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Abstract

Narratives and representations of the past in the present sometimes tell us more about 
the present than the past itself. Views of Ottoman history have varied in republican 
Turkey, according to political and ideological circumstances. The era of Sultan 
Abdülhamid ii has remained one of the most contested ones. While classic republican 
Turkish historiography has identified the Hamidian era with Oriental despotism, 
blamed it for the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, but exonerated it for the killings of 
Armenians, recent historical interest in the era has been revisionist. Some scholars offer 
a more balanced evaluation of the Hamidian period, while other approaches move to 
the opposite extreme, aggrandizing Sultan Abdülhamid ii and his era and also pointing 
to alleged Young Turk treason. These approaches have coincided with a re-evaluation 
of the ideological foundations of republican Turkey and the re-emergence of a cult of 
personality in mainstream Turkish politics.
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Narratives and representations of the past in the present sometimes tell us 
more about the present than the past itself. Views of Ottoman history have var-
ied in republican Turkey, according to political and ideological circumstances. 
The era of Sultan Abdülhamid ii has remained one of the most contested ones. 
It bridged the Tanzimat era with the Young Turk Revolution and was identified 
with oppression and an attempt to divert Ottoman modernization towards the 
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consolidation of a personalistic autocracy, militarization and glorification of 
the state. It was also identified with massacres of Armenian populations, the 
suppression of political dissidence and a strongly negative international image 
of the Ottoman Empire. While mainstream republican Turkish historiography 
identified the Hamidian era with Oriental despotism, blamed it for the collapse 
of the Ottoman Empire, but exonerated it for the killings of Armenians, recent 
historical interest in the era has been characterized by a revisionist approach. 
Some of these approaches aim to contribute to a more balanced evaluation of 
the Hamidian period, identifying some bright sides and the continuation of 
the Tanzimat reforms in some areas, alongside the dark ones involving violent 
oppression of dissidence and minorities. Other Islamist nationalist approaches 
have moved in the opposite direction, aggrandizing Sultan Abdülhamid ii and 
his era and also presenting him as a victim of a heinous conspiracy committed 
by the Young Turks, which precipitated the fall of the Ottoman Empire.

These approaches have coincided with a re-evaluation—if not outright cri-
tique—of the ideological foundations of republican Turkey and the confirma-
tion of a strong cult of personality in mainstream Turkish politics across the 
political spectrum. Most importantly they acquired more relevance, as they 
were raised to official status through numerous statements and decisions of 
the President of the Republic of Turkey Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and key officials. 
These conflicting views have been represented in the Turkish public sphere 
through publications and media productions and nurtured a new debate on 
one of the most controversial issues of late Ottoman history. They also reveal 
a lot about Turkey’s contemporary ideological and political dynamics. This 
article explores the reasons and means for the changing perceptions of the 
Hamidian era throughout republican Turkish historiography. It is based on a 
combination of primary and secondary sources focusing on the Hamidian era, 
as well as republican Turkish historiography.

Introduction: Why Abdülhamid ii?

Interest in Sultan Abdülhamid ii and his era is justified on many grounds. His 
rule bridged the Tanzimat reforms, as they culminated with the 1876 promul-
gation of the Ottoman Constitution, and the 1908 Young Turk Revolution.1 It 

1 For some important works on the Hamidian era and its legacy, see Deringil, Selim, The Well-
Protected Domains: Ideology and the Legitimation of Power in the Ottoman Empire 1876–1909 
(London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 1999); Zürcher, Erik J., The Young Turk Legacy and Nation 
Building: From the Ottoman Empire to Atatürk’s Turkey (London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 
2010); Kushner, David, The Rise of Turkish Nationalism 1876–1908 (London: Frank Cass, 1977); 
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lasted for 33 years, from 1876 to 1909, a long and eventful era witnessing tec-
tonic political and ideological shifts in the empire. He was a rather low-profile 
Ottoman prince and was not legally the first heir of his uncle Sultan Abdülaziz 
(1861–76). Under the extraordinary political conditions that characterized 
the year 1876—the deposition and later death of Sultan Abdülaziz, the rise of 
Sultan Murad V to the Ottoman throne and his deposition on health grounds 
a few weeks later, Abdülhamid ii was brought to the Ottoman throne by the 
leaders of the Young Ottoman movement. His promise to become a consti-
tutional monarch respecting the powers of the Ottoman Parliament elected 
according to the provisions of the first Ottoman Constitution (Kanun-î Esasî) 
lasted only for one year. Taking advantage of the 1877–78 Ottoman-Russian 
War, Abdülhamid ii dismantled the parliament, indefinitely suspended the 
Ottoman Constitution, crushed the Young Ottoman movement and estab-
lished an autocratic regime whose imprint outlasted the Ottoman Empire 
itself and influenced in profound ways republican Turkey, as well.

