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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1 Significance 

Historical forces shape and inform our present in ways that are both conscious 

and subconscious. We seek to intentionally preserve those aspects of our past which are 

deemed meaningful and part of our heritage. At the same time, previous generations 

constructed cultures which are undoubtedly present today. In Turkey, this is apparent in a 

sociopolitical movement hovering at the confluence of institution and popular culture – 

neo-Ottomanism. The context in which neo-Ottomanism has been used varies from 

religiously-influenced governmental policy to the revival of rich Ottoman cuisine.  

The emergence of neo-Ottomanism speaks volumes about Turkish national 

identity as well as religiosity and its associated political currents. By recalling certain 

aspects of the Ottoman Empire, government leaders – and interested Turks – are 

valorizing and staking claim to Ottoman culture as it existed during its heyday, in the 15th 

and 16th centuries. Even a cursory glance at Ottoman culture during that era reveals two 

critical features that are prominent in neo-Ottomanism: an Islamic society, and an 

extraordinarily luxurious lifestyle at the palace. Recently, Ottomanism has seeped in to 

non-institutional areas of public life – fashion, architecture, and cuisine – indicating the 

popularization of Ottomanism.  

Culinary culture highlights both features of religiosity and luxury, offering a 

space to understand neo-Ottomanism’s manifestation in the restaurant industry. It is 

through the Muslim holiday Ramadan that themes of Ottoman opulence are explored in 
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restaurant spaces; such feasts are also accompanied by a high price tag, reflecting 

demographic trends. Palatial aesthetics and discourse surrounding Ottoman cuisine in 

contemporary Turkey illuminate these trends in pricing as does the participation by 

middle and upper classes in neo-Ottoman trends. 

Neo-Ottomanism has been characterized by both domestic and international press 

in newspapers and magazines, though scholarly works are few, and typically focus 

strictly on policy. Yet cultural heritage preservation – and culinary heritage in particular – 

has received increasingly more attention in the global economy. Certainly, the way a 

nation views and treats its past is an important indicator of both its current value schema 

and future directions. 

In this thesis, I hope to uncover the deeper complexities and nuances of neo-

Ottomanism; first and foremost, what exactly is neo-Ottomanism and how has it 

manifested itself? What has spurred this interest in Turkey’s past, which was scorned not 

long ago? What sort of relationship does Turkey have with its Ottoman heritage and how 

is it being represented in modernity? How can food reveal some of these connections, and 

what does it say about the neo-Ottoman phenomenon as a whole? And, what does neo-

Ottomanism say about Turkey’s shifting politics? By understanding the cultural 

dimensions of neo-Ottomanism, such as those found in cuisine, it is possible to approach 

a more holistic understanding of this phenomenon, and therefore of how heritage and 

politics are linked. 
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1.2 Organization of the thesis 

This research examines three major themes as they relate to neo-Ottomanism: 

identity and politics, representations of ‘Ottoman,’ and conceptions of authenticity. Each 

theme is based on research findings and includes ethnographic data which supports the 

finding. In Chapter two, I will provide background information in order to ‘set the stage’ 

for the ensuing findings. This will include historical and geographical context, as well as 

further operationalization of ‘neo-Ottomanism.’ This chapter will also touch on my 

positionality and fieldwork experience, taking note of important occurrences during the 

time frame of my fieldwork. Lastly, the methodology employed for this research will be 

outlined. Chapter three will provide a review of the literature in several areas of study 

which are directly related to this research. 

Chapter four, the first findings-based section, discusses the nuances of identity 

formation and will be examined through a characterization of identity components, 

namely those of nationalism or political affiliation, religiosity, and socioeconomic class. I 

will elaborate on changes occurring in Turkish politics and how they are reflected in the 

economy and society. Chapters five and six, also findings-based, deal with Turkey’s 

relationship with its Ottoman past through representation and authenticity, respectively. 

