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ÖZ 

 

TÜRK İNKILÂBINA DIŞARIDAN BİR BAKIŞ: MEDENİYET GAZETESİ 

 

Yazar Ögcem, Ayşenur 

Sosyoloji Tezli Yüksek Lisans Programı 

Tez Danışmanı: Dr. Öğr. Üyesi Mehmet Özay 

Ağustos 2020, 190 Sayfa 

 

Türkiye’de 1923 yılında Cumhuriyet’in ilânıyla başlayan modernleşme süreci ve 

reform hareketi Türkiye Türklerinin yanı sıra, Bulgaristan Türklerini de etkilemiştir. 

Bulgaristan Türklerinin bu yıllarda yayınladıkları gazeteler Türkiye’deki gelişmelere 

yer vermiştir. Medeniyet Gazetesi bu gazetelerden birisidir. Gazete, Türk inkılâbına 

ve Türkiye'de yaşanan değişimlere dair birçok haberi, analizi ve eleştiriyi 

içermektedir. Bu tez, Medeniyet Gazetesi’ndeki ilgili bu yazıları söylem tahliline 

tabi tutarak Medeniyet Gazetesi’nin Türk inkılâbına ve reformlarına yönelttiği 

eleştirilerin gerekçelerini anlamayı hedeflemiştir. Buna göre, Medeniyet 

Gazetesi’nin sahip olduğu medeniyet tahayyülü ve gazetenin medeniyetin 

oluşumunda ve korunmasında dine atfettiği değer ve rolün gazetedeki eleştirilerin 

temel nedeni olduğu görülmüştür. Bu anlayışa göre, modernleşme süreciyle siyasetin 

ve sosyal hayatın laiklik ilkesine göre yeniden düzenlenmesine karşı çıkılmış ve 

eleştirilerin temel merkezinde laiklik prensibi yer almıştır. Benzer eleştirileri 

Türkiye’de dönemin gazetelerinde görmek mümkün değildir çünkü uygulanan 

kanunlar ve düzenlemeler basını kontrol altında tutmaktadır. Bu nedenle Medeniyet 

Gazetesi bu konuda önemli bir kaynaktır ve sahip olduğu kültürel, siyasi, tarihi, 

sosyal ve dini yazılar sosyolojik bir analizi mümkün kılmaktadır.  

Anahtar Kelimeler: Bulgaristan Türkleri, Laiklik, Medeniyet Gazetesi, Türk 

İnkılâbı, Türk Modernleşmesi. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

AN OUTSIDE LOOK AT THE TURKISH REFORM: 

THE MEDENİYET NEWSPAPER 

 

Student Name Ögcem, Ayşenur 

MA in Sociology 

Thesis Supervisor: Asst. Prof. Mehmet Özay 

August 2020, 190 Pages 

 

The modernization process and the reform movement started in 1923 with the 

proclamation of the Republic in Turkey did not only affect the Turks of Turkey but 

the Turks of Bulgaria. The newspapers published by the Turks of Bulgaria during 

these years featured the developments in Turkey. The Medeniyet Newspaper is one 

of these newspapers. The newspaper contains many news, analyses, and criticisms 

about the Turkish reform and the changes in Turkey. This thesis aimed to understand 

the rationale of the criticisms directed towards the Turkish reform through discourse 

analysis of the related articles in the Medeniyet Newspaper. Accordingly, it was 

understood that the main reason for the newspaper's criticism is the imagination of 

civilization and the value and role attributed to religion in the formation and 

preservation of civilization. According to this understanding, during the 

modernization process, the reorganization of political and social life according to the 

principle of laicism was criticized. Thus, the principle of laicism was at the core of 

criticism. It is not possible to see similar criticisms in newspapers of the period in 

Turkey because the press was kept under control by the laws and regulations. For 

this reason, the Medeniyet Newspaper is an important source in this regard and its 

cultural, political, historical, social, and religious writings enable a sociological 

analysis. 

 

Keywords: Laicism, The Medeniyet Newspaper, The Turkish Modernization, The 

Turkish Reform, The Turks of Bulgaria.  
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CHAPTER I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

During the process that began in 1923 with the proclamation of the Republic, a 

political and social transformation was taking place in Turkey. The newly 

established government started the modernization process by implementing reforms 

in both political and social structures. These reforms were not only limited to the 

Turkish border but also affected the Turks of Bulgaria. Bulgaria had been under the 

administration of the Ottoman State for many years and has built its own nation state 

as a country with a significant number of people who belong to the Turkish 

population. The Turks of Bulgaria have maintained their ties with Turkey and have 

followed developments in Turkey.  

 

In 1928, with the decision of a group of teachers to move to education in the Latin 

letters, the Turks of Bulgaria began to discuss the reforms in Turkey (Şimşir 1988, 

95-96) and they were divided into two groups: as supporter or opponent of the 

reforms. Both groups formed associations such as Turan Cemiyeti, Türk Muallimler 

Birliği, and Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti to reflect their ideas with the aims to 

make the Turkish minority adopt these ideas. This discussion was also carried out 

with press activities. Newspapers were one of the most effective tools for this 

purpose. With the independence of Bulgaria, the Turks became a minority and they 

could continue their press activities as a result of the rights granted by the 

international agreements. More than 80 newspapers were published during this 

period until 1944 (Okday 1980, 4-6). In the 1920s and 30s, the reform debates were 

reflected in the press. The Turks of Bulgaria published newspapers according to their 

own ideological perspectives. Through newspapers, every development in Turkey 

was transmitted to the Turks of Bulgaria and was interpreted according to their 

ideologies. The newspapers were even separated in the alphabet they used, and some 

newspapers were printed in the Ottoman Turkish language while some in the Latin 
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letters.  In this sense, it is possible to talk about the great amount of freedom of the 

press in Bulgaria. 

 

However, there were different political and social conditions in Turkey during those 

years. The Ankara government aimed to create a new republic and its new society 

which would not be connected with the Ottoman past through the implementation of 

the reforms (Mardin 1995, 181). The press had an important role in providing 

information, in creating public opinion and influencing it so helping new ideas to be 

adopted by the community. Thus, the Ankara government highlighted the importance 

of the press. For example, on 5 February 1924, Mustafa Kemal organized a meeting 

in İzmir between the editors of the newspapers. At this meeting, he said that “The 

Turkish press will create a fortress of ideas around the Republic. It is the right of the 

Republic to demand it from the press” and also he warned journalists to gain their 

support for the reforms or at least to ensure that journalists would not oppose the 

reforms (Sezer 2006, 162). In short, the press was seen as a tool of support for the 

reforms rather than the opposition. Many newspapers were also published in this 

way. Thus, it is thought that Mustafa Kemal greatly benefited from the press to have 

the public adopt the reforms (Can 1982, 19). 

 

In 1925, a rebellion called Şeyh Sait Ayaklanması took place, and it was seen as a 

reactionary against the Turkish reform. For this reason, the government wanted the 

hardest measures to be taken (Sarıay 2015, 389-390). Takriri Sükun (Law on the 

Maintenance of Order) was prepared to maintain order. According to the first article 

of Takriri Sükun, the government has the authority to prohibit organizations, 

incitements, and publications that encourage reaction and rebellion and disrupt 

public order. And it is stated that the government may appoint İstiklal Mahkemeleri1 

(The Courts of Independence) to carry out this duty (Resmi Gazete, No.87, 

04.03.1925). One day after the law came into force, many newspapers and 

magazines were closed based on the first article of Takriri Sükun. Some of these 

newspapers and magazines were Tevhid-i Efkar, İstiklal, Son Telgraf, Aydınlık, Orak 

                                                
1 İstiklal Mahkemeleri were established in 1920 to prosecute deserters during the War of 

Independence. Later their powers were expanded and every crime against the Turkish reform was the 

duty of these courts (Aybars 1988, 1). Their purpose became to punish those who oppose the will of 

the Republic to carry out the Turkish reform (Türker 2000, 150-151). Thus, it is stated that İstiklal 

Mahkemeleri were used to repress the opposition by the government.  
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Çekiç, and Sebilürreşat (BCA 30-18-1-1, 13-12-12). In addition to the closure of 

newspapers, many journalists were arrested, judged, and sentenced in İstiklal 

Mahkemeleri (Tunçay 1986, 48). 

The freedom of the press became controversial due to the closure of opposition 

newspapers and the trial of journalists. After Takriri Sükun, the opposition press 

disappeared completely (Kılıç 2008, 173). However, the government thought that the 

opposition press had an effect on Şeyh Sait Ayaklanması, and thought that press 

freedom could have negative consequences. On 1 November 1925, Mustafa Kemal 

summarized this situation as follows:  

It would naturally be necessary for using the instructive and 

destructive power of the Grand National Assembly to remove the 

harmful aspects of freedom of the press… Only the Republic itself 

raises the press which is decorated with the thoughts and morals of 

the Republican era… This press with these new ideas will facilitate 

and encourage the efforts for new life and becoming civilized of our 

great nation (Millet Meclisi Tutanak Dergisi D.2, C.19: 7).  

As can be understood from this speech, there was an idea that the press would adopt 

the reforms and principles of the Republic and work for it. Otherwise, it is stated that 

the intervention of the assembly to the press is normal. Mustafa Kemal said that 

these steps were not oppressive as follow:  

We made the reforms for progress and change so the reforms targeted 

the old superstitions and institutions. Takriri Sükun Kanunu and 

İstiklal Mahkemeleri had been used to prevent fanatics and 

reactionists. We made these measures not as a means of restraint but 

as a means of civil and social development of the nation. Thus, it was 

abolished as it is seen that measures do not need to be applied 

(Atatürk 2017, 635-638). 

 İnönü also stated that “One of the great benefits we took from the period of Takriri 

Sükun is that the reform which had been tried for centuries, could be implemented 

and instituted” (TBMM Zabıt Ceridesi, 02.03.1927, D.2, C.30, İ.5: 7). In brief, 

Takriri Sükun provided for the implementation of reforms (Göldaş 1997, 423) such 

as the hat act, the law on the unity of education, the closure of lodges, adopting the 

Turkish civil code, and adopting the Latin alphabet.  

 



4 

 

Since 1925, the opposition in the press was largely over with Takriri Sükun (Can 

1982, 33-35). The decision was made in 1927 to remove Takriri Sükun and İstiklal 

Mahkemeleri (BCA 30-10, 10-57-18). However, the arrangements for the press 

continued. With Matbuat Kanunu (the Press Law of 1931), the same conditions for 

the press were preserved. Article 50 states that newspapers and magazines may be 

temporarily closed with the decision of İcra Vekilleri Heyeti (The Cabinet Council) 

because of the publications that will include the general politics of the country 

(Resmi Gazete, No.1867, 08.08.1931). After the state control over the press with 

Matbuat Kanunu, an institution was needed in order to manage and direct the press 

in the desired direction. For this reason, Matbuat Umum Müdürlüğü (the General 

Directorate of Press) which was established in 1920 was reorganized (Koç 2006, 33). 

Matbuat Umum Müdürlüğü would control if the publication touched public politics 

and would report to the government. Vedat Nedim Tör, who served as the general 

manager between 1933 and 1937, described how the directorate works:  

All daily newspapers, magazines, and books were scanned and 

examined. Their contradictions to Matbuat Kanunu and the principles 

of reform were determined… There was no censorship in Turkey, but 

there was very rigorous state supervision. The contradiction to the 

Kemalist principles, especially the principle of laicism, immediately 

attracted attention (Can 1982, 37-38).  

He also said that “The newspapers in Turkey is the most powerful propaganda organ 

for the spread of the principles and ideals of the reform, a self-defense tool against 

reactionism, and most sincere stimulus in the works carried out by the reformist 

government” (Birinci Basın Kongresi 1936, 21-22). In brief, Matbuat Kanunu and 

Matbuat Umum Müdürlüğü made the press of the period appropriate to the essence 

of the reforms and the policies of the government.  

 

In 1935, the government encouraged the establishment of a compulsory professional 

organization for journalists. It was established by law and called Türk Basın Birliği 

(The Turkish Press Association). It was the first and last press professional 

organization established by law in the history of the Turkish press (Demir 1994, 

231). In 1938, it was decided that journalists who were not members of this 

association could not perform the profession of journalism (Öztürk 1994, 141). It is 

interpreted that Türk Basın Birliği made it possible for the government to control the 
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press more easily because it gathered all the journalists under a single roof and it was 

subordinate to Matbuat Umum Müdürlüğü. Between 1938 and 1946, governed by 

İsmet İnönü, the pressures of the political authority on the press increased further. 

There was a press entirely under the government's control and no political news were 

reported in the press except for official statements. Only between the years of 1940 

and 1942, 25 newspapers were closed and many journalists were arrested. This 

control on the press continued until the end of World War II (Öztürk 1994, 142). To 

sum up, during the single-party period between 1923 and 1946, the press was 

completely under the control of the political authority. Both Takriri Sükun and 

Matbuat Kanunu gave the government authority to close publications. Also, Matbuat 

Umum Müdürlüğü and Türk Basın Birliği made control of the press easy. These 

policies of the government show that the press was dependent on the government in 

every respect because, during this period, everything was deemed to be obliged to 

reinforce official ideology (Koloğlu 2006, 118) and the press was also seen as a part 

of this change. Thus, the government wished to create a press committed to the 

principles of reform (Koç 2006, 37). Therefore, the press had generally taken a 

positive attitude towards social, political, cultural changes, and reforms (Şimşir 

1992b, 173).  

 

The reforms in Turkey were not accepted by all. However, because of the controlled 

journalism, when the newspapers or other written works of the period are examined, 

it can be perceived that the reforms were accepted by everyone and that opponent 

groups did not exist. Due to the control and censorship of the single-party regime 

over the press, it is not possible to see the criticisms and the opposition in the early 

years of the Republic but it is possible to see these critical points from the 

newspapers published by the Turks of Bulgaria. The Turkish press in Bulgaria can 

help to see the criticisms and to understand the main reasons for the criticisms. The 

Turkish press in Bulgaria can provide detailed data on how the developments in 

Turkey were interpreted from a critical or opposite perspective.  

 

The Medeniyet Newspaper is one of the most prominent among these newspapers. 

Medeniyet started to be published on August 19, 1933 in the Ottoman Turkish 
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language. Then, Medeniyet became the media organ of Din-i İslam Müdafileri 

Cemiyeti that was established to struggle against the reform movement in Bulgaria.2 

The first years of the publication of Medeniyet coincide with the period when 

reforms were made in Turkey and the reforms were intended to be adopted. For this 

reason, Medeniyet includes political and intellectual writings with commentaries on 

the political and social changes in Turkey. The reforms and changes were cautiously 

welcomed and a serious struggle was given against those who wanted to move these 

reforms to Bulgaria. The newspaper states its purpose of publication to warn the 

Muslims of Bulgaria.3 Thus, it is stated that an intense struggle against the spreading 

of reforms in Bulgaria was carried out through  Medeniyet.  

 

Medeniyet was the longest-lived Turkish newspaper (Cambazov 2011, 54) and the 

last Turkish newspaper to be published in Bulgaria (Memişoğlu 2007, 226). Thus, 

Medeniyet is described as one of the most important activities in the history of Turks 

of Bulgaria (Hatiboğlu 2003, 301-303). It was also subject to severe criticism from 

Turkey (Acaroğlu 1990, 32). Even, the Turkish government did not allow Medeniyet 

to be introduced into Turkey (BCA 30-18-1-2, 39-64-5). Therefore, the complete 

collection of the newspaper is not available at libraries in Turkey. However, some 

issues can be reached at the Ottoman archives and the İslam Araştırmaları Merkezi. 

 

There is no study directly covering Medeniyet in the literature of Turkey. However, 

in some studies, evaluations about Medeniyet were made by including the content or 

some certain articles of the newspaper. For example, the information and details 

about Medeniyet can be found in the books titled Bulgaristan’da Başmüftülük Tarihi 

(1878-1944), Bulgaristan’da İslam (1878-2018), Bulgaristan’da Türkçe Basın, 

Bulgaristan Müslümanlarında Dini Islahat Düşüncesi, etc. Due to its critical 

position, Medeniyet is described as reactionary (Cambazov 2013, 364) and as a 

collaborator with the Bulgarian authorities (Şimşir 1988, 112; Cambazov 2013, 365). 

However, Medeniyet was published for 11 years and had many important people on 

                                                
2 “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti Meclis İdaresi Tarafından Bulgaristan Müslümanlarına 

Beyanname”, Medeniyet, No: 15, 22 Şubat 1934/ 7 Zilkade 1352, p. 1. 
3 “Müslümanlarda Buhranı İçtimai ve Tedavisi 6”, Medeniyet, No: 14, 3 Şubat 1934/ 18 Şevval 1352, 

p. 2. 
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the editorial staff. For this reason, it has many news and intellectual articles that will 

shed light on the political, social, and scholarly developments of the period.  

 

The political and social articles of Medeniyet make sociological analysis possible. 

The main reason for the critical perspective on reforms can be understood by 

analyzing the content of the articles in Medeniyet. Thus, by going beyond the 

description of traditionalist, anti-modern, reactionary, or religionist, the answers to 

questions such as why reforms were not adopted and which points were found 

objectionable could be found. As noted earlier, it is not possible to find the answers 

to these questions from the Turkish press of the period due to the existing press 

regulations. However, Medeniyet is a source on this subject. For this reason, 

Medeniyet is the primary source of this study. 

 

This thesis aims to examine the content of the news and articles about the Turkish 

reform in the first three years of Medeniyet and to reveal its views about the reforms 

in order to understand the main reason of the newspaper’s opponent perception. 

Thus, the objectives of the thesis are as follows: to make visible the criticisms of 

Medeniyet against the Turkish modernization process and reforms, to understand the 

reasons for their criticisms and to understand the basic views of these opponent 

Turks of Bulgaria through Medeniyet. Such a study could be eye-opening in terms of 

the political history of the Republic of Turkey, in terms of understanding the reform 

movement and the laicism policies of the single-party era, and in terms of seeing the 

social repercussions of these policies. Therefore, this thesis will put forward a 

peculiar analysis and interpretation of the critics of the social change and reform 

movement of Turkey from the perspective of Medeniyet.   

 

Within the framework of these goals and basic questions, this research is an archive 

study and the method of the research is discourse analysis. The issues of the first 

three years of Medeniyet as the primary source of the thesis were examined to 

answers the main questions of the research. To evaluate the newspaper's 

understanding of the developments in Turkey by analyzing the content of the news 

and articles. For this purpose, the related articles in the newspaper were read and 

their contents, key concepts, and general approaches were examined to analyze the 
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newspaper's understanding of the modernization process and reforms in Turkey, the 

main reason for its criticism and its efforts among the Turks of Bulgaria. The scope 

of the study covers the first three years of the newspaper. The first three years cover 

107 issues so the study is limited with the first 107 issues. The main rationale for this 

limitation is that the articles on the Turkish modernization, the reforms, and the 

Ankara government decreased after this year. After this early period in the 

newspaper’s publication, international politics and the process leading up to World 

War II and its effects on Bulgaria became the focus, and the developments in Turkey 

were given almost no place. For this reason, the first three years in which the Turks 

of Bulgaria experienced the reform debate more deeply and reflected it in the 

newspaper were chosen as the scope of the study. In addition to the first 107 issues, 

the 242nd issue was read to obtain information about the life of başmüftü Hüseyin 

Hüsnü who was a key figure in the debate of the Turks of Bulgaria on the reforms. 

 

In addition to the primary source, during the literature review, the studies and the 

books including the history of the Turks of Bulgaria, the Turkish modernization, the 

reform movement of Republican Turkey, the impact of the reforms on the Turks of 

Bulgaria, the activities they carried out as a polarized minority, especially the press 

activities were focused on. The correspondence, documents, and treaties of the 

Turkish and Bulgarian authorities of this period were obtained from the Ottoman 

archives and the Republic archive. The Turkish libraries do not have the complete 

collection of Medeniyet so the issues of Medeniyet were obtained online from the 

National Library of Bulgaria. However, there were difficulties encountered in the 

research process. The reports and documents of the Bulgarian government, 

belonging to the period, were meant to be accessed from the Bulgarian archives, but 

the planned visit to Bulgaria could not be accomplished so the data on these 

documents or reports were obtained from secondary sources. For example, 

Belgelerle Mustafa Kemal Atatürk ve Türk-Bulgar İlişkileri:(1913-1938) was very 

helpful in this regard. This book, prepared by the General Directorate of State 

Archives, contains the agreements, reports and letters between 1913 and 1938. It also 

includes the documents belonging to Bulgarians as it was prepared in cooperation 

with the Bulgarian authorities. Similarly, the documents regarding Başmüftülük were 

obtained from secondary sources such as Bulgaristan’da Başmüftülük Tarihi (1878-
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1944), The Turks of Bulgaria 1878-1985, and Osmanlı Sonrası Bulgaristan 

Türklerinin Dini Yönetimi ve Özel Yargı Teşkilatı (1878-1945). 

 

This thesis is composed of five chapters. Following the introduction, the second 

chapter is entitled The Turks of Bulgaria. Situating the findings from Medeniyet 

required a review of the literature on the history of the Turks of Bulgaria so this 

chapter aims to historically introduce the Turks of Bulgaria. This section covers the 

history of Turks of Bulgaria, the debate experienced by the Turkish minority in 

1923, how they became a polarized community as supporters and opponents of the 

reform movement. The educational institutions, associations, and press activities that 

were prominent and influential in this process and discussion were introduced. 

Başmüftülük, the most influential institution of the period, was introduced and 

information was given about Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendi, who was başmüftü of that 

period. It was also shown how both the Bulgarian and Turkish governments 

contributed to the deepening of this conflict by including their position in this debate 

and their support or hindrance.  

 

The third chapter is allocated for the introduction of Medeniyet. In this section, the 

publication life of the newspaper, its authors, and the connected institutions were 

introduced in detail. The articles on the identity discussion, the concept of 

civilization, and the principle of laicism that explain the publication policy of 

Medeniyet were included and analyzed. Thus, the source of the newspaper's critical 

stance on the Turkish reform was revealed and the newspaper's attitude towards the 

reforms in Turkey was interpreted. The reasons for this attitude and understanding of 

the newspaper were put forward with evaluations about this attitude. Accordingly, 

the newspaper's definition of civilization, its criticisms centered on the concept of 

civilization while addressing the Turkish modernization, and its presentation of 

Islamic civilization as an alternative to Turkish modernization are similar to 

Islamism. For this reason, this section includes discussions on modernization and 

laicism as well as the thought of Islamism. Thus, theories of modernization and 

laicism and the Islamic thought form the theoretical framework of the study. 
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The fourth chapter deals with how Medeniyet handles Turkish reform. The 

prominent articles on this subject such as Kemalism and the Kemalist propaganda in 

Bulgaria were included. As Medeniyet sees the alphabet reform as an explanatory of 

the Turkish reform. Also, the alphabet reform was the most controversial among the 

Turks of Bulgaria and was the first to be implemented so it was the most widely 

discussed in Medeniyet with three different article series and many different articles 

including the alphabet reform. The history of the alphabet reform, the reasons behind 

the reform, and the articles about the alphabet reform in Medeniyet were compiled 

and the opinion of the newspaper was evaluated. The newspaper's political, social, 

historical, and cultural evaluations while dealing with the alphabet reform helped to 

obtain more detailed information about the newspaper.  

In conclusion, I derived conclusions from these chapters. The main reasons for the 

criticism of the newspaper to the Turkish modernization and reforms were stated by 

summarizing the newspaper's main views. The importance of avoiding ideologically 

categorizing and defining the parties formed in the discussion of Turks of Bulgaria 

on the reforms was emphasized. Accordingly, by keeping away from an ideological 

approach, the newspaper's own evaluations were included within the framework of 

its own opinion. As a result of all these evaluations, the information about the 

originality of the study, and the contribution of this study to academia were 

mentioned.  
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CHAPTER II 

 

THE TURKS OF BULGARIA 

 

2.1.The Presence of Turks in Bulgaria 

 

For Turkish history, the geography of Bulgaria had been important during the pre-

Islamic period, the Ottoman period and also in the period after the Ottoman State. 

Bulgaria had long been the territory for settlement area of the Turkish tribes from the 

north of the Black Sea and their migration started as early as III-IV centuries 

(Yıldırım 2018, 25).  The most significant stage of Turkish migration from Anatolia 

into Bulgaria took place during the 14th century because in 1389 all Bulgaria entered 

Ottoman rule and the Ottoman State became the only political power in the region 

(İnalcık 1992, VII). The Ottoman State used the settlement policy for newly acquired 

territories. This policy constituted the basis of the mass migration movements from 

Anatolia and it was used for Turkification of newly acquired regions and for 

protecting the permanence of the state authority in these regions. The settlement 

policy was also applied in Bulgaria and large numbers of Turks from Anatolia were 

populated here. Because of its proximity to İstanbul and its highly strategic position, 

being on the main road to the West, the territory of Bulgaria was important for the 

Ottoman State (Şimşir 1988, 3).  As a result of the settlement policy and 500 years of 

Ottoman rule, the Turkish presence in Bulgaria was established and affirmed. In this 

way, the Turkish population in Bulgaria increased gradually and the Ottoman State 

managed to turn the demographic balances in its favor (Şimşir 1992a, 47). During 

the Ottoman administration, the Turkish population was always more than the 

Bulgarian population (Danailov 1937, 26). In the period towards the end of the 19th 

century, Bulgaria was the country with the highest Turkish population in the Balkans 

(Şimşir 1992a, 47). However, this demographic situation continued until 1877.  
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The weakening of the Ottoman military and administrative aspects, the disobedience 

of local rulers in the region, the economic development of Bulgarians and the 

development of national education system for the Bulgarian youth caused an 

emergence of Bulgarian nationalism in the second half of the 18th century (Aydın 

1996, 17-25). Russia was another reason for these new political formations in the 

Balkans. Russia wanted to destroy the Ottoman presence in the region and to take the 

Balkans under its tutelage and to create a satellite state, Bulgaria, which it could use 

to develop its own interests in the region (Karpat 2004, 292). During these years, 

there were many uprisings of Bulgarians against the Ottoman rule. The Ottoman 

State was left alone in diplomacy because of the Bulgarian uprisings which turned 

into big campaigns against the Turks with the support of Russia to Bulgarians 

(Aydın 1996, 116). To solve these problems, a conference was held in İstanbul in 

1876, however, the Ottomans did not accept suggestions including autonomy for 

Bulgaria and Russia started a war (Ibid., 118 -120). This war, which took place in 

1877 and 1878, was called the Russo-Turkish war. After the war, the Ayastafanos 

Treaty was signed and according to the sixth article of this treaty, Bulgaria became 

an autonomous principality under the Ottoman State (Erim 1953, 390). At the Berlin 

Congress, the treaty of Ayastefanos was reconsidered and some territorial changes 

were made and the Treaty of Berlin was signed. This treaty confirmed that Bulgaria 

is an autonomous principality.4 

Bulgaria was not a nation in the modern cultural, ethnic, or political sense at the 

same time Russia made the newly created autonomous principality in 1878 so the 

idea of ethnic-national homogeneity was adopted (Karpat 1990, 2) to create a 

territorially, culturally, and linguistically unified nation state by eliminating cultural 

diversity through assimilation and migration of ethnic minorities (Eminov 1997, 

4). As part of this policy, both during and after the Russo-Turkish war, there were 

attacks and atrocities against the Turks, and this caused mass migrations from 

Bulgaria to Anatolia (Yıldırım 2018, 53-54). As a result of these policies and 

migrations, the Turkish-Muslim population in the country dramatically reduced and 

                                                
4 Article I: Bulgaria has constituted an autonomous and tributary principality under the suzerainty of 

his imperial majesty the Sultan, it will have a Christian government and a national militia (Treaty 

between Great Britain, Germany, Austria, France, Italy, Russia, and Turkey for the Settlement of 

Affairs in the East 1908, 403). 
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the Turkish population in Bulgaria became a minority for the first time (Şimşir 1988, 

4-5). The minority status of the Turks in Bulgaria became legal with the 1878 Treaty 

of Berlin (Karpat 2004, 283). Similar changes took place in many Balkan countries 

and the status of Muslims in Balkan countries changed to a minority from a 

community connected with the governing authority. This change in the legal and 

political positions of the Balkan Muslims was a result of the defeats of the Ottomans, 

the military, and political changes in Europe and the emergence of the Balkan 

national states (Ibid., 291). 

In 1908, in the Ottoman State, the Young Turks Revolution began and the state 

focused on their internal problems. In the same year, Bulgaria declared its 

independence (Ahmad 1969, 48). The newly established Bulgarian kingdom was 

officially recognized in 1909 by establishing a protocol in İstanbul. The İstanbul 

Protocol also included matters relating to the situation of the Turkish minority in 

Bulgaria. Turks began to live as a minority in independent Bulgaria without the 

patronage of the Ottoman State (Eroğlu 1987, 29; Şimşir 1988, 293).  

 

2.2. Polarized Turkish Minority 

By 1923, there were radical transformations in the social and political spheres in 

Turkey by the establishment of a laic republican regime in the place of the Ottoman 

State. And then a reform movement was launched. The establishment of the republic 

and the reform movement did not only influence the lives of the Turkish people 

living in national territories, but it also had a direct impact on the daily lives of Turks 

living outside the national borders. The Turks living in the former Ottoman 

territories namely, Bulgaria, Greece, Yugoslavia, Romania, Dodecanese, Cyprus, 

and the Middle East continued to be in the cultural influence of Turkey (Şimşir 

1992b, 301-302). Thus, the reforms started after the establishment of the Republic in 

Turkey were closely followed by the Turks who lived in these geographies. For 

instance, the Turks of Bulgaria had established close relations with Turkey and 

closely followed the reforms due to their geographical proximity, their high 

population density, and the presence of intellectuals to lead the Turkish society in 

Bulgaria (Tümenoğlu 2011). Thus, outside Turkey, Bulgaria was the first place 
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where the reforms were discussed and became influential (Sarıkoyuncu and 

Sarıkoyuncu 2005, 486).  

While their co-religionists in Turkey had to adopt reforms of the new regime such as 

reforms about the alphabet and clothes (Crampton 1990, 66)5, the Muslims of 

Bulgaria were free to follow traditional Islam. For example, Muslim women in 

Bulgaria were free to continue wearing the veil and the Muslims of Bulgaria could 

write Turkish in Arabic script (Crampton 2007, 431). They could also open 

Medresetün Nüvvab as an institution of higher education at the same time when 

madrasas in Turkey were being closed down6 and education was being unified and 

secularized (Şimşir 1988, 41-43). After the caliphate was abolished in 1924 and the 

law system was entirely secularized in Turkey, the Sharia courts (Islamic canonical) 

in Bulgaria continued to function until World War II (Ibid., 58). Due to the 

continuation of madrasas and Sharia courts, freedom to use the Arabic letters, and 

the Islamic style of dress for Muslim women, this meant that the Turks of Bulgaria 

were a minority having the traditional Islamic institutions and lifestyle. Islam was 

the basis for their identity. Thus, the determinant of belonging to the Muslim Turkish 

community was the preservation of a specific social structure, behavioral patterns, 

and cultural heritage (Szyszlak 2018, 178). However, this atmosphere was 

challenged by the supporters of the reforms in Turkey because the reforms aimed to 

be a part of Western civilization so the reform movement was seen as an effort to 

change civilization (Azak 2010, 10-11). 

Turkey conducted the reform movement to create a modern state and society and 

laicism was the main principle of reforms (Mert 2002, 203-204). All of this process 

of modernization and laicism had a direct impact on the Turkish minority in 

Bulgaria. It presented two paths for the Turkish minority that led to the formation of 

two parties – supporters of the reforms and opponents of the reforms. The supporters 

of the reforms among the Turks of Bulgaria were struggling to implement them on 

the Bulgarian territory because they saw Mustafa Kemal and Turkey as the guarantee 

for the continuation of their existence (Akgül 2005, 489). However, the opponents of 

reforms among the Turks of Bulgaria were extremely opposed to the reform 

                                                
5 “Müslümanlarda Buhranı İçtimai ve Tedavisi 2”, Medeniyet, No: 8, 24 Teşrinisani 1933/ 6 Şabanü'l-

muazzam 1352, p. 2. 
6 “Hayırlı Bir Müessese”, Medeniyet, No: 7, 13 Teşrinisani 1933/ 25 Recebi'l-ferd 1352, p. 4. 
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movement because of the laic character of the reforms (Muyhtar 2003, 30). They 

perceived the Turkish modernization as declared against religion.7 Thus, the 

response of the Turks of Bulgaria towards the Turkish modernization was twofold. 

In brief, the Turkish minority was not unanimous in its reactions to the reform 

movement in Turkey. Both parties tried to spread their ideas within their community 

through various channels. Thus, they established different social organizations and 

published newspapers.  

 

2.3. The Intellectual Activities of Turks of Bulgaria  

In addition to the above-mentioned ideological conflict, the Turks faced great 

assimilation in Bulgaria in the first half of the 1930s. Thus, between 1930 and 1940, 

the Turks of Bulgaria strove to preserve their cultural and ethnic values. In this 

period, it is possible to evaluate the cultural and social status of the Turks in Bulgaria 

under three main headings. These are the Turkish educational institutions, the 

Turkish associations, and the Turkish periodical publications (Özsarı 2015, 6). 

Briefly, the Turks of Bulgaria had various intellectual activities to both protect their 

identity as a minority and to conduct ideological discussions after the establishment 

of a modern state in Turkey. These institutions, associations, and publications will be 

introduced by giving examples from the most important ones.  

 

2.3.1. The Turkish Educational Institutions in Bulgaria: Medresetün Nüvvab  

The region of Bulgaria was one of the most educationally developed in the Ottoman 

State. The Tanzimat reforms were first tested in Tuna vilayeti8 and modern 

secondary schools called rüşdiye and many other schools were opened in the region 

                                                
7 Celaleddin Sabri, “Mürted İnkılap ve Dinsiz Edebiyat 13”, Medeniyet, No: 50, 12 Nisan 1935/ 8 

Muharremü’l Haram 1354, p. 4. 

“Ahlakın Kuvve-i Müeyyidesi”, Medeniyet, No: 22, 14 Mayıs 1934/ 19 Muharremü’l Haram 1353 p. 

1. 

“Hayatı İçtimaiye ve İslamiyet”, Medeniyet, No: 18, 24 Mart 1934/ 8 Zilhicce 1352, p. 2. 
8 Tuna vilayeti (Danube Province) was founded in 1864 by Vilayet Nizamnamesi (The Provincial 

Reform Law) to arrange administration with smaller administrative units. Tuna vilayeti consisted of 

the subprovinces of Ruse, Varna, Tulcea, Tarnovo, Vidin, Sofia, and Nish. Midhat Paşa was 

appointed to the governorship of this province. see further Şentürk, M.Hüdai. 1992. Osmanlı 

Devleti’nde Bulgar Meselesi (1850-1875). Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu.  
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during the 19th century (Şimşir 1990, 163).  After Bulgaria gained its independence, 

the legal status of Turkish schools was protected and the Turks of Bulgaria were 

meeting their educational needs with these traditional educational institutions 

inherited from the Ottoman State (Özsarı 2015, 11-12). Thus the Turkish education 

in Bulgaria continued to be based on the Ottoman era with the educational 

foundations such as masjids, mosques, madrasas, rüşdiyes, and local schools 

(mahalle mektepleri) (Çakmakçı 2011, 92). The Turks of Bulgaria made efforts to 

protect these institutions. For example, those who formed a delegation in the first 

year of independence demanded the improvement of schools from the Bulgarian 

Minister of Education. Besides, they demanded the opening of Dârülmuallimîn 

(Teacher Training School) for the training of teachers who will serve in these 

schools (Sofya’da İslam Kongresi 2014, 196). This school was opened in 1918 and 

Medresetün Nüvvab was opened in 1922 and the Turks of Bulgaria had two schools 

at the higher education level besides traditional ones. However, in 1928 

Dârülmuallimîn was closed and Medresetün Nüvvab was the only institution that 

provided higher education in those years (Özsarı 2015, 11-12). 

 

When Bulgaria was part of the Ottoman State, İstanbul was the center for getting 

religious education for the Muslim students. However, when Bulgaria declared its 

independence in 1908, it was no longer easy to send students to İstanbul (Şimşir 

1988, 42). Since this date, the Muslims of Bulgaria tried to meet their religious and 

social needs without being bound to the Ottoman State and they needed many 

scholars to meet these needs. Thus, there was a requirement for scientific and 

religious foundations to educate the necessary staff. One of these needed foundations 

was a special school for training deputy müftüs.9 The duty of the müftü is thought to 

be limited to fatwa10 whereas the müftüs of Bulgaria had very broad authority. 

Besides fatwa, the müftüs of Bulgaria were judges and qadis who fulfill their duties 

in marriage, divorce, testament, inheritance, and tutorship (Sani 2015a, 129-130). 

This judge duty, which was given to the müftüs of Bulgaria in the Sharia courts, was 

added in 1880 with the abolition of qadis (Günay 2006, 368). Because of this broad 

                                                
9 The word müftü means judge in Arabic. Müftü is a professional jurist who interprets the Sharia 

law and who is a legal expert empowered to give rulings on religious matters.  
10 In Islamic culture, fatwa is a legal opinion or decree handed down by a recognized authority. 
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authority of müftüs, a good Islamic education was required for the müftüs of 

Bulgaria. 

By agreement in 1909, the institution of müftülük (the office of müftü) was organized 

in Bulgaria. However, due to this agreement, the question of where and how muftis 

would be educated was exposed. When the first başmüftü11 was elected in 1910, the 

first step expected from him was to find ways to train the müftüs in Bulgaria because 

the level of education of the current müftüs was seen as very low and it was claimed 

that most of the müftüs are not even qualified in Islamic matters and they are from 

the village imams (Sani 2015b, 263-264). In 1913, it was decided to open a school to 

train müftüs with İstanbul Muahedenamesi.12 The Ottoman State gave importance to 

the protection of the educational and religious rights of the Muslims who remained 

in the lost Balkan lands after their rule so the rights of Turks were included in 

treaties. Thus, opening a school to train müftüs was added as an article to this treaty 

in 1913 (Kılıç and Yılmaz 2016, 511). However, with the start of World War I, the 

opening of the school was postponed.  

 

In 1919, the opening of a school to train müftüs was included among the duties of 

başmüftülük. Thereupon, the başmüftü of the time, Süleyman Faik, established a 

commission to form the program of the school to train müftüs and began preparations 

(Keskioğlu 1985, 84). And in 1922, the school was opened in Şumnu13 with name 

Medresetün Nüvvab. The name Nüvvab is derived from the word naip which means 

deputy müftü hence Medresetün Nüvvab means a school for training deputy müftüs 

(Şimşir 1988, 41). In addition to religious courses in the curriculum, courses such as 

                                                
11Başmüftü (Chief or Grand Mufti) is the head of regional müftüs and also head of the Muslim 

community. Başmüftülük means the office of başmüftü. In this thesis, the words of başmüftü and 

başmüftülük will be used.  
12 This treaty was signed between the Ottoman State and the Kingdom of Bulgaria at the end of the 

Balkan War. With this treaty, while determining the borders between Bulgaria and the Ottoman, the 

political, religious, and social rights of Turks in Bulgaria were protected according to Article 8 (Erim 

1953, 463).  

