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Abstract 

During its last century, the Ottoman Empire experienced strong contestations of its political order, which underwent radical changes that are generally discussed in terms of modernization. Against this historical background, central social and political concepts within Ottoman Turkish shed old and acquired new meanings. As example of this development, this article inquires in the trajectory of the term millet in this period. Drawing on political and lexicographic texts from the Tanzimat through post-Tanzimat eras, the article discusses the semantic shifts through which millet, in traditional knowledge closely connected to din/religion, acquired connotations of a political community, and began to accumulate proto-national resonances. The paper shows that this led to a polysemy that remained relatively stable until the end of the Ottoman era, when the political meaning of the term millet as “nation” gained dominance. This secularization of the term reached its peak in the early Turkish republic, although the older, religious connotations of the term were never totally forgotten and are still being evoked in conservative religious discourse.
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1. Introduction

In its last century, the political contours, the social structure, and the demography of the Ottoman Empire underwent radical transformations. Concomitant changes in language, and of social and political concepts in particular, were both reflection and means of these transformations. They thus provide an important entry point for studying the social and political sensibilities and structures of the late Ottoman period. The conceptual transformation of millet from a term that signified certain established religious communities to a term meaning ‘nation,’ which is at the center of this article, is a case in point.
 

In the literature it is widely accepted that “[m]illet was a term that originally meant a community defined by religion. In Modern Turkish it has come to mean nation.”
 From here, it is not far to argue that in the modern period millet (Arab. milla) was secularized, “religion” turning into “nation".
 Conceptual history appears to be a particularly apt tool for inquiry into the micro dynamics of such epistemic secularization. Reinhart Koselleck, one of the founding fathers of the conceptual history (Begriffsgeschichte) approach in modern historiography, has himself maintained that “[o]nly diachronic analysis can detect how a word has moved from being a religious to a social concept.”
 This paper probes the feasibility of secularization as explanatory framework for the conceptual change of millet in the late Ottoman context. While in hindsight there is evidence to justify describing the semantic transformation of millet as secularization, I argue that it would be wrong to think of this process as a linear and mono-directional development – as narrated in modernist accounts of Ottoman-Turkish history. A closer, contextualizing look rather reveals a polysemic overlap of meanings prevalent since the Tanzimat; even when secular political meanings gained dominance, the older religious layers were never totally forgotten and are until today regularly evoked, especially in discourses of Muslim nationalism.  

Focusing on Tanzimat and post-Tanzimat periods, this article offers a detailed discussion of usages of millet in late Ottoman elite political discourse. Drawing on official documents, journalistic and political texts, as well as late Ottoman Turkish-Turkish dictionaries, it analyzes changes in the use of the term. In this way it aims at contributing to our understanding of the transformation of the concept in a time of accelerated social and political change. 

I draw on conceptual history and genealogy as tools that enable us to acknowledge and appreciate the intricacies of the various political and social dynamics that were at work in the transformation of the concept of millet. I try to cultivate a genealogical sensibility, by which I mean a focus on epistemic changes and the contingent factors that propel them, as well as an awareness of the historical embeddedness of my own perspective and approach within the contemporary “Western” academic tradition of studying religion and Islam.
 Both genealogy and conceptual history strive to counter the danger of presentism, namely an anachronistic and naive transfer of contemporary ideas and approaches on matters past. Both approaches agree that attempts to establish causalities and to engage in broader theorization beyond the specific cases at hand need to be weighed vis-à-vis the contingent character of historical developments. Contingency is here understood in terms of a recognition of the forces that limit the possible directions of history: social and material conditions, historical structures, experiences and attitudes that impact on how people and thus history move. I thereby conceive of history as occurring in-between structural and contingent factors. Conceptual history focuses on concepts first; it conceives of concepts not merely and primarily as products of social change, but potentially also as agents of social and political change: as “yet to be realized” ideas.
 The focus on the changes and continuities of concepts naturally raises the question as to the various contexts that play a role in semantic changes and in this way forces us to critically relate the level of the epistemic to structural and material constellations. Highlighting conceptual history is therefore primarily a pragmatic choice, a heuristic devise that does not perceive social history as a competing method, but rather as its dialectic companion. 

2. Millet in the Tanzimat Reform Period

In classical Islamic literature as well as in the Arabic lexicographic tradition, the term milla is firmly embedded in Islamic semantics with a tendency to indicate the reified, social dimension of religion.
 If we focus on the trajectory of the political meanings of milla/millet, we find occasionally in early-modern Ottoman texts a usage that could be interpreted as foreshadowing the modern notion of ‘nation’ as a political community of a clearly defined people with political and territorial claims.
 We also see, however, that the term mostly remains within the semantic reach of din, either in the sense of a particular religious tradition marked by a particular doctrine, or in the sense of a particular doctrine and its social and/or political embodiment. Clearly, even usages of millet in the sense of social and/or political community still carried a strong religious connotation. This remained constant until the early nineteenth century.
 

The following sections will illustrate how in the Tanzimat reform period a notion of millet as ‘political community’ gained currency, resulting in a polysemy of traditional religious and modern political connotations.
 

2.1. The Reform Edicts

The Tanzimat period was inaugurated by the Hatt-ı Şerif of Gülhane in 1839. In this text, the term millet appears five times and in two different ways: (1) as a general term denoting religious communities including Islam, and (2) as a term that points to the political community of the Ottoman state. In the first, traditional sense, it appears in its plural form milel within a sequence that grants basic personal rights to the Ottoman subjects, namely “the Muslims” (ehl-i Islam) and “the other millets” (milel-i saire). The other four mentions point to a meaning that is more formulaic: three times as part of the expression “state (devlet) and millet", and once in the expression “religion (din) and state and country (mülk) and millet".
 The term here is clearly part of a semantic field that addresses matters of governance and thus appears to evoke a political community, the relation of which to the religious community is, however, not clearly defined. In one of these instances, which elaborates on the guarantee of property rights in order to boost “enthusiasm for devlet and millet and love for the vatan”
 the semantic frame can best be described as that of patriotism.
 Due to the affinity between din, devlet, and millet in the traditional Ottoman-Islamic language space it would, however, be an undue presentism to interpret millet in these instances as implying a secular concept of ‘nation.’ More carefully, we should read the Gülhane Edict as prominent evidence of the incorporation of the meaning ‘political community’ parallel to the continuing use of millet in the established sense of ‘religious/ritual community.’