Chapter five delves into the ways that ‘Ottoman’ is constructed and perceived in Istanbul 

while considering its exoticization in culture. A discourse analysis of ‘Ottoman’ 

headlines supports these findings and acts as a platform for further discussion of Ottoman 

representations by the media. Turks ascribe authenticity in a variety of ways, and these 

paths and guidelines are described in chapter six, with a brief discussion of the discourse 
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of authenticity. Finally, I conclude by considering the connection between culinary 

culture and neo-Ottomanism, taking into account the intricacies of Turkey’s 

sociopolitical environment. In the conclusion, I draw together the essential findings to 

make clear some of the broad implications of my research. 
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Chapter 2 Background and Context 

2.1 Geographical significance 

2.1.1 Istanbul as a Site of Research 

As Turkey’s most populous and cosmopolitan city, Istanbul acts as the major 

economic and commercial hub of the nation. Istanbul is frequently dubbed with 

dichotomous descriptors, none more prevalent than ‘East meets West.’ One key element 

of this research is ‘history meets modernity,’ and this particular dichotomy is at the core 

of neo-Ottomanism. It metaphorically and geographically straddles the border between 

Europe and Asia, and its strategic position has been occupied by settlements dating back 

to its Byzantium days. This historical significance is easily detected by the many 

landmarks – ranging from crumbling to beautifully restored – which now mingle with 

shopping complexes and luxury hotels throughout the cityscape. Istanbul has seen 

dramatic growth in recent decades, creating a space for equally rapid modernization and 

urbanization. In just over 50 years, the population of Istanbul has increased from 

approximately 1 million people to nearly 14 million (Cox 2012), though residents claim 

the number is closer to 18 million to account for the city’s many undocumented migrants. 

Despite noticeable income inequality – increasingly visible due to gentrification 

of many urban areas – much of Istanbul is quite wealthy. Forbes ranks Istanbul as fifth in 

the world for number of billionaires (Geromel 2013), and the middle class of Istanbul is 

becoming more visible through its conspicuous consumption. This wealth, coupled with 

Istanbul’s economic and commercial importance, make Istanbul a center of 
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cosmopolitanism, and many inhabitants often cite the fast-paced nature of the Istanbul 

lifestyle and its insatiable appetite for the new and novel as hallmarks of its character. It 

is understandable, then, that Neo-Ottomanism would take hold in such a setting, 

attracting Istanbulites with expendable income to art, music, fashion, food, and 

architecture inspired by one of Turkey’s most grandiose eras. It is fitting, too, that this 

immense growth and economic success aligns with a trend that recognizes an Empire 

which, at its height, encompassed all of modern-day Turkey and the Middle East and 

extended to Northern Africa and Eastern Europe. 

Ottoman architecture’s unmistakable presence in the city creates an atmosphere of 

living heritage – the characteristic domes and shapely archways dot the landscape and its 

ornate tiles can be seen on both exteriors and interiors of buildings old and new. Even 

non-palatial architecture of traditional wooden houses is present in the historic districts of 

the city, just as this style is being mimicked in newer homes and typically in gentrified 

neighborhoods. 

Figure 1. Blue Mosque (Sultan Ahmet Camii), built during 
the height of the Ottoman Empire 
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2.1.2 Interview Venues 

As one might expect, restaurants played a significant role in my research, both 

textually and physically. My interviews typically took place in restaurants, though not 

always Ottoman. Of the Ottoman restaurants I did visit, there were varying degrees of 

Ottoman décor visible on signage and interior design. At Asitane, widely considered to be 

‘the’ Ottoman restaurant in Istanbul, there are few obvious pieces of Ottoman flair. 

Rather, some of the serving pieces fit the theme – sherbet in an ornate glass made 

especially for the drink, for example. Aside from the Ottoman restaurants, cafes typically 

served as meeting spots for my interviews. This meant having at least a minimum level of 

distraction from passerby, servers, other patrons, and the general din of city cafes.  