 

 
13 Şumnu (Shumen) is a plateau in eastern Bulgaria surrounded by hills in the south of the Deliorman 

region. It has been a center of settlement since ancient times due to its natural protection and defense 

advantage and transportation opportunities (Köksal 2006, 15-17). With the conquest of the region by 

the Ottomans, it became the military center of the state along the Danube. It hosted both Muslims and 

other religions with its buildings such as mosque, church, inn, public bath, bastion and arsenal, 

telegraph office, hospital, barracks, government office, court, school, madrasa, hospital, etc. (Meçik 

1977, 2-3).  
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science, language, and literature were included (Memişoğlu 2002, 155). At the 

diploma ceremony of the graduates of 1935, başmüftü Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendi talked 

about it in his speech:  

This institution is not only an institution in the education of religious 

courses. Here, general sciences and techniques that need to be known 

in life are collected. This institution is worthy of the faculties of 

education, it is a rare house of sciences which is a rare coincidence 

even in the Islamic world, not just in the Balkans.14  

 

Medresetün Nüvvab was in operation for 25 years. The Nüvvab alumni served in 

many different fields. Hundreds of people who graduated from Nüvvab served in 

religious services and did Islamic researches. In 27 years, a total of 677 scholars 

were trained in Nüvvab during 22 graduation periods (Bayram and Ersal 1988, 418). 

In addition to religious education and services, the Nüvvab graduates were given the 

authority to be teacher after Dârülmuallimîn was shut down (Ahmed 2005, 283-284). 

The Nüvvab graduates also worked on the Ottoman documents (Mehmedov 2018, 

84). Nüvvab provided training in the Ottoman Turkish language until its closure so 

those who were trained in this school became indispensable cadres in reading 

Ottoman documents. They worked in the Ottoman archives in both Bulgaria and 

Turkey and they contributed to discovering the history of Turks of Bulgaria (Ahmed 

2005, 287). Dozens of Nüvvab graduates also served in the field of press such as 

publishing and editorial affairs of newspapers and magazines  (Mehmedov 2018, 

84). For example, Hafız Yusuf Şinasi, Necip Asım, Mehmed Fikri, Ahmet Şevki, 

and Osman Seyfullah are some of these graduates. The Nüvvab alumni also 

pioneered social and scientific activities by establishing associations. Din-i İslam 

Müdafileri Cemiyeti and Ahlak-ı İslamiyye Cemiyeti were one of these associations. 

As can be seen, the cadres who grew up in Nüvvab had an important place in terms 

of Turkish history and culture in Bulgaria (Ahmed 2005, 287-289). Considering the 

areas in which Nüvvab alumni served, it is clear that Nüvvab was not a classical 

religious school. Thus, Nüvvab met the cultural and educational needs of the Turks 

of Bulgaria as well as the religious needs (Bayram and Ersal 1988, 415). However, 

as a result of changing political conditions, the number of müftülüks was reduced and 

                                                
14 “Medresetün Nüvvab Tevzi Mükafat Merasimi”, Medeniyet, No: 59, 31 Temmuz 1935/ 30 

Rebîülâhir 1354, p. 3. 
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Nüvvab graduates could not take the post of müftü so there were no students to attend 

the higher education part of Nüvvab and it was closed down in 1945 (Ertürk and 

Eminoğlu 1993, 44-45).  

 

2.3.2. The Turkish Associations in Bulgaria: Türk Muallimler Birliği and Turan 

Cemiyeti   

During the first years when Bulgaria gained its independence, the Turks of Bulgaria 

as a minority had many problems. The magazine of Sırâtımüstakim focused on the 

activities against the Turks of Bulgaria and suggested to fight these activities by 

establishing associations (Akayef 2015, 371-372). İsmail Gaspıralı, who was a 

thinker advocating the unity of all the Turks in thoughts and the language also 

suggested that the Turks of Bulgaria should work in a more organized way during his 

visit to Bulgaria in 1906. After this visit, it is seen that the Turks of Bulgaria started 

to work in this way and Türk Muallimler Birliği and Turan were established in the 

same year (Değerli 2009, 240-241). Türk Muallimler Birliği and Turan were one of 

the effective Turkish associations in Bulgaria in the 1930s. 

After the Bulgarian Principality was established in 1878 and the Turks became a 

minority, the Turkish education in Bulgaria confronted difficulties and many 

problems arose. The absence of a standard and unified curriculum, the preparation 

and printing of necessary books, and the restoration of school buildings were the 

main problems. To talk about these problems, 26 teachers from 14 different cities 

and villages organized a congress in Şumnu in 1906. They decided to found an 

association and invited all the Muslim teachers of Bulgaria to become members. 

They chose the name of the association as Muallimin-i İslamiye Cemiyeti (The 

Association of Muslim Teachers) (Turan 1998, 240-241).  

During the 1920s and 1930s, the association had branches in different parts of 

Bulgaria and became an influential foundation among the Turkish minority. The 

number of members was also increasing. For example, the congress that started with 

23 members was held with 128 members in 1911 (Muallimin-i İslamiyye Kongresi 

2016, 296-297). The main purpose of the association was to take control of the 

Turkish schools and enable the younger generation of Turks to receive a good 
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education. Since 1923, the changes and reforms carried out in Turkey updated the 

question of developing national identity and consciousness among the Turks of 

Bulgaria. With this influence, in 1928, the name of the association was changed to 

Türk Muallimler Birliği (The Association of Turkish Teachers) (Yalımov 2001, 512-

514). This change did not represent the simplification of the language. On the 

contrary, it was a move to reject the Islamic background while adopting the modern 

and laic identity which was created with the reforms in Turkey. Thus, they followed 

the reforms in Turkey, especially the ones on education, and applying them to the 

Turkish schools in Bulgaria became their main purpose. For example, in this 

direction, the association decided to start teaching in the Latin letters in all the 

Turkish minority schools in 1928 (Şimşir 1988, 70-71). These activities of the 

association drew the attention of the Bulgarian government and the commission 

report on the prevention of foreign propaganda in Bulgaria dated 23 April 1934 

stated that measures should be taken to prevent the activities of Türk Muallimler 

Birliği (Sarınay 2002, 333-334). After this report, the Bulgarian government 

declared the association illegal and banned their work in 1934 (Yalımov 2001, 520). 

Many teachers were removed from their posts and the curriculum of Turkish schools 

was changed (Özsarı 2015, 5).  

Another important association was Turan Cemiyeti. Since the 1920s, various 

organizations were established in Europe to train and raise awareness of young 

people. In parallel with these youth organizations, the Turks of Bulgaria established 

a youth and sports organization called Turan (the Turkish Sports Association). They 

aimed to keep the Turkish youth in Bulgaria together and instill sports awareness in 

them (Özsarı 2015, 6). Turan was founded as a sports organization but in time it 

gained a different character. They thought sports activities alone were not enough 

and wanted to improve the intellectual level of the Turkish youth as well. Turan was 

organizing annual congresses, sports activities, and festivities. The youths coming 

together in Turan were adherents of the reforms in Turkey. They fervently defended 

the principles of newly established Turkish governments (Şimşir 1988, 75-76). The 

Bulgarian government defined Turan as an organization applying the Turkish 

government’s policy regarding the reforms (Sarınay 2002, 476). Turan was regarded 

as the barracks of reforms in Turkey (Şimşir 1988, 76). The Bulgarian government 

perceived Turan as a threat because of this connection with the Turkish government 
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and its effort for spreading reforms of Turkey among the Turks of Bulgaria. The 

Bulgarian government wanted to reduce the influence of the reformist ideologies of 

Ankara on the Turks of Bulgaria. For this purpose, Turan was dissolved and its 

activities strictly prohibited in 1934 (Shivarov 2008, 136).  

2.3.3. The Turkish Press in Bulgaria 

Turkish journalism in Bulgaria has a long history dating from the Ottoman era. 

Takvîm-i Vekâyi which was the first Turkish newspaper in Ottoman history was 

published in 1831 to provide information about the recent laws. The press movement 

which started in the Ottoman State spread over other provinces and reached Tuna 

vilayeti. Midhat Paşa who was governor of this province published a newspaper 

called Tuna in 1865 (Turan 1998, 265-266). It was decided to open a printing house 

in every province in Nizamname of 1864, but since there was no statement about 

the newspaper publication, it is thought that the Tuna Newspaper came into 

publication with the initiative of Midhat Paşa (Koç 2015, 123-125). Within the 

framework of official publishing, Tuna is considered as the pioneer of the Ottoman 

provincial press and as an outcome of the process of using the printing press 

effectively in the development efforts modeled on the West (Ibid., 155). In brief, 

Tuna was the first Turkish newspaper to come out in the Balkans. Thus, Bulgaria 

was the starting place for Turkish journalism in the Balkan region, and later Bulgaria 

became the center for Turkish journalism in the Balkan region. 

In 1908, Bulgaria became an independent state and the Turks started to live as a 

minority in Bulgaria.  With the Neuilly Treaty,15 there were no restrictions on 

publications and the free use of minority language in the press. Thus, the Turkish 

press developed most after the independence of Bulgaria and the Turkish press 

activities in Bulgaria lasted until 1944.  According to a study, 97 Turkish newspapers 

and magazines were identified between the years 1879 and 1945 (Karagöz 1945, 7-

12). With the new findings, the number of Turkish newspapers and magazines 

published between 1865 and 1985 is declared as 173 (Acaroğlu 1990, VII-VIII). This 

is a clear indicator that Bulgaria was the prolific place for the Turkish minority press.   

                                                
15 Neuilly Treaty was signed as a peace treaty between Bulgaria and the allied powers after World 

War I. With Neuilly, Bulgaria's new borders were set, the war compensation was decided, and 

political and social rights of minorities were assured (The Treaty of Peace Between the Allied and 

Associated Powers and Bulgaria and Protocol signed at Neuilly-sur-Seine 1920, 9-109). 
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Besides the long-term and abundant publishing life, another importance of Turkish 

journalism in Bulgaria that almost all of the existing media organs advocated a 

particular idea because Bulgaria was center for opponents in different periods. 

Firstly, it was the center for the supporters of İttihat Terakki and Young Turks16 

because of their disputes with Abdülhamid II. During the reign of Abdülhamid II, the 

increasing pressure of the government on the press led the Young Turks to flee 

abroad and to organize and continue their press activities there (Doğaner 2012, 115-

116). The Bulgarian Principality became a place where the Ottoman State could not 

interfere in domestic affairs so to publish newspapers in Bulgaria was easy for the 

Young Turks. Since Bulgaria was the adjacent region to the state, these Young Turks 

formed several publications and opposition associations in Bulgaria to easily 

communicate and transport to İstanbul. The Young Turk newspapers published here 

were delivered to İstanbul quite easily and quickly. Another advantage was the 

presence of the Turkish minority who would read these newspapers (Turan 1998, 

285-286). Thus 25 of the 44 newspapers published in Bulgaria during the 

principality period belonged to the Young Turks (Cambazov 2013, 36). In fact, 

during this period, the education life of the Turks of Bulgaria was not very 

developed so it was difficult to find people who would publish newspapers and 

would continue publication for a long time. However, there were many Turkish 

newspapers in Bulgaria thanks to the newspapers published by the Young Turks 

(Deliorman 2010, 25). These newspapers were always followed by the Ottoman 

State. The attitude of the state towards the Turkish press in Bulgaria was not good 

because of the oppositional position of the Young Turks. Thus, Abdülhamid II did 

not allow these opposition newspapers to enter the Ottoman State and also put 

pressure on the Bulgarian government to close these newspapers. However, the 

Young Turks were still allowed to publish in their opposition newspapers in Bulgaria 

(Turan 1998, 290-293). 

                                                
16 The concept of Young Turks refers to all the dissident groups seeking an end to the absolutist 

regime of Abdulhamid II (Somel 2002, 107). This group was usually composed of young people who 

were educated in Europe. This opposition group was shaped by the concern of preserving the 

territorial integrity of the state and saving it from backwardness towards the West. The ideals of those 

gathered under this movement were summed up by their choice of the name İttihat ve Terakki (The 

Committee of Union and Progress) (Söğütlü 2010, 10). İttihat ve Terakki operated between 1889 and 

1918. It was constitutionalist. It suggested introducing constitutional government thereby curbing the 

power of the Sultan and at the same time satisfying the aspirations of the minorities by giving them 

equal rights within the law to save the Ottoman State (Ahmad 1969, 13-16).  
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Later Bulgaria became a center for the opponents of the Republican regime. When 

the Republican regime was established, the Young Turks and the supporters of İttihat 

Terakki in Bulgaria returned to Turkey and replaced them with those who were 

opponents of the new regime. The opponents to the Republican regime fled to 

Bulgaria and published Turkish opposition newspapers there. For them, the 

Republican regime and its ideology were main points to criticize (Cambazov 2013, 

39). Among the Turks of Bulgaria, those who opposed the reforms and did not want 

a similar process to take place in Bulgaria acted similarly with these intellectuals fled 

to Bulgaria and published critical newspapers. Some of these intellectuals published 

their newspapers, while others joined the editorial staff of these existing opponent 

newspapers published by the Turks of Bulgaria. These newspapers included writings 

that discredit the reforms in Turkey. Dostluk, İntibah, Rumeli, Yarın, Açık Söz, and 

Medeniyet were one of these newspapers (Şimşir 1988, 243; Memişoğlu 2007, 223; 

Kerim 1999, 175-176). These newspapers criticized the modernization process and 

the principle of laicism which aimed at political and social transformations in 

Turkey. In the same way of Abdülhamid II, the opponent newspapers in Bulgaria 

during the Republican period were closely followed. During this period, these 

newspapers were not allowed to enter into Turkey, and attempts were made to close 

such newspapers by making requests to the Bulgarian government (Bulgaristan’da 

Türk Basını, I-II).  

 

The establishment of the Republic in Turkey and the subsequent reforms were 

welcomed by some newspapers in Bulgaria (Memişoğlu 2007, 223).  These 

newspapers were working to introduce and promote these reforms to make the Turks 

of Bulgaria adopt them (Bulgaristan’da Türk Basını, 62). These newspapers 

supporting the reforms of Turkey were called Kemalist17 newspapers (Şimşir 1988, 

                                                
17 Kemalism is a view that aims to change the basic structural elements of the Ottoman State and to 

replace them with Western ones to establish modern society (Mardin 1995, 181). Kemalism is a frame 

and the sum of pragmatic forms of behavior and rules of life that affect and it transforms all areas of 

social life from dress to alphabet (Turam 2011, 50). Thus, Kemalism points to the Turkish reform. 

Mustafa Kemal called the Turkish reform instead of the term Kemalism. Kemalism was ideologized 

around the basic principles of republicanism, nationalism, populism, statism, laicism, and reformism 

in the 1930s (İnan 2004, 109-112). In brief, Kemalism is a framework and view later an ideology that 

is the main reason for the changes taking place with the Republic in Turkey. Kemalist is the name 

given to those who adopt these principles and reforms. The Medeniyet Newspaper and the Bulgarian 

government also used the terms of Kemalism and Kemalist (“Kemalistlik Faaliyette”, Medeniyet, No: 

55, 7 Haziran 1935/ 6 Rebîülevvel 1354, p. 1; “Kemalizm ve Dini Terbiye”, Medeniyet, No: 41, 20 
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76). Deliorman, Rehber, Rodop, Yeniyol, Halk Sesi, and Turan were the most famous 

Kemalist newspapers (Selvelli 2018, 372). Through the Kemalist newspapers, 

systematic propaganda was started to promote republican ideas in Bulgaria (Sarınay 

2002, 301-304). These newspapers not only made propaganda for the reforms but 

also became their first enforcers. For example, as soon as the alphabet reform was 

made in Turkey, they started publishing with the Latin letters (Memişoğlu 2007, 

224). While Turkey forbade the Arabic letters, the Turks of Bulgaria were free to use 

the Arabic letters in their newspapers (Crampton 1990, 66). Thus, in Bulgaria 

newspapers published in both the Latin and the Arabic letters were available together 

in this period. The existence of Turkish publication with both the Arabic and Latin 

letters after the alphabet reform made the Turkish press in Bulgaria important (Eren 

1997, 149).  

 

As a result of the struggle and efforts of supporters of reforms to make the Turks of 

Bulgaria adopt, the reforms were spreading rapidly among the Turks of Bulgaria 

(Cambazov 2013, 40). The Bulgarian government thought that these reforms would 

bring the Turks of Bulgaria closer to Turkey and keep them under the influence of 

Turkey. Therefore, the Bulgarian government prepared reports about the Kemalist 

press. These newspapers cited in the reports accused of disseminating and promoting 

the reformist ideas and the Turkish nationalist propaganda. Thus, they were seen as a 

threat to the integrity of Bulgaria and the Bulgarian government started to close these 

newspapers. All Turkish newspapers written in the Latin alphabet were forbidden in 

1934 (Şimşir 1988, 104). The Turkish newspapers published in the Ottoman Turkish 

continued to be published. With the change in the government of Bulgaria, the 

publication of all Turkish newspapers and magazines with the Arabic and Latin 

letters were forbidden in 1944 by closing Medeniyet (Ibid., 244).  

 

To sum up, the Turkish press in Bulgaria has been rooted and important. The first 

provincial newspaper of the Ottoman State was published in Bulgaria in 1865. From 

this date till 1944, the Turkish press activities continued for 79 years, and many 

                                                                                                                                     
Kânunuevvel 1934/ 13 Ramazanü’l-mübarek 1353, p. 1; “Kemalist Mahafilinde Heyecan”, 

Medeniyet, No: 28, 26 Temmuz 1934/ 13 Rebîülâhir 1353, p. 4.).  
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newspapers were published and Bulgaria became an important place for Turkish 

press activities. The Turkish press was born with partisanship in Bulgaria by the 

activities carried out by opponents of Abdulhamid II. Later the opponents of the 

Republican regime went to Bulgaria and published their newspapers. Supporters and 

opponents of the reforms among the Turks of Bulgaria also carried out their 

discussions on the reforms through the press. Thus, during these years, the Turkish 

press in Bulgaria was ideologically divided into two. And also the Turkish 

newspapers were divided into two in terms of the alphabet used. When the 

publication in Arabic was forbidden in Turkey, the Turkish newspapers in Bulgaria 

could be published in both the Latin letters and the Arabic letters. Thus, the Turkish 

press in Bulgaria is important because of its political content and its scripts used.  

 

2.4. The Involvement of Bulgarian and Turkish Governments in the Reform 

Debates 

 

Through educational institutions, associations, and press activities, the Turks of 

Bulgaria tried to protect their identities and values as a minority. However, the 

establishment of the Republic of Turkey and the ongoing reform activities affected 

the Turks of Bulgaria. Some Turkish institutions, associations, and some of the 

newspapers were also affected by this ideological change. They started to strive for 

the Turks of Bulgaria to experience similar social change and supported the reform 

movement and even worked for it. And these efforts for the movement led to the 

formation of the opposite group that tried to prevent the implementation of these 

reforms in Bulgaria. This debate on reforms was not only between the two groups of 

the Turkish minority but involved both the Bulgarian and Turkish governments. 

They were involved in this conflict according to their political interest. Their 

involvement made the fragmentation more complex so to reveal the outcome of this 

fragmentation, the motivation of the Turkish and Bulgarian governments should be 

understood (Akıncı 2017, 88). The Turkish-Bulgarian relations between 1923 and 

1934 were based on both sides’ efforts to maintain diplomatic relations. In 1925, the 

Turkish-Bulgarian Friendship Treaty was signed and this treaty included respect for 

borders and the rights of minorities both in Turkey and Bulgaria. With this treaty, 

they aimed to improve relations (Barlas and Köksal 2014, 178-189).  
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Bulgaria was the country where the Muslim Turkish population was the most 

crowded outside the borders of Turkey, therefore it had distinct importance for the 

Republic of Turkey. The Turks living in Bulgaria were considered an extension of 

Anatolian Turkishness (Yıldırım 2017, 864). In the first years of the Republic, the 

Ankara government similarly perceived the Turks of Bulgaria as part of the Turkish 

nation so if the Turks of Bulgaria also followed the reform movement of Turkey, 

there would be no cultural disconnect between the Anatolian Turks and the Turks of 

Bulgaria. Another motivation of Turkey for involvement in the conflict of the 

Turkish minority was to prevent the formation of an opposition political movement 

under the influence of the foreign country. Turkey believed that the group opposed to 

reforms was supported by the Bulgarian government and başmüftülük so Turkey did 

not want the formation of an organized opposition that received powerful financial 

support and religious legitimacy (Boyar and Fleet 2008, 780). To prevent opponents 

and to support the reformist, Turkey was closely following all developments and 

discussions in Bulgaria and was supporting the reformists through diplomatic means. 

In 1926, Hüsrev Gerede18 was appointed as ambassador of Sofia (BCA 30-18-1 20-

53-1). As the Turkish envoy, Gerede provided firm support to the Kemalist Turks in 

Bulgaria (Şimşir 1988, 96; Şimşir 2006, 119). 

 

Besides this diplomatic support, Turkey also morally and financially supported the 

reformists in Bulgaria. For example, the document dated 01 April 1930 stated that 

the letters requested by the newspapers Rodop and Deliorman in Bulgaria could not 

be sent for now due to insufficient allocation but would be taken into account later 

(BCA 30-10 83 - 548 - 9). According to this document, it is seen that the Turkish 

newspapers in Bulgaria that wanted to be published in the Latin letters asked for help 

from Turkey and that Turkey was not indifferent to this situation. Financial help to 

these newspapers also was reflected in the documents. For example, the document 

sent to the Sofia embassy by the Foreign Ministry dated 10 June 1930 stated that 

money was provided to the newspapers Rodop, Halk Sesi, and Deliorman published 

in Bulgaria (BCA 30-10 240 - 618 - 10). Two years later, similarly, in the document 

of 24 August 1932, it was said that aid was sent to the same newspapers (BCA 30-10 

                                                
18 Hüsrev Gerede was a friend of Mustafa Kemal. He landed in Samsun in 1919 together with 

Mustafa Kemal and was a supporter of the reform movement in Turkey (Şimşir 1988, 96; Şimşir 

2006, 119). 



27 

 

240 - 624 - 8). The embassy also supported these newspapers by subscribing. The 

document dated 26 November 1932 stated that the embassy got 14,400 Francs as a 3-

month subscription fee of the Turkish newspapers published in Bulgaria (BCA 30-10 

240 - 625 - 14). 

 

This assistance and support of Turkey were the subjects of reports prepared by 

Bulgarians. Many reports prepared by the Bulgarian authorities mentioned this 

support of the Turkish government. For example, the report on the prevention of 

Kemalist propaganda in Bulgaria stated that newspapers Deliorman, Karadeniz, 

Radop, Halk Sesi, etc. were affiliated to Ankara and supported by the Turkish 

embassy (Sarınay 2002, 346-47).  Other reports prepared by the Bulgarian Foreign 

Ministry’s Press Directorate about the Turkish minority in Bulgaria stated that all the 

Turkish newspapers received financial aid from the Turkish embassy in Sofia except 

Dostluk, Medeniyet, Çiftçi Bilgisi, Yarın, and Çiftçi Kurtuluşu (Ibid., 299). Another 

report mentioned about the help from Turkey for not only the Turkish press but also 

propaganda as a whole. It stated that the Kemalist propaganda received 

encouragement and financial support from Turkey (Ibid., 307-308). In brief, Ankara 

gave attention to the reform movement in Bulgaria and financially and 

diplomatically supported the associations and newspapers working for the reform 

movement.  

 

By 1934, the relations between Turkey and Bulgaria started to change. One reason 

for this was the coup and the governmental change in Bulgaria in 1934 (Barlas and 

Köksal 2014, 189). Another reason was the developments in international politics. 

The atmosphere before World War II formed the axis powers having expansionist 

interests such as Italy and Germany. Turkey, Yugoslavia, Greece, and Romania 

signed the Balkan Pact in 1934 against their expansionist policies in the Balkans. 

However, Bulgaria refused to participate in this pact and stood alongside Italy 

because Bulgaria wished to take back the lands lost in World War I and the Second 

Balkan War (Kaştan 2008, 680). Two countries were not directly involved in any 

disputes but their relationship became confrontational (Barlas and Köksal 2014, 

189). Bulgaria's attitude towards the Turkish minority varied according to its 
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relations with Turkey (Kaştan 2008, 686). After this year, the Bulgarian government 

involved in the reform debate among the Turkish minority in a way that opposes 

those who are reformists.  

 

The support of Ankara and the reform movement was closely followed by the 

Bulgarian government because the Bulgarian government saw this propaganda as a 

threat to their national security. The Bulgarian authorities called this reform 

movement in Bulgaria the Kemalist propaganda and they perceived the impact of 

Kemalism as a kind of Pan-Türkizm aimed at transforming the Turks of Bulgaria 

into an ethnically conscious Turkish minority (Tahir 2015, 579), they defined the 

goal of Kemalist propaganda as breaking the existing spiritual ties between the 

Bulgarian state and the Turks and an attempt to make them adopt the new ideas of 

Turkey so Turks would turn into a mass minority under the orders of Turkey 

(Sarınay 2002, 307-308). Pan-Türkizm is one of the expansionist ideologies 

emphasizing Turkish unity. However, it is claimed that the Republican regime did 

not pursue political expansionism based on racial and cultural affinity. The regime 

accused these thoughts with utopianism (Ertekin 2002, 353-373).  

 

In brief, in the first years of the Republic, movements such as Pan-Türkizm were not 

allowed (Özdal et al. 2010 114). The main reason for this foreign policy was the 

principle of peace at home, peace at the world. And this principle was criticized by 

the Turkist thinkers. For example, Atsız described this principle as a miserable 

political principle and he criticized Turkey’s foreign policy towards the Turks in 

Bulgaria and the Aegean islands during World War II. He stated that no steps were 

taken to complete the Turkish union (Atsız 1950, 5). In short, in the early years of 

the Republic, Pan-Türkizm was not effective in the Turkish foreign policy. However, 

as mentioned earlier, the Turkish government aimed to preserve cultural ties with 

Turks living outside Turkey. And the Bulgarian government saw this attempt of the 

Turkish government as the Pan-Türkist effort. Thus, the Kemalist propaganda was 

seen as having the intention of breaking the delicate bonds of the minority with 

Turkey itself (Şimşir 1988, 96). During these years, the newly independent Bulgarian 

state was trying to create citizenship consciousness. There was the goal of the 
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Bulgarian government to create a single nation based on the imagination of 

homeland so the desire of Kemalists to establish tight ties with Turkey triggered this 

ideal of Bulgarian government (Hatiboğlu 2006, 120-121). 

 

The Bulgarian government thought that the Turks of Bulgaria would be connected to 

the Turkish state if the reforms carried out in Turkey would spread among them 

(Sarınay 2002, 462). Thus, the Bulgarian government officially supported the 

opposite faction to prevent the Kemalist propaganda (Selvelli 2018, 376-378). In 

brief, the Bulgarian government became involved in the conflict of the Turkish 

minority and the motivation of this involvement was shaped by the idea to protect 

national security and to control the minority because they defined Kemalism as a 

threat to make Turkish minority connected to Turkey by triggering national 

sentiments of the Turks of Bulgaria. The Bulgarian government also realized the 

support of the Turkish government to the Kemalist propaganda in Bulgaria. 

Therefore, many commissions were formed and reports were prepared to examine 

the Kemalist propaganda and to prevent the spreading of this propaganda among the 

Turks of Bulgaria.  

 

First of all, the Bulgarian government examined the spheres of influence of Kemalist 

propaganda. The report by the Bulgarian Foreign Ministry dated 17 November 1934 

stated that the Kemalist propaganda found supporters among the Turkish minority. 

As a sociopolitical movement, it took over religious, spiritual, and educational 

institutions of the Turks of Bulgaria to spread this ideology. Thus, many teachers, 

school administrations, journalists, müftüs, and imams were at the service of 

Kemalist propaganda (Sarınay 2002, 360- 364). Then reports stated that Kemalism 

must be immediately taken under control. For example, the commission report on the 

prevention of foreign propaganda in Bulgaria dated 23 April 1934 makes clear this 

strategy of the Bulgarian government. In this report, the precautions to be taken 

about the Kemalist propaganda were listed as follows: First, political refugees from 

Turkey should be allowed to carry out their activities against the Kemalist 

propaganda. Second, the activities of Türk Muallimler Birliği should be prevented. 

Third, measures should be taken against the Kemalist press which was supported by 
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the Turkish embassy and financial aid should be provided to the Turkish newspapers 

fighting against Kemalism (Ibid., 328-337). The newspapers against Turkey were 

supported by the Bulgarian government because Bulgaria wanted to separate Turks 

from developments in Turkey and to weaken the ties between them and Turkey 

(Şimşir 1988, 243). In brief, this report suggested preventing Kemalist associations 

and newspapers. For this, the Bulgarian government focused on the characteristic of 

Kemalism to carry out effective preventive propaganda.  

 

The main aim of Kemalism seen as establishing a national identity and laicism is the 

basic principle of Kemalism. Laicism was defined as a powerful tool for the Turkish 

government to embrace new nationalist ideas more than the theological principles. 

Thus, laicism in Turkey had been applied in the fields of education, law, and so on. 

As mentioned, the Bulgarian authorities stressed that these demands were not only 

limited to the borders of the Turkish state. There were attempts to awaken the 

national consciousness of the Turks in neighboring states. Therefore, the Bulgarian 

authorities started to think that there is no interest for Bulgaria when laicism would 

be facilitated among the Turks of Bulgaria (Sarınay 2002, 451-455). Thus, the 

laicization of the schools and courts of the Turkish minority should not be allowed, 

as laicism would lead to a political awakening among the Turkish minority and the 

development of national consciousness. On the contrary, the Turkish traditions and 

religious beliefs that separated the Turks of Bulgaria from the current Turkish state 

should be supported to deepen separation among the Turkish minority based on ideas 

and religion (Ibid., 459- 460). In brief, the Bulgarian administration focused on the 

laic character of Kemalism and the laicization process in Turkey. And they stated 

that the Kemalist propaganda in Bulgaria aims to experience the same transformation 

in the Turkish minority institutions such as schools and courts. However, the 

Bulgarian government perceived laicization of these institutions would increase 

national consciousness and eliminate the separateness of Turks of Bulgaria from 

Turkey. Therefore, the Bulgarian government chose its strategy in this conflict as 

preventing the laicization of minority institutions and as protecting these religious 

and traditional institutions.  
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This idea was reflected in different reports. For example, the commission of a report 

by the secretaries-general of the Minister of Foreign Affairs and Religious Cults, the 

Minister of Interior, and the Minister of National Education was submitted on 23 

April 1934. In this report, it was suggested that the appointment of başmüftü should 

be done by the tsar or the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Religious Cults, not by 

election. Then the authority of the başmüftü should be increased. For example, the 

activities of Türk Muallimler Birliği should be prevented and the Turkish minority 

schools should be controlled by başmüftülük (Sarınay 2012, 328-338). Similarly, 

Hindalov19 advised that the privileges of başmüftü should be increased. Because 

Hindalov believed that the well-organized Muslims of Bulgaria could manage 

against the propaganda of the Turkish government by their own efforts, so there 

would not be any effect on friendly relations with Turkey. Hindalov stated that there 

were müftüs and teachers in Bulgaria who had not given up on the well-established 

socio-religious values against the Kemalist propaganda because of the pressure of 

the laic government on the Quran, Sharia, Sharia courts, mosques, madrasas in 

Turkey. Thus, they were opposed to laic Turkey and Kemalist propaganda. They 

defined Bulgaria as their homeland and believed that they had religious freedom in 

Bulgaria. Therefore, according to Hindalov, all possible religious concessions should 

be given and başmüftülük should be supported against Kemalism (Ibid., 348-356). 

According to these suggestions and strategies, the Bulgarian authorities tried to give 

the Muslim identity prominence and they tried to create Islamic feelings among the 

Turks to make this community feel just like a Muslim against nationalist sentiments 

(Tahir 2015, 579).   

 

In brief, the supporters of Turkish modernization were trying to spread the reforms 

instituted in Turkey among the Turks of Bulgaria and to make them adopt these 

reforms. However, some of the Turks of Bulgaria were against this reform 

movement because of the laic characteristic of the reforms. They prioritized their 

religious identity and they were unwilling to have the same social and political 

changes in Bulgaria. The Bulgarian government tried to prevent any foreign 

                                                
19 Vlad Todorov Hindalov was an expert tasked by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Religious 

Cults to investigate Kemalism. He wrote down a report on the prevention of Kemalist propaganda in 

Bulgaria on 6 May 1934 (Sarınay 2012, 348). 
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propaganda and their domestic activities inside Bulgaria. The Bulgarian government 

defined the reform movement in Bulgaria as Kemalist propaganda and they saw 

Kemalist propaganda as one of these foreign propaganda. The Bulgarian state saw 

this propaganda as dangerous in its ability to form nationalist bonds towards Turkey, 

and they started to prevent Kemalist propaganda. The Bulgarian government also 

realized the polarized situation of the Turks and they made a strategy to support the 

opponents of the Kemalist propaganda by underlining the laic character of the 

reforms because the Bulgarian authority wanted to keep the Turks as a loyal minority 

of the Bulgarian state. For this aim, many experts and institutions prepared reports. 

In these reports, it was suggested to end the activities of Kemalist associations and 

press and to support opponent groups in terms of administrative, press, educational, 

and religious aspects. The Bulgarian government tried to neutralize the Kemalist 

ideas and took concrete steps in this direction. The supporters of Kemalism were 

removed from their posts, the newspapers and institutions working for Kemalist 

propaganda were closed. In addition to the preventive steps against the Kemalist 

propaganda, the Bulgarian government also supported opponents. According to 

reports, it is seen that the Bulgarian government defined başmüftülük as the main 

opponent institution and tried to make başmüftülük an effective institution for the 

Turks of Bulgaria in the struggle against the Kemalist propaganda. And başmüftülük 

became an important and visible institution in this discussion among the Turks of 

Bulgaria in terms of reforms.  

 

2.4.1. Başmüftülük  

 

Although başmüftülük was established after the independence of Bulgaria, müftülük 

is a well-established institution that the Muslims of Bulgaria have had for a long 

time. In Bulgaria, the Islamic institutions were organized just like the Ottoman State. 

In the Ottoman State, religious services were carried out by ilmiye which is an 

organization formed by müftüs and qadis. And şeyhülislam was the head of this 

organization (Cambazov 2013, 115). For this reason, müftülük is among the former 

organizations of the Turks of Bulgaria. Müftülük continued to survive by the 

substances of the Treaty of Berlin which included the right to establish religious 
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organizations and the immunity of religious organizations. According to the treaty, 

Muslims also could maintain their relations with şeyhülislam.20 The sancak (banner-

region) müftüs chosen by the Muslims of Bulgaria would be certified by şeyhülislam. 

This situation is the same as the organizational system in the Ottoman period 

(Cambazov 2013, 124). 

 

In 1895, Müslümanların Dini İdarelerine dair Muvakkat Talimatname (The 

Provisional Instruction on the Religious Administrations of Muslims) established 

başmüftülük (Cambazov 2013, 163). Başmüftü would be the religious leader of the 

Muslims of Bulgaria and the representative of all Muslims of Bulgaria. This 

instruction restricted the Muslim minority's relations with şeyhülislam by making it 

more dependent on the Bulgarian government because the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs and Religious Cults became the final approval authority of all processes 

about başmüftülük and başmüftü would be appointed with the approval of the 

Bulgarian prince (Zılyabıd 2003, 23). There was also the influence of the Bulgarian 

government on the other müftüs. After elections, they were appointed by the 

Bulgarian authorities and paid a salary as a civil servant (Ertürk and Eminoğlu 1993, 

6). Then the Bulgarian independence was approved with the İstanbul Protocol. 

Müftülükler Sözleşmesi (The Convention on Müftüs) appended to the protocol 

regulated to the office of müftü. The first article of the convention says there will be 

a başmüftü (Şimşir 1988, 294). Thus, başmüftülük which was legally established in 

1895 became active (Keskioğlu 1985, 37-39). However, the convention was not 

immediately implemented. During this period, some Muslims of Bulgaria, who were 

dissatisfied with the attitude of the Bulgarian government towards Muslims, sent 

letters stating that the Bulgarian government did not comply with the convention, 

despite the promise that there would be a başmüftü and no interference in the 

religious affairs of Muslims. Thus, they expected help from the Ottoman newspapers 

and the Ottoman government in their letters (Bulgar Müslümanlarının Şikayetleri 

2015, 80-81).  

                                                
20 Article V states that freedom of all forms of worship is assured, no hindrance shall be offered either 

to the hierarchical organization of the different communions or to their relations with their spiritual 

chiefs (Treaty between Great Britain, Germany, Austria, France, Italy, Russia, and Turkey for the 

Settlement of Affairs in the East 1908, 406). 
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The first election of başmüftü was held in 1910 and the first başmüftü came to work 

by election (Zılyabıd 2003, 32-33). However, this changed with later arrangements. 

According to Müslüman Müessesa’t-ı Diniye İdare ve Teşkilatı Nizamnamesi (The 

Regulation on the Administration of the Muslim Organization) in 1919, müftüs 

would be appointed by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Religious Cults then 

başmüftü would be chosen by the müftüs (Keskioğlu 1985, 28). Thus, başmüftülük 

was tightly attached to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Religious Cults (Turan 

2006, 430). After 1927, although it was decided in the agreements that all müftüs 

would be brought to power by election but these agreements were violated and any 

başmüftü was elected and they were appointed by the ministry21 (Çalışkan 2019, 61). 

Muslims could not exercise their rights given by the treaties. It was claimed that the 

Bulgarian government appointed its people to başmüftülük (Yakut and Bayrak 2005, 

343). This situation was criticized. For instance, Mehmet Behçet Perim, who lived at 

that time, described the state of the Bulgarian müftüs as deplorable when he wrote 

his memories. He described the appointments of müftüs as putty in the hands of 

Bulgarian deputies that’s why he considered başmüftülük as an insignificant 

institution (Perim 2013, 13). 

 

In brief, başmüftülük was formed to cut the direct relationship of Muslims of 

Bulgaria with the Ottoman State and after with Turkey. The Bulgarian government 

wanted to create a loyal Muslim minority to the Bulgarian state so they gave 

importance to başmüftülük. They intervened and controlled başmüftülük and even the 

election of başmüftü was under the influence of Bulgarian government. At the first, 

başmüftü was required to act as an intermediary between the müftüs in Bulgaria and 

the Bulgarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Religious Cults. Thus, the religious 

institutions and foundations were placed under the supervision of başmüftülük. 

However, in time, başmüftülük became not only an institution of religious affairs 

instead its authority was further expanded, especially after the Bulgarian government 

decided a strategy against the reform movement by cooperation with başmüftülük 

and by giving wider authority to başmüftülük. Başmüftülük was already against these 

reforms so the report suggested cooperation between the Bulgarian government and 

başmüftülük. There is a claim that this cooperation was already formed. Başmüftülük 

                                                
21 On the list of başmüftü see the appendix 16. 
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and its branches in the provinces cooperated with the Bulgarian government on the 

pursuit and the prosecution of Kemalist propaganda in Bulgaria. This cooperation is 

mentioned in the article dated 17 November 1934 sent from the Bulgarian Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs and Religious Cults to the Ministry of Interior regarding the 

Kemalist propaganda among the Turks in Bulgaria. The article stated that in order to 

prevent the Kemalist propaganda, the ministry gets the assistance of başmüftülük. 

For instance, Kemalists working in different institutions would be replaced by ones 

who were suggested by başmüftülük (Sarınay 2002, 360-364). In line with the 

commission's proposals and reports, the Bulgarian government increased the powers 

of religious organizations and so strengthened the influence of religious 

organizations on the Muslims of Bulgaria. For instance, mosques and school 

councils were merged and the names close to başmüftülük were assigned to these 

places (Günay 2006, 46-47).  

