
ATATÜRK AND TURKISH LANGUAGE REFORM

F A H İR  İZ *

L an gu a ge R eform  is one o f the m ost controversial issues o f contem - 
porary T u rk ey.

Essentially a cultural even a scientifıc problem  w hich , one vvould ex- 
pect, to b e handled  or studied only b y  experts, it tended in recent deca- 

des, to b ecom e increasingly involved vvith political issues. So m u ch  so that 
alm ost anyon e w h o is interested in the problem s of M o d e m  T u rk e y  in 

general, is tem pted to jo in  the controversy, often w ith em otional partisan- 
ship.

A lth o u gh  its origins are rooted, as w e shall see, in the fundam ental 
cultural cah an ge o f a  thousand years ago and  rem ained alive through the 

centuries o f the evolution of the T u rkish  lan guage, som e T u rk ish  vvriters 
and quite a few  foreign scholars (turcologists or others) surprisingly consi- 

der this m ovem ent ju st as an yon e o f the series o f R eform s of the R epu b - 

lican era. Som e even go so far as believing it to b e n othing but a “ capri- 

ciou s” enterprise o f A tatü rk  or a nevv-fangled idea put forvvard b y  the 
T u rkish  L in guistic  Society foun ded b y him . It is also true that som e vvri

ters ch an ge their approach  to the problem  accord in g to the political cli- 
m ate, proving further that it is not easy for them  to be unbiased on  this 
issue.

T h is  is m ost unfortunate, because T u rk ish  L an gu a ge R eform  is essen

tially a cultural ph en om en on  vvhich should have n othin g to do vvith con- 
tem porary politics.

T h e  need for a reform  in a  lan guage m ay have m an y diverse causes. 
B ut the classical exam ple o f lan gu age reform , as vvitnessed in the histories 

of the G erm an , H u n garian , F innish  and  Norvvegian lan guages for instan- 
ce, appear to be the result o f a reaction againts an un reason able overflovv 

o f foreign elem ents in the vvritten lan guage, m akin g it virtually unintelli- 
gible to ordinary speakers o f  that lan guage.

* Emeritus Professor of Turkish Language and Literatüre, Boğaziçi University, İstan
bul, Turkey.
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T h is  is particularly true in the case o f T u rkish  vvhich had to struggle 

through the centuries for survival and  independence.

A  b rief survey o f the evolution o f the T u rkish  literary lan guage is ne- 
cessary here to m ake this point sufficiently clear.

T h e  m ost im portant o f the oldest o f  the surviving specim ens o f the 
T u rkish  lan guage are the O rkh o n  Inscriptions found in present day O u te r 

M ongolia. Inscribed in the T u rk ish  so-called R u n ic  a lp habet and erected 
in m em ory o f tvvo T u rkish  princes in 730’s, they are vvritten in pure T u r 

kish and in spite o f the strong C h in ese cultural im pact at the tim e, conta- 
in very few loan w ords. T h e ir  polished style suggest a considerable previo- 

us developm ent o f the la n g u a g e .1

L ater in the gth to n t h  centuries the k ingdom  of U ig h u r T u rk s fluo- 

rished in present d ay C h in ese T ü rkistan  or Sinkiang. T h ese  T u rks cam e 
u n der the influence o f n eigh b orin g cultures. T h e  m ajority o f them  vvere 

Buddhists. B ut in the sam e kingdom  there vvere large T u rk ish  m inority 

groups w h ich  b elon ged to M a n ich aean , B rahm i and N estorian  faith s.2

Excavations carried out durin g the late 1 gth and  early 20th century 
by expeditions in the C h in ese T ü rkistan  b rought to light substantial reli- 

gioliterary m aterials o f the U ig h u r  T u rks. Experts have been at vvork for 

the last 70 years on this im portant legacy and in the light o f this research, 

w e are able to say that the pre-Islam ic C en tra l A sian  T u rk s  m ade syste- 
m atic efforts to preserve the identity and  indepen den ce o f the T u rkish  

language. A lth o u gh  they vvere exposed to strong C hin ese, Indian and Ira- 

nian cultures and lan guages they vvere not tem pted to transfer in b u lk  the 

foreign linguistic term inology and expressions o f their n ew  religions. A p art 
from a very lim ited n u m b er o f inevitable loan vvords, they carefully loo- 

ked for and found a T u rk ish  equivalen t for every C hinese, Indian  or Ira- 
nian w ord  or expression. VVhen this vvas im possible they coined new  

w ords m akin g the best use o f T u rk ish  roots and  su fiixes.3

C en tra l A sian  T u rk s cam e into contact vvith İslam  in the 8th century 

and by the end o f the ıo th  this nevv faith had replaced B u d dh ism  and ali 
the other religions professed b y th e m .4

1 Annemarie von Gabain, “Alttürkische Literatür” , Phılologiae Turcica Fundamenta, 
vol.2, VViesbaden 1964, pp. 211-243.

2 idem , op. cit., passim.