The Hamidian era has been identified with an attempt to divert Ottoman 
modernization away from liberalization and democratization and towards the 
consolidation of a personalistic autocracy, militarization of society and glori-
fication of the state. Seeking to secure the survival of his regime, Abdülhamid 
ii established a tight state grip on society, and oppressed minorities and polit-
ical dissidence. By reclaiming and popularizing the title of ‘Caliph’, he claimed 
leadership of the Muslim world, aimed to rally Muslims within and beyond 
the borders of the Ottoman Empire to counterbalance the threats of Western 
powers both at the diplomatic and the civilizational levels. Islam emerged as 
a valuable tool for the legitimization of the regime within the borders of the 
empire and for gaining political influence in the Asian and African territories 
where Muslims resided which were mostly colonized by Western powers.

The use of careful diplomacy was another feature of the Abdülhamid ii era, 
especially in light of the devastating Ottoman defeat in the 1877–78 Ottoman-
Russian War and the 1878 Treaty of Berlin. While Abdülhamid ii challenged the 
demands of Western powers, he often used diplomacy to play one European 
power against the other, as proven by his close relations with Wilhelmine 
Germany. On the other hand, he promoted education reform and the establish-
ment of schools with Western curricula across the empire.2 The beacon of the 

Fortna, Benjamin, “The reign of Abdülhamid ii”, in The Cambridge History of Turkey. Volume 
4: Turkey in the Modern World, Reşat Kasaba (ed.) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2008), pp. 38–61.

2 On education reform in the Hamidian era, see Fortna, Benjamin C., Imperial Classroom: 
Islam, the State, and Education in the Late Ottoman Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2002).
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Tanzimat era, the lycée of Galatasaray (Mekteb-i Sultanî), a high school which 
offered French-language education to students from all the religious commu-
nities of the empire with a mission to train Ottoman bureaucrats, continued to 
thrive in the Hamidian era. In that regard, Kemal Karpat used the term ‘prag-
matist’ to describe Abdülhamid ii’s character and political stance better than 
any ideological interpretation.3 Abdülhamid ii’s emphasis on education and 
state modernization was instrumental: it meant to address security concerns 
and bolster his authority in the empire. Special effort was made to prevent the 
spread of liberal ideas: in the schools of his era, all congregations of students 
were forbidden in the hope of preventing the spread of dissidence.4

In his comprehensive analysis of the discourses and representations of 
Abdülhamid ii, Selim Deringil argued that whereas the sultan was mostly con-
fined in Yıldız Palace avoiding public appearances and travelling in the empire 
for security reasons, he intended to make himself intensely visible in the public 
sphere. Following Carol Gluck’s approach to ideological discourses and sym-
bols,5 Deringil examined Abdülhamid ii’s representations in three parts: the 
core of the message, the clauses which were the secondary messages, and the 
deep social meanings that enabled the public understanding of the messages 
of the sultan. In his analysis, the core of the message comprised references to 
the Caliphate and the protector Sultan of the Holy Places of Islam. Abdülhamid 
ii’s discourse consisted of references made to rebellious minorities. Thirdly, 
public understanding is mostly met in the concepts of civilization, progress,6 
or ‘the world of Islam’ (âlem-î İslam). His grand viziers such as Mahmud Şevket 
Pasha and Hüseyin Nazım Pasha also aspired to keep the empire intact in 
line with Ibn Haldun’s ideas on government, according to which, by nature, 
societies could only be ruled by coercion. In Deringil’s analysis, the 1893–97 
Armenian massacres in southern and eastern Anatolia were also framed and 
justified upon the ‘us vs them’ dichotomy of ‘Muslim loyalists vs non-Muslim 
rebels’, which triggered foreign intervention in the empire.7 Apart from the 

3 Karpat, Kemal H., The Politicization of Islam: Reconstructing Identity, State, Faith, and 
Community in the Late Ottoman State (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 160.

4 Foss, Clive, “Kemal Atatürk: giving a new nation a new history”, Middle Eastern Studies, 50 
(2014), p. 827.

5 Gluck, Carol, Japan’s Modern Myths: Ideology in the Late Meiji Period (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1985), pp. 17–20.

6 Deringil, The Well-Protected Domains, pp. 18–19.
7 Deringil, Selim, “‘The Armenian question is finally closed’: mass conversions of Armenians 

in Anatolia during the Hamidian massacres of 1895–1897”, Comparative Studies in Society 
and History, 51 (2009), pp. 344–51.
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oppression of minorities, systematic censorship and public invisibility were 
the products of the security obsessions of Abdülhamid ii.

The Young Turk movement and the Committee of Union and Progress 
(İttihad ve Terakki Cemiyeti) rose to a prime target, as they urged the resus-
citation of Westernism and parliamentarianism for the Ottoman Empire to 
 survive.8 Suppression of free thought and art was another distinctive feature 
of the Hamidian era, and censorship reached unprecedented levels,9 which 
was also facilitated by technological advancements. Among the intellectuals 
and writers of that era who were critics of Abdülhamid ii’s oppression one 
could list Mehmet Akif [Ersoy] and Tevfik Fikret. Mehmet Akif [Ersoy], author 
of the national anthem of the Republic of Turkey and prominent poet known 
for his Islamist political leanings, criticized Abdülhamid ii for his crackdown 
on the media and intellectuals, calling him the ‘owl of Yıldız [Palace]’ (Yıldız 
baykuşu) in one of his poems. In his poem entitled ‘Fog’ (Sis), Tevfik Fikret, 
headmaster of the lycée of Galatasaray and known for his pro-Western liberal 
views, depicted the ‘days of tyranny’ in the early years of the twentieth century 
by drawing a similarity between Abdülhamid ii and the dark weather’s burden 
on the air.10 Opposition to Hamidian oppression cut across ideological divides. 
As with all autocratic regimes, opposition to autocracy brought together dis-
parate groups which agreed on little more than to oppose oppression and the 
need to overthrow the autocratic regime.