In the second major edict of the Tanzimat era (Islahat Fermanı of 1856, hereafter Reform Edict) the term millet appears six times. The first two occurrences refer to the political community. In the first occurrence, within the expression “the prosperity and wealth of our lands (mülk) and our millet", the term could be translated as “nation” in the general sense of a ‘people under one government,’ or a ‘political community.’ The second occurrence, too, evokes a political community – within the expression milel-i mütemeddine, that is, the European polities of the “the civilized nations". This is a clearly secular usage of the term, beyond its traditional religious connotations. The third and fourth occurrences of millet point to the non-Muslim religious communities, while in the fifth and the sixth occurrence the term refers to religious communities including Islam.
 The use of millet in the Reform Edict thus confirms the double meaning of the term both for the religious community as well as for the political community that we could already find in the Gülhane Edict.

There is no indication that the various meanings that the term millet carried in the early Tanzimat context, to which the two famous edicts testify, were perceived as contradictory. In both texts, the term millet was polysemic. On the one hand, it continued to carry its traditional meanings, denoting, first, (I) a socially reified religious community or path defined by a particular faith/dogma. This could be (I.I) Islam in an exclusive sense; (I.II) specific religious communities other than the Muslims (generally Christians and Jews); (I.III) religious communities comprising both Islam and specific non-Muslims communities (generally Christians and Jews). On the other hand, next to this meaning of ‘religious community’ in its various forms,  in pre-modern texts rather rare connotations of millet indicating (II) a political community gained prominence. Evidence for this accentuated political meaning of millet we also find in other texts of the period by prominent statesmen affiliated with the Tanzimat project, such as Sadık Rıfat Paşa (1807–57). In his Treatise on European Affairs (1837), written during his time as Ottoman ambassador in Vienna,
 the term appears ten times. While it is once used for the Muslim community in particular, and once for religious communities in general, the remaining eight occurrences carry political connotations with no direct religious references.
 The connection between millet and devlet (state), found also in the Gülhane Edict of 1839, is particularly significant.
 

2.2. The millets

The Reform Edict had far-reaching impact on the political constitution of the recognized non-Muslim communities. It foresaw the closer sub-integration of the millets into the state administration, declared that their patriarchs and community leaders were to receive state salaries, and that their possessions were to be protected. The text announced that “the administration of those affairs (of well-being, maslahatlar) of the Christians and the subjects of the other non-Muslim communities (cemaatler) that belong to them as millets will be entrusted to the care of a council composed of members to be elected from among the clerics (ruhban) and the ordinary people (avam) of each community.”
 The sequence bears witness to the increasing regulation of those non-Muslim communities who were recognized as millets in the context of Tanzimat reform and increasingly addressed as such in Tanzimat and post-Tanzimat texts.
 
The Reform Edict’s demand for formal regulation of the millets’ internal affairs strengthened the position of their lay members vis-à-vis the clergy.
 Already since the late eighteenth century, the secular elites of the communities had become more powerful. In the course of the nineteenth century, they appropriated modern political discourses,
  influenced in particular  by nationalist thought.
 This changed the internal dynamics within the millets, and their religious and political self-understanding.
 As one effect of this development, the ethno-religious communities reinforced their boundaries, which began to be reimagined in increasingly political ways, eventually leading to the formation of (proto-)national identities. 

The changing relations between the ethnoreligious communities need to be understood against the background of the broader political changes. Kemal Karpat proposed a relatively harmonious picture of the pre-Tanzimat “millet-system” that would have been eroded mainly due to European incursions. The growing attachment of the Ottoman Christians to a nationalism that was grounded in their religious identities was the main culprit to be blamed for the decline of Ottoman ‘convivencia.’
 With a focus more on internal developments, Şükrü Hanioğlu has argued that the Tanzimat undermined “the traditional Ottoman legal categories of Muslim, dhimmī, and non-Muslim foreigner.” Gradually, the notion of a trans-communal Ottoman civility was advanced and this exemplified “a general inclination toward a more secular conception of the state.”
 

Scholarship following the modernization paradigm took the interrelation between nationalization and secularization for granted and saw this reflected in the politicization of the religious communities and the concomitant changes in related concepts such as millet. Roderic Davison has argued that trans-communal acceptance of “secular Ottoman citizenship” would have offered the chance of a much brighter future – but tragically the Tanzimat reforms would rather lead to a deepening of community-based distinctions.
 Niyazi Berkes, who even wrote about a “Tanzimat secularism", saw nationalism to be conditional upon secularization, exemplified in the nationalization of non-Muslim millet communities, and the decline of the notion of a complimentary unity of state and religion (din-u devlet).
 

The Tanzimat certainly had a secularizing dimension. It is, nevertheless, imperative to understand that religion was mainly one factor in a complex scenario, and primarily with regard to the delineation of the social boundaries between the communities. Of crucial importance were the socio-economic and political transformations of the period, which changed the relations between the religious communities (as well as those between ethnic groups within religious communities), and impacted on their political ambitions.
 The reconceptualization of the millet as ‘political community’, be it as that of a particular faith, or as that of the state, by and large paralleled the restructuring of Ottoman society and the political field in the nineteenth century. This, however, does not mean that conceptual transformation in that period was necessarily secondary to social change. It is the claim and one of the purposes of conceptual history to show how transformation in knowledge, which became ever more complex with increasing transnational entanglements, and translation between languages and semantics of knowledge, can be a push factor for particular political developments – if merely by providing a language and thus a mental map for the formation of new political projects.

Nationalism, no doubt, became an ever more important factor in this map, as Karpat and others were certainly correct to emphasize. It accelerated the changing self-understanding of the non-Muslims in particular, and more generally the disintegration of the Ottoman political order. The social and economic history of the Ottoman nineteenth century reveals how the non-Muslims benefitted from European intervention on their behalf. They were granted tax exemptions and other privileges, which gained some of them, mainly Christians, legal and economic advantages over Muslims in their vicinity.
 This development occurred parallel to, and was accelerated by the Tanzimat reforms, which pushed for equality of the religious communities, and a rights-based politics, followed by the formation of a civil, proto-national Ottoman identity that constructed the Ottoman subjects as citizens and as a solidarity community independent of ethnic and religious belonging.
 From the Muslim perspective, it challenged if not destroyed their traditional standing as millet-i hakime, the “dominating millet", corroborating the sense that their fortunes were deteriorating.

