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Explaining and Comparing the Views of Ziya Gokalp
and Max Weber on the Formation of National Identity
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Abstract

Examining the experiences of Muslim thinkers in facing a
concept such as "national identity", which still engages
Muslim societies at various social levels, is essential. In
this article, an effort has been made to study the manner in
which Ziya Gokalp — one of the most important thinkers of
the Anatolian region — engages with this issue, in
comparison with the views of Max Weber, who himself
was involved in a similar challenge, so as to achieve a
deeper explanation of the type of intellectual formulation
of Gokalp on this subject. In this article, using the
document-library study method, the collected data and
information have been compared and descriptively
analyzed. The findings show that one of the most obvious
points of difference between these two aforementioned
thinkers is that, according to Weber, the most important
aspect of nationality is political action and nationality is a
new political construct, but according to Gokalp, nations
have always existed and the national spirit has been
unconsciously tangible among them. In terms of common
points, both thinkers have sought a cultural-linguistic
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explanation of the issue of national identity and have
emphasized the role of the state and political action, but in
practice, this cultural-linguistic aspect takes on a hostile
and violent aspect in the face of political challenges.
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Explaining and Comparing the Views of Ziya Gokalp and Max Weber on the
Formation of National Identity

Extended Abstract

Introduction: Examining the encounter of Muslim thinkers with the modern
ideology of nationalism is of fundamental importance due to its lasting and
profound impact on the social and political structures of Islamic societies. This
article, by focusing on the ideas of Ziya Gokalp, and comparing them with the
theories of Max Weber, seeks to provide a deeper explanation of how the concept
of national identity was formulated in the thought of these two contemporaneous
intellectuals. The central issue is the process of formation and characteristics of
"national identity" from each perspective and the identification of points of
convergence and divergence between them.

As an influential intellectual reference for Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, Gokalp played
a significant role in formulating the identity-cultural frameworks of the modern
Turkish nation-state. His approach, emphasizing "common language and culture"
as the foundational component of national identity, is clearly indebted to the
German tradition of cultural nationalism (particularly the ideas of Herder and
Hegel). However, this article's choice of Max Weber as a subject of comparison is
considered fruitful not only due to theirs contemporaneity and commonality in the
intellectual context of Central Europe but also because of the theoretical richness
of Weber's analysis of the phenomena of ethnicity and nationhood within the
framework of historical sociology. The main questions of the article are: 1) How is
national identity formed from Gokalp's perspective and what are its
characteristics? 2) How is national identity formed from Weber's perspective and
what are its characteristics? and 3) What are the similarities and differences
between Weber's and Gokalp's theories on national identity?

Research Method: This research has been conducted using descriptive-analytical
method with documentary-library approach. The required data were collected
through the study and analysis of primary written works as well as secondary
sources, research, and interpretations related to their ideas. Then, these data and
information have been compared and analyzed in depth within the framework of
common theoretical concepts and paradigms in nationality and nationalism studies
(such as Primordialism, Perennialism, Modernism, and Ethno-Symbolism).
Discussion and Analysis:

a) Ziya Gokalp and Cultural-Linguistic National Identity: Gokalp’s thought was
formed in response to the identity crisis and disintegration of the Ottoman Empire
and in opposition to competing discourses, namely Ottomanism and Islamism.
Influenced by Emile Durkheim, he considers “social solidarity” and “collective
conscience” as the key to understanding the nation. Gokalp, by making a firm
distinction between “culture” and “civilization,” seeks the foundation of national
identity in the field of culture. In his view, "culture" is divided into two parts:
national culture (Hars) and imitative culture (Tehzib). Hars or national culture is
unconscious, collective, and derived from the history and specific morale of a
people, which is manifested in colloquial language, folk music, folk ethics,
traditional religious beliefs, and indigenous arts. In contrast, Tehzib or imitative



00 | o cugn 6,8 UK 53L55 5y Sl s IS b o)l Guts 5 et |

culture is aristocratic because it is achieved through the conscious efforts of an
individual from a non-native culture. Tehzib is more closely related to the concept
of civilization. "Civilization" is also international, conscious, elitist, and adaptable.

