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Abstract: In this article we discuss the pitfalls and benefits of conceptual history as an approach
to Ottoman studies. While Ottoman studies is blossoming and using a wider set of tools to study
the Ottoman past, Ottoman intellectual history is still resigned to a life-and-works approach. This
absence of synthesizing attempts has left intellectual history in the margins. In addition to the
lack of new, theoretically sophisticated accounts of how Ottoman intellectual and political
changes were intertwined, the old Orientalist works still hold canonical status in the field.
Drawing upon recent developments in social and political history, conceptual history may be a
good way of doing self-reflective longue durée intellectual history. Ottoman conceptual history
may also offer non-specialists more sophisticated bases for comparison with non-Ottoman cases.
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Why Do Ottoman Conceptual History? Introducing a Field

In this article we argue for using conceptual history to re-evaluate Ottoman intellectual history
and its relationship with social and political history. We discuss the various benefits and pitfalls
of appropriating a method developed for studying national European languages, evaluate the
linguistic turn work that has been done within Ottoman studies, and conclude by proposing a
research program that investigates the broad changes in Ottoman political and rhetorical
tradition. While the main argument concerns the benefits to the field of Ottoman history,

Ottoman political language, with its complex relations with Persian, Arabic, Greek, and French,



is also an apt testing ground for some of the more advanced methods that have been proposed by
conceptual historians.! Ideally, using conceptual historical approaches in Ottoman studies should
acknowledge the multilingual situation of the Ottoman Empire and that Ottoman studies does not
equal studying the Ottoman language. Further afield, conceptual history methods are
increasingly used by scholars working with non-European textual traditions, and Ottoman studies
should take advantage of its promises.?

Since the fall of the Ottoman Empire, there have never been as many scholars as there are
today working on Ottoman history, culture, and language, and using a wide range of
methodological approaches. With increasing maturity, differentiation, and specialization comes
an attendant risk of fragmentation.® Ehud Toledano has argued that Ottoman studies is now so
diversified that “it is impossible to do justice to what has become a huge and rapidly growing
body of knowledge” by the use of a single label.* This may be so, but this increased diversity
needs to be accompanied by conversations between various subfields. Using conceptual history
would allow greater communication between various disciplines that increasingly take up
Ottoman history as a topic such as political science, international relations, sociology, and
anthropology but it would also require bringing together different subfields of history that have
grown substantially in the past couple of decades.

Regardless of a scholar’s purpose for reading Ottoman material, they need to make sense
of it by understanding Ottoman concepts in the culturally specific context of the production of
this material. Unless we understand the continuities of conceptual use in the Ottoman tradition,
we understand very little of what is going on. Despite this obvious fact, very little has been done
to trace the historical transformation of Ottoman as a political language. Work that is generally

considered antiquated therefore still stands canonical on the topic.®



Concepts are at once tools that we use to move the social world, to interact with others,
and the means by which we categorize and perceive the world. We, as humans, use concepts to
make meaning and to structure social reality. When speaking about concepts, Kenneth Pike’s
distinction between emic (insider) and etic (outsider) accounts can be useful.® An emic set of
concepts are the concepts used by cultural and linguistic insiders and are those found in primary
sources. An etic set of concepts are the analytical concepts used in scholarship. In conceptual
history tradition, attention is devoted to analyzing an emic set of concepts; meaning as it is made
in the sources. We here argue that a move away from using an etic set of concepts—
Westernization, modernization, secularization—that have typically been used to structure
accounts of Ottoman history, to those concepts that Ottomans themselves used to argue their
positions and make sense of their world. Such an approach is inherently anti-Orientalist in its
sensibility to indigenous meaning and its highlighting of non-European agency. Such a move
may, in turn, lead us to revisit our analytical/etic categories and have a better framework with
which to approach Ottoman history and face the challenges of de-Orientalization and
provincialization.’

Struggling over the legitimate interpretation and use of concepts is also a struggle over
the political legitimacy of various groups and positions and often over how to organize social
and political relations. Focusing on concepts allows us to integrate political and intellectual
history. By perceiving, moving, and structuring social relations by use of concepts, Ottomans
made their society and their state. When we describe, analyze, or simply narrate this history in
either modern Turkish or in a European language, we do so in a way that can never correspond
exactly to the meaning made in the original context. Since meaning changes over time, this is of

course never possible in any language, but with the conceptual fracture between Ottoman and



Turkish, and the semantic incompatibility between Ottoman and English, we are bound to re-
interpret to a great extent.