 

Başmüftülük also became an effective institution in the field of education. One of the 

arrangements that brought başmüftülük to this position was the decision in 1935 by 

the Bulgarian government to give the authority to supervise books to be taught in 

minority schools to the most competent religious institution of each nation in order 

to regulate the national education. In this way, the books to be taught in the Turkish 

schools would firstly be approved by başmüftülük and sent to the Ministry of 

Education for approval.22 In brief, başmüftülük got the authority to approve the 

books. Başmüftülük also were able to inspect the Turkish schools and to propose the 

opening of new schools and madrasa if they thought necessary (Şimşir 1988, 46). 

Thus, başmüftülük came to an important point in the management of Turkish schools 

by getting the authority to supervise the Turkish educational institutions. It can be 

said that the existence of the Turkish minority in Bulgaria was dependent upon the 

Turkish schools, religious institutions, vakfs, and charity institutions (Ibid., 79) and 

during these years, those institutions were managed by başmüftülük.  In brief, 

başmüftülük was given the authority to control all Muslim Turkish institutions and 

organizations (Memişoğlu 2007, 116). As mentioned earlier, all these powers given 

to başmüftülük were seen as the result of the strategy that the Bulgarian government 

                                                
22 “Mektep Kitapları Hakkındaki Talimatname”, Medeniyet, No: 62, 9 Eylül 1935/ 10 Cemâziyelâhir 

1354, p. 4. 
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chose in response to the reform movement. For this reason, başmüftü came to the 

fore in the debate about the reforms and başmüftü of the period, Hüseyin Hüsnü, was 

one of the most important people in this debate.  

 

2.4.2. Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendi  

 

Hüseyin Hüsnü was born in 1882 in Şumnu. He studied at the village school (köy 

mektebi) until the age of 13-14 and then continued his education at Eski Camii 

madrasa in Şumnu. Here he trained with Arabic philology and Sharia. In 1906, he 

went to İstanbul to complete his religious education. He was living in the Kabahalil 

Madrasa in Zincirlikuyu and attending classes in Fatih. He stayed in İstanbul for ten 

years and in 1916 he came back to Bulgaria during World War I. Later, he became a 

soldier shortly after the return. He did his military service as an imam of a battalion. 

At the end of the war, he was appointed as müftü of Şumnu in 1919. In 1927, he 

participated in the election for başmüftü done by the Bulgarian Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs and Religious Cults and he became second against Süleyman Faik. However, 

in 1928, Süleyman Faik resigned due to illness, Hüseyin Hüsnü was appointed as 

deputy başmüftü (başmüftü kaymakamı) in 1928.23 However, another claim was that 

although Süleyman Faik won the election, the election was not approved by the 

government. Süleyman Faik thought that he cannot do his duty in such an 

environment so he resigned (Ahmed 2018, 17).  

 

As mentioned, it is claimed that the Bulgarian government had a strategy to prevent 

the reform movement by the cooperation of başmüftülük. They did not directly 

intervene in the struggle of Turks of Bulgaria so they supported başmüftülük to 

prevent breaking friendly relations with Turkey (Cambazov 2013, 331). Therefore, 

they aimed to conduct an anti-reformist struggle through başmüftülük.  On this time, 

they would say that the Turks of Bulgaria does not want to apply the reforms in their 

social life by underlining the activities and efforts of başmüftülük. For this purpose, 

it was stated that Hüseyin Hüsnü would be the most suitable person for the post of 

başmüftü and can help more than anyone else (Sarınay 2002, 356). While living in 

                                                
23 “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti Reisi Merhum Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendinin Kısaca Tercüme-i 

Halini Takdim Ediyoruz”, Medeniyet, No: 242, 16 Teşrinievvel 1940/ 14 Ramazan 1359, p. 1.  
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İstanbul between 1906 and 1916, he witnessed the struggle between the parties of 

Hürriyet ve İtilaf and İttihat Terakki.24 He was influenced by the views of Hürriyet 

ve İtilaf and supported them in this struggle. This selection based on his belief and he 

returned with this conviction and lived according to this conviction. All stages of his 

life show this.25 Even if it is assumed that his anti-Kemalist view of the later years 

based on his this political standpoint and support for Hürriyet ve İtilaf because he 

was against everything related to İttihat Terakki and he saw Kemalism as a kind of 

İttihatçılık (supporter of İttihat Terakkki) (Cambazov 2013, 332).  

 

He had this critical standpoint towards changes in Turkey and he vehemently 

opposed the reforms in Turkey such as the adoption of the hat, the replacing of the 

Arabic script with the Latin, and the introduction of a civil code in place of the 

Sharia. Because he thought that these political decisions would cause drastic changes 

in the daily life of the Turkish society and would influence their religious practices. 

Thus, he aimed to keep the Turks of Bulgaria away from any Kemalist influence 

during his tenure as başmüftü (Boyar and Fleet 2008, 775-776). For this purpose, 

başmüftülük tried to minimize the influence of these reforms on the Turkish minority 

in Bulgaria (Cambazov 2013, 323). Thus, he wanted all the müftüs and imams to 

work to prevent Kemalism from spreading among the people by sending orders from 

başmüftülük (Cambazov 2014, 265). Thus, many activities of Hüseyin Hüsnü were 

interpreted as against the Kemalist propaganda. First, it was claimed that he 

patronized opponents of the regime who left the country after the declaration of the 

Republic in Turkey (Deliorman 2010, 112-113). These Turkish intellectuals who did 

not adopt the Kemalist views settled in Bulgaria and they continued their political 

and cultural studies there (Özsarı 2015, 1). These intellectuals expelled from Turkey 

                                                
24

 Like İttihat ve Terakki, Hürriyet ve İtilaf was constitutionalist. According to the first article of the 

party program, the main goal was to provide genuine constitutionalism that was promised by İttihat 

Terakki but had not been established until then. When Hürriyet ve İtilaf was founded in 1911, 

Rumelia and Islands were lost. Therefore, the main purpose of the party was to protect the political 

unity of the Ottoman State. To achieve this, it was aimed to establish a real political unity among the 

various elements of the state. With this policy, which was called İttihadı Anasır, was aimed at making 

minority loyal to the state with an uncompromising understanding of freedom and protecting their 

rights (Birinci 1990, 56-64). Thus, Ottomanism was in their party program. The ideology of 

Ottomanism denies nationalism (Aydoğan 2013, 845-967). The tendency of İttihat ve Terakki to 

achieve political unity under the leadership of the dominant Turkish element by using force was the 

main difference between the two parties.  
25 “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti Reisi Merhum Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendinin Kısaca Tercüme-i 

Halini Takdim Ediyoruz”, Medeniyet, No: 242, 16 Teşrinievvel 1940/ 14 Ramazan 1359, p. 1.  
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are also thought to play a role in the polarization of the Turks of Bulgaria 

(Sarıkoyuncu and Sarıkoyuncu 2005, 483). They were called as 150likler.26 It is 

claimed that Hüseyin Hüsnü patronized them. For example, it is claimed that the 

İntibah Newspaper was published with the help of başmüftülük. 150likler and other 

Turkish deserters were the authors of this newspaper (Karagöz 1945, 45). The 

newspaper was considered as the spokesman of başmüftülük (Deliorman 2010, 112-

113). It is even claimed that it was distributed to the villagers for free by the müftüs 

(Acaroğlu 1990, 25-26).  

 

Second, Hüseyin Hüsnü took the Turkish schools and foundations under the 

administration of başmüftülük. While he was controlling the management of the 

Turkish institutions, he became influential in not allowing the intervention of the 

reformist ideas in these Turkish institutions in Bulgaria. For example, in 1928, the 

decision of Türk Muallimler Birliği about education in the Latin letters. This 

decision was approved by the Bulgarian government in 1930 and education in the 

Arabic letters was banned in the Turkish schools (Şimşir 1992b, 315). However, 

during the period of  Hüseyin Hüsnü’s tenure, the Arabic letters were reused in the 

Turkish schools (Deliorman 2010, 112-113). Third, he saw the press as an important 

tool in this struggle. He established the basis of the Islamic printing press to facilitate 

the necessary publication for the Muslims of Bulgaria to protect their religion.27 He 

ran an effective media campaign against Ankara. It was claimed that the opponent 

newspapers against the Ankara government were mostly funded by başmüftülük. 

Medeniyet, Sada-i İslam, Açık Söz (Akıncı 2017, 60-61), İntibah (Karagöz 1945, 45), 

and Dostluk (Boyar and Fleet 2008, 778) were these supported newspapers. Lastly, 

he founded Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti (The Association of the Defenders of 

Islam) against the Kemalist propaganda (Hatiboğlu 2007a, 72-73; Memişoğlu 2007, 

226). In Medeniyet, it is stated that başmüftü Hüseyin Hüsnü helped Muslims who 

were trying to form an Islamic association and provided them with this association.28 

                                                
26 The term 150likler is used for the list of 150 people who were considered as betrayers after the 

establishment of the Republic. There were 13 journalists on the list (Soysal 1985, 62). In 1927, they 

were denationalized and sent into exile by the decision of the Turkish National Assembly. However, 

in 1938, they were forgiven by the enacted law (Ibid., 5-6).  
27 “Halk Sesi İsminde Bir Gazete Varmış”, Medeniyet, No: 16, 10 Mart 1934/ 24 Zilkade 1352, p. 3. 
28 “Halk Sesi İsminde Bir Gazete Varmış”, Medeniyet, No: 16, 10 Mart 1934/ 24 Zilkade 1352, p. 3.  



39 

 

After serving as başmüftü, he became president of the association in 1937 and 

continued in this position until his death.29 

 

Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti was founded in 1934. The association published a 

declaration in the 15th issue of Medeniyet. In this declaration, the disunion and 

disintegration among the Muslims of Bulgaria are mentioned and also the rise of 

irreligion and immorality in recent times is emphasized. Thus, it is explained that the 

association was established to protect the Muslims against the danger of irreligion 

and to strengthen their religious feelings.30 It is stated that the association opposes 

irreligion and harmful propaganda31 and it is a force that will end the tampering with 

the destiny of Muslims of Bulgaria.32 The units to be formed in each city and village 

are also mentioned and the Muslims are asked to become members.33 

 

As mentioned, during the 1930s, the reforms in Turkey were discussed by the Turks 

of Bulgaria and they were divided into two opposing groups as the supporter of 

reforms and opponents to reforms. The reform movement was defined as the 

tendency for irreligiousness and immorality by the opposing groups. This association 

had a clear opposite standpoint against the reforms in Turkey and the propaganda to 

apply them in Bulgaria. They defined this struggle as protecting the religion of Islam 

by gathering genuine Muslims.34 The association stated that the main purpose of the 

enemies of religion is to eliminate religious provisions by taking the administration 

and obligations of Muslims into their hands. This happened in Anatolia and that it 

was being done with the Kemalist propaganda in Bulgaria.35 Therefore, the 

association stated that Muslims should not be separated and should have religious 

                                                
29 “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti Reisi Merhum Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendinin Kısaca Tercüme-i 

Halini Takdim Ediyoruz”, Medeniyet, No: 242, 16 Teşrinievvel 1940/ 14 Ramazan 1359, p. 2.  
30 “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti Meclis İdaresi Tarafından Bulgaristan Müslümanlarına 

Beyanname”, Medeniyet, No: 15, 22 Şubat 1934/ 7 Zilkade 1352, pp. 1-2.  
31 “Bir Tevzih”, Medeniyet, No: 22, 14 Mayıs 1934/ 19 Muharremü’l Haram 1353, p. 4. 
32  “Celilov’a”, Medeniyet, No: 17, 20 Mart 1934/ 4 Zilhicce 1352, p. 2. 
33 “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti Meclis İdaresi Tarafından Bulgaristan Müslümanlarına 

Beyanname”, Medeniyet, No: 15, 22 Şubat 1934/ 7 Zilkade 1352, p. 2. 
34 Ahmed Hikmet, “Açıksöz”, Medeniyet, No: 14, 3 Şubat 1934/ 18 Şevval 1352, p. 3. 
35 Celalledin Sabri, “Mürted İnkılâp Dinsiz Edebiyat 13”, Medeniyet, No: 50, 12 Nisan 1935/ 8 

Muharremü’l Haram 1354, p. 4.  
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leaders. It is said that an association was needed to resolve this issue.36 According to 

the declaration and these ideas, the association saw the reform movement as being 

against religion so they chose the name of the association as defenders of Islam. 

They invited the Muslims of Bulgaria to be united and to fight against the Kemalist 

movement. The main aim of the association was to protect the traditional way of 

religious life and to prevent the spread of reforms being carried out in Turkey among 

the Muslims of Bulgaria.  

 

There is a discussion about who funded and supported to Din-i İslam Müdafileri 

Cemiyeti. It is claimed that the Bulgarian government supported this association to 

keep the Turks of Bulgaria away from Turkey. As mentioned before, this policy of 

the Bulgarian government was reflected in the reports. Some reports also included 

Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti. For example, in the commission report dated 23 

April 1934 on the prevention of foreign propaganda in Bulgaria, recommended to 

financially and morally support Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti in order to prevent 

the Kemalist propaganda (Sarınay 2002, 335-337). Another example is the article 

dated 17 November 1934 sent to the Ministry of Interior from the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and Religious Cults of Bulgaria on the Kemalist propaganda among 

the Turkish population in Bulgaria. In this article, it was stated that the ministry 

supported and assisted başmüftülük in organizing the branches of the Din-i İslam 

Müdafileri Cemiyeti (Ibid., 361-362). Cambazov also claims that the idea of 

establishing such kind of association to prevent the Kemalist and Pan-Türkist ideas 

was created by the Bulgarians themselves not by the Turks of Bulgaria. Cambazov 

uses the report prepared by Hindalov as a basis for this claim (Cambazov 2013, 389). 

As mentioned earlier, in his report, Hindalov says that the Kemalist attacks can be 

repelled with the well-organized Bulgarian Islam (Sarınay 2002, 354-356). 

Cambazov believes that Bulgarians organized Muslims around this association and 

benefited from their attempt to prevent the reform movement. Thus, the association 

was criticized because of its relations with the Bulgarian government and 

başmüftülük. Whereas in the declaration published by the association, it was stated 

                                                
36 “Hayatı İçtimaiyye ve İslamiyet”, Medeniyet, No: 19, 14 Nisan 1934/ 29 Zilhicce 1352, p. 2.  
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that the association is not under anyone's influence and that it has no relation to 

politics.37 

 

All of these activities and discussions made Hüseyin Hüsnü the main actor in this 

struggle between the Turks of Bulgaria in the 1930s (Akgül 2005, 503). His actions 

were criticized by the Turkish government and the supporters of reforms in Bulgaria. 

They thought that the Bulgarian government benefited from Hüseyin Hüsnü in this 

division among the Turks of Bulgaria (Değerli 2009, 288-289). Due to these 

comments, the attitude of the Bulgarian government, the commission’s proposals and 

the suggestions in the Hindalov's report, başmüftülük and Hüseyin Hüsnü were 

criticized and he was disliked by some groups and individuals and was called the 

Bulgarian servant and black müftü (Cambazov 2013, 331-332). Because he did 

everything to prevent this movement, such as defining those who adopted the 

reforms as irreligious (Keskioğlu 1985, 22), denouncing them to the Bulgarian 

authorities (Şimşir 1988, 52), and allowing himself to be backed by the Bulgarian 

government (Boyar and Fleet 2008, 775). During this period, Yaşar Nabi Nayır was 

on a trip to the Balkan countries. He claimed that Hüseyin Hüsnü gained the hatred 

of Turkey and Turks of Bulgaria because of his effort to use the Arabic alphabet 

despite the wishes of Turks in Bulgaria so he criticized keeping Hüseyin Hüsnü as 

başmüftü (Nayır 1999, 9-10). He described Hüseyin Hüsnü as the enemy of the 

Turkish identity, as the enemy of the reform, and as ignorant (Ibid., 45-46). Also for 

Şimşir, Bulgarians used Hüseyin Hüsnü as a tool against Turkey and against the 

Turks of Bulgaria who sympathized with the reforms (Şimşir 1988, 52). 

 

Since Hüseyin Hüsnü was considered the opponent of the reforms in Turkey, he 

became under fierce attacks and criticisms of the media both in Turkey and Bulgaria 

(Keskioğlu 1985, 166). Even it is stated that İsmet İnönü and the Turkish delegation 

did not visit başmüftü, during their visit to Bulgaria in 1933.38 However, the 

Bulgarian government did not renew the election of başmüftü for 8 years. This 

allowed Hüseyin Hüsnü to continue his duty during the years of 1928-1936. The 

                                                
37 “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti Meclis İdaresi Tarafından Bulgaristan Müslümanlarına 

Beyanname”, Medeniyet, No: 15, 22 Şubat 1934/ 7 Zilkade 1352, p. 2. 
38 “Şayanı Dikkat Bir İstihbara Cevap”, Medeniyet, No: 5, 6 Teşrinievvel 1933/ 16 Cemâziyelâhir 

1352, p. 4. 
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Turkish government started to harshly criticize him and put pressure on the 

Bulgarian government to end up his duty (Cambazov 2013, 331). Though Hüseyin 

Hüsnü became a concern for the bilateral relationship between the Bulgarian and 

Turkish governments, the former acted accordingly for the favor of Turkish 

government and dismissed Hüseyin Hüsnü from his post as başmüftü in 1936 

(Deliorman 2010, 112-13). However, Hüseyin Hüsnü was appointed as inspector of 

the newly established Tedrisatı Diniyye Müfettişliği (The Religious Education 

Inspectorate).39 The purpose of this unit was to ensure that the alphabet in teaching 

activities at the Turkish schools should be in Arabic. In this regard, it is claimed that 

the Bulgarian government wanted to take advantage of Hüseyin Hüsnü. As soon as 

he came into office, he supervised the Turkish schools and informed against the 

schools teaching in the Latin letters to the Bulgarian authority (Değerli 2009, 286). 

After all of his duties, activities, and critics about him, on 6 October 1940, he passed 

away in Sofia.40 He was buried in the cemetery in Orlandovtsi, where the Turks were 

buried in Sofia. However, the traces of the grave was destroyed by the communist 

regime so its location is unknown today (Zor Zamanların Başmüftüsü: Şumnulu 

Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendi 2019, 17).   

Besides all of these criticisms and allegations, there was a totally different and 

positive consideration about him. Thus, it can be said that there are two extreme 

descriptions of Hüseyin Hüsnü. In addition to these negative criticisms, the other 

assessment about Hüseyin Hüsnü is that he lived a total mujahideen life, challenged 

the people who threaten religious life, and tried to protect of Muslim’s rights 

(Çalışkan 2019, 72). Başmüftülük which means the religious leadership of the 

Muslims of Bulgaria actually has much wider social influence. Thus, başmüftülük is 

described as a hard responsibility and it becomes more difficult to perform this task, 

especially in difficult times. The years of Hüseyin Hüsnü’s tenure can be seen as one 

of the difficult times as the debate on Islam and laicism deepened among the Turks 

of Bulgaria, the madrasas were closed, and the letters of the Quran were removed. 

Despite this, Hüseyin Hüsnü found Din-i İslâm Müdafileri Cemiyeti and started a 

tough fight against Kemalism which he accepted as irreligious (Zor Zamanların 

                                                
39 “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti Reisi Merhum Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendinin Kısaca Tercüme-i 

Halini Takdim Ediyoruz”, Medeniyet, No: 242, 16 Teşrinievvel 1940/ 14 Ramazan 1359, p. 2. 
40 “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti Reisi Merhum Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendinin Kısaca Tercüme-i 

Halini Takdim Ediyoruz”, Medeniyet, No: 242, 16 Teşrinievvel 1940/ 14 Ramazan 1359, p. 2. 



43 

 

Başmüftüsü: Şumnulu Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendi 2019, 17). Thus, it is stated that he 

challenged religious life-threatening mischief, saving foundations and schools from 

their influence. He brought religious people in positions everywhere.41 Hüseyin 

Hüsnü said that the Bulgarian authorities met the needs of the Muslims, such as 

Medresetün Nüvvab and Sharia courts, so there was no problem between the 

Bulgarian government and the Muslims of Bulgaria.42 Hüseyin Hüsnü thought that 

Turkishness and the rights of Turks could be protected through Islam. He said that 

however, Kemalists did not realize this, they tried to serve Turkishness by the means 

of Kemalism and this caused a division among the Turks (Cambazov 2013, 332). 

According to his way, Hüseyin Hüsnü tried to serve the Turks of Bulgaria and he 

helped the Muslims trying to form an association with Din-i İslam Müdafileri 

Cemiyeti and he assigned Medeniyet to spread the ideas of the association. He did 

this to preserve Islam, and all his steps are described as a duty to be done.43  

However, there are different interpretations of his activities. For example, it is 

claimed that Hüseyin Hüsnü published Medeniyet and established Din-i İslam 

Müdafileri Cemiyeti to start persecuting the Turkish intellectuals supporting reforms. 

This is interpreted as Hüseyin Hüsnü waged a terrible war against the Turks of 

Bulgaria with the support of the Bulgarian government (Şimşir 1988, 52). As 

mentioned earlier, the reason for the wide powers given to him was seen as a part of 

the policy of the Bulgarian government against the reform movement because the 

Bulgarian government saw the reforms as a danger to their regime (Değerli 2009, 

257). Thus, Kemalists claimed that the steps of the Bulgarian authorities, such as 

providing the Turks with wide religious freedoms, increasing the authority of 

başmüftü, and promoting the education in Arabic, aimed at preventing the cultural 

identities of the Turks in this way (Yenisoy 1999, 129-130). In fact, two different 

interpretations made about Hüseyin Hüsnü and the association he founded are 

indications of how the Turks of Bulgaria were polarized in the debate about the 

reform movement. In this conflict, başmüftülük, Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendi, and Din-i 

                                                
41 “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti Reisi Merhum Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendinin Kısaca Tercüme-i 

Halini Takdim Ediyoruz”, Medeniyet, No: 242, 16 Teşrinievvel 1940/ 14 Ramazan 1359, p. 2. 
42 “Medresetün Nüvvab Tevzi Mükafat Merasimi”, Medeniyet, No: 59, 31 Temmuz 1935/ 30 

Rebîülâhir 1354, p. 2. 
43 “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti Reisi Merhum Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendinin Kısaca Tercüme-i 

Halini Takdim Ediyoruz”, Medeniyet, No: 242, 16 Teşrinievvel 1940/ 14 Ramazan 1359, p. 1. 

 



44 

 

İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti were main actors so analyzing Medeniyet, which is the 

media organ of Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti, can help to understand what the 

main views and claims of the critical and opposing group. This analysis will also 

help in seeking out what the main reasons for being critical and opposed to the 

changes in Turkey were. 
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CHAPTER III 

 

THE MEDENİYET NEWSPAPER 

 

3.1. The Medeniyet Newspaper 

 

Medeniyet started its publishing life in Filibe44 on August 19, 1933. In the 1930s, 

most Turkish publications in Bulgaria were published in Filibe so Filibe can be 

defined as the capital of culture and civilization for the Turks of Bulgaria (Özsarı 

2015, 11). Filibe was also seen as the capital of the Kemalist propaganda and it was 

said that the Turkish consulate in Filibe supported these activities (Sarınay 2002, 

480). For this reason, the place of printing may be selected as Filibe. However, after 

the first 6 issues in Filibe, the newspaper was moved from Filibe to Sofia so it was 

not published that week and there was a two-week delay. The newspaper gave this 

situation under the title of İ’tizar (The Apology) in the 7th issue. They explained the 

purpose of the move by saying that “It is to carry out our duty for the Muslims of 

Bulgaria in a more serious way”.45 As mentioned, Medeniyet was seen as related 

with başmüftülük and başmüftülük was located in Sofia so maybe this move aimed to 

keep relations close and to carry out its mission. At the same issue, it is declared that 

the Nüvvab printing house was established in Sofia.46 There is no clear explanation 

regarding why the newspaper would no longer be published at the former printing 

house, but the newspaper maybe moved from Filibe to be printed in this new printing 

house. Medeniyet was printed in Sofia from the 7th issue until the 375th issue. It was 

the last issue and Medeniyet was closed on August 12, 1944.  
                                                
44 Filibe (Plovdiv), located in the southern part of Bulgaria, is the second-largest city center after 

Sofia (Kayıcı 2016, 5). Filibe, which had been under Ottoman rule since the 14th century, was the 

place where the first Muslim Turkish settlers arrived in Bulgaria in 1398 (Karpat 2004, 288). It was 

one of the religious and cultural centers with architectural works such as mosque, madrasa, school, 

lodge, almshouse, inn, and bath (Ayverdi 1982, 26-32). It preserved its multicultural and 

congregational structure in the post-Ottoman period and was a center for many religions and cultures 

(Kayıcı 2016, 14).  
45 “İ’tizar”, Medeniyet, No: 7, 13 Teşrinisani 1933/ 25 Recebi'l-ferd 1352, p. 4. 
46 “Hayırlı Bir Müessese”, Medeniyet, No: 7, 13 Teşrinisani 1933/ 25 Recebi'l-ferd 1352, p. 4. 
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On the logo of the newspaper, there is an image of a mosque resembling the dome of 

Al-Masjid an-Nabawi47 and the name of the newspaper is written behind this image. 

The newspaper identified itself as the independent Muslim newspaper with the 

phrase ‘Müstakilül Efkar Müslüman Gazetesidir’ on its logo. Another information in 

the logo is that the newspaper will be published once a week. The newspaper 

subscription requirements in the logo are stated as 100 leva for Bulgaria and 40 

French francs for foreign countries.48According to this subscription information, it is 

understood that the newspaper was also sent out of Bulgaria. Indeed, according to an 

article in Medeniyet, there were readers of the newspaper among the scholars in 

Egypt, Hejaz, Iraq, Syria, the Islamic Turki countries, and among the Muslims of 

Greece, Romania, Yugoslavia, and Japan.49 

  

The logo contains details about the newspaper's responsible people, both in the 

Bulgarian and in the Ottoman Turkish. According to this, the lead author of the 

newspaper is Ahmed Hikmet. Ahmed Hikmet was exiled and deprived of Turkish 

citizenship by a decision taken in 1924 for allegedly helping the Greeks during the 

occupation of Edirne. After that, he came to Bulgaria and received Bulgarian 

citizenship (Bulgaristan’da Türk Basını, 117-119). He was a Turkish journalist who 

was seen as in opposition to Kemalist Turkey (Özsarı 2015, 9). Cambazov says it is 

not surprising that Ahmed Hikmet was an anti-Kemalist because he was expelled by 

Kemalists (Cambazov 2013, 365). In 1931, he published the Açıksöz Newspaper 

(Bulgaristan’da Türk Basını, 117-119). Açıksöz was full of articles against the 

reforms in Turkey because of his ideological standpoint (Keskioğlu 1985, 159). 

After the closure of Açıksöz, Ahmed Hikmet was exiled to a village around Şumen. 

In 1932, he returned to Filibe and started to work as a translator and lawyer for the 

office of müftü in Filibe. Then, in 1933, he began to publish Medeniyet 

(Bulgaristan’da Türk Basını, 117-119). He was called as the lead author and also the 

owner of Medeniyet (Sarınay 2002, 532; Deliorman 2010, 140-141).  

                                                
47 It is a mosque situated in the city of Medina, Saudi Arabia. The green dome of the mosque is the 

most notable feature because the tomb of Prophet Muhammad is located under this dome. Thus, it is 

an important symbol and place for Muslims. The Medeniyet Newspaper also chose this dome as a 

figure on its logo.  
48 See the appendix 1 for  the first issue of Medeniyet.  
49 “Cumhuriyet  Gazetesi’nin Şikayetini Haklı Görmüyoruz”, Medeniyet, No: 57, 25 Haziran 1935/ 

23 Rebîülevvel 1354, p. 1. 
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By the 15th issue, the newspaper  became the official media organ of Din-i İslam 

Müdafileri Cemiyeti. By reflecting this change on its logo, “It is the media organ 

(naşır-ı efkar) of Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti and it is published once in 10 days 

for now. It is a religious, scientific, and social newspaper”.50According to this, the 

newspaper would be published every 10 days, not weekly, and would publish the 

opinions of the association. The names of the lead author or responsible manager in 

the previous issues were no longer included in the logo, and it was stated that the 

newspaper was organized by Heyeti Tahririye (The Editorial Office).  

 

Until the 31st issue, the newspaper was organized by Heyeti Tahririye, then Hâfız 

Yusuf (Yakubof) became the editor-in-chief. Hâfız Yusuf was a famous scholar, 

journalist, writer, and teacher who contributed greatly to the religion and lifestyle of 

the Muslims of Bulgaria. He was born in 1898 in Işıkköy (Osenovets), Şumen 

province (Işık 2018, 17). In 1922, he started education at Medresetün Nüvvab and he 

graduated in 1926 (Mehmedov 2018, 95). He was among the first graduates (1925-

26) of Nüvvab (Bayram and Ersal 1988, 420). When he graduated in 1926, he 

immediately started his career as a teacher and journalist. He was appointed as 

principal to the high school of Osmanpazarı (Omurtag). Also, he started publishing 

the İntibah Newspaper in Osmanpazarı. As mentioned earlier, İntibah rejected 

Kemalism and opened a hostile front against Kemalists. It strongly criticized the 

reforms in Turkey. It had a dissident attitude against those who adopted the reforms 

and wrote violent articles against the reforms and the supporters of the reforms 

(Deliorman 2010, 111-112). Due to its opposition to the newly established Republic 

of Turkey, İntibah was closed down by the Bulgarian government in 1931 after an 

attempt by the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs under the supervision of the 

Bulgarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Religious Cults (Okday 1980, 94). 

 

 In 1930, the higher part (âli kısım) of Nüvvab was opened, Hâfız Yusuf continued 

his education there and graduated in 1933. He was also among the first graduates of 

the higher part (Işık 2018, 17). In 1933, he started work at başmüftülük and became 

                                                
50 See the appendix 2 for the logo in the 15th issue of Medeniyet. 
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the general secretary of Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti in 1934.51 Later he was 

elected as the chief editor of Medeniyet.52 He signed his writings under the name 

Hâfız Yusuf Şinasi and his name was written in logo as Hâfız Yusuf Şinasi. 

However, his name on the logo was written as Hafız Yusuf Yakubof  from the 59th 

issue. In 1936, he was appointed as a member of the high judicial committee of 

başmüftülük (Başmüftülük Divanı Ali Şerii Azası) by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

and Religious Cults.53 But after that, he continued as chief editor of the newspaper. It 

is understood that during this time he took the two missions together (Cambazov 

2013, 372). He also worked as a Quran and geography teacher until the closing of 

Nüvvab. Hâfız Yusuf was forced to emigrate with his other colleagues to Turkey in 

1950 in the face of the ideological pressures of the communist government against 

Nüvvab and his teachers. He settled in Eskişehir with his family. He took the 

surname Işıkovalı in reference to his village. He continued to write in Turkey. He 

wrote and published educational children's stories and religious tracts such as 

Bulgaristan Türkleri ve Kültür Seviyeleri published in 1951, Dini ve Medeni Hayatta 

Nezafet published in 1954 under the name of Yusuf Işıkovalı. He died in Adapazarı 

on 13 August 1956 (Işık 2018, 17). 

 

Hâfız Yusuf Şinasi was against the newspapers and journalists supporting the reform 

movement of Turkey so he was seen as an opponent to the Republic of Turkey, the 

Turkish statesmen, and the reform movement in Turkey (Deliorman 2010, 112; 

Karagöz 1945, 45;  Bulgaristan’da Türk Basını, 117-119). According to Cambazov, 

Hâfız Yusuf Şinasi was the most powerful anti-Kemalist writer in Bulgaria. He 

devoted his life to refuting Kemalism, and he had many writings against Kemalism 

in both Medeniyet and other newspapers. Cambazov claims that Şinasi’s anti-

Kemalist ideology was not based on his political opinion but his religiosity. Many 

people perceived the laicism of Kemalism as irreligiosity because the outcomes of 

the reform movement influenced the daily lives of Muslims. Şinasi believed it too 

(Cambazov 2013, 368-370). Şinasi considered the reforms in Turkey as anti-religion 

                                                
51 Medeniyet, No: 15, 22 Şubat 1934/ 7 Zilkade 1352, p. 1. 
52 Medeniyet, No: 31, 1 Eylül 1934/ 15 Cemâziyelevvel 1353, p. 1. 
53 “Başmüftülük Dini Şerii Ali Azalığına Tayin”, Medeniyet, No: 77, 28 Kânunusâni 1936/ 4 Zilkade 

1354, p. 4. 
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and took protecting the Muslims of Bulgaria from this irreligiosity as a duty (Ibid., 

373). He explained his ideas in his article by stating that  

Our newspaper is the Muslim newspaper and it defends the religion of 

Islam. It protects the principles of religion from the harmful effects of 

modernity.  This is a right and duty for Muslims. We began to publish 

İntibah, regardless of any personal or political interests, for the 

defense of our holy religion because the currents of modernity and 

reform were exploited by uninsured and incompetent people in 

Bulgaria (Ahatlı 2014, 53-54).   

 

In the first issues of Medeniyet, the signed articles belong to Ahmed Hikmet and 

Hâfız Yusuf Şinasi. As for the other writers of the newspaper, although many articles 

were written anonymously, the writers of some articles were mentioned. According 

to this, the editorial staff of Medeniyet was Nüvvab graduates such as Hâfız Yusuf 

Şinasi, Mehmed Fikri, and Salih Ahmed Pehlivanof (Hatiboğlu 2007a, 72-73). 

During the time the newspaper was published by the editorial office, the editorials 

were generally anonymous, while the writers of some article series were clear. For 

example, Ali Vasfi is the author of the article series of Bir Mukayese-i Tarihiyye (A 

Historical Comparison). He was the lecturer of the Mecelle course (The Civil Code 

of Islam) between 1933 and 1936 at Medresetün Nüvvab (Ahmed 2001, 42). Some of 

the anonymous articles are signed by three-star (Üç Yıldız) or three-dot are placed. 

According to Cambazov, three points (stars) belong to Hâfız Yusuf Şinasi so 

pseudonym of Üç Yıldız belonged to Hâfız Yusuf Şinasi (Cambazov 2013, 367-

372). The article series about the alphabet reform titled Harf Meselesi Etrafında was 

signed by Üç Yıldız. Thus, this article series is thought to be written by Hâfız Yusuf 

Şinasi. He was a Nüvvab graduate so he could make scientific discussions and he 

wrote so many articles about the alphabet reform from the first issues of Medeniyet 

so Cambazov's claim can be correct.   

 

Another of the article series having the author’s name is titled ‘Mürted İnkılap ve 

Dinsiz Edebiyat’ (The Apostate Reform and Irreligious Literature). The author of 

this long serial is Celaleddin Sabri. Cambazov thinks that this is a nickname because 

there is no literary critic of this name in the encyclopedias for the history of Turkish 

literature. Cambazov thinks that many articles of Medeniyet were written by Hâfız 
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Yusuf Şinasi. Thus, he analyzes whether pseudonyms belong to Hâfız Yusuf Şinasi. 

Cambazov claims that the nickname of Celaleddin Sabri did not belong to Hâfız 

Yusuf Şinasi. This series of articles criticize the new Turkish literature based on the 

axis of reforms. Cambazov thinks that Yusuf Şinasi did not have such deep 

information about the contemporary Turkish literature and that this serial may be 

written by one of those who fled from Turkey (Cambazov 2013, 372). In brief, both 

the founder, chief editors, and other authors of Medeniyet were known as anti-

Kemalist and against the reform movement in Bulgaria. And many articles of 

Medeniyet mention the reform movement of Turkey and the Kemalist propaganda in 

Bulgaria.   

 

Medeniyet was banned from Turkey on 14 September 1933 by the decision of İcra 

Vekilleri Heyeti (The Cabinet Council). The decree, which has signs of Mustafa 

Kemal and İsmet İnönü, says that “Medeniyet was banned to entry into Turkey 

because of the harmful writings against our government” (BCA 30-18-1-2, 39-64-5). 

In this section addressing the Cumhuriyet Newspaper in Medeniyet, it is stated that 

Medeniyet was forbidden to enter into Turkey: “If they trust themselves, they should 

open their borders for 24 hours to Medeniyet”.54 This decision was taken 

immediately after the first two issues of Medeniyet, whereas criticisms against the 

Ankara government start with future issues. Perhaps the fact that Ahmed Hikmet was 

deported and that the Açıksöz Newspaper, which was owned by Ahmed Hikmet, 

contained criticism of the Ankara government maybe influential in this quick 

decision. 

 

Medeniyet starts its publishing life with the motto that “We are establishing a dais-

lectern under this name to provide a field for valuable religious and enlightened 

writings and to prevent our young generation from hypocrites”.55 In many different 

articles, they explain the purpose of the newspaper to be published as follows: “It is 

our main purpose to prevent Muslims from falling into the hands of unfaithful people 

                                                
54 “Cumhuriyet  Gazetesi’nin Şikayetini Haklı Görmüyoruz”, Medeniyet, No: 57, 25 Haziran 1935/ 23 

Rebîülevvel 1354, p. 1. 
55 Ahmed Hikmet, “Mesleğimiz”, Medeniyet, No: 1, 19 Ağustos 1933, p. 1. 
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and to warn Muslims. This task is a religious duty for every Muslim”.56 In every new 

year of its publishing life, Medeniyet repeats this task and purpose. For example, in 

the second publication year, they say that  

The Medeniyet Islam Newspaper (Medeniyet Ceridei İslamiyesi) 

started its second struggle period with this issue. Medeniyet was born 

on the need to break up perversion that collapsed on the Muslims of 

Bulgaria, to show them the proper way and salvation, to explain to the 

Muslims about the material and moral mischiefs and harms that may 

arise from depravement and to show the ways of continuation for 

religious life in this beautiful homeland and it has continued its efforts 

for a year.57  

This effort was seen as a religious duty and when the newspaper entered the third 

year, they say that “On August 19, 1935, Medeniyet has entered the third year of its 

struggle… When Muslims do not perform their duties and when they are silent 

against those who deny the commandments of Allah, there will be a punishment for 

them”.58 As stated in the first issue and also second and third publication years of the 

newspaper, they see the purpose of publication as a religious duty and stated that 

they are responsible for the performance of this religious duty.  

 

3.2. The Content of Medeniyet Newspaper  

 

Medeniyet consists of 4 pages. While the editorials are usually on the first page, the 

series of articles usually start on the third page. Apart from these articles, the 

newspaper also gives place to international and domestic news. Domestic news 

(Dahili Haberler) is often on the first or third page, while international news is 

usually on the third or fourth page. Domestic news cover different news in Bulgaria 

such as political or social events, innovations, new decisions of government and, 

activities and visits of the Tsar. Some of these topics of domestic news are Başvekil 

Burgaz’da (The Primeminister in Burgaz) (No: 28), Rusya-Bulgaristan Münasebatı 

(The Russian-Bulgarian Relations) (No: 28), Bulgaristan'ın Nüfusu Umumiyesi 6 

                                                
56 “Müslümanlarda Buhranı İçtimai ve Tedavisi 6”, Medeniyet, No: 14, 3 Şubat 1934/ 18 Şevval 

1352, p. 2. 
57 “Medeniyet İkinci Merhale-i Cihadına Basarken”, Medeniyet, No: 31, 1 Eylül 1934/ 15 

Cemâziyelevvel 1353, p. 1. 
58 “Medeniyet Avn Hakla Üçüncü Seneye Girdi”, Medeniyet, No: 61, 27 Ağustos 1935/ 27 

Cemâziyelevvel 1354, p. 1. 
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Milyonu Geçti (The Population of Bulgaria Has Exceeded 6 Million) (No: 46), Çar 

Hazretlerinin Atiyyeleri (The Donation of Tsar) (No: 74), Yeni Bütçede Müftülükler 

(The Offices of Müftü in the New Budget) (No: 77), Çar Hazretleri Londra'ya 

Gittiler (The Tsar Went to London) (No: 77), Çar Hazretlerinin Doğum Günü 

Münasebetiyle Yapılan Merasim (The Ceremony on the Birthday of the Tsar) (No: 

78), Çar Hazretlerinin İhsanları (The Gifts of Tsar) (No: 86), İngiliz Kralının 

Bulgaristan’ı Ziyareti (The Visit of the British King to Bulgaria) (No: 103). 