The Hamidian Era in Republican Historiography

With the advent of the republican era, Ottoman history narratives shifted in 
a new direction. Islam was no more seen as the empire’s strong political and 
moral asset; on the contrary, it was held responsible for the underdevelopment 
and eventual demise of the Ottoman Empire. Stemming from the Unionist 
political tradition but drawing clear lines with it, the Kemalist reform project 
produced new national narratives and saw the Hamidian legacy as a remnant 
of Ottoman backwardness and potential challenger. As the Young Turks were 
themselves victims of Hamidian oppression, the Hamidian era was identified 

8 Cleveland, William L., and Martin Bunton, A History of the Modern Middle East (Boulder, 
Colo.: Westview Press, 2016), pp. 274–91.

9 Ortaylı, İlber, “Tartışmalı Kişiliğiyle Abdülhamid: Ulu Hakan Mı, Kızıl Sultan Mı?”, Popüler 
Tarih, 5 (2000), 40–43.

10 Akyüz, Kenan, Batı Teʼsîrinde Türk Şiiri Antolojisi (Ankara: Dogŭs Matbaacılık, 1970), pp. 
222–25.
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with despotism (istibdâd). The abolition of the Sultanate and the Caliphate 
and the declaration of the Republic of Turkey manifested that the republican 
elites distanced themselves from the Ottoman dynasty and Ottoman history. 
As an ambitious modernization and secularization programme swept the 
country, impacting on law, calendar, units of measurement, alphabet, etc., his-
toriography followed a similar path.11 Mainstream republican Turkish histori-
ography has identified the Hamidian era with Oriental despotism and blamed 
it squarely for the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. To delegitimize it further, 
it challenged its Turkish identity. The Ottoman Empire was no more seen as 
essentially Turkish: its Turkish elements had withered under the impact of 
Arabic, Iranian and Islamic elements. Regarding Westernization, the Hamidian 
era was seen not as continuation of but as a break with the Tanzimat era. 
Emphasis on Sunni Islam, the Ottoman dynasty and Pan-Islamism were pre-
sented as examples of Hamidian backwardness and divergence from Western 
political and social values.

As the ideas of the Enlightenment faced persecution in the Hamidian era, 
the republican elites aspired to replace the Islamist order with a secularist 
one. Yusuf Akçura, a leading nationalist intellectual bridging the late Ottoman 
and the early republican era, wrote that the Ottoman Empire was republi-
can Turkey’s ‘ancien régime’ defined by despotism (istibdâd) and described 
republican Turkey as the regime that ended a centuries-long despotism and 
introduced popular sovereignty for the first time.12 Republican historiogra-
phy engaged with ethnic nationalist models, inspired by German and Russian 
romantic nationalism,13 that aimed to explore the ethnic roots of Turkish iden-
tity. Interest in pre-Islamic Turkish history and culture soared, and so was the 
wish to refute Armenian and Greek nationalist claims on the superiority of 
their civilizations and their autochthonous status in Anatolia. Historians such 
as Zeki Velidi Togan, Yusuf Akçura and Afet İnan were commissioned to doc-
ument the distinct and unique contribution of the Turkish nation to world 
civilization. Under these circumstances the ‘Turkish History Thesis’ was for-
mulated, claiming the Turkishness of ancient Anatolian civilizations, including 
the Hatti and Hittite ones, and emphasizing the role of the Turkish nation in 
the creation of modern civilization.14 School curricula shifted their focus to the 

11 Foss, “Kemal Atatürk”, p. 826.
12 Turnaoglu, Banu, “Despotism (İstibdâd) in Ottoman political thought”, History of Political 

Thought, 41 (2020), p. 39.
13 Yazıcı, Fatih, and Tercan Yıldırım, “History teaching as a nation-building tool in the early 

republican period in Turkey (1923–1938)”, Paedagogica Historica, 54 (2018), pp. 441–42.
14 Çağaptay, Soner, “Reconfiguring the Turkish nation in the 1930s”, Nationalism and Ethnic 

Politics, 8 (2002), pp. 69–70.
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pre-Islamic history of Turks in Central Asia, and exalted Alevism as a genuine 
Turkish faith and culture which rose in resistance to Sunni Islamic oppression 
and assimilation to Arab culture.15 The history of Islam was sidelined in school 
curricula, and emphasis on the Ottoman Empire shrank. Institutions such as 
the Caliphate were severely criticized as cornerstones of Ottoman underdevel-
opment that hampered the progress of the Turkish nation.