However, I would argue that the scenario painted in particular by Karpat is too coarse. The notion of a trans-communal Ottoman civility and identity, embodied since the early 1870s in the notion of Ottoman-ness (Osmanlılık),
 was not a failure at all times and places. It was inspiration for the early Young Turk movement and continued to find supporters, especially outside Anatolia and the Balkans, until World War One.
 Karpat’s narrative has another weakness: not only for the non-Muslims, but for the Muslims, too, a sense of religious difference played a role in their political imaginations. The case of the Young Ottomans will illustrate this.

3. Millet in the Writings of the Young Ottomans

The two major meanings of millet that we encounter in the Gülhane and Reform Edicts, namely ‘religious community’ and ‘political community,’ continued to be the major poles that shaped the semantic field of the term throughout the Tanzimat period and beyond.
 It is important to understand that although these two meanings were clearly different, they still mutually implied each other. Ample illustration of this we find in the texts of prominent members of the Young Ottomans, a circle of influential and mostly Muslim writers and intellectuals of the late Tanzimat period, who challenged the political order and had a lasting impact on political thought in the Ottoman Turkish context. They introduced a new vocabulary on republicanism, Turkish nationalism, as well as Islamic reformism, and advocated ideas for political reform and constitutionalism that drew on contemporary European as well as classical Islamic examples.
 Madeleine Elfenbein has recently argued that their reformism shared many traits of contemporary patriotic movements of other European countries and is therefore a good illustration of the increasingly transnational character of political imaginaries in the nineteenth century.
 Through efficient use of the newspaper, the Young Ottomans were able to exert a strong and lasting impact on the evolving public sphere in the late Tanzimat period despite being only a relatively small group.

Before entering the field of textual semantics, a few general words on the nature of the discourses under investigation are in place. We engage here with the texts of intellectual elites, who expressed their specific historical experiences through their own Ottoman Turkish as well as other languages and concept-spaces. Thereby they certainly reflected on the audiences that they tried to reach. These dynamics of “entangled language games” need to be considered when analyzing the formulation and translation of specific terms and concepts.
 Einar Wigen has shown how the period from the early nineteenth century throughout the Tanzimat was one in which the Ottoman Turkish language, parallel to intensifying political relations with European states, increased its engagement with European languages and their concept spaces, as a product of which gradually new political concepts emerged. These new concepts were, however, not merely one-to-one translations of European concepts, but rather appropriations in dialogue with Ottoman experiences and realities: “Ottomans translated French concepts by yoking them to preexisting concepts in the Ottoman language, and started using them to give meaning to their own situation…Once the concept has been established in the new language, it takes on a life of its own.”

A passage from the inaugural essay of Hürriyet, “Hubbü’l-Vatan mine’l-İman” (“Love for the Vatan is [an Expression of] Faith”), offers a good entry into the Young Ottoman program. Therein, the Young Ottomans are described as 

those who strive for the renewal of the glory of the old Ottomans, inimical in the same way to tyranny as well as to disorder. They aim for the felicity and prosperity of the time of Süleyman
. But they look for this within the order of civilization required by the [modern] period. The solution to this is justice (adalet). Justice for the Ottoman people (ümmet) is achieved through the law of equality (müsâvât) of the individuals. The principles of consultation (meşveret), in perfect congruence with reason (akıl) and textual tradition (nakl), provide this law of equality.
 
The passage addresses a progressive, reform-minded audience with a language indebted to “the vocabulary of Islamic political theory”
 while at the same time attempting to cast “the foundations of Ottoman Islamic rule in universal terms.”
 Typical of the revivalist thought of the period, the authority of a glorified past is constructed from a distinctively modern epistemic horizon. The Ottoman future is imagined as a return to the values of the past, grounded in principles with strong Islamic resonances, such as justice, consultation, and textual tradition. These are connected with principles that carry the spirit of the new era of change heralded by the French revolution, such as equality and reason. 

The term millet itself appears only once in Hubbü’l-Vatan, the main topic of which is patriotism. The object of this patriotism is the vatan (“fatherland”). Its carriers are the Ottomans, particularly the Ottoman Muslims – with the attribute ‘Ottoman’ here being stretched considerably: 

Is not our fatherland (vatan) that country (memleket), in the capitals of which the likes of Ömer and Süleyman have excelled in governance? Are not the Turks that millet, in the madrasas of which the likes of al-Farabi, Ibn Sina [Avicenna], Ghazali, and Zamakhshari have expanded knowledge (marifet)?
 

The notion of vatan as employed here reveals an imaginary space that transgresses the reach of French patrie, which in the first French Encyclopédie by de Jaucourt (1751) had been described as an emotional relation to a specific place and region, but also a political community and a state.
 In contrast to patrie, Reşad Bey’s vatan is more inclusive, evokes the totality of Muslim lands, combining the territories under Ottoman possession at the time of its largest extension and the lands of the classical Islamic period, as the reference to Ömer (Umar) shows. This broad reach of vatan and the strong religious connotation continues in the reference to the millet of the Turks in the following sentence. A cursory look at the places where the here mentioned Islamic scholars are known to have taught shows a concentration on Iran and Syria (including Bagdad and Jerusalem), secondarily also Egypt and the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. These are all pre-Ottoman figures, most of them were active on territory that later became Ottoman – the exception being Ibn Sina who has remained on Iranian geography. One thus wonders what the ‘millet of the Turks’ “in the madrasas of which” these pre-modern scholars have taught should refer to. It is hardly the political community of the Ottomans (or Ottoman Turks) that is insinuated, since this would be too clearly anachronistic and the match between the figures and Ottoman territories is only partial. It makes therefore more sense to understand the millet of the Turks evoked in this text as the community of the Muslims, even if it is awkward since it implies that “Turk” would here be used as by and large synonymous with ‘Muslim’ – of which we find many examples in European Orientalist discourse of the time, but which is not yet common in the discourse of Ottoman intellectuals.

While the setting of millet in the discussed sequence is thus clearly pre-national, not yet connected in an exclusive manner to a particular people, territory and state, it is proto-national in that it carries the basic units that would later be brought more systematically together in nationalist discourse, namely a particular community (the millet of the Turks) with a particular history, and a particular state tradition (from Ömer to Süleyman, i.e. Islamic through Ottoman) that implies a particular territory. By “proto-national”, I do not want to imply that it necessarily had to develop into a more explicit nationalist direction. Nevertheless, since we cannot but look at history from hindsight, it seems noteworthy that the mentioned elements for a nationalist argument were already present in the quoted sequence – even if in the late 1860s the term millet was still polysemic. This polysemy shows itself in an exemplary way in the texts of one of the most prolific and influential authors of the Young Ottomans, Namık Kemal (1840–88).