3 idem, op. cit., passim.

4 Phillip K.Hitti, History of the Arabs, eighth edition, London 1963, pp. 209-210.
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İslam  cam e everyvvhere vvith his holy b ook the Q u r ’an vvhich vvas al- 

w ays studied and  recited in the original A rab ic, and soon the medrese’ s, 

the classical Islam ic educational institutions, vvhere the teaching m edium  
vvas also A rab ic, vvere set u p  in ali the lands o f the new  faith. T h is  resul- 

ted in alm ost com plete obliteration o f national lan guages and cultures in 
m any areas such as M esop otam ia, Syria, Palestine, E gypt and N orth  Afri- 

ca.

Iran  and  T ü rkistan  reacted against this total cultural assim ilation 

avoiding thus the loss o f their national lan guages and  vvithin tvvo or three 
centuries they rediscovered their national lan guages and vvithin tvvo or 

three centuries they rediscovered their national identities by creating a 
nevv national literatüre in the vernacular.

In the m eantim e, vvhat happ ened  in Iran betvveen the A ra b  conquest 
and the em ergen ce o f Firdavvsi’s forerunners also h app en ed  in T u rkish  

lands durin g the transition period: A ra b ic  b ecam e the rriain vvritten lan- 
guage used by the T u rk ish  contributors to Islam ic scholarship and scien- 

ces.

W e  do not knovv for certain  vvhen exactly the M ü slim  T u rks o f C e n 

tral A sia  revived their vvritten literary tradition. T h e re  is evidence that this 

m ay have happened tovvards the end o f the ıo th  century. W e possess a 

u n iq ue m anuscript o f  an interlinear translation o f the Q u r ’an, preserved 

in a 13th century copy, vvhich, accordin g to its linguistic characteristics, 

m ay belong to that period. T h is  text is o f vital im portance for the study 

o f the developm ent o f the T u rk ish  lan guage. B ecause vve see that the 

early M ü slim  T u rk s follovved closely the cultural tradition o f their B udd- 
hist and  M a n ich aean  forefathers nam ely, they did not choose the easy 

vvay of borrovving thousands o f A rab ic  w ords and religious term s in toto, 
but tried to fınd their equivalen t in T u rkish . T h e  very vvord Q u r ’an is 

rendered vvith the T u rkish  vvord Okıgu (reading m aterial, reader). A n d  

m any vvords and expression vvhich vvere later indiscrim anetely and  uncri- 

tically borrovved vvholesale from  the A rab ic, are given in püre T u rkish . 

T h u s, thousands o f A ra b ic  term s such as âyat, rabb, rasûl, îmân, m ü’min, 

müşrik, kâfir, hakk, secde, azab, ete. are rendered in the vern acular.5

T h e  sam e can  be said ab ou t the first m ajör literary vvork o f the early 

M ü slim  T u rks, the Kutadgu Bilig, vvritten in 1069 b y Y u s u f H as H acib ,

’  Fahir İz, Eski Türk Edebiyatında Nazım, vol.ı, part 2, İstanbul 19671 Giriş (Introduc-
tion).
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the ch am b erlain  to the Sultan o f K ash gh ar. T h is  is an allegorical poem  of 

m ore than 6000 couplets on the art o f  govem m ent. A lth o u g h  in this vvork 
the A rabo-P ersian  poetical form s and  tech n iqu e have already been adop- 

ted, the lan guage is surprisingly free from  foreign loan w o rd s.6

W e have yet another w ork o f un u su al im portance, though o f a difie- 

rent nature, w ritten in 1070’s, i.e. durin g this sam e period o f transition 

from  pre-Islam ic to Islam ic culture: D ivanü L ûgat-it T ü r k  o f M a h m u t o f 

K ashgh ar. T h is  is a com prehensive T u rkish -A ra b ic  d ictionary, containing 

am ple specim ens o f contem porary T u rk ish  poetry and  proverbs, an inva- 

luable docu m en t w h ich  shows us clearly the richness and the degree o f 
developm ent o f the T u rk ish  lan gu age at tim e o f the great cultural chan- 

ge -7

T h e  literary lan gu age developed in the lands o f the K arakhan ids, the 

first M ü slim  T u rkish  dynasty in A sia , set the pattem  for later T u rkish  li
terary production s in C en tra l A sia , K h o rezm  and the G o ld en  H orde. A n d  

the m ajority  o f the literary and  religious vvorks produced in these areas 
durin g the i2th , I3th and  I4th centuries, show a predom in an tly  T u rkish  

character, a lthough the influence o f the A rabo-P ersian  culture and the 
n u m ber o f loan vvords are grad u ally  increasing.