It should be noted, however, that semantic incompatibility does not mean
incommensurability; context-specificity and emphasis on language does not mean essentialist
methodology. The semantic divide between the conceptual schemes of Ottoman and English, or
any other European language, does not preclude the possibility of translation.® On the contrary,
as recent developments in Ottoman historiography have demonstrated, the Ottoman Empire
shared many problems in administration, military organization, taxation, social control, and
overall state formation with other early modern Eurasian polities.® While the way Ottomans
conceptualized these problems were indigenous and used specifically Ottoman discourses, these
concepts are still translatable.'® When we factor in the shared Greek intellectual heritage between
Europeans and Ottomans, these may be much more commensurable traditions than most
Orientalists have assumed. The challenge, then, is recognizing the uniqueness and particularities
of Ottoman concepts while at the same time acknowledging that Ottomans and Europeans shared
a common world. Conceptual history can be a very good way of tackling such challenges by
paying due attention to nuances in interpretation between different languages and making the
readers aware of this reinterpretation either by historical actors or modern scholars. As increased
human mobility and contact between cultures have produced a higher degree of conceptual
entanglements, conceptual history allows us to speak about interaction across linguistic and
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cultural boundaries without reverting to “import,” “transfer,” or “imitation.”** It is, in a way, an
endeavor that allows us to revisit some of the intellectual projects that fell into disrepute after the
publication of Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) and reintroduce the agency of the non-Western

actors in making their own meaning.?



The Challenges of Studying Ottoman Turkish

It is not only notoriously difficult to define Ottoman Turkish due to its variation in time and
across genres, but attempting such definitions has long been politically motivated. Ottoman has
been claimed to be intrinsically linked with “a worldly, belletristic tradition . . . embracing what
the Turks ultimately came to refer to as both edeb, ‘good breeding,’ and edebiyat, ‘literature.””*®
German Turkologist Johann Strauss has emphasized the fact that most languages in the Ottoman
Empire—Greek, Armenian, Arabic, and various Slavic languages—had a high register and a low
register: one that was used in written texts (and often also used in religious rituals) and a spoken
vernacular used in everyday affairs.** In its most basic definition, Ottoman Turkish was Turkish
written in a variation of Arabic script with a considerable number of Arabic and Persian words,
and with regard to certain specific topics and fields, Greek and Italian words.* Besides the fact
that many texts were still produced exclusively in Arabic (legal tradition) or Persian (philosophy
and poetry), depending on the genre and period, an Ottoman text could include so many Arabic
and Persian words as to be unrecognizable as Turkish beyond syntax or be so simple as to be
read and understood by a modern reader.

The Ottoman Empire was segmented, not only between different peripheries and different
linguistic groups, but between different religious orders and people pursuing different careers.
This opens the question of whether we may speak of one Ottoman tradition or several entangled
Ottoman traditions. We are merely going to point out the possibility of at least three different
textual traditions that can be subsumed under a broader heading of “Ottoman.” These are the
bureaucratic tradition carried on by the members of the scribal service, the mystical tradition

represented by the members of Sufi orders, and the legal tradition that was upheld by the jurists



and the ulema.® These traditions were made up of different texts, used different vocabularies and
different stylistic conventions. They were not always entirely distinct, but merged, reinforced,
and challenged one another. They were also tied to different knowledge fields and different
careers. There were prestige hierarchies within and between them that were themselves subject to
change following the broad structural shifts in the Empire. Among the three, the scribal tradition
was the most fluid, drawing on both legal and mystical traditions, as well as Aristotelian ethics
(as it was passed down via medieval Persian classics) to legitimize policy changes and absorbing
various challenges to the legitimacy of the Ottoman state by updating the vocabulary of the
center.

Although the sultan was formally speaking not “accountable” in a modern sense, both the
sultan and his viziers needed to legitimize their actions and positions vis-a-vis an audience.!’
These audiences were varied, both in time and across space. Like any empire, the Ottomans ruled
by dividing their subjects and keeping them apart. This implied that they also had to legitimize
their policies to different audiences in different ways. In order to do this, they relied on the
polyvalence, the ambiguities, and the contested aspects of the Ottoman language. Language is
never a completed whole and cannot be “downloaded” from some abstract entity. Instead, we
take it to be a set of meaning-making practices and as an embodied skill that is honable and
personal, but one that only makes sense (in the literal meaning) in relation to an audience or
addressee who shares in what may be broadly termed a rhetorical tradition. The point here is that
within a rhetorical tradition that is so multilingually complex as the Ottoman, individuals often
draw upon elements of one rhetorical tradition and use them in another. This is one way of
speaking of translation.®® It is, however, very difficult to study conceptual translation, but it is of

crucial importance for studying the conceptual vocabulary of the Ottoman language. One



methodological question that arises is then when does a concept become a concept autonomous
and endogenous to a particular language?