3.1. Namık Kemal

Namık Kemal was the scion of a privileged Ottoman family. His ideas on patriotism, his republicanism and his emphasis on the people as source of political legitimacy remained influential and a source of inspiration for later generations, not the least for the Young Turks and early Kemalists.
 Namık Kemal’s early journalistic writings provide ample examples of the traditional meaning of millet as community bound by religion. In texts of his that appeared in the Young Ottoman journal Hürriyet, the term millet primarily appears in this sense, for example when he distinguishes the “other communities” (milel-i saire, sair milletler) from the community of the Muslims.
 In the same text from which this example is taken he uses the term milliyet, a substantivized form of the adjective milli, as a signifier for the Muslim community. The following quote is from a passage in which he emphasizes that the sought-for new constitution needed to be in line with the sharia and Islamic sentiment: “Who has forgotten the Islamic community (milliyet-i İslamiye)? It is in the name of sharia and Islam that we want freedom (hürriyet) and the principles of consultation (usul-i meşveret).”
 

Next to such traditional use of millet, Namık Kemal employed the term also in the sense of political community. Reinkowski detects a political usage of millet in the sense of nation in a text in which Kemal refers to the “future of the millet", in a sequence addressing the “young men of Türkistan", as those among the Ottomans espousing “modern opinions".
 There certainly are passages in texts of Namık Kemal, in which a translation of the term millet as ‘nation’ makes sense from our contemporary viewpoint. However, I would still argue that for heuristic reasons it would be better to withhold the impulse to translate too quickly. We should instead inquire into the semantics of the particular employment of the term in each instance. The following example will illustrate why. In the essay “İstikbal” (“The Future”) from 1872, Kemal employs the term millet twice within a series of rhetorical questions in response to an initial set of general philosophical ponderings on the past, the present, and the future: 

(1) “Could we forget the greatness and prosperity of our past, which would indeed be an utmost possible source of pride for even the greatest nations (milletler)?”

(2) “The future is: the light of the eye (nûr-ı dîdesi) of the nation (millet), the darling of society (cemiyet), the ultimate hope of civilization (medeniyet), the lifesupport of humanity (insaniyet).”
 
How can we describe the quality of the nation/millet addressed in this text? Closer analysis of the text reveals that the „we“ in the first sentence above, which is indirectly compared to the “greatest nations/milletler” and which marks the subject position of the entire article, is an ‘Ottoman we’. This implicit ‘Ottoman we’ has a history, is related to the Ottoman state (devletimiz).
 Furthermore, the article is concluded by an emphatic “Long live the Ottomans!”
 In fact, the establishment of the notion of an in principle trans-communal Ottoman identity based on equality between the religious communities was one of the major characteristics of the Young Ottoman program. At the same time, however, the Young Ottomans recognized the special role of the Islamic past and legacy in the formation of Ottoman state and society. The notion of Ottomanness in “İstikbal” was thus embedded in an explicitly Islamic perspective: 

Our future is certain since Islam (İslâmiyet) commands to reach unity. It [Islam] is absolutely opposed to make worldly contingencies (avârız-ı dünyeviye) such as nationalism (cinsiyet) and language a matter of discord. For that reason the emergence of claims of Lazism
, Albanianism, Kurdism, Arabism, which is projected by some charlatans, who claim common sense for giving shape to all kinds of imaginaries and thus putting doubts on what [really] exists, is hereabouts bound to fail.
 

This sequence shows an unease with ethnic particularism – interestingly not including Turkism – that is typical of Ottoman Muslims’ political discourse of the time. Juxtaposed to this unease is the ideal of a trans-ethnic Islamic community. This sentiment would in the future find various political incarnations, not the least in Abdülhamid’s pan-Islamism. In apparent tension with the above-mentioned secular political notion of millet in the same text, the ‘Ottoman we’ is imagined as an ‘Islamic we’ that needs to be guarded against ethnic particularisms. The semantic horizon of millet that emerges in “İstikbal” is in so far proto-national as it is demarcated by references to Ottoman-ness and the Ottoman state that transgress traditional dynastic meanings of Osmanlı (Ottoman). To conclude, in “İstikbal” the Ottoman millet is imagined as a political interest group that is constituted by religious boundaries. It is bound to quasi-primordial notions of religion and a rejection of political claims based on ethnic particularism.

There is more evidence against a totally secularized concept of millet in Namık Kemal’s texts. In an article published a few days after “İstikbal”, he decries the legal reforms of the Tanzimat and the dismantling of the sharia, reminding his readers of “those principles of justice…that were since the confirmation of the divine decree (ferman-ı ilâhî) twelve hundred years ago inscribed in the customs (âdât) and ethics (ahlâk) of the millet.”
 Millet is here invoked not as a political community and not as a generic term for religious communities, but to denote the community of Islam. 

In yet another article published three days later, however, Namık Kemal uses the term millet in a proto-Turkist fashion to characterize the Turks as distinct from the Arabs and as an entity independent from Islam since having existed already prior to Islam. This text evokes the necessity of mutual support of Arabs and Turks on the way to prosperity and progress and calls to mind the common Islamic heritage secured through the Ottoman order. In particular, it reminds the Turkish readers of what they owe the Arabs: “The Arabs have brought our millet to Islam. The Arab has disciplined [us]. Our law follows the Arab, most of our knowledge requires explication through Arabic, our language depends on Arabic literature.”

Namık Kemal’s texts underscore the polysemy of millet in the late Tanzimat period. Many more examples could be added to illustrate any of the above discussed meanings of millet in his texts, which, taken together, make for a rather complex semantic field. At the same time, his notion of a Turkish-Islamic millet played an important role in the subsequent formulation of the concept of a Turkish-Islamic nation, which would gain prominence in the course of the Young Turk period and remain influential, in different varieties, in the republican era. 

The undetermined character of the concept of millet/nation in the texts of Young Ottoman writers has already been acknowledged by Şerif Mardin. He addressed it in relation to Namık Kemal’s use of the term vatan, which in that period acquired the meaning ‘fatherland’:

Key words in Namık Kemal’s patriotic statements, in addition to the word ‘vatan,’ are the expressions ‘Osmanlı’ (‘Ottoman’), ‘Ümmet’ (‘community’), ‘millet’ (used both for ‘nation’ or in its traditional meaning of ‘religious group in the Ottoman Empire’), ‘Türk’ (‘Turk’), ‘kavm’ (‘tribe’), and ‘mezheb’ (‘denomination’). Every one of these words was used by Namık Kemal at one time or another to denote the focus of national allegiance. This, by itself, is indicative of the fact that Namık Kemal, enthusiastic as he was in eliciting an undivided allegiance to ‘the fatherland,’ was not entirely clear as to what the fatherland consisted of.
 

