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The dissolution of the multi-ethnic and multi-confessional Ottoman Empire was followed by
the formation of the Turkish Republic in 1923. A novel understanding of national Identity came
into existence in the interwar period as a result of the nationalist and secular policies of
Kemalists, the ruling elite of the period. Scholars have suggested that, despite secularism and
radical reforms, there was still continuity between the empire and the nation-state regarding
the role of Islam in the construction of nationhood. They have taken a special interest in and
presented the Gagauz as the most vivid example of this continuity. Unlike most other Turkic
groups in the Balkans and the Middle East, the Gagauz were Christian.! The conventional his-
torical wisdom is that the Gagauz were not accepted to Turkey because they were not Muslim;
thus, there was no room for non-Muslim Turks in early republican Turkey. Scholars have used
the case of the Gagauz to counter the presumption that the role of Islam in the Turkish national
identity declined after the formation of the republic and to point to the enduring Ottoman
legacy. The present article challenges such received arguments. Drawing upon a diverse range
of primary sources, it reassesses the Turkishness of the Gagauz - the publicly perceived quality
of being Turkish - and proposes a new view on the room for non-Muslim Turks in Turkey.

The foundational study that explores the relations between the Gagauz and the formation
of national identity in post-Ottoman Turkey belonged to Kemal Karpat, who was an émigré
from Romania. In his thorough study of the political transformation of Turkey after the Second
World War, Karpat argued that the Gagauz 'were not encouraged to migrate en masse to Turkey’
though he quoted no contemporary sources.? Future scholarship corroborated Karpat’s claims.?
The assertion that there was no space for Christian Turks stayed but the wording radically
changed over time. ‘Not encouraged to migrate en masse’ was replaced by ‘not accepted’ and
‘excluded’* Soner Cagaptay who offered one of the most detailed existing narratives of the
relations between nationalism and Islam in republican Turkey, exemplified this change? In his
analysis of the Gagauz, Cagaptay refers to the Treaty of 1936 that regulated the migration of
Muslim Turks from Dobruja, Romania to Turkey. According to Cagaptay, ‘the specific mention
of “Muslim Turks” in this text exciuded the Greek-Orthodox Gagavuz Turks from the scope of
this emigration. Once again, the government recognized Islam as a prerequisite for immigration
to Turkey!® Although Cagaptay devoted only two paragraphs to the Gagauz and cited no sources
to prove how they were excluded, he used the treaty and the supposed exclusion of the Gagauz
to support the dominant narrative that there was no room for Christian Turks in early Republican
Turkey throughout the entirety of his book. Cagaptay’s arguments have been generally agreed
upon in later historiography.” For example, Umut Uzer asserted that ‘Christian Turks were still
considered to be a misnomer’ in post-Ottoman Turkey.®
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