 

The newspaper also covers the news in the world with the heading International 

News (Harici Haberler). Some example titles are that Japonya’da Korkunç Bir 

Tayfun (A Terrible Typhoon in Japan) (No: 34), Amerika’da Açlık (Starvation in 

America) (No: 37), Londra'daki İngiliz-Fransız Müzakeratı Başladı (The English-

French Negotiation in London Has Begun) (No: 45), İtalyanlar Habeşistan’a Asker 

Gönderiyor (Italians Sending Troops to Abyssinia) (No: 47), Almanlar Alsas Loren’i 

mi İstiyor? (Germans want Alsace-Lorraine?)  (No: 58), Cebeli Tarık Boğazı Kapalı 

(The Strait of Gibraltar is Closed) (No: 63), Süveyş Kanalı Kapanıyor mu? (Is the 

Suez Canal Closing?) (No: 64), İtalyan Habeşistan Harbi (The Italian-Abyssinia 

Battles) (No: 68), Uzak Şarkta Muharebe mi Oluyor? (Is There a Battle in the Far 

East?) (No: 80), İngilizler ile İtalyanlar Harp Arefesinde (British and Italians on the 

eve of War) (No: 87), Türklerin Boğazları Tahkim Talebi Kabul Ediliyor Mu? (Is the 

Turkish request for arbitration of the Straits accepted?) (No: 88),  İtalya Habeşistan 

Muharebeleri Bitti (The Italian-Abyssinia Battles Are Over) (No: 89), Mussolini 

İtalya'yı İmparatorluk, Habeşistanı da İtalya’ya İlhakını İlan Etti (Mussolini 

Declared the Empire of Italy and the annexation Abyssinia) (No: 90), Amerika 

Habeşistanın İlhakını Tanımıyor (America does not recognize the Annexation of 

Abyssinia) (No: 92), Japonlar Harbe Hazırlanıyor (Japanese Preparing for War) 

(No: 93), Cenevre Konferansında Müzakereler (The Negotiations at the Geneva 

Conference) (No: 97), Montrö Konferansı Neticelendi (The Montreux Conference 

Ended) (No: 100), Alman-Rus Gerginliği (German-Russian Tension) (No: 104).  

 

In addition to these political events, the section entitled The News From the World 

of Islam (Alemi İslamdan Haberler) includes the developments in different Muslim 
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countries or reports about the Islamic activities in non-Muslim countries. Rusya’dan 

Hindistan’a Muhaceret (Immigration from Russia to India) (No: 39), Litvanya’da 

Müslüman Hayatı (The Muslim Life in Lithuania) (No: 75), Japonya'da İslamiyet 

(Islam in Japan) (No: 79), Mısır Kralının Vefatı (The Death of the Egyptian King) 

(No: 89), Almanyada Ulumu İslamiye Tahsili (The Islamic Education in Germany) 

(No: 92), Mançuryada Müslümanlık Günden Güne Kuvvet Buluyor (In Manchuria 

Islam Gains Strength Day by Day) (No: 93), Mısırlıların Filistinli Müslüman 

Kardeşlerine Karşı Alakaları (The Relevance of Egyptians towards Palestinian 

Muslim Brothers) (No: 96), Hindistan’da İntişarı İslam (The Evolvement of Islam in 

India) (No: 100), Makedonya Müslümanlarında Tedrisatı Diniye (The Religious 

Education of Muslims in Macedonia) (No: 105), Çinde Muazzam bir İslam Cemiyeti 

(A Great Islamic Society in China) (No: 106), Lehistan'da İslamiyet (Islam In 

Poland) (No: 107) are some titles of The News From the World of Islam section. 

 

According to the article in the 31st issue, to increase the level of religious knowledge 

of the readers of Medeniyet, the articles from Islamic sciences such as tafsir, hadith, 

fiqh would be published. Questions to be asked by Muslims would also be 

answered.59 From this issue, new titles such as Tefsiri Şerif, Hadisi Şerif, Sual, İslam 

Tarihinden Sahifeler were included. They interpret the exegesis of verses pointing to 

current issues and the current situations in the Tefsir section. For example, Ali Imran 

104.verse (No: 32), Surah Asr (No: 33), Ali Imran 176.verse (No: 42), Kalem Surah 

(No: 50) were given. In the Sual section, the fiqh questions from readers were 

answered. İslam Tarihinden Sahifeler (The Pages from Islamic History) is a section 

in which important people and events in the history of Islam were explained. 

 

The newspaper also included the news of başmüftülük and Din-i İslam Müdafileri 

Cemiyeti. For example, the change of duty of başmüftü Hüseyin Hüsnü in 1936 was 

as follows: “Like a Muslim Turk who is deeply connected to our homeland, we 

would like to congratulate başmüftü on his achievements and thank him for his 

                                                
59 “Medeniyet İkinci Merhale-i Cihadına Basarken”, Medeniyet, No: 31, 1 Eylül 1934/ 15 

Cemâziyelevvel 1353, p. 1. 
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services”.60 Other issues such as appointments, deaths, and salaries in başmüftülük 

are also included. In particular, Medeniyet responds to the criticisms made against 

these two institutions and defends them. They claim that the newspapers that were 

written against the religious institutions and their hodjas, especially başmüftü, were 

published by the Turkish embassy. The Kemalist organizations making attacks 

against başmüftü and Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti. Kemalists claimed başmüftü 

formed this association to raise money and the association was not welcomed. 

Medeniyet replies as follows “However başmüftü knows his duty and he is doing it 

based on law and Sharia. He is the representative of Muslims in Bulgaria”.61 These 

articles of criticism sometimes came from the Turkish press and were answered by 

Medeniyet. For example, the Cumhuriyet Newspaper complained about that 

başmüftü was not elected. Medeniyet answers this criticism as: 

By saying this, the Cumhuriyet Newspaper wants to criticize the 

Bulgarian government. If we asked, the head of religious affairs in 

Ankara was appointed or elected, most probably Cumhuriyet would 

reply that this is our internal affairs so anyone does not have the right 

to interfere. Here we are responding to you so. The issue of the 

appointment of başmüftü is an internal issue of Bulgaria.62  

 

Medeniyet is regarded as the spokesman of başmüftülük since the newspaper 

includes the answers to such news and the comments about başmüftülük. Even, 

Medeniyet is thought to be financially supported by başmüftülük (Sarınay 2002, 

532). Besides the financial support, Medeniyet is regarded as fully associated with 

başmüftülük and as the media organ of başmüftülük (Nayır 1999, 46; Bulgaristan’da 

Türk Basını, 117-119; Değerli 2009, 252). It is also said that Medeniyet was the 

newspaper of başmüftü (Sarınay 2002, 296-297) so the owner of the newspaper is 

referred as Hüseyin Hüsnü (Hatiboğlu 2006, 113; Boyar and Fleet 2008, 778) 

although his name does not exist in the logo of the newspaper. However, in the 

article published in 1940 on the death of başmüftü Hüseyin Hüsnü, it is said that the 

newspaper was issued upon the order of başmüftü with this part: 

                                                
60 “Bulgaristan Müslüman Türk Çocuklarının Vatanı Bulgaryadır”, Medeniyet, No: 77, 28 

Kânunusâni 1936/ 4 Zilkade 1354, p. 1. 
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62 “Cumhuriyet Gazetesi’nin Şikayetini Haklı Görmüyoruz”, Medeniyet, No: 57, 25 Haziran 1935/ 23 
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All corrupted writers gathered around 8 Turkish newspapers which 

serve the purposes of irreligion. Hüseyin Hüsnü began to publish the 

Medeniyet Newspaper in 1933 to defend Islam against them. Later, 

Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti was established. And the newspaper 

became the media organ of association.63  

While the first issues of the newspaper did not make a direct statement about 

başmüftülük or Hüseyin Hüsnü, but there is a symbiotic relationship between 

başmüftülük and Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti. And Medeniyet was the official 

media organ of Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti. Both başmüftülük and the 

association had similar positions in this debate about the reform movement so it is 

normal that Medeniyet was issued upon the order of başmüftü, organized around 

başmüftülük, gave place to news about başmüftülük, and supported başmüftülük 

against criticisms.  

 

Likewise, the criticisms directed by the Turks of Bulgaria were also included and 

answered in Medeniyet. Medeniyet describes Celilov who was a journalist in the 

Rehber Newspaper as the sheikh of Kemalists of Bulgaria64 and as an agent of a 

foreign government.65 Medeniyet responds to the comments and criticisms made by 

Celilov about başmüftü and the association. For example, they gave a place to an 

article of Celilov, in the 305th issue of the Rehber Newspaper, with the title 'A New 

Disaster For Muslims of Bulgaria'. In this article, Celilov said that “Hüseyin Hüsnü 

will work to make association branch out, the Medeniyet Newspaper will advertise 

the thoughts of this association… We pray for the Muslims of Bulgaria to be 

protected from this disaster”. Medeniyet replies this article as follows:  

Celilov described the association as a disaster on Muslims. However, 

he used the term our national societies for Turan and Muallimin 

Cemiyeti, that imitate the Turkish reform and who want to be 

practiced among the Muslims of Bulgaria, and he congratulated their 

congress... Defining an association working for defending Islam as a 

disaster is enough to show his faith and loyalty to religion.66  

Celilov argued that members of this association could not go to 

Turkey. However, the migration of Muslims of Bulgaria to Turkey 

                                                
63 “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti Reisi Merhum Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendinin Kısaca Tercüme-i 
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brings neither material nor moral benefits67 …But where did he learn 

that those who were members of the association would go to Turkey? 

If they can not go, why? It is not a political community, it is a 

religious association. The purpose of the association is to protect 

Islam.68  

By asking such kinds of questions, they say that “Do not believe the propaganda 

against the association”.69 In short, Medeniyet contains news about the political 

developments both from Bulgaria and the world, the articles on the events in the 

Islamic world, the articles containing Islamic scholarly information such as tafsir, 

hadith and the news about başmüftülük and Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti.  

 

3.3. The Publication Policy of Medeniyet Newspaper 

Besides the mentioned content, Medeniyet contains many news items and articles 

about Turkish modernization, the reforms, the Ankara government, Kemalism, and 

the Kemalist activities in Bulgaria. These news and articles are generally created 

from a critical and opposite point of view. The main points in determining this 

publication policy are the newspaper's definitions of identity, the concept of 

civilization, and the principle of laicism. Therefore, in the next sections, the articles 

and opinions on these subjects will be covered to gain in-depth information about the 

newspaper's publication policy. Then it will be easier to understand the newspaper's 

articles about the Turkish reform and its critical position in the debate among the 

Turks of Bulgaria. 

 

3.3.1. Which Identity? The Ummah or Turkish Identity?  

 

The Muslim community in Bulgaria included ethnically distinct groups, it was not 

homogeneous (Popovic 1995, 70). These ethnic groups were Gitans, Pomaks, Tatars, 

Circassians, Albanians, and Turks (Popovic and Rashid 1997, 177). Yet, the Turks 

represented the largest group of Muslims in Bulgaria (Turan 1998, 82). The Turks of 
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Bulgaria adhere to Islam so separateness of the Turks is not only in nationality but 

also in religion (Szyszlak 2018, 167). Islam also was the fundamental determinant of 

collective identity. The Turks of Bulgaria primarily described themselves as Muslim 

(Yalımov 2016, 244). Therefore, the terms Muslim and Turkish were used instead of 

each other as synonyms. These terms became synonymous in the 16th century 

because, during the Ottoman State, the Muslims of Bulgaria saw themselves as part 

of the state so religion and nationality became the same for them (Karpat 2004, 290-

291). The international treaties clarified that the Turks in Bulgaria became a minority 

and the concept of Turks of Bulgaria entered the political literature with the Treaty 

of Berlin. However, some treaties used the concept of Muslims of Bulgaria to define 

the Turks living in Bulgaria (Szyszlak 2018, 167). Actually, both expressions meant 

the same because the concept of nation was still used synonymously with religion so 

the expressions of Turks of Bulgaria and Muslims of Bulgaria had the same meaning 

at the beginning of the 20th century (Ulutürk 2009, 491). 

 

With the migrations in the mid-19th century, the number of Muslims decreased and 

became a minority and they acted in unity like other religious minorities to survive 

(Popovic 1995, 72-73). This integrity of Muslims was reflected in the international 

treaties and the term of Muslim minority was used. For example, in İstanbul Treaty 

of 1913, the term Muslim was used instead of the term Turkish (Özlem 2008, 349) 

so the term Muslim was used as an equivalent of Turk or vice-versa and the Turks of 

Bulgaria were defined as Muslim minority and their religious identities were at the 

forefront. However, the identity of Muslims in Bulgaria began to gain an ethnical 

character during the period between World War I and II as an outcome of changing 

conditions in Turkey. In Turkey, a nation state was established and the laic reforms 

were conducted. As part of this reform movement, to laicize identity, people started 

to identify themselves as Turk but not Muslim.  

 

As mentioned earlier, the reforms in Turkey spread among the Turkish minority of 

Bulgaria because they identified themselves as part of the newly established Turkish 

nation. When they adapted to sociopolitical and cultural conditions, religious and 

ethnic identities began to clash so the nature of collective identity changed. The 

Turkish Muslims of Bulgaria debated the question of whether one accepted or 

rejected the transformation of Ottoman Muslims into Turks in the early Republican 
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era of Turkey (Mirkova 2017, 250). This debate formed a new perception of national 

identity and changed the way that the Turkish people identify themselves. Thus, they 

defined the Muslims of Bulgaria as a Turkish minority. In brief, the intellectuals who 

adopted the reform movement played a role in this identity change. They supported 

the cultural reforms to develop national consciousness through newspaper articles 

and educational works  (Yalımov 2016, 244-313). For example, in the 1930s, the 

Kemalist press described Kemalism as Turkism and therefore argued that Turks of 

Bulgaria should also adopt the reforms that emerged from the Turkish reform (Kerim 

1999, 177).  

 

However, this change was not accepted by all the Turks of Bulgaria. Those who did 

not identify themselves as a part of the Republic or as Turkish because they 

prioritized the Muslim identity and being ummah which means the collective 

community of Muslims. They believed that defining the minority as Turkish would 

overshadow the consciousness of ummah so they insisted on defining the minority as 

a Muslim minority. They believed that all Muslims should stick to their religious 

identity so they rejected national consciousness and identity. They firstly emphasized 

the Muslim identity to aim for unity (Çalışkan 2019, 11). They wanted to protect the 

Muslim identity and the consciousness of ummah by protecting the religious 

institutions, religious education, and religious values on social life so they were 

against applying the reforms of Turkey among the Muslims of Bulgaria. However, 

this line of thinking was criticized in such comments such as putting the Muslim 

identity to the fore and ignoring the Turkish identity.  

  

The problem in identity definition among the Turkish minority in Bulgaria formed 

the first phase of polarization because they responded to the changes and reforms in 

Turkey based on how they identified themselves. According to ways of self-

identification, there were two different responses to the reforms and the proponents 

of both these perspectives criticized each other. Thus, understanding the position of 

Medeniyet in this discussion will also help understand the publication policy of the 

newspaper. Medeniyet frequently uses the expression of Muslims of Bulgaria but 



59 

 

also uses the expression of Turks of Bulgaria. Medeniyet also responds to the 

Kemalist arguments with Turkishness as follows:  

The Turkishness and nationalism of the Turkish government are not 

like the nationalism of other nations. They are not Turkish 

nationalists, but perhaps internationalists (beynelmilelciler). 

According to their description, a person does not need to come from 

the Turkish race to be a Turk. No matter who belongs to any nation, 

that is, Armenian, Jew, Russian, Greek, Bulgarian, Italian, etc., any 

person who does not accept Allah, the prophet, the religion, and the 

Sharia is a Turk… This has no relation to Turkishness, which is built 

on race. 70  

As it is understood, the newspaper thinks that Turkishness in Turkey was formed and 

used as a manifestation of attitude towards religion rather than ethnic unity. 

Medeniyet also believes that the Turks of Bulgaria who have adopted this identity, 

have a similar view about religion. As noted, the union of teachers was established 

with the name of Muslim teachers but later they changed the name as Türk 

Muallimler Birliği (The Association of Turkish Teachers). Medeniyet interprets this 

change as “Their community was Muallimini İslamiye, they changed it to Türk 

Muallimler Birliği. They are offended when they are called by an Islamic adjective. 

They publicly reject and deny the principles and orders of Islam”.71 As can be 

understood from here, according to Medeniyet, bringing the Turkish identity to the 

fore instead of the Muslim identity was a reflection of hostility to religion. Due to the 

Turkish government describes Turkishness not by ethnic identity but by the 

connection with religion. However, Medeniyet puts the Muslim identity at the 

forefront and rejects the need to identify itself as Turkish and therefore refuses the 

necessity to adopt reforms in Turkey. The reason for this value attributed to religion 

and religious identity is related to how Medeniyet defines the concept of civilization. 

3.3.2. The Concept of Civilization 

Civilization refers to the intellectual, physical, political, and economic order that 

emerged as a result of human, legal, and moral attitudes and behaviors. The word of 

civilization was firstly used in French in 1757 and soon spread to other Western 

                                                
70 “İnkılâp Karşısında Bulgaristan Müslümanları”, Medeniyet, No: 5, 6 Teşrinievvel 1933/ 16 

Cemâziyelâhir 1352,  p. 1. 
71 Ahmed Hikmet, “Maarif Nazarı Doktor Boyacov Hazretlerine Açık Arzuhal”, Medeniyet, No: 6, 16 

Teşrinievvel 1933/ 16 Cemâziyelâhir 1352, p. 1.  
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languages. Before this date, the word of civilization had no equivalent in the Western 

languages. Natural sciences had made great progress, and the contributions of 

sciences and technical inventions to social life led to the advancement of Western 

societies. Thus, the concept of civilization was used as a sign of the material and 

spiritual level of Western societies that reached in the 18th century. The linear 

relationship established between civilization and modernity and technology has led 

to new meanings for both concepts, and civilization has become synonymous with 

being civilized and modern. Accordingly, the way to reach civilization as a desired 

state of development passes through modernization (Kalın 2010, 2-12).   

According to Gencer, modernization and secularization indicate a transformation in 

ways of living and thinking, civilization remarks the process of their intersection. 

Thus, civilization refers to the process of social transformation and the analysis of 

civilization means the analysis of the entire process of Western modernization and 

secularization (Gencer 2014, 25-26).  Similarly, in non-Western societies, the 

concept of civilization is helpful in analyzing the processes of modernization and 

westernization. For example, in the Ottoman - Turkish modernization, the concept of 

civilization has been used in the Eurocentric context since the 19th century, and the 

criterion of civilization has often been defined as Westernization. Thus, the Ottoman 

intellectuals who saw Westernization as the only way to civilize proposed a 

modernization- civilizing program based on this acceptance (Kalın 2010, 13-14). 

Ottoman intellectuals aimed to make their state included in the civilization world. 

Thus, modernization became synonymous as the general names of the civilizing 

process. Another concept that identifies with civilization is progress. Progress refers 

to the accumulation of all human achievements, such as science, technique, art, and 

state (Gencer 2014, 32-37).  Thus, civilization was seen as equivalent to the concepts 

of modernization and progress. To have civilization which is an order, modernization 

and progress must be had. 

 

In short, the concept of civilization refers to an order reached as a result of the 

advancement of both science, technique, and society (Gencer 2008, 733). Therefore, 

the concept of civilization became a concept that all Ottoman bureaucrats and 

intellectuals of the period in analyzing the West and for them, science and education 
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made Europe progressed so they agreed that civilization is the result of science and 

progress. Civilization was used to indicate all progresses of the West so according to 

Tanpınar, the first ideology of the Tanzimat era was civilizationism (medeniyetçilik) 

(Tanpınar 1976, 152).  In this period, Ottoman thinkers thought that science equals 

civilization. They defined civilization as material and spiritual progress and saw 

science as the first and most important condition of progress (Gencer 2014, 41). In 

the 19th century, the definitions of civilization made in the context of science, 

technique, and technology were seen as a universal accumulation that emerged as a 

result of the long historical experience of the human mind. In this sense, civilization 

was regarded as a value independent of cultural and religious differences (Kalın 

2010, 16-17). In short, civilization was used as singular until the end of the 19th 

century and was thought to be intended only for the West, because civilization was 

defined as the last stage of the progressive history line and this stage reached by the 

West was called civilization (Sunar 2020, 84-86). According to this discourse, Islam 

is the most important reason why Muslim societies cannot progress.  

These claims about Islam and progress in the West resonated among the Ottomans. 

For example, Namık Kemal opposed views that attribute the backwardness of 

Islamic societies to the religion of Islam and he explained what values the West has 

progressed through. Accordingly, he thought that the science, technology, and 

industry of the West should be adopted, but this should be happen along a national 

and Islamic line. Briefly, Namık Kemal showed a way of modernization that puts 

Western civilization on the basis of Islamic culture (Aydın 2013, 474). According to 

Gencer, this intellectual reaction by Namık Kemal and the New Ottomans gave rise 

to pre-Islamism (Gencer 2013, 69-71). Islamism (İslamcılık) can be defined as the 

modernist and eclectic movement in the 19th and 20th centuries, in order to re-

dominate Islam as a whole (belief, worship, morality, philosophy, politics, law, 

education…) to liberate Muslims from the Western exploitation and from imitation, 

to civilize, unite, and develop them (Kara 1986, xv; 1997, 14). Islamism is a reaction 

to the secularization process that is gradually narrowing the domain of Sharia and 

Islamism means the defense of religion (Sharia) as a life order (Gencer 2013, 69-71). 
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The emergence of Islamism in this period is due to the changing characteristics of 

reforms. In the 18th century, the intellectuals and statesmen aimed to find the answer 

to the question of why the state declined and this question was firstly answered with 

the technical superiority of the West (Mardin 1991, 12). For them, science and 

technology were the most basic elements that provide this superiority to the West. 

And to end the series of defeats against the West, the Ottomans must have these 

resources of power as soon as possible (Hanioğlu 1989, 9-27). They thought that the 

superiority of the West was limited to the material field so the aim was to revise the 

traditional order by taking some military and administrative techniques from the 

West. Thus, the history of the reforms in the 18th century was based on the transfer 

of some techniques and knowledge in the face of certain needs without aiming for 

any fundamental change in social life (Tanpınar 1976, 64). However during the end 

of the 19th century, in the ongoing search for the supremacy of the West, the reason 

for this superiority was seen as the superstructure of the Western civilization and the 

European life-style (Mardin 1991, 240). Thus, in the late 19th century, reforms got a 

wide meaning in every aspect of life. It was no longer a matter of improving the 

army as it was before but it was about changing all values that make up social life 

(Tanpınar 1976, 64).  

This process is called modernization so modernization can be defined as a process of 

radical social change and building a new lifestyle (Gencer 2008, 257-258). This is 

the outcome of the progressive philosophy and unitarian understanding of modernity. 

According to this understanding, to develop their societies, non-Western societies 

should follow the same path the West had already passed. Thus, the experience of 

modernity was defined by Western geography, history, and culture began to spread 

in other geographies (Göle 2016, 57-62). Therefore, westernization is conceptualized 

as modernization. Westernization is the project of modernization and the process of 

taking the order and the model of the West as a whole (Gencer 2008, 458-459). 

Modernization and westernization were identical throughout the 19th century for the 

Turkish experience (Göle 2016, 59). In brief, the characteristic of reforms was 

changed during this century and the main aim of reforms became to adopt the 

Western model. This process is conceptualized as modernization and it contains 

sweeping changes in the different aspects of life such as economy, science, 

technology, politics, society and so on. And the West was taken as a criterion for all 
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changes and reforms. Tanpınar describes all these reforms, in which the West was 

centered, as moving from one circle of civilization to another, leaving the world of 

values that were believed for centuries (Tanpınar 1976, 64). Thus, the aim of 

modernization and westernization began to be understood as a problem of changing 

civilization.   

Islamism emerged as part of these modernization movements and the fundamental 

question is how to adapt to modernization processes by staying Muslim (Kara 2013, 

38). Briefly, Islamism was one of the schools that produced ideas about how the 

nature of modernization should be and it was born from the antithesis to the view 

that Islam is against progress (Gencer 2008, 60). Thus, Islamism is both a challenge 

and a search for being an alternative by giving answers to the loss of the Islamic field 

that came with modernization (Yıldırım 2013, 103-109).  For example, the West 

defined the concept of civilization as its own and as an outcome of the mind and 

history of the West so non-Western societies were seen as deprived of civilization 

and in the 18th and 19th centuries, the West acted with a mission to civilize (Kalın 

2010, 2- 12). Against this attitude of the West, the concept of civilization was 

defined through science and technology, so it does not belong to a certain religion or 

geography and it is an universal and common property of humanity. Therefore, it can 

be adopted and used by everyone so it is shown that civilization is not a particular 

concept specific to the West (Kara 2013, 40). As summarized by Islamism, Mehmet 

Akif also thought that the Western civilization is superior only in the technical field 

so he suggested to take the knowledge and art of West to progress (Alınız ilmini 

Garb’ın, alınız san’atını; Çünkü milliyeti yok san’atın, ilmin; yalnız, Bütün edvâr-ı 

terakkîyi yarıp geçmek için) (Ersoy 2007, 194).  

This alternative modernization framework was conceptualized with the Islamic 

civilization. The concept of Islamic civilization was used to reject the claim that 

Islam is an obstacle to progress and to produce its own modernity. Thus, the concept 

of civilization that the West produced to emphasize its own superiority was 

internalized to produce an alternative to the Western modernity (Duran 2013, 289-

291). Thus, the term of Islamic civilization was conceptualized in order to break 

down the idea of singular civilization (Kara 2013, 40). The concept of Islamic 

civilization was created against the Western civilization with the logic of producing 
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an alternative to whatever the weapon that empowers the enemy (Gencer 2013, 77). 

In other words, Islamists want to produce their own modernity and they think this 

around the concept of Islamic civilization (Duran 2013, 289-291). The Islamist 

approach is an search for authentic modernization that foresees the returning of to 

Islamic civilization as the basic solution. For them, Islam is a civilization with its 

own institutions, laws, and values (Berkes 2002, 62-63). Even, Islamists claimed that 

the essence that gives this impetus to the West was passed on to them by Islam, and 

that civilization and reason were the lost property of Islam (Kara 1997, 26). In short, 

Islamists thought that Islam has its own civilization and attribute  the backwardness 

of Muslims to technological and scientific reasons so Islamism proposes a 

modernization that aims to take these points from the Western civilization and 

preserve existing values and culture of Islamic civilization. Islamists made 

distinction between technical and cultural-social aspects of civilization and they 

offered to just adopt the technical part of civilization. 

 

Islamists regarded civilization as a form method and technique. However, the 

Turkish reform accepted Western civilization not only with its technique but also 

with its whole way of thinking and lifestyle so the strategy to get just technical 

dimensions was not adopted by the newly established Turkish government (Safa 

1988, 114). Thus, modernization was understood not as the adaptation of certain 

institutions and technologies, as in the Ottoman State. Kemalists did not enter into 

the dilemma of the Ottoman reformers, they did not adopt a contradictory logic such 

as restoring the traditional order by modernizing. On the contrary, they rejected the 

traditional order with all its elements and turned to establish a new state and social 

order (Sarıbay 1994, 59). One of the six principles that the Republic defines itself is 

reformism. The most obvious difference of Republican reforms from the Ottoman 

ones is that it did not only settle for establishing the new one and it aimed to 

eliminate those considered as old and useless. Old and new were no longer side by 

side as in the Ottoman State (Belge 2017, 98). In brief, Kemalism excluded the 

synthesis of technical dimensions of West and traditional social life so it also aimed 

to transform traditional society by radical break and change. During the Republican 

period, westernization became an approach that sees the Western social and 
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intellectual composition as a goal to be reached (Mardin 1991, 11) so traditional ones 

in all aspects of life were replaced by the Western values to be modern. 

 

Therefore, in other words, the modernization process undertaken during the 

Republican period is an effort to change civilization. The Kemalist ideology was 

seen as the peak of the progress of westernization and represented a real 

civilizational change. The cultural reforms were intended to make the Turkish nation 

a part of the civilized Western world. Western civilization was accepted as telos, a 

stage that the Turkish nation still had to reach (Azak 2010, 10-11). Western 

civilization was seen as an indivisible whole with all its technique, tradition, and 

social intercourse (Safa 1988, 60). In 1925, Mustafa Kemal stressed similar ideas as 

follows:  

The civilized world is far ahead of us... We have no choice but to 

catch up and we have to get involved in this civilized world... Words 

like whether we wear hats or not are meaningless. We will wear hats, 

we will take all kinds of Western civilization… The Turkish reform 

decides to adopt Western civilization unconditionally. This decision is 

based on a certain and strong determination so those who oppose it 

will be punished (Unan 1952, 224).  

 

Briefly, the ideas of civilization and modernization, which the Ottoman State 

discussed during its modernization efforts were implemented with the establishment 

of the Republic. The idea of westernization and modernization which fully embraced 

Western civilization as in the late 19th century had prevailed. Thus, the 

transformations which took place in Turkish society are to be defined not merely in 

terms of economy or society or government but of civilization. The Turkish reform 

was a sustained effort to adopt and apply the Western ways of life in the government, 

society, and culture so there were transformation and replacement of old and Islamic 

identity and values (Lewis 1961, 479). This is an understanding of modernization 

and westernization, which includes the adoption of the Western civilization 

considered the real civilization, by abandoning the Islamic civilization that shaped 

the Ottoman state and society. The attempt to have the progress and development of 

the West since the Ottoman State eventually evolved into the idea that it would be 

achieved only when the Western civilization is adopted. The reason for this idea is 
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that the current Islamic civilization was seen as an obstacle to progress. For this 

reason, criticism of Islamists continued during the Republican period. During this 

period, Islamists criticized the views of Islam as anti-progress and the abolition of 

the caliphate. One of the prominent figures was Mustafa Sabri Efendi.  

 

Mustafa Sabri Efendi was a religious and political figure. Firstly, he was deputy of 

İttihat ve Terakki. Later, he became deputy of Hürriyet ve İtilaf and served as 

Şeyhülislam in the cabinet (Altınsu 1972, 254-258). He opposed the National 

Struggle. He defended the Sultanate as a part of Teali İslam Cemiyeti and defined the 

existence of  Kuvay-ı Milliye (the National Forces) as betrayal by stating that 

Western states could use it as the reason for occupation (Güner and Kabataş 1990, 

218-223). Due to these ideas, after the National Struggle, Mustafa Sabri took part in 

the list of 150likler and was banned from entering Turkey (Soysal 1985, 14). He 

went to Mecca, then to Cairo. He was professor at  al-Azhar. He died in Cairo in 

1954 (Altınsu 1972, 254-258). He opposed the newly established Turkish state and 

the reforms. He considered that the abolition of the caliphate and the adaptation of 

laicism caused irreligion by government force. He said that the abolition of the 

caliphate was the biggest crime against Islam. The reason for this is that the 

government must be subject to the provisions of Sharia. For example, religious 

penalties which are the provisions of Islam cannot be imposed by anyone other than 

the government so the government cannot be disconnected from religion. Therefore, 

he stated that the provisions and principles of  Islam will not remain due to 

governments abstracted from religion, as in Turkey (Mustafa Sabri 1992, 38-118)  

 

He opposed those who claim that the religion of the nation was not harmed due to 

the state's irreligion and that religion was left to the conscience and he believed that 

the nation cannot be religious while the state is irreligious. He stated that the 

provisions of Sharia were left out with the abolition of the caliphate and the authority 

taken from the parliament. He claimed that this decline of religion and that the 

government that has ability to intervene nation’s religion cannot be approved by 

Muslim. He stated that religion and state cannot be separated in Islam. Thus, he said 

that “I am strongly away from nationalities which contradict religion by stating the 
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broken link between Islam and Turkishness. He stated that this idea of nationality 

that cuts its connection with religion is an imitation of the West and he resigned from 

being Turkish in his article titled “İstifa Ediyorum” (I Resign) in the Yarın 

Newspaper  dated 29 July 1927 (Mustafa Sabri 1992, 149-187). In short, Mustafa 

Sabri stated that the religion and the state were separated by imitating the West 

whereas religion and politics cannot be separated in Islam according to him. For this 

reason, he claimed that the new government was irreligious and that the people who 

approved of this government would become unbelievers due to consent to 

blasphemy. 

 

While all these modernization discussions were taking place in both the Ottoman and 

the Republican periods, the Muslims of Bulgaria also closely followed what 

happened. Leading figures of Bulgaria had been educated in the madrasah of 

Istanbul. After Bulgaria’s independence madrasah of Istanbul lost its influence and 

Cairo became a center for religious education (Hatiboğlu 2007b, 73-74). In different 

periods, both reformist, westernist, and conservative Ottoman thinkers such as 

Mustafa Sabri, Abdullah Cevdet, Mehmet Akif were forced to move to Cairo.  Their 

ideas were carried back to Bulgaria from Egypt by those who received their 

education in Egypt. For example, Medresetün Nüvvab graduates who were sent to al-

Azhar for higher studies became exponents of reformist ideas (Hatiboğlu 2007b, 76-

78). 

 

Mustafa Sabri is one of the names whose ideas were transferred to Bulgaria. 

Medeniyet and Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti were founded by Hüseyin Hüsnü, are 

seen as an eminent disciple of Mustafa Sabri (Hatiboğlu 2007b, 79). Medeniyet 

explains the close relationship between Hüseyin Hüsnü and Mustafa Sabri as 

follows:  

 

Hüseyin Hüsnü was the unconditional supporter and extremely 

respectful of Şeyhülislam Mustafa Sabri Efendi who was the most 

sincere, indomitable, and strongest mujahid of our century. He 

loved Mustafa Sabri even when he was a student in Istanbul and he 

assumed Mustafa Sabri as Şeyhülislam before he became 
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Şeyhülislam. This was the idea when Hüseyin Hüsnü returned 

from Istanbul. He always stuck to this idea.72 

As mentioned earlier, Medeniyet was published on the order of Hüseyin Hüsnü and it 

was the official organ of the association that was founded by Hüseyin Hüsnü so it is 

normal to see the reflections of Hüseyin Hüsnü's ideas in the newspaper. For this 

reason, Medeniyet is referred to as a newspaper that embraces and spreads the views 

of Mustafa Sabri Efendi. Mustafa Sabri was opposed to accepting the influence of 

Western civilization. He gave vent to idea that Islam had little need, if any, for the 

West. Thus, it is stated that Medeniyet was published to spread Mustafa Sabri’s ideas 

opposed to reformist thought (Hatiboğlu 2007b, 76). Indeed, while handling the 

Turkish reform, Medeniyet makes statements like the Islamic thought regarding the 

concept of civilization, the importance of religion in this concept, the concept of 

Islamic civilization, criticism of imitation of Western civilization, and so on.  

 

The concept of civilization, chosen as the name of the newspaper, was discussed in 

detail in the first two issues. The lead author Ahmed Hikmet in his article titled 

‘Mesleğimiz’ said that:  

The civilization that we chose as the name for the newspaper has lost 

its real meaning by undergoing interpretations and distortions 

according to personal desires and ambitions among our nation for 

over a century… Therefore, it caused deep wounds in our social 

structure by causing many great divisions and disunions... rebellions 

and revolutions... occupation and loss of the very precious homeland 

lands... The great Western states split the Muslim countries on behalf 

of civilization… The disunions between us came out because of the 

misunderstanding of the meaning of this word, it produced bloody 

revolutions, perversions, misery… crazy reforms were always made 

in the name of civilization.73  

This point highlighted by Medeniyet covers how the concept of civilization emerged 

in the West and then the historical process involving Western colonialism which 

encompasses reform movements of Muslim countries as an outcome.  

                                                
72 “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti Reisi Merhum Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendinin Kısaca Tercüme-i 

Halini Takdim Ediyoruz”, Medeniyet, No: 242, 16 Teşrinievvel 1940/ 14 Ramazan 1359, p. 1. 

73 Ahmed Hikmet, “Mesleğimiz”, Medeniyet, No: 1, 19 Ağustos 1933, p. 1.  
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Medeniyet draws attention to the reform movements in the Muslim countries were an 

outcome of the wrong meanings attached to the concept of civilization. To explain 

this point, Medeniyet defines the concept of civilization in the first two issues with 

the article titled ‘Medeniyet Nedir?’ (What is Civilization?) and states their views on 

civilization. They define civilization as:  

The term civilization refers to the fact that human beings live 

collectively in cities. Because it is clear that whatever efforts have 

been made, the individuals will not be able to accomplish the 

satisfaction and facilitation of the various needs of the human. The 

arrangement of these necessities is definitely subject to the effort and 

division of labor to be attended by more than one person. The 

civilization that expresses these concepts in the dictionary sense is a 

collection of concepts that comply with the principles and conditions 

of the human society of safety, health, order, elegance, prosperity, and 

happiness in the real sense.74  

In brief, they define civilization as a whole by giving reference to all the points 

shaping human life in a very broad way. They also explain how civilization can be 

analyzed by indicating the scientific method. According to this method, civilization 

is divided into two parts, in formal and spirit. The organized cities, railways, 

industrial establishments, ferries, planes, factories, channels, wealth, and trade are 

the form of civilization. However, the spiritual part of civilization is diyanet- 

religion.75  

In explaining the reasons for defining religion as the spirit of civilization, it is stated 

that everything that people have materially and spiritually is the result of the 

application of religious suggestions and principles. For example, they claim that 

people learned the way of thinking about the unity of society from religious books 

and then expanded it by saying this:  

Living together is in the nature of human beings so people must act 

according to some mutual duties and law... For this reason, the 

individual has some duties and rights towards society and individuals. 

A man must believe in the sanctity of the law and must have a reason 

to obey them, even against himself. This is religion.76 

                                                
74 Ahmed Hikmet, “Medeniyet Nedir”, Medeniyet, No: 1, 19 Ağustos 1933, p. 1.  
75 Ahmed Hikmet, “Medeniyet Nedir”, Medeniyet, No: 1, 19 Ağustos 1933, p. 1.  
76 Ahmed Hikmet, “Medeniyet Nedir 2”, Medeniyet, No: 2, 1 Eylül 1933/ 11 Cemâziyelevvel 1352, p. 

1.  