Because the social fields in which the Ottoman language was used were so fragmented,
we need to emphasize that since different audiences will know different aspects of a concept,
they will draw upon different patterns of use, and they will interpret particular usage by reference
to their own rhetorical tradition. A single text could legitimize the same events in very different
ways to different audiences by drawing upon legitimizing tropes and using particular vocabulary
that would be polyvalent and mean different things to the different audiences. Hasan Kayali, on
the other hand, has shown how it became increasingly difficult to engage in multi-vocal
signaling after the creation of the Ottoman parliament in 1908, where representatives from the
various Ottoman peripheries got together to debate politics, and it became evident that they had
diverging concerns.®

The rhetorical strategy of enthymeme—making an argument where one or more premises
are left unstated—was ubiquitous in Ottoman writing.?° This strategy relies on an audience to
supply the premise from “common knowledge,” and what constituted common knowledge
clearly varied with audiences.?! It is almost impossible to find explicit and clear definitions of
concepts in Ottoman writing with the exception of the juristic tradition in which it was
customary to provide canonical definitions of the terminology employed. The ubiquity of
enthymeme makes it particularly difficult for modern-day scholars to take arguments “on the
face of it,” but we often have to delve into the set of references that a particular group is likely to
have built up through their education and engagement with contemporary social and political
events.?? Moreover, because so much social prestige was associated with showing erudition, it

was quite common to allude to or directly refer to Ottoman poetic tropes when making an



argument. Multiple allusion and layered meaning is a distinguishing feature of most poetry, but
Ottoman classical poetry is particularly rich in this respect.?® A consequence of this is that it falls
entirely upon the historian to identify instances of conceptual shifts and redefinitions and what
Quentin Skinner has called paradiastole—where an author takes a concept and argues that its
real, original, or proper meaning is something else than the way opponents use it.?*

Ottoman texts present another challenge for their ubiquitous use of concepts from various
Islamic textual and interpretive traditions. Serif Mardin observes as particularly problematic the
usage of explanatory and justificatory terms such as “human agency” (irade-i ciiz iyye) for
exactly opposite purposes by different actors.?® This characteristic in which the “same theoretical
schemes or concepts” could be used for different purposes in entirely different contexts can be
very frustrating to modern-day scholars, and has been noted by Marinos Sariyannis as well.?®
Such a problem, however, is not unique to Ottoman or Islamic tradition; it is a quality observable
in other broad hermeneutical traditions. By providing actors with a common vocabulary, tropes,
and postulates with which they can argue their relative positions, tradition makes politics
possible. The uniqueness of Islamic tradition should be sought not in this quality but in the
historical lack of any scripturally endorsed final authority on interpretation, which makes
orthodoxies weaker and more vulnerable to contestation by allowing a greater room for more
actors to seek their own interpretive framework in political argumentation.?’

In fact, one could identify a set of binary concepts in Islamic tradition that seem to come
up often in political rhetoric. Tension between renewal (ihya, tecdid) and innovation (bid ‘a),
tension between reason (‘akl, re’y) and tradition (nakl, nass), and tension between fate (kader)
and human agency seems to be particularly prone to contestation in politics. Sunni doctrine

(particularly Maturidi theology, which was the dominant trend among the Ottoman Sunnis)



refuses to take a final stance on these tensions, always opting for a middle ground instead.
However, this vague middle ground position allows these tensions to easily spill into political
discussion to be recycled over and over, never being resolved. These discussions are central to
understanding the dynamism of Ottoman rhetorical tradition. Accordingly, one should never take
arguments from Islamic tradition in Ottoman-Turkish politics at face value and seek to
contextualize even the most basic terms and vocabulary in the specific argument within which

they are proposed.

What Makes Ottoman Conceptual History Different?

Doing conceptual history based on Ottoman texts means to take a set of methods and tools that
were developed to study one very different rhetorical tradition to another. In the near-proverbial
words of the British novelist L. P. Hartley “The past is a foreign country: they do things
differently there.” The extent to which the past—one’s own or one’s society’s past—is a foreign
country, is a question of the degree to which there is a continuity of rhetorical tradition. A key
argument by Reinhart Koselleck is that different parts of a vocabulary change at different speeds
and at different times. However, some languages have changed at a quicker rate and have been
changed more deliberately than others. The Ottoman language is clearly a special case in this
regard. It no longer exists. Apart from a few works dealing with (mostly lexical) ruptures, the
extent to which there is semantic continuity between Ottoman and Turkish political language is
largely unexplored and taken for granted.?® Turkish language is obviously not unique in having
gone through a rupture in the processes of modernization and nation-building; we see similar
ruptures in other traditions globally. However, as Serif Mardin has argued, there would be very

few languages that have gone through as many historical ruptures as has Turkish.?® Whether



some of these transformations indeed deserve to be called ruptures or have simply been labeled
so in broad historical narratives remains one of the questions that needs to be examined
empirically.