The Kemalist republican reforms were hailed as essential steps for reclaim-
ing the rightful position of the Turkish nation in world history through its ele-
vation to ‘contemporary civilization’ (muasır medeniyet) standards. The 1926 
edition of Mehmed Fuad Köprülü’s history coursebook directly criticized the 
institution of the Caliphate and aggrandized the Kemalist reforms. Its follow-
ing editions put stronger emphasis on a romanticized view of tribal Turkic 
culture and reinforced an Orientalist view of the Ottoman Empire.16 Official 
republican Turkish historiography endorsed, however, Hamidian state vio-
lence against minorities, in particular the Armenians.17 In the memoirs of Falih 
Rıfkı Atay, close associate of Talat Pasha and Cemal Pasha and chp deputy 
in the republican-era parliament, Ottoman minorities, including Armenians, 
and Arabs were portrayed as an existential threat to Turkish national sover-
eignty and nation-building, which legitimized their extermination.18 Unlike 
in the fields of religion, including the question of the Caliphate, and culture, 
Abdülhamid ii was not portrayed as the ‘Red Sultan’; on the contrary, he was 
recognized as a responsible steward of Turkish national interests.

The Hamidian Era in Islamist Revisionist Historiography

Against the Kemalist republican orthodoxy, Islamist revisionist approaches 
on Abdülhamid ii and his era rose with the pluralization of the republican 
Turkish public sphere in the 1960s and the emergence of Islamist and far-right 
political movements. The official republican historical narratives were no 
more beyond criticism. Köprülü’s conclusions about the Ottoman Empire, the 
Hamidian era, the role of the Young Turks and Atatürk’s reforms were chal-
lenged; the fall of the Ottoman Empire was no more attributed to the despotic 

15 Ari, Başar, “Religion and nation-building in the Turkish Republic: comparison of high 
school history textbooks of 1931–41 and of 1942–50”, Turkish Studies, 14 (2013), pp. 376–82.

16 Çapa, Mesut, “Cumhuriyet’in İlk Yıllarında Tarih Öğretimi”, Ankara Üniversitesi Türk 
İnkılâp Tarihi Enstitüsü Atatürk Yolu Dergisi, 29–30 (2002), p. 43.

17 Similar was the stance regarding the 1915 Armenian genocide perpetrated by the Young 
Turk military regime.

18 See Atay, Falih Rıfkı, Zeytindağı (Istanbul: Pozitif Yayınları, 2014).
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rule of Abdülhamid ii but to alleged Young Turk treason. Leading proponents 
of such views included Islamist and far-right intellectuals and popular histori-
ans such as Necip Fazıl Kısakürek,19 İsmet Bozdağ,20 Kadir Mısıroğlu,21 Ahmet 
Şimşirgil22 and Yavuz Bahadıroğlu.23 Abdülhamid ii was no more absolved 
only of the Armenian massacres and the brutal suppression of minorities. He 
was raised to the status of a national and religious hero who fought an uphill 
struggle but was betrayed. His piety was hailed, and his autocratic rule was 
seen not only as necessary to bolster the Ottoman state against domestic and 
foreign subversion, but also as the natural mode of government for the Turkish 
nation. Such views gained attention in tandem with the emergence of political 
Islam in republican Turkish politics. In these views, democracy was a Western 
innovation (bida), with all the negative connotations that the term had in 
Islamic jurisprudence, while autocracy or ‘one-man rule’ (tek adam iktidarı) 
was presented as the mode of government that befitted the character of the 
Turkish nation.

The proliferation of such views gained traction with the foundation of the 
far-right Nationalist Action Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi, mhp) by Alparslan 
Türkeş and the ‘National View’ (Milli Görüş) movement and its offshoot Islamist 
political parties led by Necmettin Erbakan. By claiming a position in the cen-
tral political scene, they joined forces in challenging the hegemonic position of 
Kemal Atatürk, his ideology and historical narrative about the Hamidian era. 
Abdülhamid ii was raised to the status of a counter-icon of the religious con-
servative nationalist opposition. Similarly to the ‘Great Leader’ (Büyük Önder) 
title ascribed to Mustafa Kemal, Abdülhamid ii was called ‘The Great Ruler 
Abdülhamid ii Khan’ (Ulu Hakan İkinci Abdülhamid Han) by his supporters. 

19 Kısakürek, Necip Fazıl, Ulu Hakan: ii. Abdülhamid Han (Istanbul: Büyük Doğu Yayınları, 
2014). Kısakürek is considered to have had a profound influence on Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. 
See “Necip Fazıl’ın 50. Yıl Jübilesindeki O Genç: İşte Cumhurbaşkanı Erdoğan’ın Büyük 
Üstad İle Olan Anıları”, Yeni Şafak (23 August 2020). For more information on Kısakürek 
and his ideology, see Duran, Burhanettin, and Cemil Aydın, “Competing occidentalisms 
of modern Islamist thought: Necip Fazıl Kısakürek and Nurettin Topçu on Christianity, 
the West and modernity”, The Muslim World, 103 (2013), 479–500; Duran, Burhanettin, 
“Transformation of Islamist political thought in Turkey from the empire to the early 
Republic (1908–1960): Necip Fazıl Kısakürek’s political ideas” (unpublished M.A. thesis, 
Bilkent University, 2001).

