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ABSTRACT
Mehmed Fuad Köprülü has been praised as the most influential Turkish historian 
of the 20th century. His work was also deeply entangled in the process of Turkish 
nation-building, to which it contributed by providing a narrative of the longevity 
of Turkish culture. Contextualising and discussing Köprülü’s ambivalent stance 
toward the Turkish History Thesis, this article sheds light on some underexposed 
aspects concerning the relationship between his scholarship and his nationalism. 
While the dominant view on Köprülü’s historiography depicts him as either 
distant to the racist tenets of the Turkish History Thesis or understands his 
wavering with regard to racialism as opportunism, a closer look reveals that 
Köprülü’s historical work has in fact, from the beginning, shown hints of a latent 
essentialism with regard to Turkish ethnicity and race that sits awkwardly with 
his otherwise rigid, almost positivist methodology. It is suggested that this ought 
to be understood as closely connected to his nationalism, which constituted an 
important subtext to his scholarship.
Keywords: Mehmed Fuad Köprülü, historiography, Turkey, history and politics, 
Turkish History Thesis, Kemalism, nation-building, Turkism

MEHMED FUAD KÖPRÜLÜ VE TÜRK TARİH TEZİ

ÖZ
Mehmed Fuad Köprülü 20. yüzyılın en etkili Türk tarihçisi olarak 
değerlendirilmektedir. Çalışmalarındaki Türk kültürünün devamlılığına dair 
anlatımı Türk milliyetçiliğinin inşaa sürecine önemli bir katkıda bulunmuştur. 
Bu makale, Köprülü’nün Türk Tarih Tezi’ne karşı çelişkili duruşunun 
kavramsallaştırılması ve tartışılması ile kendisinin bilimselliği ve milliyetçiliği 
arasındaki ilişkiye odaklanarak, bu ilişkinin karanlıkta kalmış bazı açılarına ışık 
tutmayı amaçlamaktadır. Köprülü’nün tarih yazıcılığı hakkındaki egemen olan 
görüş onu ya Türk Tarih Tezi’ndeki ırkçı eğilimlere mesafeli olarak tarif eder ya 
da kendisinin ırk konusundaki tereddütlü yaklaşımının belirsizliğini oportünizm 
olarak görür. Daha yakından bir bakış Köprülü’nün tarih çalışmasında Türk 
etnisite ve ırkına dair başından beri görülen örtülü özcü izler kendisinin gayet 
katı ve neredeyse pozitivist metodolojisiyle çeliştiğini gösteriyor. Milli ideali 
benimsemesinden kaynaklanan bu çelişkili yan, Köprülü’nün bilim anlayışına 
dair önemli bir alt metin olarak görülmeli.
Anahtar Kelimeler: Mehmed Fuad Köprülü, tarihyazımı, Türkiye, tarih ve 
siyaset, Türk Tarih Tezi, Kemalism, ulus inşası, Türkçülük
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I have always repeated that if we, based on the scientific mindset of today, 
succeed in objectively bringing to the fore the great role played by the Turkish 
nation in world history, it is certain that the global scientific community will 
easily accept this, and it is entirely clear that, on top of this, it will be the greatest 
service to the Turkish nation. (Köprülü 1940: XXXIX)

It is well known that the Turkish nation, which has an ancient past, has always 
influenced the process of world history. (Turkish Historical Society 2014, quoted 
in Sönmez 2015: 52)

Mehmed Fuad Köprülü has been praised as the most internationally influential 
Turkish historian of the 20th century (Leiser 1992: XI). His work was also deeply 
entangled in the process of Turkish nation-building, to which it contributed by providing 
a narrative of the longevity of Turkish culture (Dressler 2013). Contextualising and 
discussing Köprülü’s ambivalent stance toward the Turkish History Thesis, this article 
aims to shed light on some underexposed aspects concerning the relationship between 
his scholarship and his nationalism.