According to Mardin, the first rupture in Ottoman language occurred with the Tanzimat
(1839-1876), as the Ottoman state and society became increasingly integrated with the
circulation of European goods and tastes, and Ottoman domestic politics was increasingly
integrated into European foreign policy through repeated military interventions. Ottoman
bureaucracy and diplomacy strove to synchronize institutionally with European states, and
particularly during and following the Crimean War of 1853-1856 there was an unprecedented
degree of cultural and social interaction taking place, the locus of such interaction being major
urban centers such as Istanbul, 1zmir, and Salonica. In the process of what was pervasively called
Westernization, Ottomans translated dozens of key concepts (civilization, freedom, equality,
democracy, public, progress, etc) from European political texts and gradually made these central
to Ottoman politics and thought. Some of these novel concepts were introduced as neologisms
(for example, medeniyyet) whereas others have been translated into already existing vocabulary
in the Ottoman Turkish (for example, hiirriyet), thus creating vague semantic fields in which past
usages and translated content would coexist. These concepts were widely used between 1860 and
1878 until the suspension of all liberal politics by Abdulhamid 11 and following three decades of
strict censorship of all press and publishing activity in the Empire. Another corollary of the same
transformation was the gradual amalgamation of classical genres of Ottoman prose and poetry
with Western ones, eventually to be replaced by the latter. The introduction of journalistic prose
aimed at public audiences rather than the bureaucracy and the dissolution of the classical and

highly elaborate Ottoman poetry are particularly noteworthy in that regard.
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The proliferation of all kinds of literary activity and public debate after the fall of
Hamidian absolutism and the initiation of the Second Constitutional Period in 1908 is again
arguably a second instance of rupture. Within the following decade the Empire went through
several major crises (most notably the Balkan Wars and World War 1) during the course of which
major ideological currents such as liberalism, Islamism, and Turkism began to take shape. These
roughly defined ideological positions would later be inherited by modern Turkish politics.

The decision to change from the Arabic to the Latin alphabet in 1928, the coinciding
mass literacy campaign in Turkey, and the ensuing state-led campaign to purge the Arabic and
Persian words in Turkish constitute the most complete rupture. While the elite would obviously
not forget how to read and write Ottoman—and some did indeed use it in their everyday
business—it became illegal to publish texts in the old script. The rupture that this brought about
in the rhetorical tradition has been well covered by Geoffrey Lewis in his The Turkish Language
Reform: A Catastrophic Success.®® While the written language is obviously not the whole
rhetorical tradition, the social and political importance of the fact that those who learned to read
and write after 1928 cannot read old Ottoman texts can hardly be overstated. Ottoman is indeed a
foreign language to present-day Turks. The immediate response of common Turks upon seeing
anyone reading Ottoman—say, on public transport—is that the person reads the Quran.

Furthermore, there was from 1932 a deliberate state-directed effort to “purify” the
Turkish language. This meant purging the Turkish language of loanwords and to replace them
with “ur-Turkish” words in provincial dialects or Central Asian Turkic languages. This process
has been ongoing, though ebbing and flowing, since the 1930s. The result is twofold: present-day
Turks do not necessarily expect texts written more than fifty years ago to be readily accessible to

them, and linguistic change happens fast. An attendant practice is that of intra-lingual translation
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or “linguistic updating” known as sadelestirme (Simplification), which is done by editors without
acknowledging it when books are republished.®* The consequence is that the Turkish vocabulary
of today is distinctly different from Ottoman vocabulary. The fact that Persian and Arabic were
dropped as mandatory high school subjects at the same time as the Alphabet Reform of 1928,
and did not maintain high prestige or open doors to careers outside religious learning, meant that
few non-specialist Turks have any significant grasp of these languages. Hence, the Persian and
Arabic vocabulary that Ottoman was so entangled with are largely inaccessible and unknown in
today’s Turkish rhetorical tradition.

For these reasons, doing Ottoman conceptual history particularly with regard to longue
durée research involves a very different research situation than the one in which conceptual
history was originally developed. The various projects to study and catalogue German, French,
or Dutch concepts largely came about in response to questions of “how did we get here?””*? The
German Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe cannot be understood except also in relation to the
emergence of what Victor Klemperer called Lingua Tertii Imperii—the political language of the
Third Reich.®® Moreover, an important aspect of these projects is their emphasis on “national”
languages and the emergence of integrated public spheres associated with specific nation-states.
As Ottoman Turkish went out of use around a century ago, is inaccessible to contemporary users
of any nation, and was largely associated not with a public sphere but with an imperial project
that is now defunct, and a poetic tradition that went defunct in the nineteenth century, a program
mapping and investigating key concepts of Ottoman history would be very different from these.
The study of a “dead language” that disappeared a mere century ago means that the relationship

between the scholar and his or her sources is different.
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As such, Ottoman conceptual history is more of an archaeological than a genealogical
project. It is more about “uncovering” a hidden past that may or may not be related to the
present, than it is about questions of how contemporary Turkish conceptual vocabulary came into
being. Again, we need to stress that assumptions regarding continuity and change remain to be
systematically examined through rigorous empirical research.