70 

 

 In brief, Medeniyet firstly mentions the condition of collective life for forming 

civilization and states that people should behave according to mutual duties and law 

to protect society and social life. And they say that religion is the reason to make 

people obey the law and these mutual duties. Medeniyet also explains the situation 

without religion. They believe that if there is no religion, people would focus on their 

individual needs and wouldn't be able to live together and form civilization because 

civilization is the result of living together. Thus, religion is reflected as the sole 

principle that will create the social bond and inculcating element of respect for duty 

and law. And Medeniyet summarizes the situation that occurs as a result of people 

living together by following the rules as follows “With religion, people obey each 

other's laws, humanistic feelings increase, and material works that provide prosperity 

and happiness arise, therefore, these spiritual foundations and principles that enhance 

the essential material and spirituality of civilization that sustains and develops 

societies”.77  

 

Religion is seen as the main source of the duty and law that individuals should obey 

in social life so religion is defined as the spirit of civilization. Medeniyet states in 

their explanations that the history of religions is evidence. It is stated that the 

societies following religious books formed a social unity and a healthy civilization 

throughout history. Medeniyet explains this as follow:  

The source of the civilization of every nation is their own religion... 

The origin of civilization is religion because religion is a virtue for the 

formation of civilization... Every religion has its own kind of 

civilization. The European civilization for Christianity, the Islamic 

civilization for Islam, the Indian civilization for Brahmanism… 

Humanity owes its progress to civilization and its revelation to 

religions.78 

Thereby, religion is depicted as the main source of civilization. It is stated that every 

religion has its own civilization with this close relationship established between 

religion and civilization. In short, Medeniyet forms a similar role not only for Islam 

but for all religions by giving examples from the history of religions and establishes 

                                                
77 Ahmed Hikmet, “Medeniyet Nedir 2”, Medeniyet, No: 2, 1 Eylül 1933/ 11 Cemâziyelevvel 1352, p. 

1.  
78 Ahmed Hikmet, “Medeniyet Nedir”, Medeniyet, No: 1, 19 Ağustos 1933, pp. 1-2. 
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a tight link between civilization and religion by stating that religions command 

individuals to fulfill their social responsibilities so that people live together and that 

they create material elements of civilization in this process. Therefore, Medeniyet 

portrays religion as both the source of civilization and an essential element for the 

continuation of civilization. 

 

The concept of civilization, which is explained as the result of the effects of religion 

on individual and social life and all kinds of developments as a result of this.  It is 

distinguished by its form and spirit so that it is not limited only to its material 

aspects, and Medeniyet introduces the spirit of civilization as religion, which will 

provide the source and continuity of civilization. The main reason for these 

discussions is that the modernization processes have turned into a process of 

changing civilization and the abandonment of Islamic civilization by the steps taken 

to fully adopt Western civilization. Thus, Medeniyet states that Muslim countries 

misunderstood civilization and made reforms in the name of civilization. As in 

Islamic thought, Medeniyet criticizes the reforms made to adopt the West by 

ignoring religion and described it as a misunderstanding of civilization.  

 

Medeniyet rejects the modernization process that refuses the tradition and religion 

and aims to fully adopt Western civilization because Medeniyet states that the 

Islamic civilization is not an obstacle to progress as thought. Medeniyet states that 

“The misunderstanding of civilization shattered the caliphate, which is the highest 

authority of Islam... and forcibly turned the Turkish face from the Kaaba, which is 

the brilliant sun of genuine civilization and happiness, to Akrapol (Acropolis)79 

                                                
79 The term acropolis means high city in Greek and it is used for any citadel or complex built on a 

high hill. The Acropolis of Athens built in the 5th century BCE is the best known (Mark 2009). The 

reason that the Medeniyet Newspaper referred to the Acropolis might be the contribution of Greek 

civilization to the formation of Western civilization. The ancient Greek civilization contributed 

greatly to the development of modern Western culture with the foundations of language, philosophy, 

and government. The ancient Greeks first applied human reason to their observations of the natural 

world and created some of the earliest naturalistic images of human beings and philosophy, science 

and democracy were born. During the Renaissance period, ancient Greek literature and art were also 

used as a model (Harris and Zucker 2018). In short, the ancient Greek civilization has an important 

place in the formation and progression of Western civilization, therefore, the Acropolis, which is the 

symbol of ancient Greek civilization, is referred by the Medeniyet Newspaper. Maybe Medeniyet 

intended to indicate the orientation towards the Western civilization. 
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where its shrine of irreligion and shirk”.80 According to Medeniyet, Islam is the 

center of real civilization, so it is wrong to take steps in the name of civilization by 

abandoning Islam. As can be seen here, Medeniyet uses the term Islamic civilization 

conceptualized by Islamist thought and similarly criticizes the idea that sees 

civilization as unique to the West by presenting Islamic civilization as an alternative 

to the Western civilization. Medeniyet even defined the true owner of civilization as 

Islam.  

 

Therefore, Medeniyet thinks that in the Muslim countries, the meaning of civilization 

was misunderstood and crazy reforms were made in the name of civilization to adopt 

Western civilization. For Medeniyet, the most important reason for opposing the 

adoption of Western civilization is the principle of laicism. Hence, Medeniyet 

emphasizes irreligion by referencing Akrapol. Medeniyet thinks that negative 

thoughts about the Islamic civilization, the aim to change civilization and the 

misunderstanding of civilization were the result of the principle of laicism because 

Medeniyet sees religion as the spirit of civilization. Thus, Medeniyet gives details of 

these thoughts and discussions historically and describes the laicism process by 

giving examples from both the Western countries and Turkey, starting with the 

Ottoman State. 

 

3.3.3. The Principle of Laicism 

As it is known, the Ottoman State belonged to the Islamic civilization and therefore 

religion was determinant in both the state and social life. This point was the most 

important difference with Western civilization. Medeniyet explains that the different 

attitudes of both civilizations towards religion by emphasizing the difference 

between the Islamic and Frankish81 civilization at the point of law. It is said that the 

divine law is important for the Islamic civilization, while this situation is not 

                                                
80 Ahmed Hikmet, “Mesleğimiz”, Medeniyet, No:1, 19 Ağustos 1933, p.1. 

 
81 The word Frankish means Western European. The Ottomans firstly described the Italians and the 

Frenchs as Frankish, then they described other Western European peoples in this way from the 16th 

century onwards (Şakiroğlu 1996, 197-199).  
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accepted in the Frankish civilization so they have a completely different attitude 

towards religion, religious people, religious government, and divine law. The reason 

for the changing attitude towards religion in the Ottoman State was the ever-

increasing defeats against the West. Medeniyet explains this as:  

The scientific and industrial discoveries with the development of 

knowledge and science in Europe coincides with the time after 

Europe broke the influence and domination of the religion and 

removed the government and the nation from the domination and 

influence, if the European nations did not break the influence of their 

religions and the nation were under the influence of religions, today's 

witnessed progress and scientific development would not be 

successful, in brief, the propaganda of a false consideration that this 

scientific success was obtained by irreligion was given a place in the 

schools and press under the Ottoman administration. As a result of 

this propaganda, it was accepted as a principle that if Muslims want to 

progress, both their governments and themselves must not be under 

the influence of religion… so the education and science were based 

on this principle not on the Islamic principles through the schools 

built by the Ottoman government.82 

 In short, Medeniyet states that the two civilizations have two different attitudes 

towards religion. However, there was a propaganda that the technical developments 

in the West in this period seen as the result of their relationship with religion and that 

all societies wishing to develop should take the same steps, especially in education to 

obtain progress. This propaganda also reached to the Ottoman State.  

 

Medeniyet begins to address the issue by historically explaining how this propaganda 

became more controversial in the Ottoman State and how the Frankish ideology and 

civilization first appeared in the Ottoman State. Accordingly, in this period when the 

Ottoman was weak and defeated by the governor of Egypt, Mehmet Ali Paşa, a 

promise given to the Western countries in exchange for help from them. This 

promise included the opening of the schools and it took place in the Convention of 

London 1840.83 In fact, Medeniyet claims that the European states objected to the 

                                                
82 “Müslümanlarda Buhranı İçtimai ve Tedavisi 3”, Medeniyet, No: 10, 16 Kânunuevvel 1933/ 28 

Şabanü'l-muazzam 1352, pp. 2-3. 
83 Mehmet Ali Paşa helped to crush the Greek rebellion and he wanted to take Syria as compensation. 

However, his request was refused by the Ottoman State. Then he invaded Syria and marched into 

Anatolia. The Ottoman State could not stop Mehmet Ali Paşa’s march. Then, the European powers 

intervened and the Convention of London was signed between the Ottoman State, the Khedivate of 

Egypt, Great Britain, Austria, Prussia, and Russia. Mehmet Ali Paşa and his descendants got 
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belief and ideology of Islam, but not to the fact that the Ottomans did not progress 

materially.84 Thus, it is claimed that the European states intended to destroy Islam 

rather than material progress in the reforms that the Ottomans would make. The 

schools with the Western curricula are examples of this purpose. For Medeniyet, 

opening these schools meant that the Ottoman government accepted the spread of the 

Frankish ideology among Muslims through schools. Those who graduated from 

these schools and adopted the Frankish civilization were successful in destroying the 

Ottoman State.85 Medeniyet claims that the schools that followed the Western 

program, which was opened to reach the West and to have similar progress in the 

period during which the Ottoman State lost power, were a promise at the Convention 

of London and had consequences that led to the destruction of the state. The main 

reason for this is explained as the sense of progression transferred to the new 

generation and the introduction of Islam as an obstacle to progress in these schools 

so these young generations considered the process of Western modernization as 

ideal.  

 

Medeniyet states that those who graduated from these Western style schools 

destroyed the Ottoman State and replaced by a reformist laic government.86 For 

Medeniyet, these mentalities to create new government formed as a result of the 

education applied. This education is a sixty-seventy years process.87 For this reason, 

according to Medeniyet, the establishment of the new government in Ankara could 

be seen as the result of a historical conflict within the Ottoman State. This historical 

conflict was based on the view that the technical progress of the West is the result of 

                                                                                                                                     
permanent control over Egypt. When the Ottomans failed to suppress the Greek rebellion, the 

disorganized Janissary troops and the state bureaucracy were seen as incompetent and Mahmud II 

decided to implement a radical military reform. The fact that the Ottoman State could not stop the 

ascent of Mehmet Ali Paşa without foreign intervention also showed the difficulties of the Ottoman 

modernization in the 19th century and the weakness of the state. Because Mehmet Ali Paşa made 

successful reforms in the army, finance, agriculture, and industry before Mahmut II  (Ortaylı 2013, 

57-64). Medeniyet chose this event, which is important for the Ottoman modernization, as a starting 

point. 
84 “Müslümanlarda Buhranı İçtima ve Tedavisi 3”, Medeniyet, No: 10, 16 Kânunuevvel 1933/ 28 

Şabanü'l-muazzam 1352, p. 2. 
85 “Müslümanlarda Buhranı İçtimai ve Tedavisi”, Medeniyet, No: 7, 13 Teşrinisani 1933/ 25 Recebi'l-

ferd 1352, p. 1. 
86 “Müslümanlarda Buhranı İçtimai ve Tedavisi”, Medeniyet, No: 7, 13 Teşrinisani 1933/ 25 Recebi'l-

ferd 1352, p. 1.  
87 “Müslümanlarda Buhranı İçtima ve Tedavisi 3”, Medeniyet, No: 10, 16 Kânunuevvel 1933/ 28 

Şabanü'l-muazzam 1352, p. 3. 
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the laic civilization they have. With this idea, Islam had been seen as an obstacle to 

progress. It is said that the generations who passed this training  succeeded and built 

the new government on this idea. Medeniyet also claims that the newly formed 

government was allowed to be established in Lausanne88 accordingly, at the 

Lausanne Peace Assembly it was reported by the European states that the Turkish 

delegates were not allowed to form an Islamic caliphate, but instead to form an 

irreligious government.89 There was promise in Lausanne that the caliphate, Sharia 

and religious provisions would be thrown90 so Medeniyet claims that the change 

experienced with the establishment of the Republic of Turkey was the 

implementation of this promise.91As a basis for this promise given in Lausanne, 

Medeniyet shows the following news in the Milliyet Newspaper on July 26, 

1927: “At the Lausanne Conference, the chief official, İsmet Paşa, who says that we 

will be sincere in the reform movement, keeps his promise today and says that our 

laws can no longer be given a religious nature”.92 Medeniyet accepts these words as a 

confession and states that Turks did not reform but a bargain.93 

 

Medeniyet describes the process that started with the schools established at the end 

of the 19th century and the propaganda about Islam as a struggle with foreign 

ideologies. For them, these foreign ideas entered into the Muslim community since 

the Frankish ideology prevailed at schools instead of the Islamic spirit resulting in an 

ideological struggle of the Muslim.94 However, the Frankish ideology spread and 

became successful with the establishment of the Ankara government. Thus, the 

                                                
88 It was a conference held in Lausanne, Switzerland during 1922 and 1923. The main issues 

addressed in the Lausanne conference were the determination of borders, population exchange, the 

straits problem, minorities’ problem, and the war compensation (Lozan Sulh Muahedenamesi 1931, 

13-273). The Turkish delegation had İsmet Paşa, Doktor Rıza Nur Bey, and Hasan Bey (Ibid., 269) 

After the conference, the Treaty of Lausanne was signed. According to the treaty, World War I ended 

for Turkey and the borders of Turkey was determined.  
89 “İntizar Edilmekte Olan Bir Huruc”, Medeniyet, No:53, 20 Mayıs 1935/ 17 Saferü'l-hayr 1354, p. 

2.  
90 Celaleddin Sabri, “Mürted İnkılâp ve Dinsiz Edebiyat 6”, Medeniyet, No: 42, 27 

Kânunuevvel 1934/ 20 Ramazanü’l-mübarek 1353, p. 3. 
91 “Müslümanlarda Buhranı İçtimai ve Tedavisi”, Medeniyet, No: 7, 13 Teşrinisani 1933/ 25 Recebi'l-

ferd 1352, p. 2.  
92 Celaleddin Sabri, “Mürted İnkılâp Dinsiz Edebiyat 17”, Medeniyet, No: 54, 1 Haziran 1935/ 29 

Saferü'l-hayr 1354, p. 3.  
93 “İntizar Edilmekte Olan Bir Huruc”, Medeniyet, No:53, 20 Mayıs 1935/ 17 Saferü'l-hayr 1354, p. 

2.  
94 “Müslümanlarda Buhranı İçtimai ve Tedavisi”, Medeniyet, No: 7, 13 Teşrinisani 1933/ 25 Recebi'l-

ferd 1352, p. 1. 
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Ankara government is seen as the outcome of the different ideologies and 

civilizations rather than Islamic ones. For Medeniyet, the ideology and reforms of the 

Ankara government are different than Islamic civilization so Medeniyet sees their 

ideas as an outcome of propaganda of the West in the late 19th century and its 

establishment as a promise given at the Lausanne Conference. The main reason for 

these claims is the principle of laicism adopted by the Ankara government.  

In the Enlightenment period, an understanding of civilization, which was determined 

by the scientific, technological, and economic development in the West, took place, 

and replaced religion (Gencer 2008, 76-77). The requirements of the age were 

defined as the elimination of the role of religious norms in social life and as life 

should be based on the scientific knowledge and norms (Berkes 1973, 19) because 

the main determinants of this change in the Western societies were the phenomenon 

of progress and development. Since the targeted development is thought to be 

achieved through rationality and scientific powers, the phenomenon of rationality 

mainly shaped the Western modernization. Thus, rationalization, which was 

increased by the influence of scientific and technological developments, affected 

religion, as did the effect on social structures, and a new process for Christianity 

began (Özay 2007, 63-68). 

 In a brief manner, science established its autonomy and legitimacy against 

traditional religious values and as an outcome, societies have been transformed from 

a traditional society to modern society. This modernization process had also an 

impact on religion. Religion lost its authority in the social structure and transferred 

its functions to different social structures (Weber 1964, 404-405). Thus, in modern 

society, fields such as politics, economy, science, education, law, family, and art are 

organized independently from religion and they are subject to their own laws and 

techniques (Lambert 1999, 16). The process of losing the effect of religion in these 

various areas of social life is defined as secularization (Giddens 1993, 

487). Secularization is a concept that points long term historical shrinkage of the 

size, power, and functions of ecclesiastical institutions in the European context 

(Casanova 2006, 115-119) so it means the transfer of persons, things, functions, and 

meanings from their traditional location in the religious sphere to the secular sphere 

(Casanova 1994, 13). In brief, the concept of secularization indicates structured 
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division as religious and secular realms. Secularization is used to describe the social 

process of Western modernization to indicate the transformation of religion under 

the conditions of modern structural differentiation. 

However, there is no political structure apart from religion as an institutional 

arrangement in Islam, as in Christianity (Gencer 2008, 70). Thus, the religion and the 

state were integrated into the Ottoman political tradition. Without independent state 

and religious institutions, there was no secularization in the form of separation of 

church and state as in the West (Berkes 1998, 480). Thus, for Muslim societies, the 

process has not progressed similarly. This difference occurred in parallel with the 

modernization processes of Western societies and Muslim societies. For example, 

this difference has been observed in Turkish society since the Ottoman State. As 

mentioned, in the Ottoman State, modernization was carried out by the state, unlike 

the West. The modernization steps became more organized with the establishment of 

the Republic. The Ankara government chose modernization as its goal, wanted to 

move forward in the rational way shown by science, and to take the Western 

civilization as its goal to have the progress that the West had. For this reason, just 

like the West, it was believed that there should be a transition to an understanding 

that was no longer free from religious measures (Berkes 1984, 98) because the 

modernization process is based on transformation in all aspects of life to success 

progress so modernity was against tradition which defined as an obstacle to change 

and religion is identified with tradition. The reason is that religion requires 

conservative elements, adherence to texts, symbols, and tradition, and a desire to 

preserve religious order. Thus, religion was perceived as an obstacle to new values 

and social change and as a protector of old values (Çapçıoğlu 2011, 28). In the 

process of modernization, religion was considered as the main constituent outsider 

and as the biggest obstacle. Therefore, it was deemed appropriate to take steps 

related to religion in the process of modernization in Turkey (Akşit et al. 2012, 97-

98).  Thus, the religion was intervened by the state to realize the modernization 

project so the experience of the Turkish society is different than the Western 

societies which had the structural distinction by decreasing the influence of religion. 

This experience of Turkey is called as laicism.  

 



78 

 

The origin of the word laic is based on Christian history. Accordingly, in 

Christianity, the regulier, a group of spirituals, spend their lives away from material 

life. The seculier, another group, are church officials living in public. Laic is used for 

Christians who are not included in any of these two groups. This first meaning of the 

word laic has been extended to mean the non-spiritual and non-religious thing, idea, 

institution, and system (Başgil 2011, 162). Unlike secularism, laicism is a concept 

related to religion and state relations (Subaşı 2004, 52). However, Berkes says that in 

the Turkish context, laicism is not only the separation of political and religious 

authority, but laicism is understood as the separation of education, family, economic 

life, law, even etiquette and dress from the religious rules and as arranging according 

to the requirements of time (Berkes 1984, 91). For the Republican cadre, with these 

transformations, it would be possible to move on to a new understanding of 

civilization based on science and modern knowledge by providing the desired social 

transformation to separate the traditional and modern worldview. Thus, 

modernization could only be achieved by eliminating the function and influence of 

religion in the social and public sphere (Kurtoğlu 2018, 207). According to Berkes, 

laicism is the equivalent of modernization because it would be possible to get rid of 

sacred traditions and act according to the requirements of the time (Berkes 1973, 15-

17). According to this, without laicism, neither the existence of a rational approach 

nor the modernization that was the main target of the Turkish reform could be 

possible (Sarıkoyuncu 2002, 44-45).  

In brief, the Ankara government adopted laicism as a principle of the regime to 

conduct a modernization process instead of secularism, which is a cultural process 

like in the West (Aydın 2015, 116-117). Thus, laicism is more suitable to indicate 

the Turkish context because there is no natural structural differentiation between the 

religion and the Turkish political and social structures but there is the intervention to 

religion and the aim to change society in this direction. Therefore, a series of reforms 

were carried out aiming to reduce the influence of religion in many fields such as 

society, law, state, education, and culture. For example, the abolition of Sultanate in 

1922, the abolition of Caliphate in 1924, the abolition of Şeriye ve Evkaf Vekaleti 

(The Ministry of Sharia and Foundations) in 1924, the abolition of Sharia courts in 

1924, the closure of madrasas in 1924, the prohibition of activities of tariqah in 

1925, the hat act in 1925, the adoption of the Gregorian calendar instead of the Hijri 
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calendar in 1925, the adoption of Swiss civil code in 1926, the adoption of Latin 

alphabet in 1928, the granting political rights to women in 1930, the surname law in 

1934, the change weekly holiday from Friday to Sunday in 1935 and so on (Berkes 

1998, 461; Demirer 2012, 253-254).  

While the reforms were made until 1928, the constitution still contained the article 

stating that the religion of the state is Islam. This article was removed in 1928 with 

an amendment (10/4/1928 - Law No.1222 / Art.1). This was the first step to make 

state laic by separating religious and world affairs. In 1931, Cumhuriyet Halk Fırkası 

added laicism to its party program. Laicism was defined as follows:  

The principle of laicism has accepted that all laws, legal regulations, 

and procedures in the state administration should be made and applied 

according to the principles and forms provided by science to modern 

civilization and the needs of the world. As religion belongs to 

conscience, the party sees keeping religious ideas separate from the 

state and world affairs and politics as the main achievement in the 

modern progress of our nation (CHF Nizamnamesi ve Programı 1931, 

31).  

Thus, in the program, the party declared that religion is only a matter of conscience, 

therefore it will keep religious principles separate from politics and world affairs. By 

1937, laicism was included in the constitution and it is stated that the Republic of 

Turkey is a laic state (05/2/1937- Law No.3115 / Art.1).95 Religion had become a 

matter of conscience separated from state affairs.  

Medeniyet also uses the concept of laicism to define transformations in Turkey. 

Medeniyet defines laicism as the abstraction of everything that derives from religious 

laws. Thus, individuals would not recognize the dominance of religious laws and 

traditions in their family, political, and social lives.96 Medeniyet summarizes this 

process as follows: “In the twentieth century, a tendency, which claims that religion 

is outmoded so we should be laic, had emerged against those who said that we 

should protect the religious values”.97 “According to this tendency, the reason for the 

collapse of the Ottoman State was that the religion, which made the progress 

                                                
95 For the articles and amendments see https://www.anayasa.gov.tr/tr/mevzuat/onceki-

anayasalar/1924-anayasasi/ 
96 “Laiklik Nedir”, Medeniyet, No: 58, 3 Temmuz 1935/ 2 Rebîülâhir 1354, p. 3. 
97 Celaleddin Sabri, “Mürted İnkılâp ve Dinsiz Edebiyat 6”, Medeniyet, No: 42, 27 

Kânunuevvel 1934/ 20 Ramazanü’l-mübarek 1353, p. 3.  

https://www.anayasa.gov.tr/tr/mevzuat/onceki-anayasalar/1924-anayasasi/
https://www.anayasa.gov.tr/tr/mevzuat/onceki-anayasalar/1924-anayasasi/
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impossible, dominated the state laws”.98 Thus, it is stated that the new government 

was founded on a laic basis. Indeed, while discussing the parliamentary proposal 

regarding this amendment in 1937, Şükrü Kaya, the minister of the interior, stated 

similar thoughts and said the following:  

If the state and administration were not based on mystical and 

dogmatic principles… if the state was governed by its own laws and 

procedures, it would be more advanced and would serve civilization 

more. The causes of disasters and troubles experienced by the Turkish 

nation in the last centuries are that the state was obliged to operate 

under the laws made by non-responsible sources and vehicles... Our 

goal from laicism is to ensure that religion is not an institution and an 

authority in the affairs of the country (TBMM Zabıt Ceridesi, 

05.02.1937, D.5, C.16, İ.2: 60-61).  

 

For Medeniyet, laicism is not enough to explain the policies and understanding of the 

Ankara government. The aim of the Ankara government is seen as more than the 

separation of religion and state affairs. Thus, Medeniyet does not describe the Ankara 

government as merely laic, and Medeniyet states that “The Ottoman was destroyed 

and replaced by a Kemalist government”.99 Medeniyet describes the ideology that 

targets political and social change so makes reforms in this direction, as Kemalism. 

Medeniyet describes those who support this change in both Turkey and Bulgaria as 

Kemalist. This Kemalist ideology is the main factor determining the newspaper's 

critical position in the debate on the Turkish reform and the reform movement in 

Bulgaria. The newspaper's imagination of civilization and how it describes Islam has 

been explained. Accordingly, the principle of laicism is thought to be contradictory 

to Islam because of the value attributed to religion. Therefore, Medeniyet stands in 

an opposing position to the Ankara government, which adopted the Western 

civilization and its principle of laicism. The newspaper sees Kemalism as the main 

ideology of Turkish reform and tries to prevent Kemalism from spreading in 

Bulgaria by giving the details of Kemalism's imagination of civilization and its 

                                                
98 “Laiklik Nedir”, Medeniyet, No: 58, 3 Temmuz 1935/ 2 Rebîülâhir 1354, p. 3. 

99 “Müslümanlarda Buhranı İçtima ve Tedavisi 3”, Medeniyet, No: 10, 16 Kânunuevvel 1933/ 28 

Şabanü'l-muazzam 1352, p. 3. 
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relationship with religion. This effort forms the basic publication policy of the 

newspaper. 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

THE TURKISH REFORM IN THE MEDENİYET 

NEWSPAPER 

 

As mentioned earlier, Medeniyet deals with Kemalism in detail, which is considered 

as the ideology of the Turkish reform. The main reason for the newspaper’s 

opposition to Kemalism, the Turkish reform, and reforms is the principle of laicism 

adopted by Kemalism. Thus, the newspaper discusses in detail what Kemalism is, 

the nature of the adopted principle of laicism, what the goals of Kemalism are, and 

what the results of these goals are. In the next sections, the newspaper's articles on 

these points will be covered and evaluated. 

 

4.1. Kemalism 

Medeniyet claims that the Turkish reform followed a more intrusive policy on the 

religious structure by doing more than laic principles. Firstly, they refer to the 

French context as a foundation of the laic structure and make comparisons with 

France and Turkey. This is stated as follows:  

Even in the government of France, which was built on laic principles 

after the French revolution, there were no attacks and interventions 

against religion, morality, and virtue as clear as in today's Turkish 

reform, and even in some cases, the French government defended 

religion. However, religion, morality, and virtue do not have any 

value in the Turkish laic administration and even the Turkish 

government tries to get rid of the sources for their construction.100  

To support this claim, Medeniyet includes the reforms and decisions made by the 

Ankara government towards religion. Clothing reform is frequently mentioned. For 

                                                
100 “Milliyet Gazetesinde”, Medeniyet, No: 17, 20 Mart 1934/ 4 Zilhicce 1352, p. 4. 
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example, the decision made on clothes in order to leave jilbab and make women 

wearing modern clothes,101 the decision to remove yaşmak- veil,102 the decision to 

forbid çakşır- leg feather and şalvar- baggy trousers and to replace them by 

trousers,103 the decision that religious guise such as sarık, which only imams are 

allowed to wear, can only be worn during the performance of the religious duty104 

and the decision to force Muslims to wear hats.105 It is also stated that in Turkey, 

Kemalists force Muslims to wear hats and those who do not want to wear them 

would get hanged.106 The reforms on education are also included such as the 

prohibition of religious classes even included at home outside of school107 and the 

ban of the Arabic letters.108 Other reforms and decisions mentioned are as follows: 

the removal of religious holidays, creating national holidays instead of religious 

ones, making Sunday as the weekly holiday rather than Friday,109 the closure of 300 

mosques so far and the decision to close another 900 mosques,110 the decision that 

closes Hagia Sophia as a mosque and turns it into a museum,111 the prohibition of 

reciting azan and the abolishment of religious holidays-bayram from official 

holidays.112 In brief, Medeniyet sees these steps towards religion in many areas such 

as education, dress, language, sanctuary as more than laicism so it is claimed that the 

Turkish government tries to get rid of religion from all spheres of life.  

 

The laicism adopted and implemented by Turkey is often compared with Europe, as 

does Medeniyet. Laicism in the Western countries is seen as the separation of 
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religion and state. Religion is not involved in state affairs, the state remains neutral 

to religion, and religion continues as an order of moral and spiritual life within an 

autonomy. While laws, rules, and principles are based on material needs and 

realities, not religious principles, religion belongs to individual consciences. Thus, 

laicism is a principle related to state and its activities and the life of the individual is 

out of this principle (Başgil 2011, 171-172). In this order, religion has its own field 

and dominant in this field so religion is autonomous (Karaman 2005, 200). However, 

laicism in Turkey went beyond the separation of religion and the state. According to 

this understanding of laicism, which is defined as strict understanding, religion is not 

allowed to interfere in the world affairs, politics and the public sphere, but the state 

and politics can interfere in religion and shape religion according to their own 

policies (Karaman 2005, 208). This understanding gave the state the right to take 

measures against Islam, to control it, and if deemed necessary, to violate and invade 

the Islamic sphere (Turam 2011, 46). The reason for this understanding was a desire 

to prevent the formation of a religion that will not contradict the modernization 

project and that prevents any obstacle for the new society (Özipek 2017, 80). An 

autonomous religion, although separate from the state, was assumed to be a threat to 

modern thought. Therefore, the field of religion was seen as a field to be controlled, 

suppressed, and transformed (Kara 2016, 48).  

 

Thus, in Turkey, a process took shape and was followed in line with the idea that 

religion should be controlled by the state rather than the separation of religion and 

the state (Köker 1993, 161-165; Belge 2007, 99). Even beyond the control, the laic 

system in Turkey is defined as a state-affiliated religious system (Başgil 2011, 200) 

so the laicism practiced by Kemalists was seen as the control of non-religious groups 

over religion (Davison 2012, 290-291). The most important example of this is the 

Presidency of Religious Affairs (Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı), which allows religious 

affairs to be carried out by the state. With the presidency, religious affairs are 

controlled by the state (Turam 2011, 51; Davison 2003, 337). It is clear that the 

ideology of the Republican cadre did not foresee a separation of state from religion 

in the Western sense. With the presidency, politics dominated the religious field and 

religious life. The presidency reflects the religious control of the state, as well as the 

inclusion of religion in the laic theoretical environment (Turam 2011, 51) so there is 
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the secularization of religion and the abandonment of its claims in the political and 

public sphere (Kara 2018, 191). Thus, religion has been deprived of the right to have 

autonomy and it has been kept under the state control (Tanör 1985, 31). In short, 

laicism in Turkey was applied as an effort to go beyond the separation of religion 

and state and to harmonize religion with modernism and the control of the state over 

the religion. Thus, the Turkish laicism did not leave space for religion to become 

autonomous and Islam could not become fully autonomous even in its own religious 

realm.  

 

For a state to be laic, it should not include religious principles in its decisions and 

actions, but this is not enough for laicism. The necessary autonomous space should 

be left to religion. Therefore, according to Başgil, a laic state has not been 

established in Turkey. Because religion can be maintained through teaching, 

education, and publication, whereas religious institutions raising scholars were not 

established in Turkey, the Islamic foundations were not established (Başgil 2011, 

207-208) and the right of religious publication was not fully ensured (Ibid., 123-

125). Thus, the state became a religious reformer without a license by interfering in 

the religious realm (Başgil 2017, 146). Davison also says that laicism in Turkey did 

not end the state's interest in religion (Davison 2003, 337). Medeniyet also states that 

the Ankara government's interest in religion continued and that it aimed to eliminate 

religion. Medeniyet claims that the Ankara government decided to abolish religious 

laws and institutions because the Ankara government thinks that Turkish society is 

backward compared to other nations so to remove everything belonging to Islam is 

for the benefit of society.113 

 

Thus, Medeniyet states that the main reason for the principle of laicism adopted by 

the Ankara government is the adoption of the view that Islam is an obstacle to 

progress. For those who have this idea, progress and civilization could be obtained, if 

ties of religion are broken, and if the eyes are turned to material life.114 Medeniyet 
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states that Kemalists destroyed the religion for not being backward115 and that this is 

the only thing Kemalists understand from civilization and progress, so they are 

taking steps to grow the new generation far from religion.116 Medeniyet defines all 

these reforms done by the Ankara government as muddle on behalf of progress in the 

civilized field.117 Briefly, Medeniyet makes the connection with the laicism principle 

and the Kemalist imagination of civilization. And they claim that Kemalists see 

Islam as an obstacle to be modern and civilized so made some reforms to be part of 

the civilized world. Medeniyet's claim that the Ankara government accepts only 

Western civilization as civilization and defines Islam as an obstacle to achieving 

civilization, so Medeniyet claims that civilization is misunderstood. All these 

criticisms are similar to Islamic thought. Like Islamism, Medeniyet brings Islam to 

the forefront in its imagination of civilization by using the concept of Islamic 

civilization.  

 

Medeniyet states that the principle of laicism does not belong to the Islamic 

civilization and Medeniyet shows that the laicism principle of the Turkish reform is 

incompatible with Islam by concluding that religion and state affairs in Islam are 

inseparable. To support this idea, they cite the 50th verse of Maide Surah in which 

there is an order to rule by the revelation of Allah so they state that it is not possible 

to separate religion and world affairs.118 Then, Medeniyet states that “Our aim is to 

try to compare the principle of reform with the religious, moral and legal principles 

of Islam”.119 As a result of this comparison, they reach the following conclusion: 

“The Kemalist ideology is the most distant to the Muslim mind and these two minds 

do not reconcile in any way”.120 For this reason, they see the Ankara government as 

part of the propaganda aimed at destroying Islam.121 As mentioned earlier, 
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Medeniyet historically analyzes the propaganda carried out in the Muslim countries 

and claims that the purpose of propaganda is to show Islam as an obstacle to 

progress so this propaganda aims to eliminate Islam. Medeniyet believes that these 

ideas came to the Ottoman society with the Western types of schools and they define 

the Kemalist ideology as the outcome of this propaganda and education. Medeniyet 

also mentions the historical background of this propaganda in European societies. 

They start the analysis from the changes and new social situations in Europe that 

emerged in the 18th century. 

 

Medeniyet starts the analysis by the changes in Europe. It is stated that in the early 

18th century, there were conflicts in the European societies caused by inequalities 

among the classes. After that, the labor parties were formed and that the conflicts 

became deeper and the parties such as socialist, communist, and anarchist emerged 

and worked internationally to change the political system. For Medeniyet, the most 

important claims of these parties are thinking that there will be no political reform 

without social reform, so it is necessary to reform society and to destroy all religious, 

social, and political institutions.122 In summarizing this situation, it is stated that 

these reformist ideologies, which take place in Europe and operate all over the world 

and want to transform the society primarily in the political transformation. To reach 

this political target, they think that religion would be destroyed. Thus, Medeniyet 

defines communism, Bolshevism, and freemasonry as ‘movements of irreligion’ that 

are opposed to the heavenly religions. And according to Medeniyet, this reformist 

regime in Turkey is the same with these movements and Kemalism is an 

international draft created to overthrow religion.123 It is claimed that Kemalism 

strives to destroy religion like the Bolsheviks and communists, so it is also 

international movement like these movements and it is a danger that affects the 

whole world.124 
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The reason for this analogy is that Kemalism is shown as a social reformist like these 

movements. Kemalists aim primarily at delimiting the existence of the religion in 

individual, societal and institutional levels in the Turkish society to reach idealized 

political and social change. Therefore, Medeniyet explains the main goal of the 

Turkish reform as the severing connection with Islam which is the source of morality 

and law of Muslim Turks.125 Kemalism is seen as opposed to religion itself so 

Medeniyet uses the term ‘irreligion’ for Kemalism.126 It is stated that the Turkish 

reform means ‘irreligiousness’127 and that the Turkish reform is an ‘atheist 

movement’ against Islam.128 Thus, Medeniyet uses the term ‘irreligious’ for the 

Ankara government.129 Another term used for the Ankara government is 'kızıl’-

red.130 The reason for this is the link between communism and Turkish reform. In 

some writings, they define the Ankara government as ‘kızıl dinsiz Kemalizm 

hükümeti’ (communist and irreligious government of Kemalism).131  

 

Mustafa Kemal, the leader of the movement, is also commented on his role in this 

struggle against religion. There is a series of articles addressing Mustafa Kemal, the 

leader of the reform. Mustafa Kemal and Hülagühan are historically compared in 

these articles, starting from the 22nd issue and titled ‘Bir Mukayese-i Tarihiyye’ (A 

Historical Comparison). In the subtitle, it is stated that two destructors of the 

education and civilization of Islam: Hülagühan and Mustafa Kemal Paşa. In 

comparison, Ali Vasfi, who was the author of series, starts by introducing 

Hülagühan, one of the descendants of Cengiz Han, as an enemy to the Islamic 

civilization, attacked and destroyed the Islamic cities, massacred the Caliph, 

scholars, and people, and burned the Islamic artifacts and libraries. The author states 

that the main purpose of the damage was to destroy Islamic education and to spread 
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their religion.132 After this historical explanation, Ali Vasfi moves to the policies of 

the Turkish government and says of that: “After 267 years from Hülagühan, the 

Islamic civilization was revived in 923, but the propaganda for irreligion has 

continued. The Caliphate which is the mainstay of Islam was abolished and the 

attacks to Islam have started more than the damage of Hülagühan”.133  

 

By saying this, the author makes comments about Mustafa Kemal. Two basic actions 

of Mustafa Kemal are discussed. Firstly, the caliph and the dynasty were expelled by 

Mustafa Kemal whereas Hülagühan preferred the way of the massacre. It is stated 

that Mustafa Kemal preferred the way of exile because the massacre would not be 

possible during his historical period. Secondly, madrasas were closed and the 

Islamic and Ottoman written works were eliminated by Mustafa Kemal. While 

Hülagühan directly forbade training of these works, Mustafa Kemal decided to 

change the alphabet.134 In brief, the author claims that the aim of Hülagühan and 

Mustafa Kemal is similar, to destroy the religion but there are differences in their 

methods. Thus, Hülagühan and Mustafa Kemal were defined as the destroyers of 

Islam because they damaged the Islamic education and civilization, and this series of 

articles is finished by saying that “It is left to the reader to compare two destroyers 

and to decide which one is more abusive and arrogant”.135 

 

The reason for all these harsh accusations and criticisms is Medeniyet’s imagination 

of civilization which it has tried to reveal from the very beginning. Firstly, 

Medeniyet claims that the concept of civilization is misunderstood and Medeniyet 
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defines civilization in a religion-oriented way. For Medeniyet, contrary to popular 

belief, religions are not obstacles to development and progress, but rather the spirit 

that forms the source of civilization. However, Kemalism adopted laicism and 

reformism to change the Islamic civilization and to be part of the civilized world. For 

Kemalists, the West is developed and this is the outcome of its laic structuring so 

they accept the religion as an obstacle. However, Medeniyet interprets this as a 

misunderstanding. And Medeniyet mentions the role of religion in the 

development and preservation of civilization and includes what Islam says about the 

progress. It is stated that Islam is not obstacle progress, even Islam is the real owner 

of the concept of civilization with the following words:  

The principles of the material and spiritual bliss of humanity belong 

to the religion of Islam. History is witness that the intellectual 

movements that lead to today's scientific progress of West began by 

taking inspiration from the Islamic civilization… The West owes its 

progress to the Islamic civilization because Islam spread the idea of 

liberty to the world. The human rights, mentioned by the West was 

declared twelve centuries ago by Islam… In the dark age of Europe 

that lasted until the 12th century, Muslims studied all philosophy and 

general sciences in madrasas. Scientific developments, discoveries, 

and inventions started to revive in Europe in contact with the Islamic 

civilization.136  

In short, they stated that the basic idea that constitutes the idea of civilization 

belongs to Islam, that Muslims made progress in many areas even before the West, 

and that those who brought this idea to the West were Muslim Arabs. This 

explanation Medeniyet made about the idea of civilization is another point they 

resemble with the Islamists. Just as Islamists call civilization Islam's lost treasure 

(Kara 1997, 26), Medeniyet claims that the basic idea that forms the idea of 

civilization belongs to Islam. 