While Mardin’s description of the semantic environment of vatan, which includes millet, is insightful, the suggestion that Namık Kemal’s patriotism was characterized by semantic ambivalences is anachronistic. The assertion that Kemal used different terms for what Mardin identifies in hindsight as the semantic field of “fatherland” should not be interpreted as a lack of clarity, but rather as sign of a yet rather broad and inclusive concept, already in dialogue with the French concept of patrie, but not determined by it. 

If we want to get a better sense of the semantic horizon in which terms such as vatan and millet were embedded in the texts of Namık Kemal and other contemporary writers, we should not prematurely try to explain these horizons by more narrowly delineated foreign or future concepts, but rather focus on the semantic field of these terms. This allows us to see how they are characterized by polysemies that differ from those of contemporary French and English, as well as later Turkish concepts. It is exactly the premature translation of concepts such as nation and fatherland into Tanzimat and post-Tanzimat semantic contexts that makes them appear ‘unclear,’ or ‘ambivalent’ in the eyes of the outside or later observer. Conceptual history and even more emphatically so genealogy remind us not to forget about the retrospectivity on which historiography is always based. Polysemy can of course be understood as semantic ambiguity, but should not be assessed in terms of a ‘lack of clarity.’ We should rather ask about the possible ordering mechanisms that may structure a particular polysemy, try to grasp the relations and hierarchies between different meanings of a concept, or between the terms connected in a particular semantic field. 

Namık Kemal’s texts further show that millet was not the only term which conveyed a notion of ‘religious community.’ In “The Principles of Consultation", he addresses the non-Muslims both as millet and as mezhep with no recognizable distinction between the two terms: as “other millets within Ottoman nationhood (tabiiyet)", and as “the other mezheps” (mezâhib-i saire, and sair mezhep).
 This overlap of millet and mezhep and their derivatives is corroborated further down in the same text. Addressing the claim that the non-Muslims of the Ottoman state were prone to treason, he argued that in the history of mankind “inner-religious conflict” (ihtilaf-i diyanet) (such as between Sunnis and Shiites, or between Protestants and Catholics) would not have been less significant than “inter-religious conflict” (ihtilaf-i mezhep) (such as between Muslims and Christians). European countries such as England, France, Austria, and even Russia would be home to various religions, but “none of these has in the name of its religious community (milliyet) taken up arms, or refrained from sacrifice of life for the defense of the homeland (vatan).”
 

The tableau that evolves from the analysis of “Principles of Consultation” with regard to the use of the terms din, millet, and mezhep shows both overlapping and distinguishing semantics: din (and diyanet) refer to the religion of Islam, and also to the religions of the Christians (and Jews, though throughout less prominent); the term millet (and milliyet) is mainly used for religious communities, Muslims and non-Muslims; the term mezhep, finally, is also used for religious communities, and for doctrinal sub-groups within the larger religious communities.
 

Mezhep was not the only term that semantically overlapped with millet. In an article published in 1872 for the oppositional newspaper İbret, Namık Kemal addresses the communal segments of Ottoman society not as millets or mezheps, but as ecnas (sg. cins) – a term that can be translated as “race(s)", or, more generally, as “kind(s)”, here in the sense of “kinds of people”: “In fact, the Ottoman domains are a composite of many races/people (ecnas) and every people/race (cins) depends on one or several mezheps.”
 The passage points to an increasing evidence of a differentiation between notions of ethnicity/race (cins) and religious group (mezhep, or millet). The religious communities were as a rule endogamous and constituted in that sense clearly separable social units. The distinction of cins/race from the religious communities is emblematic for the transformation of the religious communities from (a) social units defined by religion and rite (or dogma) to (b) social units defined by notions of race and ethnicity. It reflects the gradual process of ethnicization and nationalization among the millet communities, which at that time showed itself most strongly in the Balkans.
 

A comparative look at other Young Ottomans’ employment of millet corroborates both the polysemy and the growing political significance of the term.
 This said, Young Ottoman conceptualizations of millet were not uniform. The use of the term millet in a series of articles written between late 1867 and early 1868 by Ali Suavi (1839–78) – who was not only a journalist, but a preacher with a madrasa education – is dominated by the notion of a political community grounded in religion, although it also leaves space for secular interpretations.
 I think it important to underline that the polysemy of the term millet that we encounter in the articles of Namık Kemal, Ali Suavi, and other late Tanzimat intellectuals was not seen to be in need of explanation. The specific meanings of millet in Young Ottoman writings can usually be determined rather clearly from within the textual context in which the term was employed. As within the Tanzimat edicts, usage oscillated between the traditional Islamic notion of religious community (independent from its ethnic composition), and interpretations of this communal dimension in terms of a political community that could – but did not have to be – devoid of religious connotations.
  This polysemy continues in the Ottoman constitution of 1876, in which it is both employed in the sense of a politically defined people or nation and in the classical sense of communities defined by religion.

3.2. Ottoman-ness

The fact that many Muslims perceived the period as one of extensive privileging of the non-Muslims
 was a catalyst for a religiously biased Ottoman identity, which was primarily concerned with the fate of the Muslims and thus developed in tension with a more pluralist interpretation of Ottoman-ness. With Karpat we could say that, as a product of the forced leveling of religious difference (through Tanzimat reforms) as a factor structuring social and political relations in the Ottoman state, “the Muslim character of the Ottoman government began to acquire a new political significance.”
 We can clearly see this reflected in Young Ottoman texts. 