I. The Turkish History Thesis
Expressing the desire to establish a national history and identity, Outlines of 

Turkish History can be considered the manifesto of the Turkish History Thesis (hereafter 
THT).1 According to this text, the Turks belong to the Aryan race; in prehistoric times, 
they began to migrate from Central Asia to other parts of the world, in the course of 
which migration they contributed to the formation of various civilisations in Europe, 
North Africa, and Asia. Focusing on prehistoric and ancient times, the THT combined 
the Turanian idea of an original homeland of the Turks in Central Asia with claims 
for Anatolian land and culture as the basis of a national identity. This was achieved 
by claiming that the civilisational reach of the ancient Turks had extended to Anatolia 
already since prehistoric times: the Sumerians and the Hittites would have belonged to 
the Turkish civilisation; Turkish presence in Anatolia hence preceded that of the Greeks 
and Armenians, who also claimed Anatolia as their fatherland.2 This move allowed the 
THT to establish a national Turkish identity with reference to two homelands: Turan 
and Anatolia (Tachau 1963: 176; Copeaux 1997: 50f.). 

Köprülü’s appreciation of the THT was limited. In December 1930, when 
Mustafa Kemal, on a visit to the Darülfünun, raised the subject of the THT and asked 
Köprülü whether he could talk about the Hittites, Aegean civilisation, and the ancestors. 
Köprülü refused to do so, explaining that he was working on Turkish language and 
literature (Dölen 2010, 103). During that visit, as Niyazi Berkes, who was studying at 
the Darülfünun at the time, recounts, Mustafa Kemal brought together several professors 
for a discussion, including Köprülü and Yusuf Ziya [Özer]. The latter two had been 

1 “Türk Tarihinin Ana Hatları,” Ed. Mehmet Tevfik, Samih Rıfat, Yusuf Akçura, Sadri Maksudi et al., Istanbul, 
1930. The book was considered a draft, of which fewer than 200 copies were printed, and which was not 
made publicly available. In 1931, a much shorter and revised version was printed with 30,000 copies for broad 
distribution (Türk Tarihinin Ana Hatları. Methal Kısmı, İstanbul: Devlet Matbaası) (Ersanlı 2002: 124f.). 
2 Emphasis on Anatolia as the fatherland had already been propagated in the short-lived and politically 
not very influential Anadoluculuk (“Anatolianism”) movement, which, centred on the journal Anadolu 
Mecmuası (1924-5), had envisaged the identity of the new nation to be connected with Anatolian territory 
and its people (cf. Tachau 1963: 167-170). 
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engaged in a fierce public discussion regarding Turkish history in 1927 and 1928. Yusuf 
Ziya had by then already advanced theories about the Turkish origins of great ancient 
civilisations (especially of the Greeks) in a manner foreshadowing the THT. Köprülü’s 
public criticism of Ziya’s theories was relentless and he rather cynically rejected Ziya’s 
theses (Park 1975: 229-234). According to Berkes, Köprülü kept silent throughout the 
entire discussion presided by Mustafa Kemal (Dölen 2010: 106).

It was no secret that Köprülü had reservations about the THT. However, what 
was the nature of his reservations? At the First Turkish History Congress in 1932, 
which played an important role in the public legitimisation and promulgation of the 
THT, Köprülü raised methodological objections against what he considered empirically 
untenable claims. However, after his critique was harshly rebuked, he felt pressured to 
make more reconciliatory comments (Asılsoy 2008: 83). He reiterated his reservations, 
though more carefully, at the Second Turkish History Congress in 1937 (Ersanlı 2003: 
154-160 and 223-225; cf. Park 1975: 235-237). At that time, the racist theories that 
had become prominent all over Europe had a strong influence on Turkish nationalist 
discourse (Aydın 2001; cf. Copeaux 1997: 52-54; Guttstadt 2008: 97-99). With the turn 
to a racial frame of reference for the discussion of Turkish origins, the insistence that 
Turks belonged to the “white” and not the “yellow” races became an important marker 
of the purity of Turkish nationhood. Trying to prove that the Turkish race was “white” 
and distinct from the Mongols, prominent anthropologists like Şevket Aziz Kansu and 
Atatürk’s adopted daughter Afet İnan, as well as historians such as Şemseddin Günaltay 
and Hasan Reşit Tankut, following Western conceptions of race, categorically rejected 
ideas that associated the Turks with “lower” races (Aydın 2001: 360-362).