A s the E astem  T u rk ish  w orld did  not have a lasting political çenter 
vvhich vvould have acted as a  unifying factor, its literary lan gu ag e lacked 

the un iform ity o f the YVestem T u rkish  w h ich  I shall discuss later. In ali 

the literary vvorks o f this period, the elem ents o f the Standard vvritten lan

gu age are com b in ed  vvith those o f spoken local dialects.

T h e  un iform ity o f  the E astem  literary T u rk ish  w as achieved, up to a 
point, u n der the T im u rid s in C en tra l A sia, and  d urin g the 15th, ı6th  and 

17th centuries, E astem  T u rkish , novv called C h ag h a ta i, had its classical 
age.

In the m eantim e, the influence o f the A ra b ic  and particularly  Persian 

lan guage and  literatures had reached a clim ax in C en tra l A sia , and Persi

an had b ecom e a fashionable literary m edium . B ut a n u m b er o f leading 
vvriters and poets particularly  A lişir  N evai, B ab u r and B ah a d u r H an,

6 Ahm et Caferoğlu, “La litterature turque de l’epoque des Karakhanides”, Philologieu 
Turcica Fundamenta, vol. 2, YViesbaden 1964, pp. 267-275.

7 Fahir İz, op.cit.
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struggled and  eventually succeeded  in securing the survival and later the 

suprem acy o f the T u rk ish  lan guage in the a re a .8

W e m ust novv tu m  to the W est and follow the developm ent o f YVes- 

tem  T u rkish  vvhich eventually b ecam e the vvritten lan gu age o f T u rkey.

D u rin g the period o f cultural ch an ge in T u rkish  C en tral A sia, vvhere 
the city dvvelling populations vvere gradually  assim ilating the nevv religion 

and culture o f the A rabo-P ersians, another bran ch  o f the population, the 
O g h u z  T u rks, m ostly n om ads, m oved in large n um bers tovvards South- 

YVest and founded the great Seljuk E m pire. By the end of the I2th cen 

tury they had settled in m ost parts o f  A sia  M in ö r and set up the A n atoli- 

an Seljuk State o f K on ya. Nevv vvaves o f m igrating T ü rk m en s, u n der the 

pressure o f invadin g M on gols, C on trib u ted  to a rapid turkifıcation o f A sia 

M in ö r and already b y the m id d le  o f the 13th century vve vvitness the ap- 

pearance o f the first T u rk ish  poets in A n atolia.

In the m eantim e the A n atolian  Seljuk Sultanate b egu n  to crum ble 
u n der M o n g o l pressure and  several T u rk ish  principalities em erged in va- 

rious parts o f A n ato lia  and T u rkish , gradually, replaced Persian as a lite

rary m edium .

B u t vvhat gave real im petus to the m ovem ent vvas an edict b y  the ru- 
ler o f  one o f the A n atolian  principalities, K a ra m an o ğ lu  M eh m ed  B ey, 

w ho, in 1278, ban n ed  the use o f any other lan guage b u t T u rk ish  for ali 

purposes.

T h is  is a tu m in g  point in the history o f the T u rk ish  lan gu age in 

A n atolia. M a n y  A n atolian  princes and  som e early O tto m an  Sultans, not 

only required that T u rk ish  should  be used instead o f Persian, b u t urged 
vvriters to avoid flovvery style and  use the everyday lan guage o f the peop- 

le. A  typical exam ple is the order given b y  M u ra d  II to M ercü m ek A h 
m ed for a nevv translation o f K âb u s-N â m e, en joinin g him  to use a sim ple, 

clear T u rkish  so that everybody could  easily understand it.

A  kind o f linguistic snobbism  of replacing T urkish  vvords by their A ra

b ic  an d  Persian equivalents in literary vvorks also started as early as the 

i5th  century.

8 Janos Eckmann, “ Die tschaghataische Literatür”, Phılologıae Turaca Fundamenta, vol. 

2, YViesbaden 1964, pp. 304-382.
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T o  avoid a frequent m isun derstan ding, I w ould  like to point out 
em phatically  that W estem  T u rk ish  poetry and  prose follovved tw o difie- 

rent paths o f developm ent, from  linguistic point o f vievv.

A fter Y u n u s  E m re (d. 1321), a  contem porary o f D an te, and perhaps 

the greatest o f ali T u rk ish  poets, w h o used the lan guage m asterfully, gi- 
ving the best specim en o f spoken T u rk ish  o f his tim e, T u rk ish  poetry de- 

veloped in three different categories. O f  these folk poets and popular 
m ystic poets used, as a rule, the vem acu lar, w ith som e sporadic excepti- 

ons.