One final problem that needs to be addressed when speaking about ruptures and
continuities is, of course, the question of whether a research program for Ottoman-Turkish
conceptual history has any use for an “Ottoman Sattelzeit.” Koselleck proposed the term
Sattelzeit as a heuristic tool for particular period of conceptual rupture in European history,
arguing that the pace of semantic transformation had dramatically increased during this time,
eventually leading to the formation of modern political concepts and ideologies. The utility of
Sattelzeit as a heuristic device for European intellectual history has been questioned before,** and
it is our contention that, in the case of Ottoman conceptual history, proposing a Sattelzeit creates
more problems than it solves. Above all, it carries with it the danger of reinforcing the Orientalist
narratives we set out to challenge. Whether one chooses the Tanzimat (1839-1876), the Second
Constitutional Period (1908-1918), or 1839-1918 period as a whole, there is an inherent danger
that postulating a Sattelzeit simply ends up reintroducing the concept of modernity as a
structuring device for our historical analysis, casting the Ottomans as somehow temporally
behind Europeans. One easily overemphasizes the impact of European ideas at the cost of
indigenous dynamics and ends up ignoring the serious semantic shifts that occurred in the
century leading up to the Tanzimat. As Margrit Pernau has called for, there is also a need to
“provincialize concepts.” The way to do so is not looking for Sattelzeits elsewhere, but to study

concepts used in other traditions and see how the emic level may inform our analytical apparatus
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used to narrate (global) history. The literature on medieval and early modern historiography has
demonstrated that there are clear signs of serious semantic shifts during the formation of the
Empire and its consequent crises in the fifteenth, sixteenth, and early seventeenth centuries.®
Instead of proposing a Sattelzeit, we take our cue from Serif Mardin, who proposes taking
different points of rupture as instances of fractures that create sediments of meaning.*® In doing
so, we tie this to another key heuristic metaphor used by Koselleck, namely temporal layers
(Zeitschichten).3” Each period of fast-paced transformation created new semantic layers—
expanding, transforming, or bifurcating semantic capacity, or pushing them underground to be
recovered later by political actors or historians.

While our discussion here emphasizes discursive shifts that occur in the late Ottoman
Empire, it should be noted that historians working on earlier periods would have different
concerns. In particular, a major question for historians working on the medieval period*® or early
Ottoman language® is the semantic transformation that took place following the conversion of
Turkic tribes to Islam and especially in the post-Mongol period of the Islamic world (from the
early fourteenth century CE). The interaction between the political vocabulary and practice of the
Turkic tribes and the language of Islam is a matter that has drastic consequences with regard to
Ottoman conceptual history and hence, it would benefit from the perspective of conceptual

history.*°

What Can Be Gained by Ottoman Conceptual History?
The historiography of the later centuries of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic has for
a long time been dominated by linear and teleological narratives structured by such concepts as

Westernization, secularization, modernization, and nation-state formation, all of which presumed
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these ruptures to be self-evident, and failed to account for contingencies and continuities. Both
the nationalist historiography of the early republic and the international scholarship of the
twentieth century that rested on the modernization paradigm have reproduced these narratives
emphasizing ruptures as new beginnings and caricaturing the past. These narratives were also
reinforced with underlying Orientalist assumptions; primarily of a stagnant East being awakened
from a deep slumber through its encounter with Western enlightenment. 1t would, however, be a
mistake to put the whole blame on Orientalist scholarship; some of these meta-narratives, such as
imperial decline, gained part of its thrust from existing early modern narratives in the Ottoman
Empire deeply interwoven into the modernization narratives of the new nation.*! Moreover, even
before the highly influential works by Orientalists like Bernard Lewis, Turkish intellectuals had
already engaged in creating linear and binary models of transformation. For instance, the driving
motive of Ahmet Hamdi Tanpinar’s impressive account of the emergence of modern Ottoman
literature (ca. 1940s) was the failure of Ottoman authors in embracing the idea of progress,
which he explained with the egalitarianism of Islam and the lack of the concept of tragedy.*?
Similarly, Niyazi Berkes’s monumental work on Turkish modernization took pains to
demonstrate the secularization of the Empire’s politics and society through the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries.*®

Although these narratives have been brought down with the wave of revisionist
historiography that has taken place within social and political history over the past three decades,
intellectual history has proved surprisingly resilient to such criticism. It therefore remains largely
under the spell of older assumptions. As Maurus Reinkowski observed, in the works of famed
Orientalist scholars both Ottoman and Arabic, political vocabulary appeared as “a language that

has to pass from a stagnant Islamic past to the European-inspired Elysian fields of modernity.”*
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One reason why Ottoman Turkish intellectual historiography has remained wedded to
dated meta-narratives is again the difficulty of working with Ottoman texts. Due to the amount of
time needed to recover and decipher manuscripts that are accessible only to experts, scholars had
no alternative save a “life-and-works” approach that generally focused on either the textual
production of one historical figure or in many cases to a single text. This is not to say that these
studies were not useful; on the contrary, some of the best scholarship in Ottoman historiography
belongs exactly to this genre.*> However, due to their limited focus the findings of these fine
scholarly works remain restricted to an audience extending little beyond historians of the early
modern Ottoman Empire. This limitation is further perpetuated by the tendency for period-
specialization dominant in Ottoman studies, the modern/premodern (or “early modern” and
“late” Ottoman Empire) divide being the most decisive. Although recently some exemplary
scholarship has been published on Ottoman intellectual history before 1800, their findings have
not been made to bear on the scholarship on the nineteenth century, which is still being narrated
in terms of Westernization and secularization, both defined in very crude terms without attention
to nuance. A quite recent example of this is Banu Turnaoglu’s The Formation of Turkish
Republicanism, which simply reproduces the established Orientalist narrative of Ottoman
vocabulary being completely overhauled by European republican thought.*” The author sets out
to demonstrate the existence of a republican tradition of political thought in Turkey before the
republic, and in this effort she ends up reproducing an image of nineteenth-century Ottoman
intellectual production ignoring its social and political context and discussing only in so far as it
can be related to European republican debates.

