
http://www.bc.edu/centers/boisi/publicevents/s15/jenny-white.html
http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/centers/boisi.html
http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/centers/boisi/resources/q_and_as.html
http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/centers/boisi/resources/q_and_as.html
http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/centers/boisi/resources/q_and_as.html




3     the boisi center interview: jenny white

Muslim state that Turkey had trium-
phantly emerged from, and it didn’t even 
teach Ottoman history in school. In the 
1980s, the Ottoman Empire was rehabil-
itated with the sense that Turkey used to 
be a world power and can be one again. 
The founding moment of the nation-state 
was no longer 1923, when Turkey was 
established after World War I. It was 
1453, when the Muslim Turks conquered 
Christian Constantinople. Suddenly all 
over town there were reenactments of 
this event and even a new 3D museum 
where you can actually “live” through it. 
There was a new, very jingoistic movie 
about the 1453 conquest. There are tiles 
in the subway in Taksim that show the 
conquest. It’s now taught in schools and 
it appears in political rhetoric all the 
time. It has become a romanticized mod-
el that bears no relation to real history. 
About three to four weeks ago, several po-
tential candidates in an upcoming local 
election appeared on posters in full Otto-
man dress, which looked very clownish, 
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Turks. Kurds, on the other hand, were 
considered to be really Turks who had 
just forgotten their language. There was 
a lot of oppression of these groups. So 
when the AKP came in with its Ottoman 
framework, it became possible to step 
away from this formulation somewhat 
because the empire was quite diverse. 
They talked specifically about using the 
millet system in the Ottoman period as a 
way to deal with their own non-Muslim 
minorities. This was very problematic 
because that was not an equal system, 
and they didn’t mean it to be an equal 
system either. 

That’s sort of fallen away, though, and 
before the big turning point of 2011, the 
AKP reached out to non-Muslim minori-
ties in very substantial ways. It gave back 
some of the properties that had been 
confiscated during the Kemalist period. 
It didn’t give back all properties, it didn’t 
open the Halki Seminary, for example. 
For reasons that I don’t quite understand, 
they keep saying the seminary would 
have to be part of the national education-
al system and therefore they can’t open it. 
So overall, it was two steps forward, one 
step back. They would give back some 
property and keep some. It wasn’t com-
pletely open-handed and open-hearted.

The other huge thing that happened con-
cerns the Armenians. Fifteen years ago, 
you could be arrested for talking about 
Armenians. I remember in the 1980s, 
some poor tour guide was out in Van 
and he mentioned to some tourists he 
was guiding that Armenians used to live 
here, and he was arrested for that. That’s 
all he said! You could never talk about 
the Armenians. If you said the word 
genocide, you would be hauled off to jail. 
Under the AKP, because of this Ottoman 
framework, you could begin to talk about 
this stuff. People are actually having 
conferences in Turkey where they use the 
word “genocide.” It’s still controversial, 
but it can be discussed. Amazingly, that 
opening to discussing the Armenian 
issue is ongoing.

Then, parliament pushed through a rule 
that says that a civil servant cannot be 
arrested for doing something that the 
prime minister has told him to do. It was 
the most bizarre thing, and in retrospect, 
it seems to have been the first salvo of the 
split between AKP and Fethullah Gulen’s 
Hizmet movement. 

That started off a chain of events that led 
to the government declaring outright eco-
nomic and political war on the Hizmet 
movement, which it officially named a 
terrorist movement. Then the police tried 
to arrest people very close to the ruling 
circle for corruption. In response to that, 
Erdogan, now taking control himself, 
started undermining the balance of 
power. He fired and moved thousands of 
police and judges and started changing 
the institutions themselves, to make the 
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