20 Bozdağ, İsmet, Sultan Abdülhamid’in Hatıra Defteri (Istanbul: Pınar Yayınları, 1995).
21 Mısıroğlu, Kadir, Bir Mazlum Padişah: Sultan ii. Abdülhamid (Istanbul: Sebil Yayınları, 

2014).
22 Şimşirgil, Ahmet, Kayı 10: ii. Abdülhamid Han (Istanbul: Timaş, 2018).
23 Bahadıroğlu, Yavuz, Saltanattan Cumhuriyete Yakın Tarihimizin Sır Perdesi (Istanbul: Ensar, 

2019).
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Kısakürek was arguably the most influential of the far-right wing intellectuals 
who aimed not only to rehabilitate Abdülhamid ii, but also to raise him to the 
status of a national hero. In the preface of his book The Great Ruler: Abdülhamid 
ii Khan,24 Kısakürek stated that he had discovered Abdülhamid ii in 1943 in 
his search for an impeccable Islamic figure from the Ottoman past. Whereas 
contemporary mainstream approaches were extremely negative towards 
Abdülhamid ii and numerous aspects of Ottoman history, he endeavoured to 
‘find and reveal the pigeon by the name of Abdülhamid’ (Abdülhamid güver-
cinini bulup çıkarmak), highlight his accomplishments and raise his moral stat-
ure among the Turkish and Islamic communities. On the other hand, he argued 
that the Republic of Turkey was established on Unionist ideological founda-
tions, which implied a project of eradicating Islamic Turkish culture in favour 
of Western interests under the guise of modernization and secularization. In 
his periodical Büyük Doğu that emerged as a key instrument for the propaga-
tion of his ideas, Kısakürek presented a manifesto for an Islamist nationalist 
movement in Turkey distinct from the ‘National View’. It was characterized by 
a strong ethnic nationalist hue, severe criticism of Kemalism and advocating a 
pro-Sharia ideology that acquired increased following in the severe ideological 
confrontations and the political polarization that dominated Turkey through-
out the 1970s.

As expected given his appreciation of Abdülhamid ii, Kısakürek fully exon-
erated him of his treatment of Ottoman minorities and most importantly the 
Armenians. In his history of the ‘Armenian Question’, all the elements of this 
approach are visible. His narrative of the Armenian massacres of 1893–97 fully 
justified the acts of the sultan; in his view, the Armenians were those aspiring 
to attack and massacre the Muslims and Turks in order to establish an inde-
pendent Armenian nation state in eastern Anatolia. According to Kısakürek,

the Armenians were the most respected minority, they had a faded histo-
ry as a millet and were mostly Turkified…; yet they exploited the Turkish 
weakness (against Greek independence) and went far beyond the other 
minorities.25

In his view, the protection of human and minority rights in the context of the 
Tanzimat resulted in liberal reforms and the Young Turk Revolution was favour-
able to the Armenians; yet they aspired to independence and the partition of 
the Ottoman Empire. By raising the issue of the collaboration between Young 

24 Kısakürek, Ulu Hakan, p. 6.
25 Ibid., p. 162.
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Ottoman, Young Turkish and Armenian activists against the Hamidian regime 
and by stating that theatrical roles in Young Ottoman plays such as Namık 
Kemal’s famous Vatan Yahut Silistre were mostly performed by Armenian actors 
and actresses (because of Islamic law restrictions for Muslims), Kısakürek 
blamed the anti-Hamidian opposition for pro-Armenian leanings. He argued 
that ‘the Young Turks were hand in hand in this [Armenian] treason’. As the 
Armenian rebellions were growing and foreign intervention became possible, 
Kısakürek found Abdülhamid ii’s response right and justified, in his aim to pro-
tect the territorial integrity and sovereignty of the Ottoman Empire and coun-
terbalance British and Russian interventionism in favour of the Armenians. 
His domestic policy of ‘law and order’ in the Eastern Vilayets exposed the 
Armenians’ ‘fake and faded’ course. While the Young Turks and the Armenians 
were accused of treason, Abdülhamid ii’s foreign and domestic policy was 
aggrandized as being ‘determined and royal’.26 The convergence of Kemalist 
and Islamist narratives in whitewashing Abdülhamid ii regarding his role in 
the Armenian question explains why some important attempts in the 2000s to 
raise novel debates on late Ottoman history and the Armenian question failed 
to have a lasting effect.