2.2 Positionality & Family Dynamics 

Throughout my time in Istanbul, I stayed with family, moving between two 

apartments on opposite sides of the Bosphorus. My babanne (Turkish for grandmother on 

one’s father’s side) lives in an apartment on the Anatolian side of the Bosphorus in a 

fashionable neighborhood called Kadıkoy, just off of the famous Bağdat Caddesi. The 

Kadıkoy district of Istanbul is known for its upscale shopping and infusion of European 

culture. It is not uncommon to see women dressed in styles more appropriate for New 

York – a trait unique to few areas of Istanbul. Little trace of ‘Ottomania’ can be found 

here; and indeed, little of the former Ottoman Empire is visible in Kadıkoy’s 

contemporary form as scant vestiges of the empire remain, aside from a small palace on 

the shores of the Bosphorus which previously served as a summer home for the sultan or 

guest house for his visitors. 
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Nurten, my father’s cousin, lives in Istinye, on the European side of the 

Bosphorus. A former fishing village, Istinye is now wholly encompassed by Istanbul’s 

urban sprawl. Though slightly quieter than some of the more central neighborhoods, 

Istinye still has a thriving stretch of popular, upscale fish restaurants as well as the usual 

European coffeehouse chains and lounge-type eateries overlooking the water where 

upper-class Istanbulites spend hours socializing over coffee or cocktails.  

The experience of living with family members during my research certainly 

proved challenging at times. The dynamics of this situation were made more difficult by 

my mediocre Turkish language skills – only my younger cousins, Kevser and Ayşe Nur, 

spoke English, and both were busy enjoying summer before college, and working, 

respectively. Each day presented some form of family obligation, whether it be as small 

as eating breakfast with my babanne and repeating exactly where I would be, what I 

would be doing, for how long, and when I would be home, to days like Şeker Bayramı – 

the end of Ramadan fasting, and a day to visit friends and family to eat sweets together 

(such as baklava). 

Growing up as a Turkish-American, or ‘halfie’ as Lila Abu-Lughod might term it 

(Abu-Lughod 1991), I was aware of special foods and customs in Turkey but never gave 

it much thought beyond the enjoyment of such dishes. Having traveled to Turkey for the 

first time at age four (and regularly since that time), the country never held much 

exoticism for me until adulthood. I can recall a trip to Turkey with my family, shortly 

after graduating from college, in which I felt suddenly aware of – and insatiably curious 

about – the dramatic cultural differences between the U.S. and Turkey. I became 
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fascinated with how historical influences shaped modern Turkey, and its unique mixture 

of Westernized culture and deeply traditional customs and cultural norms.  

There was no question that I wanted to delve into Turkish culture when it came 

time to consider and select a research topic for my graduate thesis. I was interested in 

understanding what some of the deeper connections might be to Turkey’s Ottoman past 

and its more recent political trends. My interest had been piqued by reading a few articles 

in recent years regarding neo-Ottomanism, or ‘Ottomania,’ as the media sometimes 

called it. Having grown up with exposure to a variety of foods through travel, as well as 

through a father who entertained, however jokingly, the idea of opening a Turkish 

restaurant, food has always been an inherent passion. In this way, cuisine become an 

obvious choice for the lens through which I could study neo-Ottomanism 

As these concepts developed, I became aware of a dearth of literature on the 

topics of both food and neo-Ottomanism thus determining my research focus of culinary 

culture as part of this broader sociopolitical movement; food quite naturally serves as a 

critical lens through which to examine identities, cosmologies, and certainly traditions. 

While more extensive reviews of neo-Ottomanism in politics or foreign policy have been 

conducted, I hope that this research will illuminate the salient connections between 

culinary culture and the now-evident sociopolitical changes happening in Turkey. 
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2.3 Timing of Fieldwork 

2.3.1 Gezi Park Protests 

I arrived in Istanbul on July 2nd, less than two weeks after the Gezi Park protests 

were halted, forcefully, by the government. By that time, you could walk through Gezi 

Park and be blissfully unaware of the conflict and 

heartache that struck the area for almost a month. 

However, on a side street nearby, just off of Taksim 

Square, scores of armed riot policemen laid in wait, 

taking shifts, in case of a return to unrest. Through a 

cooking class I attended, I became acquainted with a 

young woman who was also spending the summer in 

Istanbul. One evening, walking down Istiklal Caddesi 

together, we encountered a peaceful protest – Turks in 

the 20- and 30-something demographic sitting on the 

ground, some with signs, chanting, and surrounded by 

policemen in riot gear who were ready to rouse their weapons at a moment’s notice. 