 

Medeniyet relates the achievements of the Ottomans to the Islamic civilization and 

the principles of Islam and thinks that the Ottoman administration was successful for 

this reason. Shrines, madrasas, hospitals, almshouses, baths, fountains, inns, bridges, 

covered bazaars, khans built by the Ottomans are seen as useful works for 
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civilization. Therefore, Medeniyet criticizes those who see Islam as the source of the 

current problems of Muslims by saying that “Those who hold Islam responsible for 

the current situation are either ignorant or enemy of Islam”.137 By associating the 

achievements of the Ottomans with the Islamic civilization and the principles of 

Islam, Medeniyet criticizes showing Islam as the source of the current problems of 

Muslims. The claim that Islam does not prevent progress, on the contrary, has 

incentives for progress, is similar to the ideas of Islamists. 

 

Islam is seen as the main influence for progress and the leader for intellectual 

movements and scientific discoveries.138 Medeniyet grounds its idea that Islam is not 

an obstacle for progress but has incentives to progress as follows:  

Knowledge and wisdom are the property of all human beings in the 

eyes of Islam, no matter which nation has… Muslims would be most 

satisfied with the stability and peace of the world because Islam aims 

at the perfection of civilization, which is the result of all people and 

their collective efforts.139 

 

Medeniyet says that despite all of this, Islam is shown to be guilty about progress.140 

And Medeniyet interprets this idea as a misunderstanding of civilization. The Turkish 

reform is seen as a result of this misunderstanding, and its reforms are described as 

insanity in the name of civilization. Laicism is seen as the main determinant of these 

reforms and Medeniyet mainly focuses on the laicism principle of the Ankara 

government. However, according to Medeniyet, the Ankara government aims at the 

destruction of religion, not just laicism. An example is given by making a 

comparison with France and it is stated that religion is still protected in France 

whereas the reforms carried out in Turkey attempt to interfere with religion and 

eliminate it. For this reason, Medeniyet describes the principle of laicism in Turkey 

as ‘irreligiousness’.  
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Mustafa Kemal, the leader of this movement, is described as the ‘destructor of 

religion’. While criticizing Mustafa Kemal, it is stated that they just address Mustafa 

Kemal's actions related to the religion, not his political actions as the president of 

Turkey. Because they think that the right to complain about this is just for those 

within the borders of Turkey.141 As can be seen from here, their criticisms against the 

Turkish modernization and Mustafa Kemal are actually a concern that religion and 

the Islamic civilization will disappear with this reform movement carried out. The 

reason for being involved in this debate is that this goal is not limited to Turkey and 

that it is intended to be implemented among the Muslims of Bulgaria as the Kemalist 

propaganda. As a matter of fact, the association which Medeniyet is its media organ 

explained its purpose to establish as “Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti is opposed to 

irreligiousness. It also opposes the movements that are harmful to the country within 

the borders of Bulgaria”.142 In this way, it is understood what the association meant 

by saying ‘irreligiousness’.  

 

Another issue that Medeniyet points out is the social crisis that arose with the 

Turkish reform. Medeniyet states that  

The irreligious elements who grew up as the product of the Frankish 

civilization had to hide their aims and ideas from the Muslims to 

prevent the development of Islam and to make their own ideas prevail 

so a social crisis (buhranı içtimai) emerged in the Muslim 

communities.143 With this process that started from Lausanne, a new 

history was born in the social life of humanity.144  

In brief, Medeniyet claims that with the establishment of the Ankara government and 

the aim of reforms which was hidden from the public caused to a new social life but 

also a social crisis. Medeniyet states that the most important reason leading to this 

crisis is the inexperienced transfer of the science of the West.145 
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Medeniyet states that Islam does not deny knowledge, reason, and science and that 

Islam does not see any religious problem in their practice.146 Medeniyet considers art 

and science as the common property of civilization so that the transfer and imitation 

on these issues will not cause problems147 but they point out that this imitation in 

materiality should be in the necessary amount. A series of articles is published on the 

danger of the imitation of social points. The dangers of imitation are mentioned by 

establishing an analogy between individuals and societies. It is said that people 

imitate the actions of those who are higher than themselves. Societies are also 

personalities and this action of imitation is also seen in societies so societies imitate 

the materially more developed ones. However, if there is no moderation while 

imitating, societies would lose their identities and social situations. However, 

societies are separated from each other by these elements. Thus, Medeniyet states 

that the imitation in social field would eliminate the distinctive characteristics of 

different societies.148 However, Medeniyet states that the Turkish reform took the 

laws of the Christian state culture and belief system such as demolishing the 

madrasas belonging to religion, removing the veils of Muslim women, and the 

headgear.149 It is emphasized that all these steps in education, social life, clothing, 

and so on led the loss of the distinct characteristic of Turkish society. Medeniyet 

sums up this situation as:  

Belittle ourselves is the beginning of this process. Kemalists chose the 

imitation path by considering the Western civilization superior and 

they thought that with imitation, they would bring the Turk to the 

high level of civilization. However, they ignored the Islamic 

civilization, its knowledge, and all that came from it. What was 

needed was a verification, not imitation.150 

 

With the term of Islamic civilization conceptualized by Islamists, Medeniyet states 

that Islam is a civilization created with its own values and knowledge, but this was 

denied and Western civilization is taken through imitation.In brief, Medeniyet 
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criticizes the transfer of cultural and social aspects of the West and the idea that 

Western ones are better. As noted earlier, Medeniyet divides civilization into two 

spheres and sees the material aspects of civilization as a common asset of humanity. 

However, the spirit of civilization is defined as religion so it means according to 

Medeniyet, culture, social life, language, traditions, and so on are shaped by religion. 

When Kemalists imitated and directly transferred Western cultural and social 

aspects, it meant to leave Islamic civilization and to adopt Western civilization. 

Thus, the transformations are not merely in terms of economy, society, or 

government but of civilization. It is stated that the European way of government, 

society, and culture was applied and the old Islamic ones were left (Lewis 1961, 

481). Thus, Medeniyet also mentions the closure of madrasas and the changes in 

Muslim style clothing as an example to indicate of imitating of Western education 

and social life. This brings the issue back to laicism discussions. 

 

Kemalism aimed to adopt Western civilization with modernization and 

westernization. And laicism was seen as an element that will ensure this. For this 

reason, according to Safa, all the reforms of laicism emerged from civilizationism 

(Safa 1988, 58-59). Thus, the modernization process undertaken by Kemalists 

through laicism is synonymous with changing civilization (Azak 2010, 10). 

Modernization was aimed by laic-based reforms. All reforms were based on the 

principle of laicism so that reforms aimed to lay the groundwork for all institutional 

and social transformations that form the basis of modern society (Mert 2002, 203-

204) and it was aimed to secure the reforms and prepare the ground for the reforms 

to be carried out (Avcı 2000, 85). In short, laicism was seen as the main provider and 

protector of all the reforms made for the modernization process. 

 

This point can be understood from the party program so laicism does not only mean 

separation of religion and state affairs. Laicism is defined as a criterion of success in 

modernization and there is a close relationship between the principles of laicism and 

reformism. To conduct the modernization process, the principle of reformism was 

adopted. This principle aimed to make reforms required by the needs of age and 

rationality. Thus, the principle of reformism aimed at replacing, separating, or 
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abolishing traditional institutions with the principle of laicism to prevent traditional 

institutions from obstructing changes (Berkes 1998, 465-467). Since Islam is an 

effective religion in social and political fields, the power of Islam in the field of 

social, administrative, legal, and education was weakened with reforms (Gözaydın 

2016, 366-367). The reason for this was related to the adoption of positivist 

philosophy and the importance given to science. Mardin states that Mustafa Kemal 

adopted positivism (Mardin 2017, 216).  

 

The reflection of positivism on Kemalism was effective in determining the 

understanding of modernity. According to this, the understanding of Kemalism on 

the modernity was based on the most genuine master of science in life (Köker 1993, 

88). Mustafa Kemal also said that “Science is the most reliable guide in life” (Unan 

1952, 194-199). According to this statement, reason and science were seen as the 

only guiding and information source with the effect of positivist and absolute 

rationalism. Those other than reason and science were considered false and 

unfounded (Karaman 2005, 203). Religion was therefore no longer considered a 

reference and was removed from its current position. This position vacated by 

religion is filled with scientific and modern knowledge as reference. Mustafa 

Kemal summed it up by saying that “We do not consider our principles as dogmas 

contained in books that are said to come from heaven. We derive our inspiration, not 

from heaven, or an unseen world, but directly from life” (Atatürk Söylev ve 

Demeçleri 1959, 405). Mustafa Kemal also defined the newly established state as a 

national and modern state based on the latest principles of science (Atatürk 2017, 

640). Safa, on the other hand, defines this transformation as a move from the mystic 

view to the scientific view for adaptation to the modern age (Safa 1988, 114).  

 

There are also comments on the negative aspects of this positivist thought. It is 

argued that the identification of positivism with science, the acceptance of religion as 

unscientific, the view of religion as a phenomenon of the ancient periods of human 

history, and the realization of laicism in Turkey by intellectuals under the influence 

of these positivist ideas caused laicism in Turkey to be carried out militantly instead 
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of relying on the separation of religion and state. The Turkish laicism aimed to 

eliminate religion from social life and to damp the influence of religion among 

society with a series of reforms. And these missions are thought not to be undertaken 

by a laic state (Şan 2012, 1-10). Medeniyet also draws attention to this positivist 

thought and its negative outcomes. Medeniyet says the following: “The power and 

source to supply the means of the scientific needs are principles laid down by 

religion. Whereas, Muslims took the material principles as the purpose of life and 

focused on the struggle in the field of science and education”.151 The exclusion of 

religion by giving value to science with positivist thought and a lifestyle without the 

influence of religion with materialist thinking are criticized. As mentioned earlier, 

Medeniyet mentions two dimensions of civilization and states that the material field 

constitutes only one dimension of civilization. Religion is defined as the main source 

of civilization. Thus, Medeniyet states that the value given to material life and 

science by ignoring religion will only create a social crisis. Medeniyet demands a 

civilization and progress that emphasized religious concerns by defining what 

civilization, progress, and change meant within the Islamic civilization. Thus, the 

nature of the targeted progress is explained and they state that they work for this 

purpose as follows: “Medeniyet will continue to work to make the progress and 

salvation of the Muslims of Bulgaria will continue on the condition that the religious 

rules are followed”.152  

 

Thus, Medeniyet states that what they oppose is not true civilization and 

modernization, but the imitation of Europe in the social and cultural area and the 

application of laic lifestyle and state system by destroying any value arising from 

Islam. Because all these changes cause a materialist and positivist perception to 

prevail so that religion is excluded from social and political fields. This is the most 

important cause of the social crisis (buhranı içtimai) in Muslim societies. Because, 

according to Medeniyet, religion is the source of civilization and the power to sustain 
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it. For this reason, Medeniyet criticizes the deterioration of social life with these 

reforms and defines the outcome as a social crisis. These interpretations and ideas 

are not the first. During the Ottoman era, the main reason for the backwardness of 

the inner structure against the superiority of the Western culture is the tradition and 

religion according to the supporters of radical westernization (Hanioğlu 1989, 39) 

and Said Halim Paşa153 criticized this understanding and he also used the term 

buhran to explain the social problems.  

 

In Buhran-ı İçtimaimiz, Said Halim Paşa interpreted the cause of problems in the 

social structure of the Ottoman State. According to Said Halim, seeking progress in 

materialism was a fundamental mistake of the rulers and intellectuals of the period. 

They turned to Europe and understood the outcomes of civilization as the reasons for 

creating civilization. They thought that the application of the Western moral systems 

and lifestyles in the Ottoman society would be a solution to current problems so they 

defined religion, tradition, and customs as harmful and outmoded factors that prevent 

progress. Thus, it was passed on to the next generation that nothing should be 

respected except science and reason (Said Halim 1970, 116-118). When the 

intellectuals explained the backwardness with Islam and adopted materialism, the 

reforms gained an anti-religious character. However, Said Halim Paşa stated that 

religious and scientific knowledge in Islam are not contradictory. The reason for the 

emergence of the understanding of materialism in the West is that there is no way to 

match the beliefs of Christianity with the new scientific beliefs. However, there is no 

such impossibility for Islamic beliefs. Therefore, Said Halim Paşa claimed that if the 

intellectuals did not transfer this idea from the West, materialism would not appear 

in the Ottoman society (Ibid., 127-128).  

 

In brief, it is claimed that the supporters of westernization consider the progress of 

the West as the outcome of materialism and they believe that the adaptation of all the 

Western social, political, and cultural aspects would end backwardness. The 

                                                
153 He was an Ottoman intellectual who served as Grand Vizier of the Ottoman State from 1913 to 
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common point expressed in both the Said Halim Paşa and Medeniyet is that they 

define this attitude of supporters of westernization as a mistake and cause to buhran. 

Both of them define the backwardness of Turkish society as economic and material. 

Leaving aside cultural, social, and ethical characteristics, they accept the scientific, 

industrial, and technical superiority of West so technical and scientific methods 

could be adapted from the West to compensate backwardness. However, the 

imitation of the social and cultural values of the West is seen as a mistake and 

misunderstanding of civilization because Islam as a civilization already has 

superiority against Western civilization. For this reason, Medeniyet criticizes the 

principles of laicism and materialism adopted by Kemalism and warns about both 

social and religious negativities that these thoughts will cause. These critiques of 

Medeniyet and the method of modernization it proposes are the same as views of the 

Islamists. Islamists view civilization as the common heritage of humanity by 

defining it through science and technique (Kara 2013, 40), and plan their own 

modernization by redefining this technique and science through the Islamic values 

(Duran 2013, 289-291). Likewise, Medeniyet states that there is no problem in taking 

the technique and science from the West to prevent the decline.  

4.2. Kemalism in Bulgaria 

Medeniyet states that the Kemalist propaganda in Turkey does not aim to apply only 

to Turks living in Turkey, but also to the Turks living outside the borders of 

Turkey154 to show the presence of the Kemalist propaganda in Bulgaria supported by 

Turkey. For Medeniyet, the most basic way to prevent these activities is to explain 

the main reason and purpose of the Turkish reform. Medeniyet says that the Turkish 

reform became successful because its main purpose was hidden from the people. 

Medeniyet explains this as follows: “The fact that Kemalism in Turkey is so popular 

that its irreligious character is not understood by the public, but rather by the leaders 

of Kemalism to hide this inner face from the public. They do not explain that the 

purpose they follow is irreligion”.155 Medeniyet grounds this hidden target on the 

years of the War of Independence so before the establishment of the Republican 

regime.  

                                                
154 “Laiklik Nedir”, Medeniyet, No: 58, 3 Temmuz 1935/ 2 Rebîülâhir 1354, p. 3. 
155 “Milletler İçin İhlâs Yol Din Yoludur”, Medeniyet, No: 45, 1 Şubat 1935/ 26 Şevval 1353, p. 1. 
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The details of the Anatolian victory are discussed in the article series titled ‘Mürted 

İnkılap ve Dinsiz Edebiyat’ (The Apostate Reform and Irreligious Literature). The 

question posed is whether the struggle was to save the caliphate and the sultanate or 

to destroy them.156 Celalleddin Sabri who is the author of series, replies to this 

question that the caliphate was the religious center of the Islamic world with a 

population of 400 million so the Islamic world participated in the Anatolian 

war157 and that there were moral and religious factors in the Anatolian victory.158 

Medeniyet asks that  

During the war, if Mustafa Kemal Paşa had a hat on his head and a 

copy of the European laws and Latin letters in his hand, he would 

address that we must wear this hat, accept these laws and letters, 

throw out Sharia laws, change the dress of woman, have to be 

formally and spiritually European, have to establish an irreligious 

government to remove the Europeans from our homeland. If Mustafa 

Kemal Paşa did this, how many people would be with him?  Would 

he be successful in the national struggle?159   

By asking these questions, it is emphasized that the feelings that revolted Anatolia in 

the national struggle were the religion and that the force effective in victory was 

spiritual. It is also stated that during the war, Mustafa Kemal also said that we would 

save the caliphate and sultanate in the first parliament.160 However, after the war, 

Mustafa Kemal took a different tack. Medeniyet states that which was sworn to 

defend by the first national assembly, were continuously destroyed by the second, 

third, and fourth assemblies.161 Kemalists claim that the first assembly was religious. 

However, for Medeniyet, the religiosity of the first assembly was not real and a 

planned action to deceive Muslims162 because later the caliphate and Şer‘iyye ve 

Evkaf Vekâleti (The ministry of Sharia and foundations) were abolished, Tevhidi 
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Tedrisat Kanunu (The law on the unification of education) was applied,163 and 

Sharia was removed so the religious people were deceived.164 

 

The proclamation of the Republic and the abolition of the caliphate and many points 

were not added to the party program created on April 8, 1923. Mustafa Kemal 

explained it by this statement:  

I could not accept that the ignorant and reactionist had the opportunity 

to poison the whole nation by including these issues into the program 

ahead of time. Because I was absolutely sure that these matters could 

be dealt with at an appropriate time and that the nation would be 

happy with the outcome (Atatürk 2017, 520).  

While discussing the article about the religion of the state in Teşkilatı 

Esasiye Kanunu (The Constitution), it was asked whether it would be 

the religion of the new government. I did not expect to be addressed 

to such a question, because the freedom of opinion and conscience of 

a government, which has elements of various religions among its 

subjects and is obliged to deal fairly with every religious member, is 

compulsory. It is not correct to limit the government to these 

adjectives… However, I said that yes, Islam is the religion of state to 

this question to not  give the opportunity to those who tend to deduce 

irreligion from the laic state term (Atatürk 2017, 518-519).  

As can be seen from both sentences of Mustafa Kemal, there were points such as the 

declaration of the Republic, the abolition of the sultanate, and the principle of 

laicism were not declared. Mustafa Kemal postponed these steps and he gave place 

to them neither in the party's program, nor in his speeches in the assembly, nor in the 

first constitution because of considering time as not right. 

 

However, Medeniyet describes these steps as underhanded and cunning steps165 and 

they describe this situation as the deceit of Anatolian Muslims and say that: “The 

poor Anatolian peasant, your religion and national traditions should not have fallen 

victim to the pleasure of one or two people. You are truly oppressed, worthy of pity, 
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they deceived you!”166 Briefly, Medeniyet claims that the Anatolian Turks did not 

have any purpose in terms of reign and caliphate during the war, but even they 

supported the war with spiritual factors to defend them. However, as a result, both 

the sultanate and the caliphate were abolished. Medeniyet also mentions about the 

words of Mustafa Kemal during the first assembly and his different steps. Medeniyet 

interprets this as hidden targets and deceiving of the Anatolian Muslims. It is 

summarized how the purpose of Kemalism was hidden from the Anatolian Muslims 

to apply their plans. As mentioned earlier, according to Medeniyet, the main aim of 

Kemalism is ‘irreligiousness’ and this aim was hidden from the Muslims and also it 

caused buhran-social crises so Medeniyet wants to draw attention to the danger 

posed by the Kemalist propaganda to the Muslims of Bulgaria.  

 

Medeniyet claims that the Ankara government created a program to spread 

‘irreligion’ under the name of reforms outside Turkey and especially in Bulgaria and 

started to work for this purpose through the people they obtained from among the 

Turks of Bulgaria.167 It is stated that the Kemalists of Bulgaria work to apply the 

Turkish reform among Muslims168 and they hide the irreligious character of the 

Ankara government from Muslims of Bulgaria. Thus, Medeniyet defines its purpose 

to explain the real aim of the Kemalist movement.169
 Medeniyet says that this 

opportunity to play with the destiny of religion would not be given by showing the 

activities of Kemalist and their purposes.170 Medeniyet explains this as “The Muslims 

of Bulgaria are in danger of falling into the trap of irreligion as a result of the 

unawareness, as the Muslims of Anatolia have fallen into. With these articles, our 

aim is to try to warn the Muslims of Bulgaria not to fall into the trap of the irreligion 
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movements”.171 Thus, as mentioned earlier, Medeniyet declares its aim to publish as 

warning Muslims and preventing the spread of irreligiousness.172 

 

Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti which the newspaper is its media organ, reports that 

they struggle to explain this hidden aim of the Turkish reform through Medeniyet. 

For example, Celilov’s claims about the Turkish reform are quoted and it is said that 

Celilov wrote that the Turkish reform did not harm religion in the Rehber 

Newspaper. For Medeniyet, Celilov wrote this to influence unaware Muslims. Thus, 

with the association, they believe that the mask on the face of Celilov will fall173 and 

that the association will stop them from playing with the destiny of Muslims of 

Bulgaria.174 For this reason, Medeniyet and Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti aim to 

raise awareness of Muslims by drawing attention to the historical background and 

the nature of the Kemalist propaganda and this reform movement is defined as 

against religion. If these points are mentioned, they think that the Muslims of 

Bulgaria will become conscious, and thus, they cannot live the fate of Anatolian 

Muslims. For this reason, they work for this purpose by including detailed articles on 

the Turkish reform, the Ankara government, the reforms, and the Kemalist 

propaganda in Bulgaria.  

 

Firstly, it is stated that the Kemalists of Bulgaria claim that Kemalism is not 

irreligious, the reform is not opposed to religion, the religion continues in Turkey 

and the Turkish government is religious. Medeniyet wants to present that these 

claims are invalid.175 It is stated that the Turkish embassy tries to destroy Islam by 

publishing seven or eight newspapers in Bulgaria, and those who follow the 

Kemalist propaganda intervene in the mosques, müftülüks, and schools.176 Medeniyet 
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explains that they aimed to target newspapers defending Kemalism in line with their 

goal as follows:  

If these newspapers wrote clearly about the true nature of the reform 

by saying that they left religion and they live without religion, we 

would not be concerned with the reformists who accepted the reforms 

of Turkey among the Turks of Bulgaria. What concerns us is the 

attempt to conceal the nature of the reform and to make Muslims 

adopt this irreligious idea through various propaganda. It is not a 

misdemeanor to say that you trick Muslims. This is not called 

criticism, it is called denial. It is not we who deny the reformists, but 

the Quran.177  

For this reason, Medeniyet states that the purpose of the publication is not to criticize 

the reformists but to mention the real nature that was hidden from Muslims. By 

writing articles about the purpose of the reforms, Medeniyet aims to raise the 

awareness of the Muslim to avoid a similar process in Bulgaria. Thus, Medeniyet 

states that “We will try to reveal the point of view of Islam about the Turkish reform 

as everyone understands”.178  

 

Medeniyet reports that Kemalists, encouraged by the situation in Anatolia, are 

operating in Bulgaria179  and Medeniyet gives details about them. For example, 

Turan Cemiyeti. They describe Turan as a Kemalist organization and as a means to 

spread Kemalist ideas in Bulgaria.180 It is stated that although Turan is a sports 

association, it has been separated from this purpose. Turan has started to apply the 

reform movement on the social and religious life of the public by declaring that they 

adopted the reforms in Turkey. For Medeniyet, Turan is like an agency of 

Cumhuriyet Halk Fırkası so it has a political nature.181 According to the claim of 

Medeniyet, Ahmed Hikmet, who is the chief editor of the newspaper, went to Filibe 

to spend the Ramadan feast in 1934 and he was subjected to an attack by a group of 

Turan’s members in front of the Turan agency. They attacked by knives and stones 
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and shouted that “Why are you writing against Turkey?... We swore to kill you”. 

Ahmed Hikmet was saved by the intervention of others.182 By this claim, Medeniyet 

shows that Turan does not accept any criticism against the Turkish government. It is 

claimed that various declarations were published in its newspaper Turan and these 

declarations were claimed to invite Muslim youth to unknown darkness.183 They call 

it darkness because the Turkish reform and principles adopted by Turan are 

incompatible with the Islamic beliefs and principles, and even are opposed to 

Islam.184 For this reason, Medeniyet defines asking for the removal of Turan from 

the government as a religious duty.185  

 

Another important Kemalist organization, which is included in Medeniyet, is the 

union of teachers. They changed their name as Türk Muallimler Birliği but 

Medeniyet uses the name of Muallimler Birliği. Medeniyet states that Muallimler 

Birliği accepted the Turkish reform186 and that Muallimler Birliği applied the 

reforms of Turkish education because of blind imitation. For example, they adopted 

the Latin alphabet in the Turkish  schools in Bulgaria187 and they advocated the 

removal of religious courses and Quran lessons.188 However, since these steps were 

not approved by the Muslims of Bulgaria, Medeniyet warns Muallimler Birliği to 

stop imitating laic Turkey.189 Medeniyet also states that Muslims should take 

precautions against this Kemalist ideology, which have entered schools because they 

believe that religion and Kemalist ideology cannot exist together so when the 

Kemalist ideology becomes influential at schools, religion would be removed from 

schools.190 Medeniyet criticizes steps taken in education by saying that schools and 

families should be together in the education of children. However, after the steps of 
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Muallimler Birliği, schools became isolated from religious and national traditions, 

even families are conservative. Medeniyet says that in this complicated situation, the 

child can not have a stable education. Thus, teachers in these conditions become 

destructive not chastiser.191  

 

In brief, according to Medeniyet, Turan and Muallimler Birliği were formed to 

spread the Turkish reform and they carry out destructive activities against Islam.192 

Medeniyet gives examples of how the steps of both Turan and Muallimler Birliği 

will be concluded. The real reasons for the activities carried out by the Kemalist 

groups in line with the Turkish reform are stated and the Muslims of Bulgaria are 

warned. The reason for this is to show that the Kemalist Turkish reform succeeded 

by hiding its original purpose in Turkey and that no similar result would occur in 

Bulgaria. The alphabet reform is the main topic chosen by Medeniyet for a better 

understanding of the purpose of Turkish reform. By giving a wide range of coverage 

and discussing the alphabet reform, the newspaper intends to explain what is actually 

aimed at the Turkish reform in general. To better understand the alphabet debate in 

Medeniyet, firstly information will be given on the history and rationale of the 

alphabet reform and its reflection on the Turks of Bulgaria. 

 

4.3. The Alphabet Reform  

 

In Turkish history, alphabet change generally took place in the periods following the 

change in beliefs or civilization. Therefore, the Turks have used many different 

alphabets throughout history. The Turks used the Köktürk and Uyghur alphabets 

before they converted to Islam. By the middle of the 9th century, the Turks began to 

come under the influence of the Arabic script. In the 10th century starting from the 

Karahanids (932-1212), all Muslim Turkish states used the Arabic script (Gülmez 

2006, 4-9). The use of Arabic script lasted for about a thousand years and continued 

until the 20th century. Especially the Ottoman State resolutely used the Arabic letters 

                                                
191 “Terbiyevi Sukutumuzun Amilleri”, Medeniyet, No: 20, 24 Nisan 1934/ 9 Muharremü’l Haram 

1353, p. 3. 
192 Ahmed Hikmet, “Açıksöz”, Medeniyet, No: 14, 3 Şubat 1934/ 18 Şevval 1352, p. 3. 
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until the collapse of the state (Alpay 1983, 32). Throughout this process, the Arabic 

language had an important place in the madrasa as the language of science, in the 

mosque as the language of religion (Şimşir 1992b, 4-5). 

 

For a long time, the Turks have been Muslim and part of Islamic civilization 

therefore there are many words from Arabic and Persian (Lewis 1961, 429; Geoffrey 

1999, 6). With the use of the Arabic alphabet and the adoption of Arabic and Persian 

words, the Turks came under the strong influence of the Arabic and Persian cultures. 

With the Tanzimat era, the alphabet and foreign terminology became frequently 

discussed among the intellectuals of the period (Alpay 1983, 32-33). The alphabet 

problem emerged as an education problem because it is thought that the Arabic 

alphabet is inadequate to the Turkish language and it is difficult to learn (Şimşir 

1992b, 18). Some thinkers compared the literacy rate with Europe and suggested that 

there are no similar difficulties so that the letters can be improved and the literacy 

can be facilitated (Şerifoğlu, 89-92). However, the discussions in the Tanzimat era 

based on the improvement of the letters and the ease of writing. It did not include the 

complete replacement of letters (Şimşir 1992b, 28). While modernization steps were 

accelerating in the Ottoman State, the discussion gained a different dimension. The 

issue was no longer one of improving letters and spelling but instead to adopt the 

Latin letters (Şerifoğlu, 102). There were also Ottoman intellectuals who advocated 

the acceptance of Latin letters and the creation of a new Turkish alphabet based on 

this (Kılıç 1991, 551). This was because the Latin alphabet influenced the whole of 

Europe, becoming a universal quality writing and a tool of civilization as a script for 

world trade, post, and telegraph, so it was viewed as reaching a superiority against 

other alphabets (Şimşir 1992b, 30-33).  

All these claims and debates about the alphabet in the Ottoman period were 

inconclusive. In the Republican era, the alphabet discussions blazed out again after 

the first Turcology Congress in Baku in 1926. After World War I, both the Ottoman 

State and Russian Czarism were destroyed and a civilization change was made. For 

example, Azerbaijanis adopted the Latin alphabet in 1922 (Şimşir 1992b, 54-55). In 

the congress held in Baku in 1926, it was stated that it was extremely important that 

the Latin alphabet was adopted in Azerbaijan and it was claimed that improvement 



107 

 

of the Arabic letters is not possible so the most appropriate alphabet for the Turks is 

the Latin alphabet. Thus, by adopting the Latin alphabet, the unity among the 

Turkish communities, and the relations with the Western civilization would be easier 

(Sarı and Gedik 2014, 503). All of the ideas and suggestions after congress added 

impetus to the alphabet discussions in Turkey (Zürcher 2004, 188).  

 

From 1926, this debate on the alphabet had continued. The first concrete step in this 

issue was the establishment of the Language Council (Dil Encümenliği) in May 1928 

(Avcı 2000, 111-112). Mustafa Kemal formed this language council to make the 

alphabet transition taking place in a short time. In this direction, this council started 

the studies and as a result of these studies, the National Assembly adopted the Law 

No.1353 that was about acceptance and practice of Turkish letters on November 1, 

1928 (Resmi Gazete, No.1030, 03.11.1928). On the same day, Mustafa Kemal said 

that to save the Turkish nation from ignorance, an easy literacy key should be found 

and this key is the Turkish alphabet taken from the Latin basis (TBMM Tutanak, 

01.11,1928, D.3, C.30: 2). Before this speech, he also said that “If eighty percent of 

the nation is illiterate, we do not fault this. The fault belongs to those who do not 

understand the character of the Turkish and limit it” (Çağlar 1968, 183). According 

to these speeches of Mustafa Kemal, the main motivation behind the transition to the 

Latin script was to increase the rate of literacy in Turkey because the Arabic letters 

were not considered to be appropriate for the Turkish language. According to the 

reformist cadres, there are structural contradictions between the Arabic script and the 

Turkish language. It was not possible to identify all Turkish letters with the Arabic 

letters. Because of the lack of p,ç,j,ğ letters in the Arabic script, the Arabic script was 

not suitable for Turkish (Şimşir 1992b, 5-6). The inability of the Arabic script to 

meet the needs of the Turkish language and the resulting difficulties in learning was 

seen as the reason for the low literacy rate. Hence, the alphabet reform was seen as a 

means of spreading literacy. Thus, the alphabet reform was firstly explained by the 

low literacy rate and incompatibility between the Arabic letters and the Turkish 

language. With the Latinization of the Turkish writing system, the reformist cadres 

aimed to teach and write the language more easily to increase literacy.  
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4.3.1. The Turks of Bulgaria and the Alphabet Reform 

 

When Bulgaria became an autonomous principality in 1878, the Turks of Bulgaria 

were recognized as a distinct ethnic and religious group and their rights were under 

the guarantee of international law. The Treaty of Berlin protected the right of Turks 

while giving autonomy to Bulgaria. Article 5 states that there is no any 

discrimination towards religious creeds in the matter of enjoyment of civil and 

political rights (Treaty between Great Britain, Germany, Austria, France, Italy, 

Russia, and Turkey for the Settlement of Affairs in the East 1908, 406). The same 

rights came up after Bulgaria gained independence in 1908. These rights were 

assured either under provisions on minority rights or as human rights at the 

international level. For example, the Neuilly Peace Treaty includes the rights of 

minorities. According to Article 53, all Bulgarians shall enjoy the same civil and 

political rights without distinction as to race, language, or religion. And Article 54 

states that all minorities shall have equal rights to establish and manage their own 

charitable, religious, and social institutions and to use their own language. There is 

not any restriction on the free use of any language before the courts, in private 

intercourse, in commerce, in religion, in the press or publications of any kind or at 

public meetings (The Treaty of Peace Between the Allied and Associated Powers 

and Bulgaria and Protocol signed at Neuilly-sur-Seine 1920, 24). According to these 

international treaties and given rights, the Turks of Bulgaria could continue to use 

Turkish by using the Arabic letters (Ottoman Turkish) like the Turks in Anatolia. 

 

As mentioned earlier, the Turks of Bulgaria closely followed the reforms in Turkey. 

Therefore, when Turkey decided to switch the Latin alphabet in 1928, the debate 

about which alphabet to use in the Turkish schools in Bulgaria started. The 

fundamental question for the Turks of Bulgaria in this discussion was in which 

letters the Turkish children would study (Tunçoku 1990, 244-245), so the discussion 

on the Latin alphabet started as an educational issue in Bulgaria. In 1928, Türk 

Muallimler Birliği decided to move to teach in the Turkish schools in Bulgaria with 

the Latin letters in the new academic year (Yıldırım 2015, 137). They even decided 

to teach in the new Turkish alphabet in the Turkish minority schools before the 

formal adoption of the Latin letters in Turkey (Yenisoy 2007, 12). They just received 
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the news that an alphabet change would be made in Turkey and decided it 

immediately because they thought that language and writing communication with 

Turkey as motherland could not be severed (Hakov 1998, 736). Türk Muallimler 

Birliği indicated that the Turks of Bulgaria are obliged to apply the alphabet reform 

to not to lose their language and nationality and to preserve ties with Turkey. Since 

the Turks of Bulgaria is a minority, they should be obliged to be subject to Turkey if 

they want to protect their language. For this purpose, they thought that the Turks of 

Bulgaria have to teach in the Latin letters at their schools (Memişoğlu 2007, 

180). After this decision of Türk Muallimler Birliği, the Turks of Bulgaria were the 

first Turkish minority among old Ottoman territories to adopt the Latin alphabet 

(Selvelli 2018, 374). 

 

In Bulgaria, the preparatory courses for teachers were organized and the first 

textbooks were printed in the Latin letters (Memişoğlu 2002, 172-176). Some books 

written in the Latin alphabet were brought from Turkey. It was a change that spread 

quickly, even to villages. For example, the school in the Turkish village called 

Söğündal was switched to the Latin letters in the 1928-29 academic year and reading 

courses were offered for adults (Merdivenci 1980, 162). However, this decision was 

not welcomed by every Turks of Bulgaria and led to harsh discussions between those 

who were supporters of the Latin alphabet and those who were against it. The 

opponents to the decision considered the Latin alphabet as a threat to the integrity of 

the Islamic community and the historical continuity of a tradition (Selvelli 2018, 

372).  Thus, they continued to use the Arabic letters and this was a kind of protest 

against the supporters of the Latin alphabet. They highlighted the traditional and 

religious values and opposed all reforms (Shivarov 2008, 135). Thus, they harshly 

criticized the adoption of the Latin letters in Bulgaria. Başmüftülük had the same 

position in this debate. Hüseyin Hüsnü was başmüftü when these discussions about 

the alphabet were going on. It is claimed that he did whatever was necessary to 

preserve the Arabic alphabet in Turkish schools (Hakov 2010, 136). He stated that 

the Muslims of Bulgaria wanted to continue using the Arabic letters, and the books 

to be used in the new academic year were prepared by printing with the Arabic 

letters. With the information of başmüftülük, the Bulgarian Ministry of Education 

decided on 10 October 1928 to postpone the transition to the implementation of the 
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Latin alphabet in the Turkish schools for four years (Memişoğlu 2002, 172-176). 

With this decision, one week after the enactment of the Turkish letters law in 

Turkey, the Latin letters were not allowed in Bulgaria (Şimşir 1988, 98).   

As mentioned earlier, the Ankara government closely followed the discussion among 

the Turks of Bulgaria by the Sofia embassy. The Sofia ambassador Hüsrev Gerede 

also reported this decision of the Bulgarian government to Ankara. Gerede stated the 

attempts related to the alphabet as follows:  

It is understood that the deserters and some of the religious elites are 

conducting in propaganda to create negative feelings in the Turkish 

people against the reforms and that they requested to continue 

education in the old letters from the Bulgarian government to make 

the decision of Türk Muallimler Birliği failed (Şimşir 2006, 119). 

 

 After these reports, the Turkish Minister of National Education of the period asked 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to take initiatives in Sofia to obtain permission for 

teaching in the Latin letters. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs immediately ordered 

the Sofia embassy to take the necessary steps (Memişoğlu 2002, 178-180). Then 

Gerede met with the Bulgarian Foreign Affairs Minister and Prime Minister on the 

direction of the instructions from Ankara (Şimşir 1992b, 310). In November and 

December of 1928, the attempts of intellectuals and the Turkish embassy of Sofia 

changed the situation. The Bulgarian Education Ministry changed its decision to 

postpone the teaching of Latin letters in the Turkish schools for four years, so the 

permission to teach with the Latin letters was granted to the Turks of Bulgaria in 

1929 (Memişoğlu 2002, 178-180). Gerede reported this decision in his report as 

allowing the use of Latin letters in Turkish minority schools against the resistance of 

the conservatives. He said that the decision of the Bulgarian government on the Latin 

letters was the first impact against the activities of this opposite group led by 

başmüftü and other müftüs (Şimşir 1981, 200-201; 2006, 133-134).  

 

There was a difference in Bulgaria regarding the implementation of the alphabet 

reform. That is, the Arabic letters were not banned by the Bulgarian government. 

While many Turkish schools in Bulgaria were teaching in the Latin letters, some 

schools did not move to the Latin letters, and some newspapers continued to publish 

in the Arabic letters. This situation revealed a duality. In order to eliminate this 
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duality, Türk Muallimler Birliği made attempts under the supervision of the 

Bulgarian authorities and achieved positive results. In 1930, the Bulgarian 

government decreed the compulsory implementation of the Latin alphabet in Turkish 

schools. The Bulgarian Ministry of Education issued a circular on the prohibition of 

Arabic letters in Turkish schools and informed that schools teaching in the Arabic 

letters would be closed. Thus, in 1930, the reform supporters gained the first phase 

of the battle for the implementation of the Latin alphabet in Turkish schools (Şimşir 

1992b, 315).  

 

This achievement of the alphabet reform is interpreted as a new impetus to the 

strengthening of Kemalism in Bulgaria. Thus, in 1933, başmüftü Hüseyin Hüsnü sent 

a special letter to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Religious Cults and the 

Ministry of Education. He stated that the Turkish schools were under the influence of 

reform supporters, and if they were not taken, they would become the Kemalist 

organizations. He expressed his discomfort with the activities of Türk Muallimler 

Birliği, and he stated that education should be held in the Arabic letters in the 

Turkish schools (Memişoğlu 2002, 200-201). During these years, many commissions 

and reports were formed to prevent the increase of Kemalist propaganda. They 

suggested to increase the power of başmüftülük, to reeducate with the Arabic letters 

and to prevent the activities of Türk Muallimler Birliği, etc. (Sarınay 2002, 328-337). 