The Young Ottomans popularized a sense of Ottoman-ness, a reference to which they carried in their name, as radical equality that needed to encompass not only social, but also legal, and economic dimensions. It was the perception of the Muslims’ being disadvantaged as a consequence of European meddling that constituted one of the major reasons for the circle’s discontent
 – a sentiment that until today unites Turkish Muslim nationalists of different political camps. The Ottoman We that the Young Ottomans formulated was thus first a political We, centered on the aim of forming a common state based on an ideal of legal and economic equality, against undue privileges for any particular community. They were thus, in principle, not hostile to non-Muslims. Namık Kemal’s writings are typical of that orientation. At the same time, a tension that remained unresolved, most Young Ottomans imagined the Ottoman state and society from a Muslim perspective –with occasional references to the ‘Turks’ as a category that was, however, not yet clearly defined.
 Openly critical positions towards the non-Muslims were articulated in a text most likely authored by Ziya Bey (i.e. Ziya Paşa, 1829–80), in Hürriyet.
 This texts connects a critique of recent reforms of the legal system, which are associated with the Tanzimat, with an attack on the privileges granted to the non-Muslims under European protection.
 It is precisely within this context of inter-communal competition within a modernizing state under strong international pressure that the text labels the non-Muslim communities “millets".
 At this instance the notion of millet conveys a sense of religious as well as political other.
 Czygan argued that Ziya Bey considered the non-Muslims as outside of the Ottoman state, to the disintegration of which they would contribute considerably.
 Among some Muslim Ottoman authors of the late Turkish period we can thus observe a growing inclination to relate the notion of millet with something foreign to the Muslim We. 

To conclude, both the religious and the political dimensions of the term millet in Young Ottoman texts demarcate communities based on their primary loyalties vis-a-vis the Ottoman state. The resulting polysemy reflects a growing importance of political loyalties that would became increasingly independent of religious and dynastic loyalties. The latter were still important, and continued to have leverage until the collapse of the Empire, but they were challenged by burgeoning ethno-nationalist commitments. 

4. Millet in Ottoman lexicographic discourse

Lexicography is a genre that is, if used critically, of particular interest for conceptual history. It has a normative potential and can provide insights into political sensibilities undergirding conceptual change. Analysis of late Ottoman lexicography corroborates the semantic opening of the concept of millet since the Tanzimat period and shows a gradual narrowing toward secular political meanings in the early twentieth century. 

The entry millet in the Ahter-i Kebir (1560), one of the oldest Arabic-Turkish dictionaries, reads “meaning şeriat and din/religion".
 Closely following Arabic lexicographic tradition, the first modern Ottoman dictionaries, until the mid-nineteenth century, remained loyal to this expression. One of the earliest dictionaries of the Tanzimat, the Eser-i Şevket (1851) still lists the same two meanings of millet, namely şeriat and din.
 From the 1850s onwards, emphasis on the social dimension of the term (millet = religious community) increased. As an example of the changing relation between din and millet, and at the same time as evidence of increasing transnational conceptual entanglement, one may ponder the impact of a late Tanzimat dictionary, the Müntahabat-ı Lugat-ı Osmaniye (first ed. 1852/53) by James Redhouse, which was reprinted many times and very widely distributed. Possibly related to the Anglican background of its author, the Müntahabat emphasized the dogmatic aspect of din/religion, defining it as "faith (itikad), present among men, with regard to Allah and the Prophet".
 The entry millet, on the other hand, after providing the traditional meanings, continues with emphasis on the communal dimension of the term: “Religion/din, şeriat, and religious subgroup/mezhep, and religious path/meslek-i dini, and a group within a religion/din or a religious subgroup/mezhep.”
 Read together, the two entries may hint at an implicit differentiation between din with an emphasis on faith and millet with an emphasis on religious community. This differentiation is corroborated by later dictionaries. The Kamus-ı Türki (Şemseddin Sami, 1901) lists two sets of meaning for millet: “(1) Religion (Din, mezhep, kiş): [examples] the millet of Abraham (millet-i İbrahim); din and millet are one. (2) Community (cemaat) found within a din and mezhep: [examples] the millet of Islam (millet-i İslam); the heads of various millets.”
 In parallel with this second sense, the beginning of the fourth of four main sets of meanings attributed to the lemma İslam in the same dictionary reads "Islamic millet, community of Muslims, people of Islam"
 – underlining again the communal dimension of Islam/religion. Roughly at the same time, the entry millet in the Kamus-ı Osmani (1896) lists for millet next to the traditional meanings din and şeriat also the meaning “community, group within a religion: [example] Islamic millet” (“bir dinde bulunan cemat, güruh (millet-i İslamiye)”).

The increasing differentiation between religion as faith (din) and religion as community (millet) evolved by and large within an Islamic semantic. Ahmed Vefik Paşa (1823–91), a leading intellectual and statesman of the Tanzimat period, was the first Ottoman lexicographer to acknowledge a more fundamental differentiation, namely between the Islamic connotation of the term millet in the lexicographic tradition and the non-Islamic registers already prominent in contemporary Ottoman political discourses. The lemma millet in the second, enlarged edition of his Lehce-i Osmani (1890) reads: “Originally din/religion and mezhep/religious subgroup; [actual:] ümmet/people, kavim/people, cemaat/community.”
 Ahmed Vefik thus distinguishes between an original and an actual meaning of millet. He qualifies as “original” the (religious) meanings transmitted in the classical lexicographic tradition, which is shown to be in tension with actual use (within non-religious registers). It is important to know that in late Ottoman neither ümmet, nor kavim, or cemaat were dominated by religious connotations. The author thus qualifies the actual usage of millet as governed by a secular semantic in contrast to its “original” religious connotations. 

Comparison of various lexicographic entries of the term ümmet further illustrates the tension between religious and socio-political layers in the semantic field of millet. In contrast to the yet rather sober approach to diverging meanings of ümmet by Ahmed Vefik, Ebüziyya Tevfik (Lügat-ı Ebuziyya) and later on Şemseddin Sami (Kamus-ı Türki) turn to openly apologetic language in defense of the allegedly “original”, non-religious use of ümmet – in contradistinction to the decidedly religious connotations of millet. Ebuziyya Tevfik, who belonged to the circle of the Young Ottomans, conceives of ümmet as a non-religious, political category. It would be possible to speak of an “Ottoman ümmet” (ümmet-i Osmaniyye), whereas the notion of an “Ottoman millet” (millet-i Osmaniyye) would, given that the Ottoman people was constituted by a plurality of millets (i.e., religious communities), be absurd.
 Şemseddin Sami equally argued against the interchangeable use of the terms millet and ümmet. Expressions such as “Islamic millets” (milel-i İslamiyye), “Turkish millet” (Türk milleti), and “Islamic ümmet” (ümmet-i İslamiyye) would be wrong. Sami argues against the attribution of religious meanings to ümmet, reserving those to millet. Correct would therefore be expressions such as “Islamic millet” (millet-i İslamiyye), “ümmets of Islam” (ümem-i İslamiyye) and “Turkish ümmet” (Türk ümmeti) – “because, the ‘millet of Islam’ (millet-i İslamiyye) is one, whereas the ‘ümmets of Islam’ (ümem-i İslamiyye), that is, the peoples/nations that follow the din of Islam, are many.”
 