Alysha commented that in fact this had become a regular Saturday evening ‘performance’ 

which had on occasion been broken up with tear gas.  

This recent turmoil had stirred up yet more controversy for the government and its 

policies. Many Turks were furious with the handling of the situation, and incensed by 

what seemed like an increasingly authoritative government, led by the AKP. Because of 

this context, it is possible that informants held stronger convictions regarding political 

Figure 2. Gas mask-adorned 
mannequins 
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currents in Turkey than they might have expressed without the political turmoil. Despite 

political controversy, however, less than half of my informants cited the government as 

an example of neo-Ottomanism. 

Figure 3. Gezi Park protest slogan 
and graffiti 

2.3.2 Ramadan 

The Muslim holiday of Ramadan lasts approximately one month, and begins on a 

different day each year, in accordance with the lunar calendar. During the month of 

Ramadan, Muslims participate in a variety of ways, with differences in how strictly they 

might follow the ‘rules’ of Ramadan. For many devout Muslims, Ramadan means fasting 

from dawn to dusk each day of the month – this includes avoiding even water or 

cigarettes, a difficult task during hot summer months (and a for a populace notorious for 

its heavy smoking). For others, it might mean simply abstaining from alcohol for the 

month, or fasting only for a few days when it is most convenient.  
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My fieldwork aligned neatly with Ramadan, with the holiday beginning just a few 

days after my arrival. This affected my research in a few ways – some subtle, others more 

significant. Firstly, because it is a major holiday, utilizing public transportation is made 

more complicated with limited hours or stops, depending on the type of transit. Secondly, 

many people take extended family vacations around the time of Ramadan, much as they 

do around holidays in the U.S. – this created an additional barrier in scheduling time to 

meet with informants. Finally, and most saliently, there are strong connections made 

between the Ottoman period and Ramadan festivities; this connection will be discussed in 

more detail in following sections. 

2.4 What is Neo-Ottomanism? 

The Ottoman Empire spanned an impressive geographical area – at its height, it 

covered over five million square kilometers, from Central Europe to the Middle East and 

the shores of Northern Africa (Inalcik 2013). Within these extensive boundaries, the 

Ottoman Empire naturally encompassed a spectrum of ethnicity and religion. However, 

the revival of Ottoman culture – neo-Ottomanism – is selective in its celebration of 

Ottoman heritage, recognizing only palace culture during the height of the empire. In this 

remembering, Turkish ethnicity and Islam are also highlighted as key attributes of 

Ottomanism. 

The origins of neo-Ottoman terminology are somewhat ambiguous, despite the 

fact that it has been particularly widespread in the media regarding Turkey over the last 

few years, especially since the Gezi Park protests in Istanbul in June of 2013. While the 

meaning of this term has some variation in its usage, it most often connotes a resurgence 
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of interest in or return to certain ideologies or influences of the Ottoman period. 

Inasmuch as it is a sociopolitical movement with currents in foreign policy, neo-

Ottomanism can and has manifested itself in a variety of public spheres such as 

architecture, fashion, film and television, and culinary culture, which is the focus of this 

research. 

Much of the media attention that neo-Ottomanism has garnered has been linked 

with Turkey’s political and economic changes. Some descriptions of neo-Ottomanism 

have also suggested a connection with Islam in reference to the current political party in 

power (AKP), which is more supportive of religion than previous, more secular ones. 

Certainly, there are religious ties to neo-Ottomanism in its more recent form. The 

distinction should also be noted between the popularized, romantic idea of Ottomanism 

and the Ottomanism found in politics, as they might be considered divergent paths of 

neo-Ottomanism. 

Additionally, neo-Ottomanism is found almost exclusively in Istanbul, Turkey’s 

most populous city. This link to urbanism is an important aspect, since a major reason 

that culinary Neo-Ottomanism has been well-received and continues to grow is the role 

that eating out plays in Istanbul’s urban and cosmopolitan culture. This penchant for 

dining out, rather than cooking at home, is particularly prevalent among middle and 

upper class Turks in their late 20s and 30s, with access to disposable income and interest 

in the latest fad. 

