt.h'éi:tSTrg;egﬂﬁss
izati " " broken, once and for all, during
homaogenization of "the rural was , I e T s g
! tructures” and “capitalists | )
the heated debates on agrarian classs . ana ‘capitalists ranstions -
ospect, the confidence of Turkish socno._ng |
as;LTn::ttir'o‘nspof totality, does nat seem remarkable in |tsheh; This wex,hae go:::;
ing : ial history had every
when the sweeping panorama of social f oy concantualising
i i i ho were giving it coherence y concep
appropriated by sociologists, wi e e
i i inci d momentum. Nor is it surp ap !
its underlying principles of unity an surprielng perhaps,
i i e among sociclogists in
that third-woridism found broad resonance a 1 e
i i i bility of being a nationali
academia, Third-worldism offered the possibili . astanda
i i ' rful blend of radical struggle ag
marxist, wrapped in one. Its-:E powe f radical stuggle againa!
ion, with the ultimate promise of emancipati
ﬁﬁgggrzzvelopment cut across the crisscrossing intellectual debates of the
r r [ iologists,
t and spoke to the hearts of Turkish socio
mom;r;t was pparochial, with hindsight, was abssnce of apge?;t%nljfct, ;Z cg:n;
[ fi ou -
ips with the region--the Middle East or per aps SO Jrope--or
El?uﬁ(ré?ﬁs position ongthe margins of Europe. In ti;:a l;?rofuslljor:hzf So?tcr:ildgliit:;%i
i i i f irst time challenge
writtent at the time, which for the firs . C odoxies of
i istori i East continued to figure as vestige (
nationat historiography, the Middle : 19es ofhe
i behind. In retrospect, it is
an Empire, a past Turkey had left _ .
?ettr;)::kable c:rtainty of Turkish sociologists in tl)elr we;tgrn-seoulanst future,
and the ethnic singularity of their nation, which is surprising. cal lelam and
The burning political events of the present digage--pg[eltlcii wsrit?rrg ond
i ionali t to which academ
dish naticnalism--have revealed the exten
r;;rged behind the intellectual/political agenda lin Turkey.tThrgug:Ottj; (tehep (1) ﬁt?(?asl
i ial | scienti is centere
decade, conventional social scientific analys ¢ e poiitcal
’ ’ ing ld markets, researching the distri
economy of Turkey’s opening to world , res g the distribuive
i j t policies, and holding confe :
impact of structural adjustmen an Conferenoes on e
implicati i ization for mass politics and political p
implications of Iiberallza'gton _ P s, e
i i isibili i d Kurdish ethnicity appearet
increasing visibility of political Igslarn an disf e oo the
i t capitalist re-organization. Y,
worrisome symptoms of our most recen re- . g y, the
i i i e inevitable: Turkey is in the midst of an ep
sobering diaghosis has become inevi . e st of an epochal
| transformation, one which necess_ltates ar dec: : _
fhu;t:;acularist bases of Republican nationalism and the ethnic singularity of its
u o ness!l. . ' ) -
Tug‘flscl;lourse it must be remembered that the broa‘der sfl:p::a fqgr;osr)etlst;;z
"and " sality” (the hard won gains o
autonomy” and “structural causa | . £ e 19808
i i - " (the post-modernist axiom o
“discursive character of all practices” (tl a50e)
i ai It has been less centra
en painful and uncertain everywhe“re. has k .
g;sci;;aw%iscussion in sociology and the “harder” social sciences than, for

Some Reflections on Sociology... 117

instance, in history and anthropology. It has given birth to a rough division
between so-called “deconstructionists” and unrepentant materialist in most
countries, more sharply drawn in some countries, say in Britain and France,
than in athers, say in Germany and the USA.