The government change in Bulgaria in 1934 facilitated the implementation of these 

measures mentioned above. Türk Muallimler Birliği was closed and its activities 

were terminated (Hakov 1996, 10-11). The education in the Arabic alphabet was 

reintroduced by banning the Latin script (Balım 1996, 104), and all Turkish 

newspapers written in the Latin alphabet were forbidden, and the Turkish 

intellectuals who defended the Latin alphabet persecuted or forced to flee (Şimşir 

1988, 104).  

 

The close follow-up of the Bulgarian government to the Kemalist organizations and 

newspapers and its support for the opposition groups changed with the visits of 

Turkish Prime Minister İsmet İnönü and the Foreign Affairs Minister Tevfik Rüştü 

Aras to Sofia on April 20, 1937 (Sarınay 2002, X-XI). During these years World 
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War II was over, and Bulgaria was in search of friendship. For this reason, the 

Bulgarian administration approved the initiatives of Turkey. Firstly, the Bulgarian 

government closed the Sharia courts, then approved the introduction of the Latin 

alphabet in 1938 (Sarıkoyuncu and Sarıkoyuncu 2005, 487).  Only the Quran courses 

would be taught in Arabic only twice a week (Şimşir 1992b, 317). In this decision, 

the ambassador of Sofia Şevki Berber had intense efforts and diplomatic traffic. 

According to the report dated 1 July 1938 by Şevki Berker, the Bulgarian king said 

that he would be happy to apply the Latin letters in Bulgaria because it is one of the 

works of Mustafa Kemal (Sarınay 2002, 502-503). This decision of the Bulgarian 

government created satisfaction in Ankara so Mustafa Kemal sent a thanks letter to 

the Bulgarian king (Şimşir 1988, 122; Yıldırım 2015, 141).  

 

To sum up, when Turkey decided to switch from the Arabic letters to the Latin ones, 

some Turks of Bulgaria followed the same path with Turkey and tried to apply the 

alphabet reform in the Turkish minority schools. The pioneer of this step was Türk 

Muallimler Birliği. The alphabet issue started as an education question then 

gradually some Turkish newspapers adopted the Latin letters and started to be 

published in the Latin alphabet. However, from 1928 onward the policy of the 

Bulgarian government towards the application of the alphabet reform in Bulgaria 

was unsteady. Until 1938, using the Latin alphabet in education and newspapers was 

generally restricted and the government did not allow education and press with the 

Latin alphabet. As already mentioned, the explanation for such moves of the 

Bulgarian government can be found in its interest for reducing the influence of 

Ankara’s reformist ideologies on the Turks of Bulgaria and keeping the Turkish 

minority distant from the news, thoughts, and influences of what was happening in 

Turkey (Höpken 1997, 62-63). Turkey closely followed all of this process and 

supported the Turks of Bulgaria through the embassy of Sofia. Both ambassador 

Hüsrev Gerede and Şevki Berker tried to make the Bulgarian government convinced 

for applying the alphabet reform and for minimizing the influence of başmüftülük 

and the newspapers that opposed the alphabet reform. When the balance in 

international politics changed, the Bulgarian government changed its decision. In 

brief, the Bulgarian government did not have a stable policy towards the Turkish 
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minority (İsmailov 2009, 434). The alphabet reform debate which began in 1928 

ended in 1938 when the Latin letters were allowed to be used in education.  

 

In Bulgaria, the alphabet debate reflected not only on education but also on the press. 

When Türk Muallimler Birliği decided to start teaching with the Latin letters in the 

Turkish minority schools, after the education problem, the other question was, in 

which letters would the local Turkish newspapers be published in Bulgaria, and with 

which letters the local Turkish printing houses would publish books. The Turkish 

press in Bulgaria generally adopted the Latin letters (Şimşir 1988, 103). They also 

published news and articles about the Latin alphabet and encouraged the campaign 

of Latin letters in Bulgaria. For example, Deliorman had a column titled İnkılâp 

Haberleri (The News of Reform) and it published continuous news and photographs 

about the writing courses for the Latin letters. Similarly, Rehber published news on 

grammar and pronunciation (Memişoğlu 2007, 181).  

 

As mentioned earlier, the Ankara government kept journalism under control through 

Takriri Sükun Kanunu in 1925 and Matbuat Kanunu in 1931 during the years when 

the reforms were being created. Thus, there was no critical press under these press 

laws and policies during the single-party process. In this respect, the press was more 

important for those who make society adopt the alphabet reform so particularly there 

was the role of the press in practicing the alphabet reform in Turkey. For the 

government, the Turkish press needed to move to the Latin letters as soon as 

possible. Thus, the Turkish Letters Act introduced the obligation to print and write 

all Turkish newspapers and magazines in the Latin letters starting on 1 December 

1928 (Şimşir 1992b, 225). On since this date, all official and private Turkish 

newspapers and magazines in the country started to be printed with the Latin letters. 

After 1 January 1929, nothing could be printed with the Arabic letters in Turkey 

according to the law (Özerdim 1998, 13). After these decisions, it was not possible to 

find newspapers that are printed in the Arabic letters and also criticize the alphabet 

reform. Although there were many publications in favor and against before the 

alphabet reform, this publication suddenly ended after the reform (Karakuzu 1977, 

51). However, it is possible to trace the debates, critics, and ideas on the alphabet 
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within the Turkish minority in Bulgaria through these newspapers published in the 

Arabic letters.   

 

Unlike the Turkish press, the Turkish press in Bulgaria was not uniform on the 

alphabet reform. Some newspapers accepted and applied the alphabet reform 

whereas some of them insisted on using the Arabic script until the 1940s (Selvelli 

2018, 377). The Turks of Bulgaria were free to continue using the Arabic script in 

the writing of Turkish (Crampton 1990, 66), and publishing Turkish newspaper with 

the Arabic letters was not forbidden by the Bulgarian government and there were 

newspapers entirely printed in the Arabic letters  (Şimşir 1992b, 313-315). Those 

newspapers continued to use the Arabic alphabet and also criticized the alphabet 

reform.  

 

The Bulgarian government closely followed all this debate among the Turkish 

newspapers. Till 1934, the Turks of Bulgaria were free to publish their newspaper in 

both the Latin and the Arabic alphabet (Şimşir 1992b, 313-315). After 1934, the 

government banned the Latin alphabet and wanted to reduce the influence of 

Ankara’s reformist ideologies on the Turks of Bulgaria. Thus, the Turkish press 

supporting the reforms was almost completely suppressed and closed down (Selvelli 

2018, 378). All newspapers in the Latin letters were closed. However, the 

newspapers which were published in the Arabic letters continued to be published 

until 1944. In a sense, Bulgaria remained a sort of “oasis” for the Arabic alphabet in 

the Balkans, since the Latin alphabet was adopted by the Turkish community in 

Greece, Romania, and Yugoslavia (Ibid., 384). In the 1930s, in the Turkish press, 

there were not any negative or opposition articles about the effects of the adoption of 

the Latin alphabet on education and culture. However, these newspapers in Bulgaria 

published in the Arabic letters, both criticized the alphabet reform and struggled with 

the Turks of Bulgaria who adopted the Latin alphabet. Medeniyet was one of them. 

Medeniyet is known as the media organ against the Turkish alphabet reform (Şimşir 

1986, 45). To understand the views and analysis of Medeniyet about the alphabet 

reform, other comments on the alphabet reform and different reasons for the reform 

should be known. 
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4.3.2. The Reasons Behind Alphabet Reform 

 

As mentioned, the alphabet reform was explained by the literacy rate. However, the 

reasons behind the Mustafa Kemal’s decision was seen as not only linguistic. It was 

also political (Collin 2011, 51). Thus, there are many different claims about the 

causes of reform. For Mustafa Kemal, it was a matter of saving the nation from 

ignorance and an alphabet that did not fit into its own language so it was a national 

issue (Kocatürk 1999, 147-148). One of the main concerns shaping the language 

policies of the Republican period was to provide national unity and integrity by 

creating a national language. It was aimed at creating a new script based on the Latin 

letters and the substitution of words derived from the Turkish roots instead of Arabic 

or Persian ones because the Ottoman Turkish was considered as overwhelmed by 

external cultural-linguistic influences (Başkan 1986, 95-102). Thus, the basic 

elements of this national language were intended to be pure Turkish (Banarlı 1977, 

279-280). With this cultural policy, Mustafa Kemal aimed to reduce the influence of 

foreign cultures on the Turkish culture and to establish a national identity of the 

culture. 

 

Mustafa Kemal desired to create a nation whose national culture bases on language 

and history.  For this purpose, he took steps to establish the national identity and to 

give national foundations to the original Turkish culture that would emerge through 

linguistic and historical researches. He was therefore personally interested in 

language and history and carried out studies in these two fields (Kodoman 1999, 81). 

Thus, the alphabet reform was seen as a cultural reform that had the possibility of 

creating a new culture (Özerdim 1998, 20). İnönü summarized this situation as 

follows:  

The alphabet reform cannot be connected to the ease of reading and 

writing. However, the effect and great benefit of the alphabet reform 

is that it facilitates the change of culture. Inevitably, we have moved 

away from Arab culture. Thus, switching to Latin letters was a major 

factor in saving the Turkish language and national culture (İnönü 

1987, 223). 
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Apart from the steps of nationalization, the alphabet reform was seen as connected 

with the westernization and modernization process. This process started with the 

Ottoman State's decline and the struggle with Western civilization. The language is 

seen as the first tool that a nation would use in the race of civilization, it was thought 

to have an equal and rich language to understand the sciences, ideas, and arts only in 

this way (Banarlı 1977, 279-280). Since the 19th century, the Ottoman Turkish 

language was found insufficient. The intellectuals of the period complained about the 

infertility of the Turkish language and suggested that they could not keep up with the 

modern civilization with this language (Doğan 1986, 140-142). They suggested 

adopting the Latin letters because the Arabic letters were seen as the most important 

factor that kept the Turkish society separate from Western civilization (Sarı and 

Gedik 2014, 490). It was thought that the way of development and modernization 

was interconnected with the alphabet and the Latin alphabet used by the civilized 

nations would open a way to progress and to westernize the Turks (Eren 1991, 10). 

 

These ideas were also valid in the Republican era. With the establishment of the 

Republic, it was aimed at creating modern individuals and making the Turkish 

society part of western civilization (Kısıklı 2010, 118). And the Arabic alphabet was 

considered an obstacle to the transition to the western thought (Özgen 1995, 118). 

Thus the alphabet reform was seen as fundamental in the creation of a new identity 

oriented to the West (Selvelli 2018, 381-382). It is stated that the alphabet reform 

aimed to culturally integrate with the West (Davison 2012, 264-265). Indeed, Safa 

states that the alphabet reform emerged from the imagination of civilization (Safa 

1988, 58-59). The Turkish reform is holistic so adjusting the thinking tools such as 

speaking, writing, and reading according to the Western civilization was seen as 

necessary to be part of this civilization (Alpay 1983, 34-35). These words of Mustafa 

Kemal also summarized this understanding: “Our nation will show that it is with the 

whole world of civilization by its letter and by its mind” (Çağlar 1968, 183; Arsan 

and Unan 1959, 253). From these words, it is understood that he saw the change of 

the alphabet as an important condition for entering Western civilization. Thus, the 

issue of the Latin alphabet is the issue of civilization. Taking the Latin alphabet 

means joining the Western civilization (Şimşir 1992b, 30-33).  
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To enter the Western civilization, it is necessary to break ties with the old. With the 

Latinization of the alphabet, there would be a barrier against the Ottoman State, and 

new generations would be brought up and open only new ideas (Lewis 1961, 427- 

428). Thus, with the alphabet reform, it was aimed to change the cultural bond with 

the Arab and Islamic world (Tanör 2009, 253). The alphabet change was seen as 

marking a clear break with the previous political and religious history (Collin 2011, 

51). Similarly, for Lewis, the basic purpose of the changing alphabet was not so 

much practical to decrease illiteracy, as social and cultural so he says that Mustafa 

Kemal was slamming a door on the past as well as opening a door to the future. The 

final break with the past and with the East to the final incorporation of Turkey into 

the civilization of modern West (Lewis 1961, 273). Therefore, the purpose of the 

alphabet change is interpreted as severing Turkey's ties with the Islamic East and to 

facilitate communication with the Western world (Geoffrey 1999, 27). 

 

Another aim of the alphabet reform was the desire to reduce the influence of religion 

on social life (Tanör 2009, 253). Zürcher says that the alphabet reform is a way to 

cut off the Turkish society from the Islamic traditions and to reorient it towards the 

West (Zürcher 2004, 189). Thus, the alphabet reform is connected with the previous 

reforms. First, the abolition of the sultanate and the caliphate then the laicization of 

the state created the proper conditions for the alphabet reform (Şerifoğlu, 71-79). 

Even though Turkey was legally and constitutionally a laic and modern state, after 

removing the article that the religion of the Turkish state is Islam in 1928, the Arabic 

script was seen as a symbol that bound Turkey to the east and set Turkey apart from 

the Western community of nations (Lewis 1961, 271). Thus, Lewis sees the 

Latinization of the script as secularization. Zürcher also says that the alphabet reform 

which is not specifically aimed at religion is nevertheless symbolic (Zürcher 2004, 

187-188). The alphabet reform served to strengthen the image of the secular nation 

state due to the emancipation of the Turkish language and culture from the 

influences of Arabic script and Islamic culture (Kongar 1986, 31-32). To sum up, the 

motivations behind the alphabet reform are a matter of debate. On the one hand, 

some argue that the alphabet reform was a matter of modernization, westernization, 

and laicization as well as an attempt to improve the literacy level of the people, while 

the others claim it was a mere effort to cut ties of the Republic to its Islamic and 
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Ottoman past. Medeniyet handles the alphabet reform in a way that covered all these 

views. 

 

4.4. The Alphabet Reform in the Medeniyet Newspaper 

 

Medeniyet includes the alphabet reform since its first issues, and the next issues have 

a large place in the alphabet reform and shares ideas about what was aimed at with 

the alphabet reform and its possible consequences. They explain the reason for this 

as follows: “We presented and preferred our analysis related to the alphabet reform, 

which constitutes the most important part of the Turkish reform. This becomes an 

introduction to our investigations related to the other stages of the reform”.193 Thus, 

with the alphabet reform is intended to explain what was aimed at the other reforms 

in Turkey and generally the Turkish reform, and it is intended to warn the Turks of 

Bulgaria by showing more clearly the main objectives of those who tried to spread 

these reforms among the Turks of Bulgaria. 

As mentioned earlier, the debate on the Latin letters in Bulgaria started with the 

decision of Türk Muallimler Birliği, Medeniyet points out this situation and states 

that the teachers took this decision for education with the Latin letters regardless of 

whether the parents and the public approved.194 It is stated that these teachers follow 

and imitate Turkey195 and that they started to implement the reforms of Turkey in 

Bulgaria by adopting the alphabet reform.196 In short, the alphabet reform was 

considered as the first step in following the reform movement in Bulgaria and it was 

thought to help to better understand the aims and nature of the Turkish reform so 

Medeniyet gives importance to the discussion about the alphabet reform. 
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Medeniyet mentions how the Turks adopted the Arabic alphabet when converting to 

Islam. There are also articles explaining how the letters were taken from Arabs and 

became part of the Turkish culture. It is stated that the Turks perfected and 

completed the Arabic letters and even art such as calligraphy was developed a lot by 

the Turks. It is said that the letters were taken from Arabs but they are Turkish. It is 

the writing system of the Turkish nation and is called Turkish. There are 28 letters in 

Arabic and 32 letters in Turkish. Even the number of letters is different. Turks have 

completed the missing parts of the Arabic script by adding the letters such as p, ç, j, 

and by putting some signs. For this reason, the Arabic letters can express the Turkish 

language. Medeniyet further asks whether throwing the old letters away and calling 

this reform emancipation from Arabs is acceptable or not?197 With this question, it is 

emphasized that although these letters seem to belong to Arabs, Turks adopted these 

letters and appropriated the Turkish language over time. Medeniyet uses similar 

definitions in many different articles. Medeniyet defines these letters used in the 

Ottoman Turkish language as ‘Muslim letters’,198 ‘Islamic letters’,199 ‘orijinal 

Turkish letters’,200 and ‘Turkish letters’201  instead of the Arabic letters. 

Medeniyet sees these letters as the common part of Islam and as also a part of 

Turkish culture so they criticize the change of alphabet by saying that you accepted 
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ecnebi (foreign) letters.202  With the concept of ecnebi, it is stated that the Latin 

alphabet is foreign to their culture and religion. In the same way, with the alphabet 

reform, not only letters but also Arabic and Persian words are removed from the 

language and the words from the Western languages will be transferred. Medeniyet 

reports this as that the last reform made in the Turkish language is to take words 

from German, English, and especially French language instead of the words not 

available in the Turkish language.203 However, according to Medeniyet, it is not 

correct to discard the Arabic and Persian words from the Turkish language and 

literature because these words have made the Turkish language rich and have been 

used in the Turkish language for centuries so became part of the Turkish language.204 

Medeniyet states that the alphabet and the words became part of the Turkish 

language because they are not the property of the Arab but of the Islamic 

civilization. As a Muslim community, the Turks also had contributed to the 

development of this script. As can be understood, Medeniyet criticizes the change 

from Arabic letters, which are seen as the common property of religion and 

civilization, to create a national alphabet. It is emphasized that there is no need for a 

nationalization step that would require Turks to change the script because Turks have 

contributed to this script like other Muslim communities. Indeed, this script is the 

property of Islam. And the religion of Islam is not national.   

 

 

It is stated that this Islamic-Turkish culture will be damaged by changing the 

alphabet which is seen as a part of national culture. Since the new generation does 

not know the Turkish letters, they will not be able to benefit from these works and 

the new generation will be unrelated to the past, whereas the past is defined as the 

most useful source of national education. The nation that disconnects from the past 

cannot have a national character and identity. Medeniyet states that the national spirit 

will be damaged by not being able to read the works of the past so possible changes 

in the national culture caused by the alphabet change are mentioned. Medeniyet 
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defines the alphabet reform as a betrayal because they think that the alphabet reform 

cut off the bond with the past as a source of national culture and national identity.205 

 

 

An example is given about the acceptance of Latin letters of Azerbaijani Turks and 

their ties with the past. In 1924, the Bolshevik government forced Azerbaijanis to 

accept the Latin letters.  It is stated that the aim of this is to cut the relations of the 

Azerbaijani Turks with the past and to break the cultural link between them and 

other Turkic and Islamic communities and thereby to Russify the Azerbaijani 

Turks.206 Thus the most important reason for the Latinization initiated by the 

Bolsheviks was seen as the attempt to cut ties with the past, eliminate the national 

culture, destroy religion, and adopt the principles of communism.207 Medeniyet states 

that they became successful in these aims. Latinization, which the Bolsheviks started 

by force, destroyed the national feelings, culture, and so on. Medeniyet warns the 

Turks to realize the main source of Latinization which is a problem for Turks.208 By 

these claims and warnings, Medeniyet explains the main reason for this alphabet 

change is to cut ties with the past and to abolish the national identity. For this reason, 

according to Medeniyet, the Latin letters are a sharp and cruel ax that separates Turks 

from their past and national freedom. Inherited artifacts written works mean the 

existence of a nation so the alphabet reform means that passing the sponge over these 

works.209 In short, they state that the national culture and identity would be damaged 

as a result of the disconnection with the past and old works that are the main source 

of the national culture and identity.  

 

 

Another point that Medeniyet draws attention to when considering the alphabet 

reform is the issue of education. It is reported that Muallimler Birliği made important 

decisions at their congress. Removing the Islamic letters in schools and using the 
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Latin letters were decided.210 With the decision of education in the Latin letters, 

education in schools took the form of three languages in addition to the Bulgarian 

language and the Ottoman Turkish language. And Medeniyet states that this 

trilingual education made education difficult.211 Medeniyet also criticizes the impact 

of alphabet reform on scientific and efficient education. Medeniyet states that with 

the Latin letters, young people will be deprived of all the scientific works of the past 

so that these children will remain ignorant. Because it is not possible to publish 

millions of scientific works, that are products of the past and fill libraries, in the 

Latin letters. Thus, Medeniyet says that the acceptance of Latin letters is a crime and 

hostility against science.212 

 

 

Medeniyet’s other claim about education is that the alphabet reform aims to cut off 

the relationship of the young generation with religion. Medeniyet explains their claim 

about the impossibility of religious education with the Latin letters and irreligious 

generation would grow as an outcome of this education, as follows: “As it is not 

possible to write the Quran in the Latin letters with the acceptance of Latin letters, it 

is aimed to eliminate religious education by eliminating the people who can read the 

Quran”.213 Reading the Quran is defined as a religious necessity and it is stated that 

those who do not know the Arabic letters will not be able to read the Quran, that it is 

not possible to write the Quran in Latin letters, and that other religious books are also 

in Arabic. There will be no means to teach the religion so the acceptance of Latin 

letters is defined as hostility to religion.214   

 

 

Medeniyet sent a petition to the Ministry of Education and Medeniyet also includes 

other decisions of Muallimler Birliği on curtailing religious lesson hours. The 

petition says that  
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We write this petition, as these decisions of Muallimler Birliği will 

have very important effects on the Muslims… Quran can not be 

written and read in the Latin letters… Changing the letters that are 

part of a language would hurt national feelings. The Bulgarian nation 

had the same experience. For this reason, we demand that Muslims 

perform their education with our religious and national letters, allow 

for the increase of religious classes, the appointment of teachers of 

religious courses by başmüftülük, and approval of the religious book 

by başmüftülük to protect our religious freedom.215 

These requests are often repeated. They state that the school has great importance. 

There should be the Quran lessons in the Turkish schools and the teachers who do 

not respect religion should be removed,216 those religious and determined teachers 

should be placed in the schools and these teachers should educate the Turkish 

children about religious, social, and patriotic feelings and teach them to show loyalty 

and affection towards the country they live in.217 The religious education is seen as 

the only remedy for the improvement of schools. Thus, the importance of the 

neglected religion lessons started to be given again.218According to Medeniyet, 

religious education was removed to create this desired basis by isolating young 

people from the ideas of religion and divinity.219 They state that this program was 

already applied in Turkey.  

 

Medeniyet claims that the Turkish government banned religion in schools220 and 

their curriculum is the same as that of the Russian and communist ones. It is stated 

fourteen million Muslim children in Turkey are being raised as irreligious.221 In 
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Turkey, teachers who secretly teach old letters in their homes were severely 

punished.222 They stress that the same educational program is being applied to the 

Muslims of Bulgaria. Medeniyet says that those who defend the alphabet reform 

should know that they would spread irreligion and would deprive Muslim children of 

religious education.223 The teachers have a reformist ideology and they try to instill 

this ideology in the students. It is stated that a spirit contrasting to the religious and 

national spirit would be instilled with this effort of teachers. Thus, schools became a 

place damaging the nationality, destructing the religious life and the Islamic 

traditions, destroying the spirituality of the nation, and changing the moral rules. 

However, Medeniyet thinks that schools should adopt a lifestyle that will comply 

with the social and religious life of the nation. It is stated that the rise in knowledge 

is not a matter of letters, but a matter of training and schools are for training not for 

teaching letters. Letters are just means for education. Thus, they propose different 

reforms in the field of education. A reform is proposed in schools that would 

eliminate conflict in educational and religious matters, and that included religious 

education and sentiment in educational programs.224  

 

Another issue that Medeniyet focuses on in the discussion of alphabet reform is the 

issue of the Latin Quran. The Latin Quran debate in Bulgaria became more 

controversial with Amme cüzü225 in the Latin letters prepared by Mehmet Celil in 

1935. As stated in the 67th issue of Medeniyet, many readers sent letters to the 

newspaper and stated that this Amme cüzü is in use instead of Quran at schools and 

asked whether it is permissible according to the religion. After these letters, 

Medeniyet states that they examined a copy of this Amme cüzü and they said that the 

Arabic language is based on its own grammar and literature so even any Arabic 

sentence cannot be written correctly with the Latin letters.226  
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While elaborating on this issue, it is emphasized how the Quran was collected and 

became a mushaf- book. As a result of devoted careful studies, the Quran has taken 

its present form and preserved its originality.227 The collection and the inscription of 

the Quran were reliably made. It is stated that the Quran has been protected as it was 

revealed by Allah and it will be protected from all kinds of destruction.228 One of the 

conditions of reading the Quran is a matter of images and calligraphy, so the text of 

the Quran should be preserved.229 Writing is very important at this point because it 

affects meaning. The sheikhs and the fatwa delegation of the al-Azhar Mosque 

reported that writing the Quran in the Latin letters is not strictly permissible and is 

haram. Medeniyet says that this decision made by the highest fatwa authority of 

Islam eliminated all doubts in this regard.230 The words and sentences in the Quran 

have such a melody so with them, there are harmony and theme in the Quran. Thus, 

the Latin letters distort the harmony of the Quran and it cannot be read on tajweed.231 

As a result, Medeniyet says that “It is understood that the Latin letters destroy and 

distort the Quran. The aim of the adoption of Latin letters is to falsify the Quran and 

prevent it from being read”.232 The main reason for the creation of the series of 

articles is that it is thought that those who support the Quran in the Latin letters 

benefit from the ignorance of the people.233 Medeniyet aims to prevent this by 

providing scientific and religious information on this subject. It is explained that how 

the Latin letters falsify the Quran by explaining the collection and writing process of 

the Quran, the impossibility of writing the Quran in the Latin script, and after these 

pieces of knowledge, it is asked that Muslims be more sensitive about this issue.  
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Consequently, the alphabet reform is the most discussed and talked about topic in the 

first three years of Medeniyet. Medeniyet says that the main nature of the Turkish 

reform can be understood by the alphabet reform, and then Medeniyet defines the 

rationale of alphabet reform as disconnecting the new generation from the past and 

religion. Thus, it is stated that this was the target with the Turkish reform and that it 

is intended to create a new identity by reducing the influence of the past and religion 

to be included in the Western civilization. In short, the alphabet reform is seen as the 

most important step to achieve this goal of the Turkish reform, and it is the first 

reform implemented among the Turks of Bulgaria. 

 

 

Language is one of the basic tools for civilizations to express themselves and transfer 

their values to future generations (Gürkan 2007, 601). For this reason, Medeniyet, 

which gives importance to the Islamic civilization and the Muslim identity, criticizes 

the changing of the Arabic alphabet seen as the part of Islamic civilization. 

Similarly, Medeniyet criticizes as a possible result of alphabet reform, as a Turkish 

community diverged from its culture, history, and religion, and states how the 

alphabet is a common element of civilization, and that the Arabic letters are the 

common work of Islam with the contribution of the Turks and became national 

letters for many years. Thus, after the criticisms developed against the alphabet 

reform were explained with a historical background, possible cultural and social 

changes were emphasized. There is no explanation only on religion, and the alphabet 

is not reduced to the Quranic script. Religion is considered as a part of civilization 

and culture, and it is stated that change in the alphabet will reflect on this point and 

prevent the continuation of religious education. The important thing that expresses 

the language is the letters that harmonized with culture, customs, and traditions. 

Thus, the letters became the essential elements of the Turkish language. Medeniyet 

makes similar comments and states that changes to be made in the alphabet should 

not be implemented among the Turks of Bulgaria by mentioning the possible 

consequences on science, culture, tradition, history, and religion. 

 

Medeniyet gives so much importance to the issue of alphabet reform because 

Medeniyet describes the alphabet reform as very important and explanatory. 
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According to Medeniyet, the main purpose of changing the letters is to completely 

disengage the new generation from religion and the past.234 As explained, Medeniyet 

states that the alphabet reform cuts off the bond with the past as a source of national 

culture and national identity. And Medeniyet asks that the supporter of alphabet 

reform would choose which source to national education instead of the past?235 With 

this question, Medeniyet discusses the existence of a new educational program and a 

new understanding that is intended to be instilled with the acceptance of Latin letters. 

Accordingly, Medeniyet claims that those who advocate education in the Latin letters 

in Bulgaria consciously follow propaganda aimed to keep the next generation away 

from the idea of religion by preventing religious education. Thus, Medeniyet claims 

that they aimed to raise young people with an irreligious international understanding 

by reducing the influence of religion. It is claimed that this step of the reformists is 

the same policy followed by the Bolsheviks and that they want to destroy religious 

education by defending the education in the Latin letters to raise an irreligious 

generation just like the Bolsheviks.236  

 

The most important of the pillar of Kemalism is defined as the change of Islamic 

writing and letters. With this change, it is also aimed to cut the relevance of religion 

and to cut the link with literature and history.237 Thus, Medeniyet states that the 

Turkish reform aims to raise a generation without identity.238 Medeniyet thinks that 

the generations taking education that was cut off from the past and religion with the 

alphabet change will grow up without identity. Therefore, Medeniyet establishes 

similarities between the Turkish reform and the Bolshevism. As mentioned before, it 

is claimed that the Bolsheviks wanted to turn the alphabet of the Azerbaijani Turks 

into the Latin and to Russify them by cutting their connection with the past, the 
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Turkish culture, and Islam.239 Because the Bolsheviks wanted to give a different 

identity to the Azerbaijani Turks with the alphabet change. According to Medeniyet, 

the Turkish reform similarly wants to raise the new generation in this way by 

changing the alphabet. Medeniyet defines the outcome of this step as a loss of 

identity.  

 

Medeniyet states that all these criticisms were made in Turkey as well. During the 

period when the alphabet reform was discussed, it was actually subject to many 

criticisms and was not approved by the scholars. Medeniyet states that “This 

movement did not find a place in the heart of the nation and the scholars even for a 

second”.240 Examples of the criticisms made since the first day the alphabet change 

was established are given in this series of articles titled ‘Harf Meselesi Etrafında’. 

For example, it is stated that after the Azerbaijanis accepted the Latin letters, Kazım 

Karabekir Paşa wrote a letter to Ankara and explained the aim of Bolsheviks. He 

stated that with this step, the means of communication between the Islamic world 

would be destroyed. He defined the change of the alphabet as a harmful movement 

and he warned to not spread this movement to Turkey by the preparation of scientific 

treatises.241 Medeniyet also gives some examples from critical newspapers of the 

period such as Hayat Mecmuası and İkdam in 1926. And also it is stated that even 

Türk Ocakları242 stated that there is no need to leave the Islamic community by 

changing letters. With these examples, Medeniyet falsifies the claim that there were 

no people who wanted to prevent the alphabet reform and the idea that everyone 

accepted it.243 Medeniyet also gives Avram Galanti's article in 1927 as an example. 

Galanti was a Jewish origin Turkish scholar and politician. In his article titled ‘Arabi 

Harfler Terakkimize Mani Değildir’, Galanti said that Japanese script is difficult but 
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they are a progressed nation so there is no link between letters and progress level.244 

He also said that the Japanese accept the difficulty in their script, but they know that 

when they adopt the Latin letters, the link that connects them to their nation will be 

damaged. Thus Galanti said that changing letters is an impossible matter for the 

nations which have their own culture, past, and traditions.245  

 

According to Avram Galanti, an alphabet is a matter of culture. If the Latin letters 

were adopted, perhaps children would learn to read quickly, but the culture would 

collapse. The Turkish language is based on, and in need of, Arabic and Persian. And 

this exchange between languages is very natural. Galanti said that if the alphabet was 

changed, these Arabic and Persian words could not be written in the Latin letters and 

these words would be removed from Turkish. He claimed that with this change, there 

would be a collapse in all scientific fields and thinkers would not be trained (Galanti 

1927, 4-8). For this reason, he argued that adopting the Latin alphabet as an obstacle 

to progress in contrast to those who saw the Arabic letters as an obstacle to progress 

(Ibid., 20-23). With all these examples about critical views, Medeniyet says that the 

alphabet reform was actually criticized and opposed due to some possible 

consequences in the scientific, cultural and religious fields. However, these ideas and 

warnings were not cared about by the Turkish government and those who made these 

criticisms were defined as reactionists.246   

 

 

The author of article series titled Harf Meselesi Etrafında said that: “I intended to 

fulfill my duty about this important issue. I know that I am involving in the biggest 

issue, and maybe I would be defined as mürteci- reactionist or traitor but nothing is 

important than the defense of truth and practice of religious duty”.247 Even though 

the author discussed the matter of the alphabet in many aspects such as historical, 

cultural, social, and religious, he thought he would be accused in this way. This is an 
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example of the reform criticisms being accused of reactionism regardless of the 

content of criticisms and this is a common attitude in the history of Turkish 

modernization.  

 

Modernization differs from existing structures and values, and sometimes contrasts 

with them therefore modernization weakens the religious field in which tradition is at 

the center by nature and strengthens secularism. Thus, it is thought that possible 

serious criticisms aimed at modernization attempts would be religious in the widest 

sense or that pious people would support opposition to modernization. And the name 

of the opposition to modernization in Turkey has been described as irtica- 

reactionism. İrtica is defined in the axis of religion and tradition. The criticisms of 

modernization and reforms since the Ottoman era have been named in this way. 

According to Kara, it is an indispensable problem of the historiography of Turkish 

Contemporary Thought to see members of madrasa and mürteci- reactionary people 

responsible for unsufficient application and criticisms of reforms. This attitude was 

reflected in the Republican era and Serbest Cumhuriyet Fırkası which was opposed 

to Cumhuriyet Halk Fırkası was accused of irtica when it was closed. However, it 

was not possible for names such as Fethi Okyar, Kazım Karabekir, Ali Fuat 

Cebesoy, and Adnan Adıvar who were the party leaders, to have a real connection 

with irtica (Kara 2005, 29-33). Hence the concern of being identified as mürteci, as 

stated by the author of article series titled Harf Meselesi Etrafında, has a historical 

background. 

 

 

Medeniyet argues that the criticisms are not taken seriously in Turkey because of this 

reductionist approach. For this reason, it is claimed that even the most basic goal of 

the reform did not succeed. With the alphabet reform, it was intended to teach 

everyone to read and write easily and to save the nation from ignorance.248 Whereas, 

Medeniyet claims that even one-tenth of those who learn the Latin letters can not 

read. The reason for this is shown that the difference between learning and reading 

letters was overlooked. While reading, those who learned the letters would try to 

read the sentence by finding the letters one by one, and in the end, they would not 
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understand the meaning of the sentence.249 Thus, the Latin alphabet was found 

unsuccessful by not even realizing its basic claim to increase the literacy rate. 

Zürcher makes a similar comment and says that the change was carried through with 

amazing speed but its effect on the struggle against illiteracy was disappointing. 

Illiteracy has remained relatively high in Turkey when compared with other 

developing countries (Zürcher 2004, 189). Therefore, Medeniyet believes that on this 

alphabet issue, not the governments, but the scholars can express their opinions.250  

 

 

To sum up, Medeniyet explains the hidden aim of the Turkish reform as creating a 

new identity by breaking the link with past and religion. Medeniyet chose the 

alphabet reform as the clearest example of this aim, and claimes that the alphabet 

reform will bring up generations with no ties to the past and religion. According to 

the newspaper, the basic idea of Turkish reform is that Islam is an obstacle to 

progress and that the laic structure of Western civilization is progressive. Thus, it 

aimed to leave the Islamic civilization and imitate Western civilization. For 

Medeniyet, this is a misunderstanding of civilization. Religions are decisive for 

civilizations and the Islamic civilization is not backward as thought. Thus, Medeniyet 

states that “O Muslim brother, do not adopt the Kemalist movement which threats 

Islam and which is hellraiser and destructive for all humanity. Do not forget that the 

opposition to this movement is the most sacred jihad, the greatest service to the 

country you live in”.251As mentioned earlier, Kemalism is defined as an international 

movement to destroy religion like Bolsheviks and communists so it is seen as a 

danger that affects the whole world.252 Thus, Medeniyet does not define Kemalism 

only as a threat to Islam but as destructive for all humanity. They believe that 

Kemalism is a danger to all religions and religion is defined as a basic element of 

civilization. Therefore, the struggle against Kemalism is interpreted as a service not 

only to Islam but also to Christianity, thus to the civilization of the Bulgarian society 
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and the Bulgarian government. The main reason for this interpretation of Medeniyet 

is based on the comparison of the Bulgarian and Turkish governments. 

 

4.5. The Comparison of Bulgarian and Turkish Governments 

 

Medeniyet has a positive attitude towards the Bulgarian government. The main 

reason for Medeniyet’s attitude is due to the Bulgarian government's relationship 

with religion and the rights that the government granted Muslims. Medeniyet 

describes the Bulgarian government as conservative, respectful of religions, and 

caring for the upbringing of new generations in this way.253 It is stated that, in 

Bulgaria, no one is forcibly taken to church or mosque, but no one is allowed to deny 

and humiliate religions. Everyone is personally free, no one can attack anyone's 

freedom, but the government does not allow the spread of irreligion by taking 

advantage of this freedom.254 For example, Medeniyet states that during the ferial 

days, the government instructed that all taverns and entertainment venues be closed, 

and that government would issue other orders to increase the value and importance 

of the church and religion and to ensure the continuation of worship with more 

serious interest.255 Because the Bulgarian government considers it harmful for the 

Bulgarian youth to be caught up in the movement of irreligion so it gave religious 

freedom to its public to perform their religious duties and take their own measures. 