There are several reasons why Ottoman language is particularly fit and Ottoman studies

currently ripe for the introduction of systematic conceptual historical analysis. First, Ottoman
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intellectual production follows strict genre conventions and demonstrates little evidence of
idiosyncrasy, at least prior to the Tanzimat period. As Victoria Holbrook pointed out, the norms
for what constituted a “good text” in Ottoman circles were very different from the qualities that
European posterity sought in them and judged them by.*® From Goethe onward, Europeans have
been looking for originality, since it is primarily as contributions to world literature that works
are evaluated. If they lack originality, they have little value. This was not the primary norm by
which Ottomans judged works. Works were supposed to adhere to very specific genre
conventions. Furthermore, an author should show his mastery of tradition and learnedness
through the application of elements from great masters. Imitation was the sincerest form of
flattery. That was not to say that there was no novelty in genre conventions; rather such changes
occurred quite slowly such that they would be perceptible only in the longue durée as a
consequence of gradual accumulation.*® Such a context makes a discussion of
Gipfelwanderung®® mostly superfluous; not that the Ottomans did not have their classics, but
these classics were revered exactly because of their mastery of genre conventions. For instance,
the late sixteenth-century work on ethics, the Ahlak-: ‘A/di of Kinalizade Ali Efendi, became an
instant classic with more than a hundred manuscripts surviving because it was an excellent
commentary on and compilation of the Aristotelian ethics as it was passed on through the works
of Persian authors such as Nasreddin Tusi and Celaleddin Devvani.>!

The particular way that Ottoman authors used imitation of classic works and resorted also
to enthymeme forces the scholar to pay even more attention to social and political context in
order to be able to make sense of how each key concept is made use of, which, in turn, becomes
possible through a simultaneous analysis of a large number of texts to identify deviations and

make sure deviation is not accidental. While this may sound like a gargantuan task, the number
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of Ottoman manuscripts produced prior to the introduction of mass printing is relatively small
compared to the number of printed texts available from the same periods in European contexts.
This brings us to the second reason why the Ottoman language is now particularly ripe for
systematic conceptual historical analysis. Although, as noted above, the technical difficulties
forced earlier scholars to focus on a quite limited number of texts, the gradual build up of critical
editions have made a significant number of texts readily available for study. This is evident again
in the recent scholarship which make use of an exceptional number of texts, which would be
unworkable two decades ago.>? One should also note the obvious advantages of the digital
revolution, which has made the analysis of these documents relatively easier and much more
rewarding. Once critical editions are digitized by way of scanning and using OCR software, it
becomes a matter of identifying what words to look for in a particular line of research. Although
there is currently no OCR software that works on Ottoman and no comprehensive project
cataloguing texts similar to Google Books, the proportion of texts that are available in romanized
critical editions are exceptionally high compared to the extant manuscripts. Even with the advent
of printing in the Ottoman Empire, the number of printed texts rose only in relation to the pre-
print numbers, which was still virtually infinitesimal in relation to European numbers. An
estimate puts the number of Ottoman printed works from the popularization of print to the
transition to Latin alphabet to around thirty thousand titles.>

Besides these factors that lend Ottoman intellectual history to longue durée diachronic
approaches, there are also particular benefits to be gotten from employing synchronic analysis of
contemporaneous texts a la Cambridge School. While political and intellectual history are
obviously entangled, Ottoman intellectual history follows a different pattern than Ottoman

political history. Its junctures do not follow neatly from political periods and reigns. Nor do we
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believe we should follow intellectual currents. And this is where we get to the history of
concepts, which is particularly useful to focus on exactly because concepts are often the tools
with which authors, scholars, and statesmen alike use to legitimize their positions and decisions.
This makes them liable to struggles, and these struggles change the meaning of concepts in use
over time. The straightjacket of the conceptual binaries imposed by authors such as Niyazi
Berkes, namely reformist or Westernist versus conservatives or reactionaries, tells us very little
about the conceptual struggles that are played out in the texts, and most of the time such an
approach ends up with the historian implicitly siding with one or the other camp. Dividing actors
into progressives and reactionaries often obscures more than it reveals in the conduct and
preferences of those categorized. Instead, this vocabulary has entered into the legitimacy of the
Turkish Republic.>* Too often, historical debates focus on what the crucial influence was on a
particular author or whether to group him with one side or the other. Furthermore, there is the
problematic teleology that these categories imply. The analytical setup that relies on reformists
versus conservatives points towards the inevitability of Western modernity. Some of us have
problems with accepting this inevitability and we are quite sure that the authors themselves
would have had enormous problems with being categorized in such ways. Be that as it may, the
main problem is of course not the sensitivities of dead authors. The main problem is that such
categorizations add very little to our understanding of the interrelationships between the texts of
the period under analysis. Conceptual history, however, allows us to distinguish, for instance,
between Westernization as a phenomenon that happens regardless of the motivations of the
political actors (that is, gradual emulation of Western practices and technologies and penetration
of Western material culture), Westernization as a loaded accusation directed at one’s opponents