As Turkey’s economic success has grown, so has a sense of nationalism. This has 

prompted many Turks to recall the opulence and grandeur of the Ottoman palace culture 
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and in a sense, relate to it through their contemporary success as a nation. Although neo-

Ottomanism as a cultural phenomenon is complex, examining just a handful of aspects 

can offer insight into the foundations of its formation and growth.    

2.5 Conditions Contributing to Neo-Ottomanism  

While the focus of this research concerns the perspectives of neo-Ottomanism, a 

brief discussion of contributing factors and influences will provide more robust context 

for ensuing chapters. A number of economic and political dimensions have shaped the 

environment which fostered the emergence of neo-Ottoman thought on various scales. On 

the broadest level, changes in both the global and national economy effected a shift in 

politics as well as taste preferences. 

2.5.1 Globalization 

As globalization reaches the farthest corners of the world in an age of nearly-

unavoidable McDonaldization (Ritzer 1996), Turkey has by no means been immune to 

such outside forces imposing new ways of life on its residents. Pointing with disdain to 

the onset of ‘cafe culture’, many Turks speak of shifting eating habits; older generations 

often complain that “nobody knows how to cook anymore” and wonder what will 

become of their cherished traditional recipes. They believe that the new café culture 

detracts from the experience of cooking ‘real’ food – particularly traditional or classical 

Turkish food. However, along with café culture and new eating habits, Istanbul has seen 

an incredible rise in demand and supply of a diverse array of restaurants with many 

catering to the tastes of the middle and upper classes. 
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The homogenizing forces of globalization can be seen in many facets of life, 

though food may be the most overt display of such forces. Certainly, Westernization is 

also a factor in the rise of fast food’s popularity in Turkey, and many Western brands also 

enjoy incredible popularity, particularly in Istanbul. However, Chase (1994) asserts that 

this only serves to encourage preservation of traditional foods, saying that “there is 

evidence that the presence of establishments like McDonalds may actually be 

contributing to a revival of old-fashioned foods which have been in danger of 

disappearing” (73). Therefore, it is as an oppositional response to the threat of 

homogenization that cultural phenomena like neo-Ottomanism assert their homegrown 

uniqueness. 

2.5.2 Changing Politics and Rise of Religion in the Public Sphere 

Since Ataturk’s revolution to secularize Turkey and its founding as a republic in 

1923, Turkey has seen significant fluctuation in its political realm. Ataturk’s policies in 

the 20s and 30s encouraged significant Westernization, institutionalized a new 

orthographic system, and dramatically lessened the power of Islamic leaders in the 

nation. Many Turks view Ataturk with fervent reverence; most small businesses and 

restaurants have framed pictures of him hanging on their walls, and it is not uncommon to 

find his signature emblazoned on various paraphernalia - on blankets, car decals, and 

even in the form of tattoos. 

The next major change in Turkish politics occurred in 1950, when Turkey 

experienced its first multi-party election, shortly followed by several decades of unrest 

and political corruption. In 2002, the AKP – the conservative Justice and Development 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

16 

Party – won elections, bringing into power the current regime. The AKParti (as it is 

referred to in Turkey - evoking imagery of ‘purity’ through use of ‘ak’, which means 

‘white’ or ‘clean’ in Turkish) is socially conservative and has been criticized for its more 

Islamic interpretation of government. Its current leader, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, has 

received both praise and derision for such Islamism.  

Because Islam was the official religion of the Ottoman Empire, the AKP views 

Ottomanism as a link to Turkey’s Islamic heritage. Through promotion and valorization 

of Ottoman heritage, Erdoğan stands to gain more ground in his campaign for more 

religious presence in society and government.  

2.5.3 Economic Success as a Nation and Rise of the Middle Class 

Turkey’s economy has seen incredible growth in the last decade which tripled 

both the GDP and per capita income numbers from 2003, when Erdoğan first took office 

(Kottasova 2014). This economic growth was spurred by the policies of Erdoğan and his 

cabinet, initially making him well-liked by many Turks. According to the government, a 

million jobs are created each year (Defterios 2013) and increasing numbers of Turks from 

rural districts are migrating to Istanbul for work. As a result of the nation’s economic 

success, Turkey has seen the rise of a new middle class, eager to assert their wealth and 

good taste in a variety of social scenes, including eating out.  