II. Racial and Cultural Essentialism in Köprülü’s Work
While the dominant view of Köprülü’s historiography portrays him as either 

distant from the racist tenets of the thesis or understands his wavering as opportunism, 
a closer look reveals that Köprülü’s historical work has in fact, from the beginning, 
shown hints of a latent essentialism with regard to Turkish ethnicity and race that sits 
awkwardly with his otherwise rigid, almost positivist methodology. 

In Origins of the Ottoman Empire, published originally in French in 1935, 
Köprülü argued that the Ottoman lineage was directly connected to the Oghuz tribe 
of the Kayı, not to be confused with the Kay, who were Turkified Mongols (Ersanlı 
2002: 132). Given the historical constellation and the alleged pressure exerted on 
Köprülü at the zenith of the THT, it is not surprising that Büşra Ersanlı interpreted 
Köprülü’s defence of an Ottoman Turkishness undiluted by mixture with the Mongols 
as a concession to the reigning discourse (Ersanlı 2002: 133). A closer look, however, 
reveals that Köprülü’s own reasoning had already in earlier years been close to ideas 
resembling those of the THT. 

At the very beginning of his career as a historian, in Methods in the History 
of Turkish Literature, Köprülü had already put “racial origins” at the top of a list, 
which further included geographic, political, sociological, economic, cultural, and 
religious factors that a historian needed to take into consideration when attempting 
to reconstruct past life-worlds (Köprülü 1999: 7). In the early 1920s, Köprülü had 
denounced theories that placed the Turks into the camp of the “yellow races”. In 
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History of Turkey, which sketched the history of the Turks from ancient times until 
their arrival in Anatolia in the wake of the Seljuk conquest, he is critical of racial 
theories, but does not totally abandon them. Thus, he maintained that the Turkmens 
kept the racial Turkish traits in their purest form; those Turks who appear to be yellow 
today either mixed strongly with the Mongols or are Mongols who, over time, took on 
Turkish culture and language (Köprülü 1923: 5-7). History of Turkey thus categorises 
different people according to racial schemes. Beyond the notion of racial purity, this 
text, which was written for a broad, non-academic audience, already foreshadows the 
THT’s speculative appraisal of ancient Turkish civilisation: 

[F]rom China and Siberia to India, inner Europe, North Africa, Yemen, and 
Basra there is hardly any place where the Turkish flag has not been raised, 
where Turkish blood has not flowed. The histories of the Slavs, Germans, Latins, 
Iranians, Chinese, Indians, and Arabs are more or less from their beginnings full 
of Turkish heroism. From this perspective we can say that unless the examination 
of Turkish history moves forward many points of world history will remain in 
darkness (Köprülü 1923: 4f.).

History of Turkey was so enthusiastically received by Mustafa Kemal that he wrote 
Köprülü a handwritten letter in which he praised his work as accomplishing “most precious 
services towards the fulfilment of the nation and Republic” (as quoted in Kocatürk 1988: 
404). Later, Mustafa Kemal incorporated parts of the text into new history books written 
in the first years of the republic (İnalcık 1968: 292; Akün 2002: 483). 

Other texts by Köprülü from the early 1920s confirm that he did not keep aloof 
from exuberant Turkist exaggerations in his historicisations of the Turkish nation. In 
History of Turkish Literature, he had already emphasised that the Turkish contribution 
to the formation of the Islamic civilisation exceeded even Persian and Arabic influences 
(Köprülü 1980[1920/21]: 97f.). 