Evidence for the differentiation between religious and political registers within the semantic field of millet we also find in a number of other dictionaries of the period. The Lugat-ı Naci (1894/5),
 too, takes an even more pronounced apologetic position in defense of the traditional meanings of millet, here identified as (a) din and şeriat, as well as (b) “group within a din”. The dictionary argues explicitly that the European "nation" would not be a proper equivalent for the term millet, since “nation” (put in Latin characters!) would be applied to the whole of a people living under one government – different from the Ottoman usage of the term millet. The proper Ottoman translation for “nation", which meant a community of individuals living under the same government, would be ümmet or kavim.
 Other dictionaries following Naci emulated his apologetic stance and ventured into similar explanations, for example Şemseddin Sami’s Kamus-i Türki,
 Mehmed Salahi’s Kamus-i Osmani,
 and Mehmed Bahaeddin’s Türkçe Lügat (1912).
 The interventions of these lexicographers are evidence of the use of millet at the turn of the twentieth  century as equivalent to the French nation – a usage that they marked as wrong.
 

Against the background of late Ottoman political discourse, it is at first surprising that Ottoman dictionaries seem to ignore the existing use of millet as an administrative and political term for those religious communities that were integrated into the Ottoman state structure. How can we explain this negligence? I would argue that it is related to the rejection of the use of the term as a translation of the French nation, the political implications of which for the Ottoman context were feared. With the spread of separatist nationalism among the non-Muslim populations of the Ottoman Balkan lands, and later on Anatolia, a direct translation of the French term nation and its semantics into the Turkish context could insinuate that the existing religious communities (as millets) were nations and as such had legitimate claims for political autonomy. This makes it understandable that late Ottoman-Turkish lexicographers not only ignored the use of the term millet for the non-Muslims, but even went into explanations to show that millet was not an Ottoman equivalent to the French nation. Defending the Ottoman state’s suzerainty over all millets, they were hesitant to support a language that could be employed to challenge this order, which had come under immense political threat already. The question of the definition of millet was thus tied into the ‘Eastern Question,’ namely “how to solve the problem posed by the continuing territorial erosion of the Ottoman Empire.”
 The increasing meddling of the European powers in Ottoman internal affairs, often expressed in terms of the powers’ allegedly legitimate rights to ‘protect’ the non-Muslim subjects (especially the Christians) of the empire was related to this problem. 
The interventions of Ottoman lexicographers in the 1890s on behalf of the traditional meaning of millet remind us that dictionaries constitute a genre that is not necessarily committed to proper reflection of actual language use. As Jan-Peter Hartung has argued in his discussion of North Indian Muslim lexicographic discourse, “we need to be constantly alert to the fact that dictionaries and encyclopedias are not neutral seismographs for profound semantic changes, but come with rather heavy ideological baggage.”
 As for the definition of terms of social and political significance, lexicography constitutes a field for ardent contestations, in which ‘seismographic’ philology may clash with political interests. 

Eventually, the apologetic tone against the nationalization of the concept millet softened. In the early Young Turk period we find evidence of increasing recognition of the changing meaning of the term. In the new edition of the Kamus-i Fransevi from 1911,
  “nation” has already become the primary meaning of millet, followed second by the meaning “religious community".
 The Resimli Kamus-i Osmani (1912) acknowledges next to traditional lexicographic notions of millet (“din and sharia", “the Islamic millet”), a third, secular coinage of the term: “the community of individuals following the same government: Ottoman millet.” However, reminiscent of earlier lexicographers’ rejection of this usage, it comments in parenthesis that “in this meaning [of Ottoman millet] use of the terms kavim/people and ümmet/people’ is dominant.”
 

The gradual admission of the meaning ‘nation’ in late Ottoman lexicographic entries on millet corresponded with the rise of Turkish nationalism, which found early systematic formulations in the first decade of the twentieth century,
 before it really began to flourish in the Young Turk period. One of the most influential nationalist thinkers of the Young Turks was Ziya Gökalp, who is until today widely read.
 For Gökalp, the first chair for sociology at the Darülfünun (later Istanbul University), the millet-nation was a cultural entity that was distinguished by common language, customs, language, and sentiment – that is, built on acquired qualities, not on primordial ones such as race and descent, and not on geography either (he was a Panturkist).
 While Gökalp sometimes also related religion (din) to the cultural (hars) and thus in the vicinity of millet, in his more systematic texts he categorically distinguished the community of religion (ümmet) from political (devlet) and national (millet) communities. In Durkheimian fashion he argued that while in primitive societies the collectivity of religion took over functions of the state and the nation, so that there in fact existed no differentiation between the three kinds of collectivity, (modern) organic societies were functionally differentiated. This resulted in the three collectivities of ümmet, devlet, and millet being separated from each other.
 Elsewhere he further detailed this differentiation, arguing that “the word ‘ümmet’ must denote the totality of those people who are devoted to one religion (din), the word  ‘devlet’ the totality of those who are administered under one government, and the word ‘millet’ the totality of those who speak in one language.”
 Proposing this as the objectively correct usage of the terms under question, he at the same time acknowledged that the reach of these terms was contested. He recognized that “the Islamists” (İslâmcılar) contested his approach and that they insisted that millet was the term for the religious and ümmet the term for the national community.
 

We can see that in the early Young Turk period, at the latest, the earlier lexicographic apologetics concerning the correct use of millet had found reflection in political thought. Contrary to the traditionalist lexicographers, Gökalp argued in support of the revisionist reading that framed millet in a nationalist and decisively non-religious way. It has often been argued that Gökalp’s sociological conceptualization of the millet-nation as differentiated from religious and political orders enabled a secular conceptualization of the nation-state (with religion being kept at a distance to state and politics) hence constituted a secularizing move.
 The future trajectory of millet would, however, continue to remain polysemic and contested. During the Greco-Turkish War (1919–22), the religious semantics of the millet-nation were reactivated. Mustafa Kemal declared at an address to the Turkish National Assembly on May 1, 1920, prior to the signing of the Sèvres Treaty:

The nation (millet), that we struggle to protect and defend, is obviously not constituted by one element [alone]. It is a union of various Islamic elements (anasırı islâmiye). Every Islamic element (unsuru islâm) that forms this community is our brother (kardeş) and compatriot (vatandaş) with identical interests.
 