According to Gokalp, the Ottoman government had an inauthentic and imitative
culture (Tehzib), and therefore, the Turkish nation was subject to the alien
Ottoman Tehzib, which must be eliminated by reviving the national culture
(Hars). He prescribes a return to the Turkish-Islamic (secular Islam) Hars as the
basis of unity, and then the acceptance of elements of western Tehzib for progress,
among which language is the most important element of this culture and the main
unifying tool.

Gokalp considers nations to be an eternal and ever-present phenomenon in which
the national spirit is unconsciously present and becomes self-conscious in the
modem era. The role of the state in this process is the national "education" of
society and the appropriation of political institutions to realize this collective self-
consciousness. In his view, the entire society should be educated with national
affairs in order to create a society with high solidarity, and by turning to Western
civilization, progress can be achieved. However, his emphasis on cultural and
linguistic purity in the context of the geopolitical emergency of the collapsing
Ottoman Empire (Balkan Wars and World War I, The Treaty of Sévres) turned to
anti-otherness and violence, and was reflected in the justification of assimilation
policies and events such as the Armenian Massacre.

b) Max Weber and National Identity as Political Action: Weber's analysis of
ethnicity and nationality is situated within his sociology, with an emphasis on
political action. He defines an ethnic group not on the basis of the objective reality
of common ancestry, but on the basis of a subjective belief in such a commonality,
which is formed around physical or cultural similarities, and of course this belief is
not sufficient in itself. What constitutes an ethnic group is common social and
political action. Weber believes that the demand for an independent state
distinguishes nations from other united communities, just as political and
especially military action is necessary to transform an ethno into a nation. For
Weber, the modern state is a continuous rational form, and this form is the
pinnacle of Western rationality and one of the most important examples of
rationality in history, while the nation is a special type of community and group
with a reputation.

For Weber, the modern nation is an emerging phenomenon related to the modern
state; in the modern world, both need each other, the state needs legitimacy and
public leadership accepted by the nation, and the nation needs to protect the
unique values of its culture against the specific values of other societies. Weber
approaches the "modernist paradigm" that emphasizes the role of power,
especially the power of the state, in defining the nation and explaining
nationalism. For Weber, nationality is a form of "social status" and a tool for
group "monopoly" that can appear in various social forms (class, caste).

Although Weber also pays attention to the role of culture and language (as factors
in creating a common lifestyle) in his analysis, he considers politics and power to
be the ultimate driving force and, unlike Gokalp, does not attribute an eternal
history to the nation. However, in the context of German national rivalries and the



| WV esled ((Kip b o)l Solallas | 071

geopolitical crises of his time (such as the rivalry with Poland and France), Weber
also sometimes expressed an "ethnic supremacist" view and used literature that
contained the exclusion of others.

Conclusion: Similarities and differences: The most important difference between
the views of these two thinkers is in the origin and nature of the nation: Gokalp
believes in a mixture of Primordial thinking and Ethno-Symbolism regarding the
nature and origin of the ethno and nation, and considers the nation to be an eternal
phenomenon with a cultural structure whose soul exists unconsciously.In contrast,
Weber, with a modernist and political approach, considers the nation to be a new
structure that is the product of political action and inextricably linked to the
modern state.

Important commonalities include: both emphasize the central role of a common
language and culture (along with Weber's emphasis on politics) in uniting the
national community; for both, the state plays a key role in the development or
consolidation of national identity; and finally, despite having apparently cultural or
modernist theoretical foundations regarding identity, both views tend towards anti-
otherness and ethnic supremacist tendencies in the field of practice and under the
influence of the geopolitical challenges of their era.

This shows that relying on a cultural element (such as language) to create public
solidarity at the level of a nation is not a barrier to the emergence of ethnic
supremacy or violent anti-otherness.

Keywords: Ziya Gokalp, Max Weber, Comparison, National identity,
Turkism.