Medeniyet states that the Muslims of Bulgaria have the same freedom because 

Bulgaria is a democratic government and the rights of the people are under the 

auspices of the law without national distinctions. It is emphasized that the Bulgarian 

government granted Muslims broad concessions.256  

 

 

The rights of Muslims in Bulgaria are given wide coverage in Medeniyet by saying 

that the Muslims of Bulgaria have full freedom and liberty regarding their religious 
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and educational affairs.257  For example, Medeniyet describes Medresetün Nüvvab as 

the witness of the law and liberty of the Muslims of Bulgaria.258 Another example 

about education is that başmüftü Hüseyin Hüsnü and the delegation next to him 

thanked the minister and the government for making the article belonging to the 

Muslim schools in the new educational law according to the wishes of the 

Muslims.259 Another example is the establishment of the printing house. Medresetün 

Nüvvab needed it and it was established with the permission of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, and this printing house was seen as an answer to the religious needs 

of Muslims so they express their gratitude to the government.260 In Medeniyet, there 

is also a lot of news about the Sharia courts, which are seen as one of the most 

important rights of Muslims. For example, it was reported that Kemalists gave 

importance to this issue and requested for the closure of the Sharia courts.261 

However, the government refused this offer and preserved the courts. Medeniyet says 

that they are grateful to the government for this decision.262 Besides, Medeniyet 

regards the establishment of Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti as a right given to 

Muslims. Medeniyet says that this right deserves to be thankful to the government 

because the Muslims in neighboring states can not even recite basmala.263 

 

Medeniyet states that the government will continue to protect these rights of Muslims 

as follows: “The Minister of the Interior declared to başmüftü that all the wishes of 

Muslims in the name of religion will be accepted, that they will not allow any 

Muslims to be hurt anywhere by necessary measures”.264 Medeniyet reports that the 

government is closely concerned with the wishes of Muslims by giving news about 
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meetings of başmüftü with the state officials. For example, in 1935, başmüftü met 

with the Ministry of Internal Affairs and discussed the religious affairs and the 

organization of the Muslims of Bulgaria.265 Again, başmüftü met with the Prime 

Minister and the Minister of Education and explained the situation of the Muslims of 

Bulgaria in the field of culture and knowledge.266 There are also reports stating that 

the government cares about the demands and opinions of başmüftülük. For example, 

it is stated that during appointments to the councils, the government listened to 

başmüftülük and authorized başmüftülük to do so.267 It is stated that Kemalists were 

disturbed with all these decisions, as follows: “Since the newly appointed committee 

members are conservative Muslims, Kemalists are very upset about it, and in some 

places, they showed it with the rebellious temper. Even though they sent delegations 

but these attempts were unsuccessful”.268 Later, it is said that Kemalists wrote a 

mandate to the government to ask for the removal of the duties of müftüs, başmüftü 

and all hodjas, closure of müftü offices and reforms in the administrations of Turkish 

schools and foundations. However, the government did not accept any of them.269  

 

Medeniyet mentions all these rights that the Muslims of Bulgaria have by comparing 

with Turkey. For example, having madrasas providing religious education, such as 

Nüvvab, is seen as an example of the religious and national freedom that the 

Muslims of Bulgaria had at a time when religious institutions were being destroyed 

in Turkey and other Turkish areas.270 Another comparison relates to the abolition of 

religious classes and the making education with the Latin letters in Turkey. Thus, 

Medeniyet says that Bulgaria is not the land of Kemalism and that it is a country 

where religion and morality are preserved. Medeniyet states that the Muslims of 

Bulgaria have complete freedom on their own religious and educational affairs so the 

Muslims of Bulgaria can educate and train up their children as Muslims. Medeniyet 

                                                
265 “Başmüftü Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendi Hazretlerinin Mülakatları”, Medeniyet, No: 56, 15 Haziran 

1935/ 12 Rebîülevvel 1354, p. 1. 
266 “Başmüftü Başvekil ve Maarif Nazırları Nezninde”, Medeniyet, No: 57, 25 Haziran 1935/ 23 

Rebîülevvel 1354, p. 4. 
267 “Başmüftülükten Maarif Encümen Azalığına Tayin Edilenler”, Medeniyet, No: 45, 1 Şubat 1935/ 

26 Şevval 1353, p. 4. 
268 “Kemalist Mahafilinde Heyecan”, Medeniyet, No: 28, 26 Temmuz 1934/ 13 Rebîülâhir 1353, p. 4. 
269 “Fesat Kumpanyaları Faaliyette”, Medeniyet, No: 46, 15 Şubat 1935/ 11 Zilkade 1353, p. 4. 
270 “Hayırlı Bir Müessese”, Medeniyet, No: 7, 13 Teşrinisani 1933/ 25 Recebi'l-ferd 1352, p. 4. 



135 

 

asks whether this freedom is in Turkey.271 In brief, a negative picture is drawn for 

Turkey. As mentioned, the reforms in Turkey, their harmful outcomes on religion 

and social life, and the danger of irreligiousness are included in Medeniyet. 

Therefore, Medeniyet opposes the idea of emigrating to Turkey by saying that “We 

strongly oppose the emigration of Turks of Bulgaria to Turkey”.272  

 

A series of articles entitled Habeşistan Muhacereti (The Migration to Abyssinia)273 

explains what the Islamic migration means for Muslims from a religious 

viewpoint.274 Medeniyet highlights the religious motives and says that migration 

could take place in two conditions for Muslims. According to this, firstly, if a 

Muslim can not freely practice his religion in the place he lives, he can emigrate. 

Secondly, he should be able to practice his religion without any restrictions in the 

place where he migrates. Medeniyet states that while Muslims live their religion 

freely in Bulgaria.275 Thus, according to Sharia, emigration to Turkey is not an 

option for the Turks of Bulgaria. It is stated that the Bulgarian government is 

conservative and cares about the growth of new generations as reverent to religion. 

Thus, the government gives broad privileges to minorities. The Muslims of Bulgaria 

also have these privileges, so there is no danger for Muslims in Bulgaria in this 

regard. Besides this religious aspect, adequacy of material conditions is mentioned. It 

is stated that in Bulgaria, there are opportunities such as trade, art, and education that 

prepare the conditions for material development and that the Muslims of Bulgaria 

also have these means of progress because Bulgaria is a government managed by 

democracy. Thus, there is no danger to Muslims in material terms.276  
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According to Medeniyet, Bulgaria is a financially and morally suitable country for 

Muslims to live. Therefore, for Medeniyet, it is not right to leave these conditions 

and migrate to Turkey. Medeniyet claims that if those who want to migrate to Turkey 

knew that they would be banned from saying they are Muslims and if they realized 

the magnitude of the responsibility of taking their children to that country, they 

would appreciate the value of being under the administration of a government such 

as Bulgaria at such a time and even if they were expelled from this country, they 

would not easily leave their places.277 Thusly, Medeniyet also mentions the troubles 

faced by some families who migrated to Turkey by claiming that they faced the facts 

and had returned and these families said that there is no place better than Bulgaria.278 

In brief, Medeniyet claims that in Turkey people are banned from saying they are 

Muslims and that Muslims cannot provide religious education to their children, but 

that these rights are protected in Bulgaria.  

 

As mentioned earlier, the broad rights granted by the Bulgarian government to 

Muslims was seen as a strategy. It is claimed that the Bulgarian government adopted 

a policy to ensure that the Ankara government and the Kemalist propaganda would 

not be effective among the Turks of Bulgaria. According to this policy, it is aimed to 

make the Turkish minority loyal to the Bulgarian government by giving Muslims 

broad rights and bringing the religious identity of the Turkish minority to the fore. It 

is stated with this policy that the Bulgarian government involved in the debate 

between the Turks of Bulgaria and that it is a party in this discussion by supporting 

the opposition group against the Kemalist propaganda. However, Medeniyet claims 

that these rights granted by the Bulgarian government were since the Bulgarian 

government was religious. Because Medeniyet defines the aim of Kemalism as 

destroying all beliefs considered sacred religious books.279 Thus, the danger is not 

only a danger for Islam but also all religions so Medeniyet claims that a Christian or 

a religious person can not accept Kemalism.280 Medeniyet explains this claim as: 

“Members of other religions also can not live together with Kemalists. Because if 
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both Kemalists and religious men carry out the duty of their beliefs, they must be 

enemies of each other”.281 As mentioned earlier, the Bulgarian government is seen as 

religious and against such a kind of irreligious movement and does not allow young 

generations to follow these movements.282 Thus, the Bulgarian government took a 

clear stance against the Kemalist propaganda in Bulgaria. 

 

Medeniyet often states that Muslims should be grateful and loyal to the Bulgarian 

government and consider Bulgaria as their homeland because of the government's 

policies towards Muslims and the rights given to Muslims. Medeniyet states that: 

“Though we are racially Turks, we are Muslims… so we do not need any patronage 

as long as there are free laws of Bulgaria that protect our religion and nation283 and 

we must express loyalty to this homeland where we breathe and eat bread”.284 

Başmüftü Hüseyin Hüsnü expressed similar opinions in his speech at Nüvvab as 

follows:  

The Bulgarian government is tolerant and generous about the 

Muslims under its administration. So far, the government and our 

nation have done their duty towards you... Now you should fulfill 

your duty to Islam and the government. You must faithfully serve by 

considering the Bulgarian government as your own government, the 

tsar as your own tsar, and the honour of Bulgaria as your own 

honour.285  

Medeniyet also states that “As we carry out our duty to the government, the 

government would be conscientious towards us”.286 By this, Muslims were asked to 

fulfill their loyalty and duty to the government.  

 

The attitude of the Bulgarian government during the publication of the newspaper is 

another point that is appreciated by Medeniyet. In the first issue of the newspaper, 
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Medeniyet states that: “We are establishing a platform in the freest country of 

Balkans’.287 And in another issue, it is stated that: “After leaving the Ottoman 

domination and getting independence, the Bulgarian nation established its 

government which has formed on the principles of humanity and morality”.288 The 

main reason for this honor to the Bulgarian government is the rights given to the 

Muslims in Bulgaria, the freedom of Muslims to perform their religious duties, and 

even that Medeniyet was allowed to be published.289 For this reason, Medeniyet 

repeatedly reminds the Turks of Bulgaria to be loyal and respectful to the 

government. It is also displayed a similar attitude towards the changes in 

government. For example, for the change in government in 1934, Medeniyet states 

that “We recommend that the Muslims of Bulgaria welcome this government with 

gratitude and appreciation and that whatever the government orders them, they 

should perform with loyalty and sincerity”.290 

 

Medeniyet includes the decisions taken by the Bulgarian government in the internal 

news and translated and published the new Bulgarian laws. For example, the 

Bulgarian government gave Bulgarian names to the Turkish villages and towns, and 

Medeniyet publishes the new names in lists leading to a few issues.291 Medeniyet also 

responds to criticisms against Bulgaria and the Bulgarian government by the Turkish 

press or the Kemalist press in Bulgaria. For example, it is stated that “The Turkish 

newspapers are talking about regional events in Bulgaria and the persecution of 

Turks in Bulgaria by the government. It is not the Turks of Bulgaria who are 

subjected to persecution and injustice, but the 14 million Turks who live in Kemalist 

Turkey”.292 “There is so much lies and detortion in the Turkish press. They do not 

question forced irreligion of 14 million people in Turkey but they claim that Bulgaria 
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forced conversion of Muslims by giving examples of Pomak Turks. However, 

Muslims have all kinds of rights in Bulgaria”.293  

 

With these words, the news that the Turks of Bulgaria were persecuted by the 

government is rejected. When the Bulgarian government was criticized for not 

allowing reforms to be implemented in Bulgaria, Medeniyet replies that no state can 

interfere in the internal affairs of another state and no state can be allowed to bring 

about reforms.294 The Cumhuriyet Newspaper dated 12 June states that although 

many of the Bulgarian statesmen appreciated the Turkish reform and that there was a 

friendship between the two states, but the Bulgarian government did not allow Turks 

to apply the reforms. Cumhuriyet defines it as against friendship. Medeniyet answers 

to Cumhuriyet that the Bulgarian statemen appreciate the reforms of Turkey, but it 

does not mean that they will apply it. Another claim of Cumhuriyet is that the 

Bulgarian government allows the publication of Medeniyet that is against the Turkish 

reform, however, does not allow the newspapers that defend Kemalism and this does 

not match the friendship between Bulgaria and Turkey. Medeniyet states that this 

new of Cumhuriyet is not true, the Bulgarian government provides the freedom to all 

newspapers including the Kemalist newspapers. However, Medeniyet states that 

these Kemalist newspapers are not given importance and that the Muslims of 

Bulgaria are not Kemalists, as Cumhuriyet claimed.295 

 

While Medeniyet explains its positive comments about the Bulgarian government 

and its responses to the criticisms against the Bulgarian government by the broad 

rights of Muslims of Bulgaria and by the publication of Medeniyet itself. However, 

there are different comments on the newspaper's relationship with the Bulgarian 

government. The reason for this claim is a series of decisions taken by the 

government established in 1934 by the military coup to prevent the spread of reforms 

in Turkey between the Turks of Bulgaria, with the belief that the reforms would 

protect the spiritual and cultural integration with Turkey. For example, the steps 

                                                
293 “Yeni Hezeyanlar”, Medeniyet, No: 41, 20 Kânunuevvel 1934/ 13 Ramazanü’l-mübarek 1353, p.1. 
294 “İnkılap Karşısında Bulgaristan Müslümanları”, Medeniyet, No: 5, 6 Teşrinievvel 1933/ 16 

Cemâziyelâhir 1352, p. 1. 
295 “Cumhuriyet Gazetesinin Şikayetini Haklı Görmüyoruz”, Medeniyet, No: 57, 25 Haziran 1935/ 23 

Rebîülevvel 1354, pp. 1-2. 
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taken in the press and the closure of many newspapers (Sarıkoyuncu and 

Sarıkoyuncu 2005, 486). It is thought that the military coup of 1934 brought an end 

to the Bulgarian free and independent press (Shivarov 2008, 135). This period, 

which continued until 1941, was regarded by the Bulgarian historians as a fascist era. 

The Bulgarian government banned nearly all Turkish newspapers and magazines 

(Şimşir 1986, 4-5).  

 

However, publications that were loyal to the new government or that were not 

interested in politics continued to exist with the permission of the higher authorities 

(Shivarov 2008, 135). While many institutions such as Türk Muallimler Birliği and 

Turan were closed down, Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti continued their work and 

its media organ Medeniyet continued to be published while many newspapers were 

closed down (Acaroğlu 1990, 32; Cambazov 2013, 331). Medeniyet continued to be 

published as the only Turkish newspaper in this period and all other Turkish 

newspapers were not allowed (Deliorman 2010, 140-141). It is claimed that because 

Medeniyet didn't touch the Bulgarian politics (Keskioğlu 1985, 160). The publication 

duration of the newspapers and magazines in Bulgaria varied in parallel with the 

political developments and a publication could be maintained as long as a media 

organ approved by the regime. Ideological changes in Bulgarian domestic politics 

shortened the life of newspapers. For this reason, most newspapers were published 

for a short time. Only 7.2 percent were more than 10 years (Deliorman 2010, 22-23). 

However, Medeniyet was published continuously for eleven years, until its 375th 

issue.  

Another claim is about the support of the Bulgarian government to Medeniyet. It is 

claimed that Medeniyet continued its publication process with the support of the 

Bulgarian state (Memişoğlu 2007, 226; Şimşir 1988, 243). In 1934, the Bulgarian 

government established a commission to prevent Kemalism and the commission's 

main proposal on the religious issue was to strengthen başmüftülük.  It is stated that 

Medeniyet started to published and branches of Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti 

were opened under the responsibility of başmüftülük with the support and assistance 

of the government to realize commission’s proposals (Değerli 2009, 281). As 

mentioned, it is claimed that the Bulgarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Religious 

Cults worked together with başmüftülük. As a result of this cooperation, it is claimed 
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that religious associations and institutions were established and Medeniyet started to 

be published (Hakov 2016, 311).  

 

According to Cambazov, during the tenure of Hüseyin Hüsnü, the Bulgarian 

government gave the task of raising the Turks as patriotic Bulgarian citizens by 

supporting the Bulgarian government and preventing the spread of Kemalism in 

Bulgaria to başmüftülük, to Din-i İslam Müdafileri Cemiyeti and Medeniyet 

(Cambazov 2013, 331). Cambazov claims that Medeniyet was published by the 

Bulgarian government to fight Kemalism, not by Hüseyin Hüsnü or Ahmed Hikmet 

(Cambazov 2013, 365). This claim is based on the proposal in the report to prevent 

the Kemalist press which suggested publishing a Turkish newspaper to conduct a 

systematic struggle against Kemalism (Sarınay 2002, 331-332). According to 

Cambazov, the capital source of Medeniyet was neither Hüseyin Hüsnü nor anyone 

responsible in the newspaper. Because one issue of Medeniyet was sold for one Leva 

and this would not even cover the cost of the paper (Cambazov 2013, 366). Thus, it 

is claimed that Medeniyet was supported financially by the Bulgarian government.  

 

In brief, because of the long publication life even while the closure of other Turkish 

newspapers and the commission report for financial support, Medeniyet is described 

as an extremely pro-Bulgarian newspaper (Şimşir 1988, 112). However, in 1944, the 

political structure changes, and a communist regime is established in Bulgaria. This 

regime change also marked the beginning of a new era for the Turkish minority. The 

Turkish schools were closed or Bulgarized, the Turkish associations, and social and 

cultural organizations were banned and all the Turkish newspapers and periodicals 

were closed down (Ibid., 132). This year, Medeniyet was also closed on 12 August 

1944. With the closure of Medeniyet, the activity of Turkish language publications in 

Bulgaria was ended (Memişoğlu 2007, 226). The Turkish minority press was put to 

an end. After this year, there was not any Turkish newspapers or magazines with the 

Arabic and Latin letters (Şimşir 1988, 244).  Medeniyet was published for 11 years 

and Medeniyet was the longest-lived Turkish newspaper in Bulgaria (Cambazov 

2011, 54). As a result of this long life of publication and all these controversies and 

many criticisms were directed at Medeniyet.  
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CHAPTER V 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Bulgaria was a region under Ottoman rule for many years and so has a Muslim 

Turkish population. As a result of the changing conditions with the Russo-Turkish 

war in 1878, the Balkan wars and World War I, there was a flow of Turkish and 

other Muslim emigration from Bulgaria between 1878 and 1944 (Eminov 1997, 48). 

Thus, the Turks started to live in the region as a minority with the rapid decline of 

the Turkish population. When Bulgaria declared its independence in 1908, the rights 

of Turks were also guaranteed under the minority rights. Thus, Turks could protect 

the institutions and values inherited from the Ottoman period such as Sharia courts, 

madrasas, and the Ottoman Turkish language. 

 

By the year 1923 with the reform taking place in Turkey, the political and social life 

was changing rapidly. These changes also affected the Turks of Bulgaria. In fact, the 

discussions of the Turks of Bulgaria about the modernization of Turkey 

overshadowed the scientific and intellectual efforts of the Muslims of the region 

(Hatiboğlu 2006, 120). The Turks of Bulgaria were closely following the 

modernization process and the reform movement in Turkey. As a result of the 

reaction to the Turkish reform, the Turks of Bulgaria were divided into two different 

parties. The group supporting this process believed that the Turks of Bulgaria should 

implement these reforms in their social lives, while the other group was negative 

towards the reforms due to their concern about the impact of this change on social, 

cultural, and religious life. Many values, institutions, and principles that were banned 

or changed with the reforms in Turkey continued to shape the social lives of Turks of 

Bulgaria.  
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For the Turks of Bulgaria, this debate became more controversial after the 

announcement of alphabet reform in Turkey in 1928. A group of teachers decided to 

implement this reform in Turkish schools in Bulgaria. The supporters of this decision 

and the Turkish reform saw themselves as a part of Turkey and so wanted to take 

similar steps in Bulgaria. However, there were opposing groups that emphasized the 

Muslim identity and believed that their social, cultural, and religious values should 

be protected. Both groups engaged in many intellectual activities to express their 

ideas to the Turkish minority and to make these ideas adopted. The educational 

institutions, societies, associations, and press activities were the most important 

activities. Since the communist regime was established, from 1928 to 1944, the 

Turks of Bulgaria had the right to establish associations and to publish, and these 

intellectual activities were carried out intensively in this period. The reforms in 

Turkey were closely followed and evaluated. Thus, the newspapers of the period 

were filled with content related to Turkey. 

 

Madrasas, the Sharia courts, education in Arabic, and the newspapers printed in the 

Arabic letters were banned by the reforms in Turkey. Unlike Turkey, when the Turks 

of Bulgaria were discussing reforms, these points continued to exist. Also, the press 

was seen as a very effective tool for the adaptation of reforms in Turkey so many 

regulations were made about the press to prevent publications against the reforms 

and to introduce the reforms to the public. The most prominent of these are Takriri 

Sükun Kanunu, Matbuat Kanunu, Matbuat Umum Müdürlüğü, and Basın Birliği. 

These laws and policies made it not possible to find the opponent press during this 

period when reforms were being carried out in Turkey. In contrast to Turkey, there 

was wealth and freedom of the press in Bulgaria, as there was press in Arabic, and 

criticism of the reforms could be made in newspapers. Both the reformists and 

opponents published their newspapers and reflected their ideas. It can be understood 

how the newspapers of the period were effective from the memory of Cambazov 

about his brother. Cambazov’s brother took a stance against the reforms was because 

he defined this struggle against the reforms as a religious duty. The critical press had 

an impact on the formation of this view. He followed the newspapers criticizing the 

reforms and he adopted the ideas of these newspapers. Cambazov reports that his 

brother collected all collections of the newspapers of İntibah, Havadis, and 
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Medeniyet and underlined all articles related to the reforms with a red pencil 

(Cambazov 2014, 266-268).  

 

The absence of critical newspapers in Turkey makes newspapers published by the 

Turks of Bulgaria a source of information for reflecting the basic views of the 

Turkish reform opponents. One of the most prominent of these newspapers is 

Medeniyet. It began to be published in 1933. The relationship with başmüftü Hüseyin 

Hüsnü and with the Bulgarian government, and the content of the news and article 

topics on the Turkish reform, and its editorial staff make Medeniyet important in this 

debate. Medeniyet is described as an extremely important source in the religious, 

educational, cultural, and literary life of the Turks of Bulgaria (Zor Zamanların 

Başmüftüsü: Şumnulu Hüseyin Hüsnü Efendi 2019, 17). For this reason, Medeniyet 

was chosen as the primary source of this study. Medeniyet is an effective source in 

seeing the criticisms made against the Turkish reform and how this whole process 

was interpreted by Medeniyet. 

 

The main goal of this thesis is to explore the reasons for the criticism of the Turkish 

reform and how the cultural, social, and political change in Turkey was interpreted 

through the discourse analysis of Medeniyet. Alongside this research, I tried to 

understand what are the main reasons for the criticism of the Turkish reform in 

Medeniyet. Thus the main questions of the research are how did the reforms in 

Turkey affect the Turks of Bulgaria, which of these reforms were closely followed 

and discussed, what were the main criticisms of the Turks of Bulgaria against these 

reforms and what were the reasons for these criticisms, how were all these points 

handled in Medeniyet. 

  

The scope of the study was limited to the first three years of Medeniyet and its 

articles on Turkey, the Turkish reform, and the reform movement in Bulgaria. In this 

direction, these articles in the newspaper were read, their contents, key concepts, and 

general approaches were examined to understand the newspaper's basic attitude 

about the Turkish reform. There was also an attempt to understand the sources of 

criticism. According to the discourse analysis of the articles, it was understood that 

Medeniyet addresses this issue through the following main topics: the Muslim 

identity, the concept of civilization, the establishment of Ankara government, the 
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principle of laicism, Kemalism, the Kemalist propaganda in Bulgaria, and the 

comparison of Turkey and Bulgaria.  

  

According to this, in the opinion of the newspaper about identity, the Muslim 

identity precedes the ethnic Turkish identity. Since they consider themselves part of 

the ummah of Islam rather than a part of Turkey, they state that they are not obliged 

to follow Turkey in implementing the reforms. Then, they continue with the 

introduction of the concept of civilization, which was chosen as the name of the 

newspaper. This is due to modernization attempts since the Ottoman State were 

made to be part of the civilized world. Medeniyet claims that civilization is 

misunderstood by Muslim societies and therefore there are mistakes in the reform 

movement. According to them, civilization has two dimensions, material and 

spiritual. While the reflection of technical and scientific knowledge in the material 

field is included in everything that makes life easier, it is said that the real spirit of 

civilization is religion. This is due to the social roles devised in religion. It is stated 

that social life, which is the fundamental requirement of the formation of civilization, 

can only be possible with religion, otherwise people's selfish characters will come to 

the fore. The process in which religion is gradually withdrawn from the social and 

political sphere in European societies because the developments in the industrial, 

technical, and scientific fields in Europe changed their view about religion. It is 

thought that the same steps should be taken for a similar progress process and the 

progress of Europe was considered as an outcome of European separated and 

religion-free structures.  

  

Thus, the idea that Islam prevents progress, was put into practice and reflected in the 

reforms. This process, which is conceptualized as laicism, was claimed to go beyond 

reducing the influence of religion. It is claimed that this principle was applied as 

harsher and stricter than in the West so it aims to eliminate religion. Medeniyet states 

that this ideology called Kemalism did not give any place for religion because of 

their targeted political and social transformation. Medeniyet gives examples from the 

reforms to support its claims. The changes in clothing, the alphabet reform, and the 

banning of religious education are the most prominent examples. 
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Medeniyet considers Kemalism as an ‘irreligious’ ideology. However, Kongar states 

that Kemalism had nothing against the Islamic religion except to deny religion as a 

source of political power so the Kemalist ideology abolished the caliphate and 

sultanate (Kongar 1986, 29-30). Lewis also states that the basis of the Kemalist 

religious policy was laicism, not irreligion, its purpose was not to destroy religion 

but to reestablish it to end the power of religion in political, social, and cultural 

affairs and to limit it in matters of belief and worship (Lewis 1961, 407). However, 

for Medeniyet, the aim of Kemalism is ‘irreligion’ because according to the 

newspaper's definition of religion, religion is the determinant of social, cultural, 

which shapes the values and parts of civilization such as language, culture, social 

life, and political life. For this reason, the newspaper is against the social and 

political transformations made by removing religion from these areas of life.  

 

Medeniyet thinks that even the Kemalist ideology did not allow religion to be 

autonomous as a matter of faith. The most important reason for these interventions in 

religion is seen that Kemalists regard Islam as an obstacle to progress and adopt the 

materialist view. According to Medeniyet, the reason for the social crisis of Muslim 

societies is this worldview. Because the newspaper does not consider religion as an 

only theological matter but a social structure that shapes the values and parts of 

civilization such as language, culture, social life, and morality so religion is a source 

of civilization. Thus, religions enrich cultural and social lives. However, the 

materialist worldview aims to eliminate the influence of Islam by fully adopting the 

Western civilization. Medeniyet criticizes transferring everything of the Western 

civilization especially the social and cultural values. And Medeniyet defines this as 

an imitation. It is stated that imitations will not lead to progress but will cause the 

disappearing of unique identities and social wealths. When they consider religion 

theologically, they see Islam as an encouraging factor, not an obstacle to progress. 

Medeniyet gives space to religion in civilization and progress so Medeniyet does not 

accept the idea that sees religion as an obstacle for progress and aims to transform 

religion or even to abolish religion. Thus, Medeniyet criticizes the laic content of 

reforms made in the name of progress in Turkey and leads the efforts to not spread 

the reforms among the Turks of Bulgaria.  
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The main concept used by Medeniyet while criticizing the modernization method 

followed by the Turkish reform is civilization. Medeniyet states that the civilization 

does not belong only to the West and Islam has its own civilization, therefore it 

criticizes the abolition of the values of Islamic civilization through laicism. While 

defining the concept of civilization, it distinguishes materially and spiritually, and 

there is an understanding of progress that Muslims are backward in material terms 

and by taking these aspects from the West. These ideas coincide with Islamism. As a 

matter of fact, Hüseyin Hüsnü, seen as the founder of the newspaper, was influenced 

by the ideas of Mustafa Sabri Efendi, one of the important Islamist figures of the last 

period of the Ottoman Empire and the Republican period. In short, Medeniyet 

conceptualizes the term Islamic civilization expressed by the Islamists during their 

opposition to the Turkish Revolution. Thus, Medeniyet not only criticizes the 

Turkish reform but also offers an alternative. According to this alternative, Islam is a 

religion that does not prevent progress and has its own civilization. The problems 

Muslims have can come to an end with technical and scientific methods taken from 

the West. Because elements such as science, knowledge, and technique are the 

common heritage of all human beings and can be transmitted  by different societies. 

However, during this transfer, social and cultural aspects that distinguish Muslim 

societies from other societies must be preserved. Therefore, the principle of laicism 

is at the center of the criticism. 

 

 

After all these evaluations, the newspaper concentrates on the Kemalist activities in 

Bulgaria. Medeniyet defines the reform supporters as Kemalists. According to them, 

Kemalists, just like those in Turkey, try to change society by hiding the nature of 

reform. For this reason, the newspaper defines the purpose of its publication as a 

warning to the Muslims of Bulgaria and tried to prevent similar problems amongst 

the Turks of Bulgaria. Medeniyet targets Türk Muallimler Birliği, Turan Cemiyeti, 

the Kemalist newspapers, and the Kemalist journalists especially Celilov who was 

the journalist of Rehber and their activities and words were criticized, answered, and 

interpreted. Medeniyet explains the reason for this struggle as follows: “We do not 

want to interfere with their freedom of conscience, their children's manners, and their 

way of life. The fact that we are busy with Kemalists and complain about them 

because they try to deface our religious convictions and instill their ideas to our 
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children”.296 Requesting closure of the Sharia courts, reducing the hours of religious 

classes, and the decision for education in the Latin alphabet are main given examples 

of Kemalists’ intervention.  

 

One of the most important problems criticized by Medeniyet is the imitation of the 

West and it is stated that the Turkish reform imitated the West and the Kemalists of 

Bulgaria imitate Turkey. For example, it is stated that the activities of Türk 

Muallimler Birliği based on the imitation of the laic education system of West. The 

association applied the alphabet reform and reduced the religious education, yet the 

families’ of students had different worldviews. There would be no stability for these 

children and social crisis would still emerge because of changing moral values, 

damaging national culture, and destructing religious life.  

  

The most discussed reform in the newspaper is the alphabet reform. When dealing 

with the alphabet reform, it is stated that changing the alphabet is unnecessary to 

nationalize the language because the letters are seen as a common part of the Islamic 

civilization and as the part of the Turkish language. Medeniyet gives broad space to 

the alphabet reform because they think that the alphabet reform explains the 

intention of the Turkish reform. They claim that the Turkish reform aims to cut ties 

with the past and religion and the alphabet reform helps toward this aim. For 

example, with the alphabet change, the works of the past cannot be read so the ties 

with the past would be broken and the national identity and culture would be lost. 

And also, it is stated that religious education will be damaged by the impossibility of 

writing the Quran with the Latin alphabet and the inability to read the Quran without 

knowing the Arabic letters so that the next generation will grow up away from the 

religion. The alphabet reform is also important in the explanation of the social crisis 

that emerged as a result of Kemalism. The dualities that emerged in the social, 

cultural, and educational fields, the lost values, the ties that were severed with the 

past, and the expulsion of religion from these areas would create a social crisis. 

 

                                                

296 Ahmed Hikmet, “Maarif Nazarı Doktor Boyacov Hazretlerine Açık Arzuhal”, Medeniyet, No: 6, 

16 Teşrinievvel 1933/ 16 Cemâziyelâhir 1352, p.1. 
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In light of these points in Medeniyet, the main reasons for the criticisms directed to 

the Turkish reform, which is the main question of the research, are different 

definitions of civilization and different perceptions of religion. The newspaper 

defines religion as a source and a protector of civilization and alludes that religion 

does not prevent progress as it is believed, but rather religion organizes social life as 

the basic elements of culture and identity. For this reason, Medeniyet criticizes the 

efforts to be part of Western civilization by leaving the Islamic civilization with the 

modernization process. This modernization process seen as imitation can eventually 

lead to a social crisis because Western civilization has laic structural order and 

materialist view. The imagination of civilization is the main different point between 

Medeniyet and the Turkish reform. Thus, Medeniyet opposes the laicism principle 

and the materialist view adopted by the Turkish government and criticizes its 

interventions on religion.  

 

Medeniyet does not only carry out its discussions with religious discourse. The 

clearest example of this is the way of dealing with the alphabet reform. The Quran 

and religious education is only one part of the discussion about the alphabet. They 

discuss the issue in scientific, cultural, historical, and national terms. As a result of 

this study, it is possible to make the following evaluations. The newspaper is not just 

a religious newspaper. The newspaper includes social, cultural, political, and 

historical aspects and interpretations. During this time, the distinction between 

religion and culture had not yet deepened, so religion covered all social and cultural 

values. Therefore, the most fundamental point that contradicts the reforms is laicism, 

but it is not only about protecting the religion itself, but also about the preservation 

of the civilization, language, culture, the past, and identity. It is stated that imitations 

at these points will cause a social crisis because they think that these elements are 

unique to each society and the outcome of their own religion. The newspaper is 

against the Turkish modernization, but it is not conservative about innovation and 

change. While social change is made with reform and the adoption of the social and 

cultural values of different civilizations is criticized, it is stated that the material 

elements of civilization are the common property of all humanity and are not 

harmful in the transfer of innovations in these areas. Thus, what is desired by 

Medeniyet is not to reform, but to renew by staying yourself. 
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During this study, I tried to avoid the ideological point of view and to understand 

what the newspaper meant its position against the Turkish reform, and the reasons 

for its criticisms. The studies on the Turks of Bulgaria in the literature generally refer 

to the struggle of reform supporters among the Turks of Bulgaria as efforts for the 

rights and for protecting the Turkish identity and these studies define them as 

supporters of modernization and progress. Thus, the opposite group is seen as the 

enemy of Turkish identity and modernization and this opponent group is defined as 

conservative, reactionist, or religionist. However, this categorization is reductionist 

and ideological. This point can be understood from the analysis of Medeniyet.  

 

The news, analysis, and comments of Medeniyet about the Turkish reform, 

Kemalism, the Ankara government, modernization, westernization, and laicism 

brought many criticisms and accusations. The criticisms are generally in the 

following direction: Medeniyet is called a conservative newspaper because of its 

stance against Kemalism and the reforms (Memişoğlu 2007, 226). It is stated that the 

Turkish newspapers in Bulgaria were closed down one by one. And only the 

conservative and Islamic ones could continue to publish (Shivarov 2008, 

136).  Medeniyet continued to be published so Medeniyet is defined as Islamic and 

conservative. As the reforms implemented in Turkey aim to modernize state and 

society and to become modern, those who oppose these reforms are perceived as 

opposed to modernity and change so as conservative. There are also more harsh 

depictions such as reactionary (gerici), fanatic conservative (tutucu), religionist 

(dinci), reactionist (mürteci) so on (Cambazov 2013, 364). Kerim says that although 

Medeniyet addressed all kinds of religious, political, and cultural problems of the 

Muslims of Bulgaria, it did not understand the importance of reforms that would 

make the lives of Muslims better (Kerim 1999, 177). Thus, it is seen as a narrow-

minded newspaper (Bulgaristan’da Türk Basını 117-119; Acaroğlu 1990, 32). In 

short, the criticisms of Medeniyet towards the Turkish reform were considered 

equivalent to be against change and to be reactionary.  

 

It is easy to classify by following all these classic categories, but it does not help see 

the truth and it is a reductionist approach. The supporters of reforms in Bulgaria are 
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defined as progressive and modern so their institutions, associations, and newspapers 

are also defined as modern. This description causes to define the opponents of 

reforms as reactionary and anti-reformist. Medeniyet is defined as reactionist and 

religionist in the literature but the newspaper deals with the issues about the 

modernization process and the Turkish reform in terms of social, cultural, historical 

as well as religious. Thus, this categorization causes many different views and claims 

to be seen as the same. For example, many researchers see Medeniyet as the 

continuation of Açıksöz and İntibah and they define all of these newspapers as 

conservative (Karagöz 1945, 59; Deliorman 2010, 140). Because these newspapers 

were quite strongly critical to the socio-political changes occurring via the reformist 

actions of the Ankara government. It is clear that they are defined as conservative 

because their opposition to the reforms in Turkey is seen as a common point. 

However, Hatiboğlu defines the Açıksöz and İntibah Newspapers as reformist and 

while he defines Medeniyet as pro-tradition. Even, he states that Medeniyet had 

intellectual changes with the editorship of Mehmed Fikri297 and Medeniyet returned 

to the reformist approach (Hatiboğlu 2006, 113- 124). Therefore, the content of 

newspapers and ideas should be examined in detail rather than categorically.  

 

It is claimed that those who strongly opposed the modernization model of Turkey 

were not only reactionists. The reformist approach is the best example of this 

because the reformist approach was not against Western civilization, but it was 

opposed to the model implemented in Turkey. Therefore, opposition to Turkey's 

modernization does not require anti-westernization in absolute terms (Hatiboğlu 

2006, 117-120). With this viewpoint, although it is clear that the publication policy 

of Medeniyet has an opponent approach against the Turkish reform, the newspaper 

does not only explain this attitude with religion nor is it completely against changes, 

so it is wrong to interpret the newspaper as religionist and reactionist. Their 

definition of civilization based on religion and their allegation of irreligion regarding 

                                                
297 Mehmed Fikri graduated from Nüvvab and performed many duties such as preacher, imam, and 

teacher. He was one of the leading names of the period. Mehmed Fikri, who was also a journalist and 

he was the editor-in-chief in the Medeniyet Newspaper in 1939 until the 187th issue. He was 

interested in poetry and had so many poems. He was influenced by Mehmet Akif and he was known 

as Mehmed Akif of Bulgaria (Keskioğlu 1985, 188-192; Ahmed 2000, 9-11). During he was the 

editor-in-chief, he featured in the section introducing Mehmed Akif and including Akif’s poems in the 

Medeniyet Newspaper. For example, in the 177th issue, the life and works of Akif were introduced and 

in the 174th issue, Akif’s poem titled ‘Süleymaniye Kürsüsünde’ was published. 
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the Turkish reform is not only to protect the religious institution itself. In fact, 

Medeniyet wants to protect the culture, the language, the history, the identity, the 

past in short, the civilization. For this reason, their criticisms and analyses include 

not only religious points but also cultural, political, historical, and sociological 

matters. Medeniyet includes many social, religious, political, historical, and cultural 

articles for this purpose.  Medeniyet proposes a progress that includes religious 

concerns.  

 

Medeniyet explains the reasons for its criticism and it does not have only religious 

motives. The most obvious example of this is the way of handling the issue of 

alphabet reform. The alphabet reform is discussed not only by the religious effects 

but also from social and cultural aspects. Therefore, it is not very accurate to feature 

the newspaper's harsh accusations and to define it as reactionary and religionist. 

Instead, the articles and ideas in the newspaper should be examined in detail to 

understand the newspaper's editorial policy and critical position. For example, the 

articles about the alphabet reform in Medeniyet can show that Medeniyet does not 

rely only on the religious information and interpretations when it explains its claims.  

 

For this reason, this study bilaterally evaluated Medeniyet and many controversial 

issues in the literature. For example, the inclusion of the Bulgarian government in 

the debate is seen as an intervention to the rights of the Turks of Bulgaria so the 

relationship of the opponent group with the Bulgarian government is defined as a 

betrayal. However, the policy of the Bulgarian government to make loyal minorities 

so to give rights to Muslims, the reports and assessment including this policy and the 

relationship of the Bulgarian government with başmüftülük were included in this 

study. At the same time, from the point of view of Medeniyet, it is stated why 

Medeniyet is loyal to the Bulgarian government. Thus, this controversial point was 

reflected within the perspectives of both the Bulgarian government and the views of 

Medeniyet. Hüseyin Hüsnü is one of the people who are ideologically handled in the 

literature. He is defined as a Bulgarian agent, the enemy of Turks, and a reactionist. 

In this study, these claims addressed to him were mentioned, but besides this, the 

issue was handled in two ways by including the positive views about his activities 
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and what Medeniyet says about him. In short, in this thesis, while discussing issues 

such as Medeniyet, Hüseyin Hüsnü, those who were opponents of the Turkish reform 

in Bulgaria, and the policies of the Bulgarian government, all the positive and 

negative views were included by avoiding any ideological approach. 

This thesis tried to understand criticisms against the Turkish reform through 

Medeniyet because it is not possible to see criticism of the reform due to the regime's 

control and censorship policies on the press and opposition in the early years of the 

Republic of Turkey. The Turkish reform was not accepted by everyone in Turkey, 

but there was no reaction due to the political conditions of the period. The press laws 

and regulations of the period prevent seeing these criticisms in the newspapers of the 

period. However, there were many opponent newspapers in Bulgaria. In the archives 

of Bulgaria, there are Turkish newspapers and most of these newspapers have not 

been studied (Shivarov 2008, 136). Medeniyet is one of them. The issues of 

Medeniyet are preserved in the archive of the National Library of Bulgaria (Shivarov 

2008, 138), its whole collection is not available in the libraries of Turkey (Hatiboğlu 

2003, 301-303) and there is no study about Medeniyet. Thus, this study is unique 

because of the lack of a study on Medeniyet and the lack of a study that interprets the 

Turkish reform through an Ottoman Turkish and critical newspaper. With this study, 

the aim is to make a scientific contribution to the literature in the field.  
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Abdullah Sıdkı Efendi (1936- 1945), appointed 
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