(“blind imitators of the infidels), and Westernization as an explicit motivation. In most cases,
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these are not analytically separated in scholarship and are being mistaken for each other at face
value.

While this particular problem manifests itself as a tendency to reduce political struggles
to teleological narratives in much of the Ottoman era, from the late Empire to the Republic, it
manifests as a tendency to reduce thinkers to neatly defined ideological currents such as
Islamism, liberalism, nationalism, Ottomanism, or Westernism. The problem here is not so much
that these figures cannot be reduced to neatly defined camps. Rather, such predefined categories
prioritize self-descriptions and accusations of the actors in question and ignore the fact that in
most cases the differences between the camps are far less than the commonalities.

One other major benefit of conceptual history in Muslim context in general and Ottoman
context in particular is that it allows for a more refined understanding of the changing
relationship between religion, politics, and society. As demonstrated by Shahab Ahmed, there is
a tendency in the broad field of Islamic studies to rely on a static and monolithic concept of
Islamic tradition associated with more orthodox interpretations.> A parallel problem has been
identified by the Ottoman historians in the past decade, with the nature of Ottoman Islam at
different stages of the Empire’s history being increasingly contested. Particularly with the
introduction of the debate on Ottoman ““confessionalization,” syncretism, proselytization,
orthodoxy formation, heterodoxy, and Sunnitization have been hot topics particularly in the
context of Ottoman state formation in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and the Ottoman-
Habsburg and Ottoman-Safavid imperial rivalries in the sixteenth century.>®

While these intense debates will definitely continue, one thing they have settled is the
dynamic, fluid, and contested nature of early modern Ottoman Islam. This reflection, however,

has not been picked up on by historians of the modern era who by and large still operate within
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assumptions of linear accounts of secularization proposed by the earlier generation of historians.
Scholars working on late Ottoman Islam and politics pervasively imagine a pristine, monolithic,
and apolitical Islam prior to the impact of the Western ideas that subverted traditional concepts
and frameworks.>” While influence of translated ideas on how Islam and the religious community
was imagined cannot be denied, imagining a pristine Islam prior to modernization means
subscribing to a fundamentalist concept of tradition, which is itself a product of modern social
and political context. Secularization, however it may be defined but particularly with regard to
the relationship of concepts to institutions, is a major issue that could be better understood

through conceptual history.

New Approaches to Conceptual History

Because it emerges in a different kind of problem-situation, deals with other types of sources,
and has different kinds of methodological challenges, a research program seeking to explore key
concepts of Ottoman history needs to adapt some of the tools of conceptual history to its specific
needs. A lot has happened since the writing of Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart
Koselleck’s Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, and we do not intend to reduce Europeanist
conceptual history to its earliest and most rudimentary (yet perhaps most ambitious and most
successful) instantiations. There are in fact a lot of theoretical tools on offer. Jani Marjanen and
Margrit Pernau have each called for non-national, or entangled, historiographies of conceptual
vocabularies.>® When doing so, it is important to insist on the importance of translation for how
concepts become part of vocabularies within a rhetorical tradition.*® In a multi-authored volume

on the entanglement and translation of concepts of civility and civilization between various
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languages in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Margrit Pernau et al. situated the
Ottoman rhetorical tradition in the wider context of global intellectual history.®

Since Ottoman rhetorical tradition cannot be said to have been tied to the emergence of
any specific public sphere, but was instead used in a number of fragmented social fields,
Ottomanist conceptual historians need to be aware of the span of rhetorical contexts in which it
was used. Like any other language, Ottoman was of course emergent, and cannot be considered a
finished whole. However, we would assert that Ottoman rhetorical practice involved a
particularly high frequency of translation between languages, and hence Marjanen’s and
Pernau’s points are even more valid for the study of Ottoman conceptual history. Most Ottomans
would be likely to know and use at least two languages in their everyday lives, and to draw upon
different conceptual histories and traditions as they translated between these. The complex
multilingual contexts in which Ottoman was used—and not just in the social margins but also in
the practices of the state bureaucracy—imply that Ottoman conceptual history should try to be
attentive to a wider range of sources than is in fact practically feasible. There is a growing
literature on multilingual contexts of the Ottoman Empire, but no attempt has been made to
integrate this in broad studies of Ottoman conceptual vocabulary.! For reasons of how scholars
are trained, it is unlikely that many are sufficiently proficient in all the languages relevant for the
study of Ottoman concepts, at least if one aims for comprehensiveness. For a longer time span,
this would likely entail learning not only Ottoman, Arabic, and Persian, but also Greek, Italian,
Armenian, Bulgarian, Serbo-Croatian, Russian, and Albanian in the study of particularly
ubiquitous concepts. Ideally, the research program should at some point expand to study these in
an entangled manner. For pragmatic reasons—Ottoman is time-consuming to learn and to study,