In few countries however, has conventional social analysis fallen so far
behind the broader inte!lectuallpolitigal debates of the moment, as in the early
1990s conjuncture in Turkey. The miost radical and influential debates on the
transformation of Turkey's cuitural landscape, issues of cultural identity, and

intellectual/political circles unconstrained by disciplinary- traditions. Naot by
accident, all the radical and influential critiques of ‘modernity” as a political
project, and debates on the “crisis of the nation-state” have flown across
national borders to Turkey with dizzying rapidity. Currently, the shelves of
commercial bookstores are replete with translations of Foucault and
subsequent post-modernisms, which stand side by side with special sections
devoted to Islam and Kurdish ethnicity.

The paucity of books written by sociclogists, however, reveals the hiatus of
accurmulated research on the dynamics of ethnicity and religion in Turkey. With
the notabie exception of Serif Mardin's work (4), the only representative of a
hermeneutic tradition in Turkish sociology, current best-sellers on the burning
poiitical/social issues of the moment in Turkey are by self-designated
‘journalist-researcher-writers”.

Now, in the mid-1990s, when religion and ethnicity have become "lived"
events of immediate political significance, Turkish sociologists have rushed in
with their diagnostic tools, impatient with “intellectuaiism” and ready to offer
dramatic solutions for "state action”. But the urge to bring “stark facts” into
daylight--the tragic situation of the Kurdish population {unquestionable) and the
imminent collapse of Turkish secularism (more dubious)--continues to take
precedence over intellectually coherent analysis, understanding, self reflection.

than a ritual-ceremonial gathering, was signified by the choice of location. The
congress was held in the port-city of Mersin, located on the eastern part of the
Mediterranean coast, and a major point of destination for mass migration from

the war zones of South-Eastern provinces. More than 200 sociologists from
different parts of the country attended. The prevailing mood in the meeting

was one of commitment and concern, as a series of young researchers from

such eastern provinces as Van and Diyarbakir brought into daylight the stark
realities of Kurdish migrants’ plight. But it seemed that there was neither time,
nor patignce with “excessive intellectualism” -such as trying to develop
deeper understanding of the genesis and transformation of Kurdish ethnicity
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Kiray, M. (1970}, Social Stratification

or delving into the history and nature of Turkish nationalism. The meeting Turkish Villages, New York. Pre
\ : eger

ended with a call for urgent measures on the part of state authorities and local
governments to alleviate the sufferings of immigrants.

Needless to say perhaps, this is partly a generational problem. Current
sociology dissertations, written abroad or in Turkey, are "deconstructing” the
grand narratives of Turkish nationalism; reconfiguring the past to understand
the complexity of cultural and ethinic identities in the present; and, in so deing,
battling with the ghosts of their own future. (5) But for the moment, | would
summarize the condition and practices of sociology in Turkey as follows. A
small number of Turkish sociologists, mostly young, have moved all the way

as an Obstacle to Development: A Study of Four

Mardin, S. (1989), Religion and Social Change in Ti ! i
Saic-i Nursi, Albany, NY: SUNY Press. urkey: The Gase of Bedluzzaman

A

into the terrain of textuality, dis
sociologists continue much as
impatient with intellectual debate
then there is the rest of us, those
era of post-modernism, and are

Notes

(1) F use the first person plural, not

course and deconstruction. The majority of
before, concerned with “lived” events, but
s which lend them meaning and shape. And
who have discovered our dis-modernity in the
curious to see where it goes,

because | wish to imply that sociologists in Turkey

constitute one big community, but because | do not want to exclude myself and my own

work from many of the criticisms |

(2) For a sophisticated book that is
see Keyder, 1987,

make. -

nformed by these debates but moves beyond them,

(3) The work of Mubeccel Kiray, one of the foremost Turkish sociclogists, must be cited
as an important landmark-and precursor of a new genre of comparative research on the
complexities of agrarian change in Turkey. See M. Kiray, 1970.

(4) New editions of Serif Mardin’s voluminous scholarship on questions of culture and
Istam in Turkish society, published in the 1990s, have made his work more accessible
to a broader reading public, and become contemporary classics. For his latest book in
English, see 5. Mardin, 1989. :

{5) For some of the recent debatés on the Kemalist legacy and the nation-building .
project of the Republican period, see, Sibel Bozdogan and Resat Kasaba (eds.), 1997,
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