Kısakürek’s ideas on Abdülhamid ii also touched upon the status of Hagia 
Sophia. The sixth-century basilica, seat of the Ecumenical Patriarchate and 
most magnificent church of Eastern Roman Constantinople was converted 
into a mosque by Mehmed ii the Conqueror following the conquest of the 
city. The decision of the Atatürk government in 1934 to convert Hagia Sophia 
from a mosque into a museum recognizing its status as a world heritage site 
was not significantly challenged until the 1960s. Yet the rise of Turkish polit-
ical Islam and far-right Islamist nationalism meant that Hagia Sophia would 
become one of the flagship issues for the resurgent Islamist nationalist move-
ments, bringing together the followers of Erbakan and Kısakürek. In his speech 
on the Hagia Sophia issue in 1965,27 Kısakürek openly juxtaposed Abdülhamid 
ii and Kemal Atatürk. He referred to Abdülhamid ii as the pious leader who 
would never offend religious and national sensitivities in order to appease 
the Western powers. Kısakürek added that Abdülhamid ii would do anything 
to maintain Hagia Sophia’s mosque status because of Prophet Muhammad’s 
alleged hadith about it. He contrasted the sultan’s assumed stance because of 
the symbolic significance of Hagia Sophia with Atatürk’s decision to turn it into 
a museum. According to Kısakürek, by turning Hagia Sophia into a museum, 

26 Ibid., p. 6.
27 “Necip Fazıl’ın Ayasofya Hitabesi (Sansürsüz)”, Milli Gazete (25 July 2020).
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Atatürk manifested the defeatism of republican Turkey against the demands 
of Western powers.28

These approaches became harbingers of a re-evaluation—often an out-
right critique—of the Kemalist ideological foundations of republican Turkey 
that became increasingly popularized in mainstream Turkish politics.29 
The Islamization of the public sphere and the increased usage of Ottoman-
era—and particularly Hamidian-era—symbols in Turkish politics pointed to 
a decisive shift from the projection of Kemal Atatürk as the founding father 
and ‘fatherly figure’ of modern Turkey to that of Abdülhamid ii. Edhem Eldem 
argued that Erdoğan’s increasingly autocratic rule and his severe criticism of 
Kemalism necessitated the emergence of an alternative charismatic leader to 
compare with and eventually substitute for Atatürk. This was no other than 
Abdülhamid ii, who was no longer treated as a failed reactionary autocrat but 
as the ‘founding father of modern Turkey’.30 Besides the massive usage of the 
Ottoman past for challenging Kemalism, government rhetoric has deliberately 
used Ottoman—and mainly Hamidian—symbols.31 The akp’s interpretation 
of the Ottoman past, particularly of the Hamidian era, became a handy instru-
ment to criticize the Kemalist opposition32 and question their religious and 
nationalist credentials. This served well the political polarization strategy that 
the akp has deployed since the May–June 2013 Gezi uprising and its decision 
to forge an alliance with the far-right mhp in the summer of 2015. The alleged 
collaboration of foreign powers and Armenian rebels with the cup and the 
persistence of the same ‘Unionist mentality’ (İttihatçı zihniyeti) within the sec-
ularist cadre of republican Turkey belong to the main themes of akp com-
munication strategies. As the alleged similarities between the late Ottoman 
Unionists and contemporary chp are highlighted, so are the comparisons 
between Abdülhamid ii and President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan.

28 Kısakürek’s theme of ‘liberating Hagia Sophia from its secularist chains’ resonated very 
strongly with the July 2020 decision of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan to reconvert Hagia Sophia 
into a mosque. Former Minister of Economy and Treasury and Erdoğan’s son-in-law Berat 
Albayrak shared Kısakürek’s speech on social media and Erdoğan himself made long 
citations to Kısakürek’s work in his address to the Turkish nation.

29 Cornell, Svante E., “Erbakan, Kısakürek, and the mainstreaming of extremism in Turkey”, 
in Current Trends in Islamist Ideology (June 2018), URL: https://www.hudson.org/
research/14375-erbakan-k-sak-rek-and-the-mainstreaming-of-extremism-in-turkey.

30 Eldem, Edhem, “Sultan Abdülhamid ii: founding father of the Turkish state?”, Journal of 
the Ottoman and Turkish Studies Association, 5 (2018), 25–46.

31 Eldem, Edhem, “Kemalizm Öldü, Yaşasın Hamidizm!”, Toplumsal Tarih, 247 (2014), 50–54.
32 Palabiyik, Mustafa Serdar, “Politicization of recent Turkish history: (ab)use of history as a 

political discourse in Turkey”, Turkish Studies, 19 (2018), p. 249.
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Abdülhamid ii’s symbolic meaning and purported similarities with 
Erdoğan became an increasingly popular topic in the Turkish public sphere. 
Mostly after 2013, as the rule of Erdoğan turned to be more personalistic and 
autocratic, similarity claims became widely popularized.33 Abdülhamid ii’s 
loneliness in state affairs and domestic politics was brought to memory, as dis-
putes between Erdoğan and his former political allies arose. As Erdoğan con-
centrated power and increased the usage of Islamist discourse and symbols, 
references to Abdülhamid ii increased both in the media and his speeches.34 
In addition to the purported personal similarities, the failed coup attempt of 
15 July 2016 reinforced symbolic attachment claims. As Abdülhamid ii himself 
faced coups against his rule, comparisons were drawn between the two, add-
ing that if Turkish society failed to acknowledge the ones who destroyed the 
Ottoman Empire in history, then today’s Turkey may have the same fate.35 The 
Gülen movement, renamed ‘Fethullahist Terrorist Organization’ (Fethullahçı 
Terör Örgütü, fetö), was portrayed as the contemporary equivalent of the 
treacherous Young Turks who, based in the West, organized a coup against 
the Ottoman government. The long-term residence of Fethullah Gülen in the 
United States served as evidence of not only the pro-Western and anti- Turkish 
leanings of Gülen’s movement, but also as proof of US involvement in the coup 
attempt. A clear divergence emerged in the narrative: unlike in 1908, the wish 
of the Western powers and their local collaborators did not come true in 2016. 
Abdülhamid ii may have fallen victim to the Young Turk conspiracy and coup,36 
but this time Erdoğan was not alone. The fervent support of the Turkish people 
foiled the conspiracy and made sure that the Republic would not suffer the fate 
of the Ottoman Empire following the abdication of Abdülhamid ii.