and neither the study of Ottoman conceptual history nor the study of concepts in other languages
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of the Ottoman Empire have come very far—we currently see this as a bit premature. Nothing
would please us more than being proven wrong by scholars delving into the full complexity of
Ottoman entangled conceptual history. At this point, however, it should suffice for any research
design to focus on individual concepts or sets of concepts in any of these languages while
recognizing the limits and acknowledging the methodological issues at stake.

While the Ottoman state archives represent one of the longest continuous textual records
of any polity in the world, there was no integrated Ottoman public sphere before the Tanzimat
and the introduction of mass printing. The absence of a text-based integrated public sphere does
not mean that there were not “public” engagements in political discourse. One common practice
was that of the meddah—the storytellers who entertained audiences in coffee houses. Another
common practice was that of reading out particular Ottoman chronicles (vekayi ‘name) aloud in
the coffee houses. Petitions from the periphery to the center (inevitably involving a degree of
translation) should also be considered a network of communication that enabled a degree of
integration of political vocabulary.®? As printed newspapers became fairly common in the
Ottoman Empire, but literacy did not, the practice of reading aloud in coffee houses also
included newspapers.®® Hence, to the extent that we may talk about a public “sphere,” this sphere
was perhaps more physical and less metaphorical, constituted as it was in the practices of reading
aloud.

Ottoman rhetorical tradition is more or less co-extensive in time with the existence of the
Ottoman Empire, and hence would span the entire six centuries of the Ottoman imperial project.
As conceptual change happens at different speeds in different parts of the vocabulary, not all
concepts are equally interesting to study in all periods. The irreconcilable tension in projects on

conceptual history is how to strike a balance between conceptual innovation, importance and
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representativity. The first emphasizes when a particular concept comes into use, or when a usage
emerges for the first time, and would, by necessity, direct the scholar’s attention to the social
margins and to intellectuals who often hold no direct political importance beyond their ability to
“think new thoughts.” The second would emphasize politically significant usage—the ways that
those in official political and governmental positions use particular concepts to shape society,
legitimize their positions, and carry out their actions. Scholars seeking this would then look at
governmental documents and treatises written by important statesmen. The third,
representativity, would seek more of a “smallest common denominator” of how concepts are
used that all can agree upon. One way to do this would be to emphasize dictionaries and
encyclopedias, as has been rather common in conceptual history. Another way, although this is
not possible when studying Ottoman concepts, would be to do as Frederick Schaffer has done:
interview average people to get them to use concepts in conversations that mimic everyday
interaction.®* A third way would be to analyze massive corpora of texts, trying to identify
patterns of use regardless of the text’s purported importance. Ideally, conceptual historians
should be able to combine all three. However, we doubt that this is feasible. It is particularly
difficult to establish any kind of representativity of texts covering significant proportions of
Ottoman political life. This said, Ottoman rhetorical tradition was almost exclusively a “high
register,” which may perhaps legitimize the fact that any major program on “key concepts of
Ottoman history” would almost by default emphasize importance and innovation at the expense
of representativity and multiple levels of analysis. The former would perhaps be because these
concepts were used to deal with urgent matters of state survival and to organize state-subject
relations, while the latter may perhaps fit well with our concern for showing the dynamic nature

of Ottoman tradition.
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Conclusion

There is a need to revisit and revive the synthesis between Ottoman intellectual, social, and
political history. Conceptual history offers a methodological approach for doing this in a way
that is attentive to the agency of the Ottomans themselves and the way they gave meaning to
their own political relations. This is a fundamentally anti-Orientalist approach in its highlighting
of indigenous agency and meaning. It is therefore curious that the works that hold the field are
those of European orientalists such as Bernard Lewis and Ami Ayalon, whose works bear
striking similarities with those of Turkish intellectual historians such as Niyazi Berkes. A reason
for this is that history writing on the Ottoman Empire became a political issue intertwined with
the Turkish republican project, and that project used a narrative that was by and large that of
European orientalism. As a consequence, intertwined political and intellectual history of the
Ottoman Empire is particularly ripe for revision. We suggest conceptual history as an approach
that may allow us to make such revisionist work on a more synthetic level. In addition to the
benefits to both Ottoman studies and conceptual history, a systematic work on Ottoman
conceptual history would be of benefit to scholars working in both Islamic studies or European
studies, providing a baseline for comparison and perhaps also for studying entanglements with a

political tradition that is only now starting to gain its due attention.
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