A s to the lan guage used b y  divan poets or court poets, it is strikingly 

different before and  after the con q uest o f  İstanbul in the m iddle o f the 

I5th century. T h e  courts o f the A n ato lian  Bey s w ere in sm all A n atolian  

towns such  as A y d ın , K astam on u , Balıkesir, K ü tah y a, and  both  the prin- 
ces and  their court poets vvere in daily  contact vvith ordinary people. T h e  

situation vvas not different in the fırst capitals o f the O ttom an s, B ursa and 
E dim e. In these circum stances it vvas natural for poets to use a lan guage 

very close to that spoken b y  the p e o p le .9

A fter the con q u est o f İstan bul hovvever, a different kind o f court life 

developed in the nevv Capital and  the Sultan  and  poets alike tended to 
seclude them selves from  ordinary people.

A  com parison  o f the vocab u lary  used by court poets before and after 
1450’s is very revealing.

T h e  vocab ulary o f divan poets is considerably lim ited. T h e re  are less 
than a thousand staple vvords occu rin g constantly in ali poem s such as: 

sun, m oon, sky, clouds, stars, vvater, sea, vvaves, rain, snovv, devv, vvind, 
flood, ice, river, m oun tain , earth, dust, fire, ete., or parts o f the h u m an  

body: head, hair, face, forehead, eyes, eyebrovvs, eyelashes, m outh , lips, 
teeth, ton gue, ears, cheeks, chin, hands, feet, heart, ehest, bones, nails, 

blood, svveat, ete. or the n am es o f com m on  anim als, trees, flovvers, colors 
or frequently used adjectives such as pretty, ugly, good, b ad , large, sm all, 
high, low, vvide, narrovv, ete.

Novv the court poets o f the pre-con quest era predom in an tly  use the 

T u rkish  o f these vvords. W hereas, after the m id d le  o f the 15th cen tury un-

9 Fahir İz, “Turkish Literatüre", Cambridge Hislory of Ulam, vol. 2, Cm bridge 1970, 
pp. 682-691



A T A T Ü R K  A N D  T U R K İS H  L A N G U A G E  R E F O R M IOOI

til the end o f the ıgth , the divan poets follovving the pervasive linguistic 
snobbism  in poetry, substitute the A rabic, and particularly the Persian equ- 

ivalents o f these everyday w ords and  avoid m ore and m ore T u rk ish  ones, 

unless forced by the m etre or r h y m e .10

O tto m an  T u rkish  prose on the other hand follovved a very difîerent 

üne o f developm ent.

T h e re  is a tendency to believe that O tto m an  T u rkish  (vvhich, by the 

vvay, is not a  vvell defined term ), w as very difîerent from  T u rkish  and vvas 
consistently used in T u rk e y , until the R eform  m ovem ent, as the Standard 

vvritten language.

Surprisingly, it is stili not yet generally recognized  that the artifıcially 

created court or chan cery  lan guage, heavily loaded vvith A ra b ic  and  Persi

an loan vvords and gram m atical rules vvhere the T u rk ish  elem ent vvas re- 

duced  to the m in im um , vvas not universally and  consistently used as a 
Standard vvritten lan guage, b u t vvas lim ited to certain  types o f vvriting and 

preferred b y a  lim ited n u m b er o f authors.

C lassical O tto m an  literary biographers did not attach m u ch  im por- 

tance to prose except the o m a te  and artistic prose (inşâ), vvhich borrovved 

som e o f the techn iques o f divan poetry. B u t even then they vvould m enti- 

on prose vvriters only in passing. T h e y  dealt exclusively vvith poets. O cca - 
sionally they vvould add shortly “ his inşâ vvas also appreciated  b y  the con- 

noisseurs” , or, “ he is knovvn as a münşi as vvell” . T h e y  vvould ignore 
everything else if vvritten in plain  T u rk ish  or in a m oderately  sim ple lan

guage: B ecause it vvas not literatüre.

T h is  prejudicial approach  to T u rk ish  literatüre, vvhich vvas b y  the 

vvay adopted by E. J . G ib b  in his History of Ottoman Poetry, gave rise a 

hun dred  years ago to a legend co n cem in g  the creation o f M o d e m  T u r 

kish vvritten lan guage.

T h e  m id -ıg th  cen tury m odem ists, the T a n zim a t vvriters published the 

fırst T u rkish  private nevvs-paper, introduced from  the French m an y nevv 
literary genres such as the essay, nevvs-paper articles, short story and no- 

vel. T h e y  also vvrote the fırst T u rk ish  play.