Similarity claims between contemporary Turkish politics and the Hamidian 
era went further than the 15 July 2016 coup attempt. As the Erdoğan admin-
istration was gradually shifting to personalistic and authoritarian rule, oppo-
sition initiatives were likened to the anti-Hamidian opposition and the Gezi 
Park protests were portrayed as being similar to the aftermath of the 31 March 
1909 Incident (31 Mart Vakâst).37 While the akp government suppressed the 

33 They also followed a growing emphasis on political communication, which culminated in 
the establishment of a special Directorate of Communication (İletişim Başkanlığı) of the 
Republic of Turkey under Fahrettin Altun.

34 Alanoğlu, Harun, “Seni Abdülhamid’in Yalnızlığında Bırakmayacağız”, Diriliş Postası (10 
December 2016).

35 “15 Temmuz’un Benzeri Sultan Abdülhamit Han Döneminde Yaşandı”, Haberler.com (12 
October 2018).

36 This was a new interpretation of the 23 July 1908 Young Turk Revolution.
37 “Abdülhamid’e Yapılanlar Erdoğan’a Da Yapılıyor”, Yeni Akit (9 January 2014).
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Gezi protests with police repression, Abdülhamid ii was dethroned follow-
ing the suppression of the pro-Hamidian 31 March 1909 counterrevolution by 
the Unionist military forces. The Gezi protests were, therefore, projected as 
nothing less than a coup attempt against the akp government, which unlike 
what followed the 31 March 1909 Incident failed due to the effective response 
of the akp government. Such comparisons contributed to reinforcing the per-
sonality cult of President Erdoğan as the leader who took lessons from his-
tory and Abdülhamid ii’s fate and would protect the fundamental interests of 
the Turkish state and people and served to legitimize the increasingly auto-
cratic policies of the akp government. Identification with Abdülhamid ii 
was followed by attempts to elevate his position in modern Turkish history. 
In a speech on the centenary of Abdülhamid ii’s death on 10 February 2018, 
President Erdoğan said:

He was the last sovereign of the world… He was a universal sovereign. 
The founding year of this country is not 1923, the founding of this country 
should be moved to the Hamidian era.38

Aggrandizing Abdülhamid ii Through the Mass Media: The 
Payitaht Abdülhamid tv Series

One of the most profound ways of reshaping public perceptions on the 
Hamidian era has been the production of television series in the genre of 
historical drama. As government control over the state and private media 
increased, Turkey’s public television has increasingly been producing histori-
cal dramas. One of them, Payitaht Abdülhamid, focused on Abdülhamid ii and 
his era. The plot shed light on the conflict between the treacherous dissident 
Young Turks and Abdülhamid ii, a benevolent despot, who desperately strug-
gled to protect the interests of the Ottoman Empire, the Islamic ummah and 
the Turkish nation. In their struggle, the Young Turks were joined by all the his-
toric enemies of the Turkish nation: freemasons, Zionists, non-Muslim minor-
ities and the Great Powers, all intent on destroying the Ottoman Empire and 
the Turkish nation. Although the Hamidian era was not linked to any major 
victorious war39 or territorial gains, the series presented Abdülhamid ii as 

38 “Cumhurbaşkanı Erdoğan: Abdülhamid Han Dünyanın Son Evrensel İmparatorudur”, 
Sabah (10 February 2018).

39 One exception was the victorious 1897 war against the Kingdom of Greece, which, 
however, did not fundamentally affect regional politics to the benefit of the Ottoman 
Empire.
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the glorious ‘Great Hakan’ who, as noted, protected Sunni Islam, the Islamic 
ummah and the Turkish nation in the Ottoman Empire, but was fundamen-
tally misunderstood and slandered due to the dissemination of Western ideas 
in the mass media and among the intellectuals of the time. In two of the epi-
sodes, Abdülhamid ii calls the young protesters for liberty and warns them 
against pursuing the French Enlightenment ideas; these ideas would not set 
them free, as they hoped, but only put the chains of the West on their hands.