With the victory of the Turkish nationalists in their ‘Independence War’ (the Greco-Turkish War) and following the foundation of the Republic of Turkey in 1923, the religious semantics of millet lost their dominance. The developing Kemalist ideology established an authoritarian secularism (laiklik), which cemented the nationalization of the concept of millet. This found emblematic expression in lexicographic discourse, in which the previously dominant religious meanings of the term moved further to the margins. It could take the form of a reference to a past “original” meaning. An example is the Yeni Türkçe Lügat (1924) by Bahaeddin. Whereas his Türkçe Lügat from 1912 still followed the conservative lexicographic tradition that listed din and mezhep as the (correct) meanings of millet and decried its use with the meaning of kavim and ümmet (people), or cemaat (community), as wrong,
 his Yeni Türkçe Lügat defined the lemma millet in an entirely secular manner and employed thereby all three terms that his first dictionary had refuted. The traditional religious meaning of the term is mentioned only as a relic of the past:
Community of people (cemaat, kavim) that lives on the same land and is of common origin and language, or has for a long period of time followed the same interests; people (halk), nation (ümmet), race (cins), group (taife), folks (şab) that live on the same territory and under the same government. The original Arabic meaning is mezhep and din.
 

With this first entirely secular definition of millet in a Turkish-Turkish dictionary, the religious meaning of millet is still noted, but merely as a memory of the past. In what appears as a typical expression of early republican Kemalist secularism, although at that time not yet fully developed, the labelling of the original, religious meaning of the term as “Arabic” creates additional distance to the new, secular, and Turkish concept of millet. The religious heritage of the term millet is here subordinated to a secular nationalist logic. 

Dictionaries in which the political and the religious meanings of the term are listed next to each other without such subordination became increasingly rare.
 With the first edition of the Türkçe Sözlük by the Turkish Language Society (1943–44) the conceptual transformation of millet was brought to a preliminary closure. This official dictionary allocated two meanings to millet: (1) “ulus", a newly recovered old Turkish word, henceforward used in the sense of ‘nation’ in a decisively secular sense (mostly used by people who affiliate with Kemalism), and (2) “sınıf, topluluk", meaning social group, class.
 Even if the Turkish millet retained a connotation of being constituted by Muslims, the thus formed entity was conceived of as a secular entity and not a religious entity in the hegemonic nationalist discourse. In the early Kemalist period, the translation of nation as millet and vice versa has thus, at least in official language, become the norm: for the time being, the ideal of a homogenous secular nation-state had triumphed over earlier ideals of Islamic and imperial governance.
 
5. Concluding remarks
I have argued in this article that in the period from the Tanzimat to the early Republic of Turkey the term millet underwent significant semantic changes that in the long-term perspective can be described in terms of (1) secularization and (2) ethno-nationalization. It resulted in a concept of millet that was stripped of those traditional meanings that connected it to the concept of din/religion, centering instead on the notion of a secular political community, a ‘nation.’ Before this process was concluded, however, the distinctive feature of the term millet in the last Ottoman century was its polysemy – a parallelism of traditional religious and largely new political meanings. Hence, for most part of the nineteenth century the oscillation within the semantic range of the term millet between the traditional Islamic notion of religious path and community, and interpretations of this communal dimension in terms of a political community was not accompanied by a sense of ambiguity. This would be an anachronistic (back-)reading of a tension that emerged later, noticeable at first in lexicographic discourse of the 1890s.

Likewise, Eurocentric and modernist approaches that have explained the dual meaning of millet as merely a wrong and/or incomplete translation of nation into Ottoman Turkish, as a failure to adopt to the language and principles of modernity, or as a lack of conceptual clarity in nineteenth-century Ottoman political thought are wrong. We should assume that the polysemic character of the term millet in the Tanzimat and post-Tanzimat period made clear sense to those who used the term. Variance in usage, conveying a range of religious, social, and political meanings was not random, but context-dependent. Inquiry into this usage provides us with not only a fuller, and more complex understanding of the multi-layered character of the concept of millet and its semantic transformations in the modern period (conceptual history). It also provides us with an interesting angle on the social and political dynamics (social history) that triggered the semantic shifts. 
Next to the polysemy of millet in Young Ottoman discourse, the traditionalism of Ottoman lexicographic discourse, in which new political meanings of the term were only belatedly, and not without resistance, acknowledged, is striking. The increased tendency among Ottoman lexicographers since the 1890s to apologetic interventions with regard to millet can be interpreted as token of the growing political importance of the term. It shows the resistance that the politicization of the non-Muslim millet communities provoked. This politicization occurred parallel to the ethnicization of the religio-political communities and encouraged translations of millet into nation and vice versa. Already Young Ottoman authors, who mostly remained within a more inclusive horizon, must already have been anxious about the tendency among non-Muslim communities to reify their millets in ethno-national terms and thus supported the formation of a supra-religious Ottoman identity, which they at times also addressed as millet. The developing notion of Ottoman-ness as a proto-national identity required a concept with which a social community could be articulated beyond the confines of religious difference. This concept was in tension with conceptualizations of millet as nation, especially due to the usage of the term for the non-Muslim communities.

In the long run, processes of politicization and ethnicization would enable interpretations of millet entirely beyond the semantic field of religion. This development reached its climax in the early Turkish republic, when the nationalization of millet was completed. By that point in time, due to the new geographic and demographic realities, non-Muslim nationalist claims had ceased to be a threat, allowing for Turkish nationalism to make use of it. The theoretical conceptualizations of Ziya Gökalp in the Young Turk period were a milestone in this development. However, the religious dimension of millet remained ambiguous, and thus the extent to which it could be described as a purely non-religious entity. Despite completely secular definitions of millet in republican lexicographic discourse, the term always retained the potential to evoke its traditional religious connotations – even in the Kemalist period. As the conservative early republican politician Ahmed Hamdi Başar recounts in his memoires, first published in 1945: “The greatest feeling that connects Turkish society today is religion. The Turkish millet has lived for centuries as a religious millet. It recognized everyone who carried the Islamic confession and was Muslim as brother and of its millet.”

Until today, hegemonic Turkish nationalist discourse understands religious belonging (as Muslim) as precondition for being part of the Turkish millet-nation. Even if the nation itself was, at least until the recent Islamicization of the political discourse in the last decade of AKP government, conceived as secular, the social boundaries of the Turkish nation continued to be defined by religion. This dynamic is in no ways particular to Turkey as a cursory look into the political imaginaries of post-Ottoman societies from the Balkans to Israel quickly reveals. The tension between religio-ethnic and secular-political modes of national belonging is part of the shared heritage of post-Ottoman societies. 
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