10 idem, Eski Türk Edebiyatında Nazım, vol. i, part 2, İstanbul, 1967, Giriş (Introducti-
on).
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A n d  w ithin  tw o decades they cam e to believe that they had created 

T u rkish  prose, even the Standard vvritten T u rkish ! In 1870, a critic am on g 
these early  m odem ists, E b ü zziya  Tevfik, categorically stated that T u rkish  

prose vvas plain  and straightforvvard at the start. B u t from  the early ı6th  
century onvvards it b egân  to loose its T u rk ish  character and  did n othing 

bu t im itate the vvorst type o f Persian inşâ. 17th cen tury vvas the clim ax of 
this developm ent. In the ı8th  and  ıg th  centuries literary taste deteriorated 

and prose vvriters reached a dead-lock. Şinasi, the p ioneer o f the T a n z i
m at literary school, arrived at the right m om en t to save the T u rkish  vvrit

ten lan gu age from  collapse. H e rem odelled  it, polished it and b ecam e a 

gu ide for future developm ent.

T h ese  ideas, vvhich are far from  correspon din g to facts, vvere repeated 
and accepted un critically  until recently.

T h e  reason b eh in d  this svveeping and  erroneous statem ent vvas that, 
except for the münşeat collections or a fevv chronicles and  religious treati- 

ses, the m ain  b u lk  o f the O tto m an  T u rkish  prose-output vvas unknovvn to 
T a n zim a t m odem ists and  their im m ediate successors.

T h e  fact is that on ly  a sm all portion o f O tto m an  T u rkish  prose vvorks 

are vvritten in the artiflcial and flovvery inşâ style, the rest is either based 

on straightforvvard and  very readable collo qu ial T u rkish  or in a m odera- 
tely m ixedlan guage. T h e  printed copies o f  som e O tto m an  prose vvorks are 

m isleading as they have often been  touched up b y  the ıg th  century pro- 
of-readers trained in the chan cery  tradition.

T h e re  are tvvo reasons vvhy T a n zim a t vvriters heve been  considered as 
innovators in language:

1) In their tim e the ofllcial jarg o n  used in go vem m en t offıce had re
ached nevv extrem es vvhich caused strong protest even from  m an y adm i- 

nistrators them selves. T h e  m od em ist vvriters realized that they could  not 
use un in telligib le lan gu age vvhile addressing large audiences. C on seq u - 

ently they m ade (not alvvays succesfully) elforts to use a com paratively 
sim ple T u rkish . B ut com pared vvith m asterpieces o f classical T u rk ish  pro

se outside the inşâ their style sounds avvkvvard, halting or flat and  un-ins- 
piring, at tim es even artificial. N o n e o f them  achieved the natural and ge- 

nuienly po pu lar style o f  an A şıkpaşazade, or D ed e K o rk u t Stories, or o f a 
Peçevi, F ındıklılı S ilah dar M eh m ed  and  m an y others.
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2) T h e  second reason is that the T a n zim a t vvriters vvere im m ediately 
follovved b y vvriters o f  the Servet-i F ü n u n  school vvhich represent a lingu- 

istic reaction b y  their creation o f a  hopelessly artifıcial and  precious style.

In retrospect, the lan gu age o f the T a n zim a t vvriters appeared com pa- 

ratively close to po pu lar sp e e c h .1'

B ut the heart o f the m atter vvas not m erely to experim ent occasio- 

n ally vvith a sim pler vvritten language: the official jarg o n  used in govem - 
m ent oflices rem ained u n ch an ged , the lan gu age o f school text books and 

of m ost periodical and nevvspaper vvas far from  bein g based on colloquial 
T u rkish  and  no vvriter th ought o f ch an gin g thousands o f cliche expressi- 

ons borrovved from  the A rabic.

B ut it m ust also b e  adm itted  that a certain linguistic consciousness 

b egan  to em erge clearly am on g m ost vvriters o f this period. T h e  problem  

o f lan guage vvas kept alive ali through and every vvriter o f consequence 

jo in e d  in the discussion in on e vvay or another.

A part from  A h m ed  M id h at, the prolifıc po pu lar vvriter and jo u m a list 

vvho not only advocated the need for a sim pler T u rk ish  and defended his 

vievv against extrem e trad ition alists,12 b u t actually  used it in his m any 
vvorks and articles, three nam es stand out from  am on g those vvho elabora- 
ted on the argu m en t o f linguistic reform : A li Suavi, A h m ed  V efık  and 

Şem seddin  Sam i.