State survival emerged as a key recurrent theme in the series, legitimiz-
ing autocratic rule in resonance with the contemporary political discourse 
adopted by the akp administration. Abdülhamid ii’s autocracy was necessi-
tated by the fact that it was the only way to secure the survival of the Ottoman 
Empire, especially given the cleavage that existed between the ruler and the 
opposition, the Young Turks, who, under the influence and in the service of 
the Western powers, operated against the interests of the state and the Turkish 
nation. The existence of so many enemies of the state and the nation made 
Abdülhamid ii more cautious and defensive. In the first episode of the series, 
while discussing the suspension of the Ottoman Parliament, Abdülhamid ii 
asserts that he was in fact in favour of establishing the parliament when the 
first Ottoman Constitution was promulgated in 1876; yet the parliamentarians 
proved not to be defending the interests of the Ottoman state, but to pursue 
secessionism and ally with the West to meet that aim. Abdülhamid ii’s autoc-
racy is represented as the national (millî) form of government. According to 
the series, it was only because of Western influence that the ideas of democ-
racy, liberalism and republicanism seemed fit for the Ottoman Empire; as the 
sultan argues, this was in reality only another form of missionary activity, sim-
ilar to the efforts of Christian missionaries to convert Muslims to Christianity. 
Resisting these policies was his duty as the ruler and ‘father’ of the Islamic 
ummah and the Turkish nation and, therefore, he deserved the full support of 
the latter.

References to the importance of political communication were also striking 
and relevant to contemporary political debates, where decreasing public opin-
ion support rates are linked not to failed policies or suboptimal performance, 
but to failure to communicate government policies to the public opinion in an 
efficient manner. In clear resonance with the significance that the akp gov-
ernment gives to communication and perception management and the estab-
lishment of the Directorate of Communication of the Republic of Turkey, in 
episode 127, Abdülhamid ii is portrayed stating:

Explaining our policy to the youth is of essential importance; otherwise, 
the Westerners will foment unrest among them. We should speak, com-
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municate with them [the youth]; if we do not, this will be not their fault, 
but ours.

The series included allusions to several milestone events of contemporary 
Turkish politics, such as the 15 July 2016 coup attempt40 and the victory of the 
opposition candidate Ekrem İmamoğlu in the double March-June 2019 munic-
ipal elections of Istanbul. These served the government’s aim of legitimizing 
its authoritarian policies through historical contextualization that allowed it 
to brand opposition politics as ‘treason’ against the state and the nation. Set 
in the late Ottoman period, the series emerged as one of the tools of inverting 
the Kemalist republican narrative on Abdülhamid ii: villains were turned into 
heroes and heroes into villains,41 whereas political opposition and failure to 
submit to the will of the state as expressed by the ruler was likened to treason.

Conclusion

The legacy of the Hamidian era has been one of the most interesting ideo-
logical battlegrounds in republican Turkey. Borrowing some but not all of the 
content that widely circulated in Western European circles about Abdülhamid 
ii, the Kemalist narrative portrayed him as the quintessential Oriental despot 
who brutally oppressed his own people and whose failed policies triggered the 
demise of the Ottoman Empire. For the Islamist critics of republican histo-
riography, Abdülhamid ii was a charismatic leader who struggled against all 
odds to maintain the Ottoman Empire intact, contrary to the desires of the 
Great Powers and their local accomplices, non-Muslim minorities and the 
Young Turks. His deposition was therefore seen as an act of treason that paved 
the way for the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. Hero of the Turkish nation 
and the Islamic ummah or villain responsible for the demise of the Ottoman 
Empire, Abdülhamid ii has become a focal point of ideological confrontations 
at the core of republican Turkish ideology. Diverging views on Abdülhamid ii 
and his legacy point to the shifting fortunes of secularism, different varieties 
of Turkish nationalism and a brewing debate on the fundamentals of Turkish 
national identity in the republican Turkish public sphere. This became even 
clearer, when the growing use of populist rhetoric and political communication 

40 Akar, Serdar, and Emre Konuk (dir.), “Payitaht Abdülhamid”, trt (2018).
41 Geylan, Zeynep, “Narratives of the ideal Turk image in Turkish collective memory: 

an analysis of tv dramas ‘Payitaht: Abdülhamid ii’ and ‘Mehmetçik Kût-Ül Amâre’” 
(unpublished M.A. thesis, Bilkent University, 2018).
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led to the instrumentalization of the image of the sultan and his growing iden-
tification with President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan.

The only topics on which both the Kemalist and the Islamist narratives 
have coalesced are anticolonialism and the legitimization of suppressing the 
non-Muslim minorities, particularly the Armenians. The theme of ‘survival’ of 
the state justifies the brutal suppression of Armenian uprisings and the mas-
sacres against the Armenian civilians in both narratives. What also remained 
unchallenged in both narratives has been the primacy of charismatic author-
ity. Whether Abdülhamid ii, Kemal Atatürk or Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, it has 
remained clear that charismatic male personalities with a vision encompass-
ing the state, society and the people matter in mainstream Turkish politics to 
the detriment of impersonal bureaucratic institutions guaranteeing transpar-
ency, accountability and efficiency. Judged from the viewpoint of Max Weber’s 
classic treatise on authority,42 both the late Ottoman Empire and republican 
Turkey failed to move from traditional and charismatic to legal authority, 
despite the reform promises.
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