Halil Berktay has rightly emphasised that Köprülü never went so far as to 
support the THT’s view of the Turkish civilisation as the mother of other ancient 
civilisations. However, his assertion that Köprülü never tried to read Turkishness into 
non-Turkish cultures needs to be questioned (Berktay 1983: 66f.). Both in Origins 
of the Ottoman Empire, and in The Problems of the Ethnic Origins of the Ottoman 
Empire,3 Köprülü stressed the “homogeneous ethnic origins of the Ottomans” (Ersanlı 
2002: 132). Ersanlı argued that, with regard to his focus on the Turkish origins of the 
Ottomans, Köprülü’s work fitted well with the opinions of those early Republican 
elites who were, in their quest for “national purity”, troubled by reminders of the multi-
ethnic character of the Ottoman Empire (Ersanlı 2002: 153). Seen from this angle, 
Köprülü’s emphasis on the Ottomans’ descent from the Oghuz Kayı contributed to a 
relegation of ethnically homogeneous Turkishness to pre-Ottoman Seljuk and Central 
Asian pasts: “to make the ancient Turks of Central Asia usable ‘ancestors’ for modern 
Turks, it was necessary to endow them with a homogeneous identity they never in fact 
possessed. Thus, for instance, the Mongol connections of certain Turkic tribes had to 
be downplayed as much as possible” (Ersanlı 2002: 153f.; cf. Kafadar 1995: 40f.).4 

3 Osmanlı İmparatorluğunun Etnik Menşei Mes’eleleri (1943).
4 Köprülü’s mentor, Ziya Gökalp, had also underlined the importance of the Kayı tribe as the core element 
of the Ottoman Turks (Tansel 1989: XXVf.).
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Certain texts by Köprülü in the 1930s picked up ethno-racialist themes 
reminiscent of the THT. This may have been out of political opportunism, subtly 
influenced by the racialist layers of the period’s nationalist discourse, sympathy 
to some of its tenets - or even a combination of these factors. Parts of his 1935 
encyclopaedic entry Abdal resort to somewhat obscure arguments in the attempt to 
identify Turkishness - arguments largely absent in earlier and later parts of his work. 
In his discussion of tribes with the name Abdal in Afghanistan, he follows the theory 
that the name derives from Eftalit (Hephthalites) and argues that the Afghan Abdals 
are remnants of the supposedly Turkish founders of the Hephthalite Kingdom.5 They 
gradually lost their Turkish language and adopted Pashtu language and culture – a 
process that Köprülü then compares to the ways in which Turkish tribes of Anatolia 
and Iran lost their language and assimilated into Kurdish culture with only Turkish 
tribal names remaining as references to their Turkish origins (Köprülü 1935: 49-55). In 
the same text, he also argues that what marks as Turkish those tribes of Anatolia, Iran, 
Afghanistan, and China who carry variations of ‘Abdal’ in their names is not a shared 
stock of language, education, and traditions - in short, culture – but shared ethnic or 
racial origins. In a later article, we find a similar argument with regard to the Avşar 
tribe, namely that its origins and essence are Turkish irrespective of some elements of 
it having been Kurdified over time (Köprülü 2006: 30). 

In trying to explain Köprülü’s cultural and, on occasion, also racial essentialism, 
we may assume that his major scientific-cum-political goal, namely to reconstruct 
the continuity of national Turkish culture, almost inevitably made Köprülü favour 
interpretations of historical data that appeared to support his theory. I suggest that the 
fact that cultural and racial traits were not always clearly distinguished in Köprülü’s 
constructions of Turkish continuity should be interpreted as a reflection of the 
nationalist ideal, which he cherished, and which constituted an important subtext to 
his scholarship. Later, he would develop a limited self-criticism with regard to the 
earlier nationalist “exaggerations” of his work as a young scholar (see Köprülü 1940; 
Dressler 2016).

III. Methodological Concerns
One concern Köprülü had with the THT was with its attempt to minimise the 

Islamic and Ottoman elements of Turkish history. Marginalising the role of Ottoman 
history, the THT also targeted the role of Islam, which was accused of having been, 
besides the negatively connoted cosmopolitanism and racial mixing in the Ottoman 
period, a major reason for the perceived decay of the empire (Ersanlı 2002: 137f. 
and 144-146). For Köprülü, this view was not tenable. In his textbook from 1928 
on “National History”, written for the fourth grade of elementary schools, the part 
dedicated to the Ottomans exceeds by far those parts dedicated to the “ancient Turks”, 
the Seljuks, and the general overview provided of Islamic history. Köprülü therein 
explains that Ottoman history needed to be integrated into a broader Turkish-Islamic 