P articularly Şem seddin  Sam i, the d istinguished lexicographer, encyc- 

lopaedist, jo u m a list, translator vvho also vvrote plays and  novels, is the 
only vvriter vvho, as early as in 1880’s understood the true n ature o f the 

problem  and  put forvvard ideas and suggestions vvhich vvere b y  far m ore 
scholarly and m ore advanced than even those o f the lan guage reform ers 

o f the follovving ge n e ra tio n .13 H e explained in various articles and in the, 
novv fam ous, introduction  o f his T u rk ish  dictionary, that the vvord Türkçe 

(Turkish) vvhich vvas used generally to m ean “ the coarse speech o f illitera- 
te A n atolian  peasants” , vvas actually  the lan guage spoken b y a vvhole nati- 

on stretching from  the A d riatic  to the frontiers o f C h in a , that O ttom an  
vvas sim ply the n am e o f a dynasty like the H ab sbo u rgs and cou ld  not be

"  idem, “Ottom an and Turkish”, Essays on Islamic civilisation prtsenled to Niyazi Berkes, 
edit. Donald P. Little, Leiden 1976, pp. 118-139.

12 Ahm et M idhat, “Osm anlıca’nın ıslahı,” Doğarak, N o.ı (1871).

13 Şemseddin Sami, “Lisan-ı Türki ‘Osm anî’ ” , Hafta, No. 12 (1881), p. 177 fi.
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applied to a lan guage, that it vvas im possible to cali a  national lan guage 
an am algam  com posed o f three lan guages b u t spoken by no one, that it 

has been  a grave error for VVestem T u rk s not to have follovved the deve- 
lopm ent o f E astem  T u rkish  vvritten lan guage, and m ost im portant o f ali, 

that if  a  linguistic reform  vvas to b e considered, it vvas necessary to try to 
revive arch aic T u rk ish  vvords used in early literary vvorks and borrovv m a- 

terials from  other T u rk ish  vvords used in early literary vvorks and borrovv 
m aterials from  other T u rkish  dialects and  A n atolian  patois rather than 

from the A ra b ic  and Persian vvhich b elon ged to very difîerent linguistic 

p a tte m s.14

T h ese  ideas, incredibly  advanced for the tim e, vvere b ou n d  to b e iso- 
lated and rem ain ignored until after the revolution o f 1908 vvhich upset so 
m any established values.

M eh m ed  E m in ’s sensational poem s in the late 1890’s in colloquial 

T u rkish  and in the po pu lar syllabic m etre, did  not have an y follovving eit- 
her, for a difîerent reason: their author h ad  good intentions, but, unfortu- 

nately vvas a m ediocre poet, and failed to understand the spirit o f genuin e 
folk poetry vvhich he tried to adopt. In this respect, R ıza  T evfik ’s experi- 

m ents vvere m ore successful and  inspired yo u n g poets o f the pre-R epubli- 
can ge n e ra tio n s.15

In spite o f the existence o f conflicting currents on the problem  o f lan
guage and partial failures o f the partisans o f reform , the R eform  ideas vve
re obviously n earing a clim ax.

In the face o f strong pressures o f both the A ra b ic  and Persian lan gu a

ges, the T u rk ish  protest had started very early. From  the i4th  century 
m ystic poet A şık  Paşa, through ali the classical era up  to T a n zim a t and 

to the second C on stitution  o î 1908 a host o î vvriters and poets had conti- 

nued to com plain  bitterly a b ou t the neglect o î the T u rk ish  elem ent in O t

tom an vvorks and urged the use o f a m ore un derstan dable T u r k is h .16

B u t the fırst organized attem pt at a linguistic reform  vvith vvell defi- 

ned principles, vvas inaugurated , in 19 11 , by the yo u n g short story vvriter

14 idem, “İfade-i M eram ” (Preface) T o  Kamus-ı Türki, 1317-1319H ./1899-1901.

13 For M ehmed Emin see: Encyclopaedıa of İslam, New Edition, Leiden, s.v., (to be 
published in 1987) and for Riza Tevfik see: “ Bölükbashı” , op.cit., suppl., s.v.

16 Köprülüzade M ehmed Fuad (Fuad Köprülü), Milli Edebiyat Cereyanının ilk Mubejşır- 
leri ve Dıvan-ı Türkı-ı Basit, İstanbul 1928, passım.
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Ö m e r Seyfeddin  and  his friend A li C a n ib  in the Salon ika literary revievv 

Genç Kalemler (Y o u n g Pens).

T h e  extrem e partisans o f linguistic snobbism  in İstanbul, advocates o f 

a precious style in literatüre such as C en a b  Şehabeddin , H alid  Z iya, 
Süleym an N azif, A li E krem  and  others im m ediately  attacked and tried to 

kili the m ovem ent b y  r id ic u le .17

T h e y  m ight have easily succeded if  Z iy a  G ökalp , the em erg in g 'lea d er 

of cultural nationalism , had not soon jo in e d  the m ovem ent len din g it his 

prestige and his persuasive ability.

YVithin ten years this m ovem ent b ecam e very po pu lar am on g you n g 

vvriters and poets so m u ch  so that even som e of the celebrated  opponents 

o f the reform  b egan  to touch up  and republish their vvorks in this refor- 

m ed T u rkish  vvhich vvas called Yeni Lisan (Nevv L an guage).

H ere are the principles o f the reform ers as form ulated by Z iya  

G ökalp:

1) A ra b ic  and Persians gram m atical rules in O tto m an  T u rk ish  should 

be suppressed,

2) A ra b ic  and  Persian vvords for vvhich there are current T u rkish  

synonym s should not be used,

3) A ra b ic  and  Persian loan vvords vvhich are used in po pu lar speech 

should b e spelt and  pron oun ced  accordin g to T u rk ish  phonetics,

4) A rch aic  T u rk ish  vvords should not be revived,

5) N o vvords or suffixes should be borrovved from  other T u rk ish  dia-

lects,

6) Scientifıc term s and expressions for vvhich there are no T u rkish  

equivalents should  be coined from  the A ra b ic  (G ökalp  h im self coined se- 
veral sociological term s based on A ra b ic  vvhich rem ained in use for nearly 

tvvo decades).

It is clear that G ö k a lp ’s idea o f lan guage reform  vvas far from  being 

radical. It vvas lim ited in scope and fell b ehind  the com prehensive and far 
reaching reform  suggested by Şem seddin  Sam i vvho had a m uch sounder 

and vvider linguistic b ackgrou n d  than G ökalp .

17 For Ö m er Seyfeddin and “Yeni Lisan” Movement see: Tahir Alangu, Ömer Seyfed- 

din, Ülkücü bir Yazarın Romanı, İstanbul 1968.



ıoo6 FA H İR İZ

B ut in  spite o f  its shortcom ings, it m ust b e adm itted, that G ö k a lp ’s 

contribution  to lan guage reform  w as considerable. T h e  m ovem ent started 
b y Ö m e r  Seyfeddin  vvas follovved up  relentlessly b y  G ö k a lp  vvho, assisted 

b y  his enthusiastic colleagues in the U niversity, strongly influenced a ge- 
neration o f yo u n g poets and vvriters vvhose approach  to lan guage and  lite

ratüre b ecam e m u ch  m ore indigenous than that o f their pred ecessors.18

So that, vvhen G ök alp  died in 1924 m u ch  o f the dead vvord had been 
elim inated from  the literary lan gu age and a host o f poets, short story vvri

ters and  novelists b egan  to use a lan guage not very different from  collo- 

quial T u rkish , a fact vvhich m isleads novv m an y critics o f the lan guage re

form  m ovem ent o f the R ep u b lica n  era. A cco rd in g  to these, the goal had 

been achieved before the R ep u b lic , m akin g a further intervention unne- 

cessary and  that the lan gu age should  have been left to its “ norm al evolu- 
tion” .

Novv, an extensive research vvhich I carried out, in recent years, on 
the lan guage o f (a) non literary vvorks, (b) daily nevvspapers, (c) periodi- 

cals, (d) offical correspondence, (e) school text books o f Science and hu- 
m anities, o f the period im m ediately precedin g the A lp h ab et R eform  (a fo- 

rerunner o f the system atic lan guage R eform  m ovem ent), i.e. the years bet- 
w een 1924 and 1928, shovved b eyon d  any doubt, that the “ Nevv lan gu a g e” 

m ovem ent started in 1911 did not have any tangible effect on vvritten 
T u rkish  outside a section o f strictly literary vvorks. I said on ly  a section, 

because, even in literatüre, som e vvriters con tin ued  to ignore G ö k a lp ’s ins- 
tructions.

A  typical exam ple is Y a k u b  K a d ri’s vvell knovvn novel Hüküm Gecesi, 

published as late as 1927. T h e re  vve com e across hun dreds o f A rab ic  and 

Persian vvords and  expressions vvhich vvould be un thinkable to use novv in 
an y non-hum orous vvriting, such as: enaniyet, irtiaş, elyak, nâmer’i, istirkab, 

lâyetenahi, iştial, tesemmüm, kemal-i mutavaat, meham-ı umur, haysiyet-şiken, 
menfaat-naendiş, ete.

N eedless to say that in the nevv edition o f the novel ali these and  si- 
m ilar vvords have been replaced b y  their T u rkish  equivalents.

Z iy a  G ö k a lp ’s key principles o f Yaşayan Türkçe (living T u rkish ) and 

Türkçeleşmiş Türkçedir (vvhat has b ecom e T u rk ish  is T u rkish ) did n ot help

18 For a survey of Ziya G ökalp’s ideas on language see: Uriel Heyd, “ Foundations of 
Turkish Nationalism", The Life and Teachings of £ıya Gökalp, London 1951, p. 115 (I.
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m uch to turkify school books, nevvspaper, or the oflicial lan guage. B ecau- 
se it was im possible to dravv the line o f the so called  “ living T u rk ish ” 

w hich chan ged  accordin g to the educational and cultural b ackgroun d of 

the speaker.