5 The Hephthalite kingdom (5th to 6th centuries) was located in Central Asia. There are several competing 
theories about the language and ethnic origins of the Hephthalites. Non-Turkish scholarship tends to refrain 
from mono-ethnic explanations and points to diverse ethnic and cultural influences, predominantly Persian 
and Turkish (see Tremblay 2001: 183-188).
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history (Köprülü 1928).6 Even at the zenith of the THT, he continued to write about 
the Ottoman Empire within the framework of Turkish-Islamic culture. Origins of the 
Ottoman Empire was his major contribution to this debate. Therein he argued that 
the means needed for the creation of the Ottoman Empire - civil, military, and legal – 
could, with minor exceptions, already be found in previous Turkish societies. Köprülü 
thus belonged to a group of scholars that defended the legacy of the Ottoman Empire 
as part of a broader Islamic civilisation with a strong Turkish element – a position that 
was, as Ersanlı and others have argued, at odds with a Kemalist revisionist agenda, 
which saw the Ottoman period as merely an aberration of the national Turkish path, or 
even as outside of Turkish history altogether.7 

Finally, Köprülü’s major objection to the THT was probably less about rejecting 
ethnic or even racial conceptualisations of Turkishness and more about the place of the 
Ottomans in the history of the Turks, and about method. Ersanlı emphasises that Köprülü 
was unwilling to fully adjust his methodologically careful and complex interpretations 
of Turkish history to the politically driven perspective of the THT (Ersanlı 2003: 156-
159). He remained sensitive to the difference between historical hypotheses in need of 
further research in order to be substantiated, and solid historical claims which ought 
to be made only after such substantiation. His academic work provided Köprülü with 
a subtle means of resistance to certain aspects of the THT. In opposition to the new 
paradigm, he continued to research economic, religious, cultural, and legal dimensions 
of Ottoman history within broader historical frameworks and always took into account 
aspects of continuity with elements of pre-Ottoman Turkish history. Köprülü’s 
major resistance was directed against the idea that the Ottomans were not Turkish. 
Claiming pure Oghuz origins of the Ottomans, he followed the racialist reasoning of 
the THT while concomitantly subverting its aim to distance the Ottomans from the 
Turks. Throughout his career, he would continue to argue that Ottoman history was an 
integral part of Turkish history. Paradigmatically, he concluded Origins of the Ottoman 
Empire with the sentence: “This state [the Ottoman Empire] was not a new organism, 
or a new ethnic and political formation…; contrariwise…it was a new synthesis, a new 
historical composition born of the political and social maturation of Anatolian Turkism 
between the 13th and 14th century” (Köprülü 1991: 110).

For Köprülü, the consequences of his subtle criticism of the Turkish History 
Thesis were relatively limited. In 1931, he lost his position as dean of the Darülfünun’s 
School of Literature, and was demoted to a fifth rank within the salary system - 
formally because he lacked an academic degree, but it is rather obvious that the major 
reasons were political. Soon, however, he adopted a more opportunistic stance that 
probably saved his career. While some of the more vocal critics of the Turkish History 
Thesis were forced into exile, by 1933 Köprülü had already been reinstated with 

6 Köprülü was not the only textbook author who, in the early years of the republic, still paid the Ottoman 
past the most attention in his treatment of Turkish history. The major historian colleague of Köprülü who also 
tried to unite Turkish and Ottoman history was Ahmed Refik (1831-1937) (Boyar 2007: 18); the “History 
of Turkey” (Türkiye Tarihi) by Hamid and Muhsin, published in 1924, reprinted in Latin script in 1930, was 
also still centred on Ottoman history (Ersanlı 2002: 124).
7 Erdem Sönmez (2015) has recently questioned the extent to which this claim is true and whether the 
Islamic-Ottoman perspective in historiography was really a reason for such harsh discrimination by the 
Kemalist state.



251

his former rank of professor and dean (Akün 2002: 478; Tansel 1966: 625). Others 
were less lucky. A prominent example is the case of Ahmet Refik, who was gradually 
demoted between 1927, when he was made to resign from his position as chair of the 
Society for Turkish Historical Research, and 1933, when his teaching position at the 
Darülfünun was terminated in the context of the closure of the Darülfünun and its 
reopening as Istanbul University.8 In the early 1930s, more than a hundred professors 
(roughly two-thirds of the teaching staff of the Darülfünun) lost their tenure (Zürcher 
2004: 181). This was often presented as a restructuring of the university as part of the 
modernisation and rationalisation of the state, but needs to also be interpreted within 
the broader political streamlining of the public sphere in this high phase of Kemalist 
nation-building (Ersanlı 2002: 128). A particular criticism against the scholarly 
establishment of the Darülfünun was - an argument spearheaded by the national-leftist 
journal Kadro - that it would not have been able to create the new kind of intellectual 
needed for the formulation of a revolutionist national history. As then Minister of 
Education Reşit Galip explained, the new understanding of history was opposed to the 
“Ottoman History Thesis” and focused on the Turkish nation instead; this would need 
to take roots in the new university (Boyar 2007: 24 and 155f.). 

His continuing loyalty to Ottoman heritage as an important part of Turkish 
history clearly distinguished Köprülü from many of his co-nationalists. This loyalty 
showed itself both in his scholarship and in his nationalism which, to a certain extent, 
held its own against the pressure of anti-Ottoman formulations of nationhood. 

IV. Nationalism, Chauvinism, and Historiography
Köprülü’s nationalism was mostly a cultural and historical nationalism and 

not of the chauvinist kind into which early republican Turkish nationalism drifted. 
With the exception of the period of the Balkan Wars, when he wrote in the popular 
press emphatically about honour and revenge, full of a youthful wrath that demanded 
a response in the face of Turkish suffering (Dressler 2013: 156f.), Köprülü was mostly 
more cautious on issues where extreme nationalists turned to chauvinist language. On 
the other hand, however, it has to be noted that Köprülü, while he philosophically 
rejected the Social Darwinist world view, hardly raised his voice against the most 
brutal politics of demographic and social engineering of the late Ottoman and early 
Republican states, such as the deportations and massacres of the Armenians and other 
Christians in 1915-16, and the massacring of large parts of the Kızılbaş-Alevi Kurds 
of the Dersim region in 1937-38. Köprülü was Foreign Minister during the pogrom of 
September 6-7 in 1955, when anti-Christian riots in Istanbul led to dozens of deaths, 
and the destruction and looting of mainly Greek-Orthodox Christian, but also Jewish 
and Armenian property in Istanbul. He later denied any knowledge or responsibility 
for the pogrom, and condemned it sharply after his break with the DP a few years later 
(Baban 1970: 352).

In contrast to the racialist nationalism of Turkist activists like Yusuf Akçura, 
which became politically dominant in the 1930s, for Fuad Köprülü, in agreement 

8 Sönmez has, however, questioned whether Ahmet Refik was in fact penalised for his academic work 
and suggests that continuing political disloyalty to the nationalist project was a more pressing reason for his 
dismissal (Sönmez 2015: 64f.). 
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with his early mentor Ziya Gökalp, nationality was something that people acquired 
primarily through socialisation, based on shared language, customs, and ideals. For the 
most part, they rejected notions of race as being meaningful for the study of national 
history, or for the formulation of a national project. Still, as I have tried to show, 
not everywhere in Köprülü’s writings are the boundaries between lingual/cultural and 
racial identity conceptions that clear and unequivocal. But this is hardly surprising 
given that he was part of the ambiguous process of figuring out how to provide the 
newly discovered Turkish nation with a sense of self that was neither too narrow (so 
as to exclude the many non-turcophone Muslims, which were to be integrated into the 
national Turkish culture), nor neglectful of the longing for more essentialist answers 
to its most pressing question: the articulation of a historical Turkish subject. For the 
young Köprülü, the study of Turkish national culture and the imperative of forming a 
national consciousness went hand in hand. The task that Köprülü and other nationalist 
intellectuals of the period were facing was not made easier by their ambition to validate 
and legitimate their nationalist ideas scientifically.
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