T h o u san d s o f vvords such as tensikat, hafriyat, teslimat, me’kûlat, mahru
kat, melbusat, matbuat, müraselat, or müteammid, müteannid, mütebâid, müteba- 

riz, mütebellir, mütecasir, mütecelli, mütecessim, mütecennin, mütedair, mütedavil, 
mütehhil, müteenni or expressions such as zaviye-i kaime, deveran-ı dem, 

cümle-i asabiye, amûd-ı fikari, miyah-ı cariye, silsıle-i cibal, Bahr-i M uhit-i Atla- 
si, Bahr-ı M uhit-i Müncemid-i Şimali, Cezayir-i Bahr-i Sefid, Cezayir-i Isnâ 

Aşer, Düvel-i Muazzama, Hilal-i Ahmer, Himaye-ı Eftal, Kurun-ı Ulâ, tedrisat-ı 
taliye, mesarifat-ı gayn melhuze, ete., ete. vvhich vvere part o f the “ living T u rk 

ish” in the late 1920’s (m y generation rem em bers them  vvell from  their 

school days), consequently  part and parcel o f Standard vvritten T u rkish  

are lon g dead and buried  for you n ger generations.

N o individual vvriter or com m ittee could  have achieved a system atic 

turkifıcation of the term inology o f ali the fields o f knovvledge, o f the ofllci- 
al style o f go vem m en t departm ents, the lan guage o f daily  papers and par- 

ticularly o f school text books.

T h is  is vvhat vvas achieved in one decade, after the foundation o f the 

T u rkish  L in guistic  Society in 1932, by A ta tü r k .19

H ere are the m ain principles o f the R ep u b lican  phase o f the lan guage 

reform  u n der the personal gu id an ce o f A tatürk:

1) A li the problem s o f the T u rk ish  lan guage should be taken into 

consideration as a vvhole,

2) O ld  T u rk ish  (archaic) vvords used in early O tto m an  T u rk ish  vvorks 

and later replaced b y A ra b ic  and  Persian loan  vvords should  b e system ati- 

cally collected and  published,

3) T u rkish  vvords used locally  b y  the people ali över T u rk e y  vvhich 
are not knovvn in Standard vvritten T u rk ish  should also b e collected  and 

published,

19 For an extensive discussion of vievvs opposed to language Reform see: Fahir İz, 
“Cum huriyet Devrinde Türk Yazı Dilinin Gelişmesi", M  ant Gökberk Armağanı, Ankara 1983, 
pp. 173-189.
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4) Nevv vvords should  b e created from  T u rkish  roots, using T u rkish  

suf(ixes, for concepts for vvhich there ore no equivalents in old or m o d em  
T u rkish ,

5) Scientifıc term inology should be based on T u rkish . If  necessary 
nevv vvords should b e created from  T u rkish  roots,

6) T h e  result o f this research should be put at the disposal o f vvrit
ers, authors, teachers and  the general pub lic.

T h ese  aim s have been on the vvhole attained.

T h e  b alan ce o f the achievem ents o f the R ep u b lican  phase o f the lan 

gu age reform  m ovem ent d u rin g its 50 years o f existence, its contributions 
and its over-critized shortcom ings and errors is defınitely in favour o f the 

developm ent o f Standard VVritten T u r k is h 20.

A lrea d y  by the end o f the 1940’s, only a decade after the death o f 

the G reat R eform er, a vvhole generation o f yo u n g vvriters, had m ade the 

goals o f  the R eform  their ovvn and  had taken över the m ovem ent alm ost 
com pletely.

T h e  m ajority  o f neologism s are bein g put fonvard novv b y  these vvri
ters and  their yo u n ger successors and  the L in guistic  Society ’s contribution  

does n ot go beyond advice and recom m en dation , except in the case o f 
scientific and  technical terms.

T u rk ish  lan guage R eform  vvhich vvas d orm an t in the 1920’s vvas given 
a great im petus b y  the organizin g hands o f A tatü rk  vvho m ou ld ed  it into 

a system atic m ovem ent en com passing ali aspects o f T u rk ish  literary and 

cultural life.

20 For a general survey of various phases of the Turkish language reform movement, 
see: Agâh Sırrı Levend, Türk Dilinde Gelişme ve Sadeleşme Evreleri, 3rd edition, Ankara 1972, 
and Uriel Heyd, Language Reform in Modem Turkey, Jerusalem 1954.