The economic boom also served to propel the restaurant industry to new heights, 

with an influx of fine dining as well as an increase in variety of options. My informants 

noted the emergence of ‘café culture’ in the dining scene, the new breadth of options (e.g. 

sushi, Chinese, Italian, etc.), and changing patterns of eating as evidence of economic 
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changes in this industry. Several talked about fewer households cooking meals at home 

and instead dining out, even several nights a week and particularly on weekends. This 

trend of eating out, coupled with overall economic success, helped to create a culture of 

cosmopolitanism in Istanbul, of which neo-Ottoman cuisine acts as a sort of subculture. 

2.5.4 Distance from the Ottoman Empire 

Just last year, Turkey celebrated its 90th anniversary of the founding of its 

democratic republic; while some may have grandparents who were alive during the 

Ottoman Empire, it is safe to assume that the vast majority of Turks have no firsthand 

memory of the empire. The distance between contemporary Turkey and the height of the 

empire is significantly greater at around 500 years. While a time span of 500 years is just 

a brief moment in the history of civilizations for this geographical area (scholars credit 

Çatalhöyük, Turkey as being one of the first cities, established in 7500 BCE), it presents 

an important distance for Istanbulites. Taking 1500 CE as a representative year, it offers 

enough distance from modernity to seem exotic and interesting, yet near enough to the 

present that contemporary Istanbulites can lay claim to it as ‘their heritage’ (in a way that 

they might not for a prehistoric time such as 7500 BCE).  

2.5.5 Summation of Influences 

Neo-Ottomanism as a sociopolitical movement draws from a diverse range of 

contributing factors which allow for its growth and introduction into new realms of 

culture. Through Turkey’s economic prosperity over the last decade, Erdoğan has gained 

supporters who attribute the nation’s success to the AKP’s policies and respect his 

religious influence. Both Turkey’s economic success and religiosity harken back to 
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Ottomanism, eliciting renewed interest in the culture and traditions of the immense 

empire, including its culinary heritage, which features as a significant point of pride for 

many Turks.  

2.6 Methodology 

This research follows classic ethnographic tradition and was carried out using 

unstructured interviews with 12 participants in Istanbul, Turkey. These interviews 

revolved around several key themes but were flexible as necessary to fit each individual 

informant’s conversational patterns and natural tendencies towards interest in some topics 

over others. Using this methodology allowed my informants more freedom to “express 

themselves in their own terms” (Bernard 2011; 157). This type of interviewing also 

offered an appropriate fit with cultural norms towards informality, even among first-time 

acquaintances. Probing was used when necessary to elicit additional detail on particular 

topics. 

The informants were involved in various activities having to do with food - as 

bloggers, chefs, restaurateurs, or administrators within food-focused organizations; these 

informants nearly uniformly mentioned each other’s names in interviews, indicating an 

informal network of food enthusiasts. However, each occupied different niches in this 

food industry network. Informants were selected based on their involvement with food, 

with many being contacted through snowball sampling (or chain referral), which, again, 

was appropriate given the culture of social interaction in Turkey. All interviews were 

recorded with the permission of informants.  
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My first interview was scheduled with Defne, a scholar who has written about the 

revival of Ottoman food in contemporary Istanbul; this opening to interviews was 

purposeful as her work was my first introduction to the intersection of Ottomanism and 

culinary culture. I also spoke with individuals involved in culinary-related organizations: 

Banu, Hande, and Ebru all work with aspects of Turkish culinary arts in different 

capacities. Some informants made careers out of their passion for food, through teaching 

others how to cook – Eveline and Oğuz – or leading culinary tours of bazaars and other 

neighborhoods of Istanbul – Zeynep and Angelis – or writing about and photographing 

food, like Tuba and Gizem. Güzin and Nazlı, both professors at respected universities in 

Istanbul, had interests in food and history, respectively. Finally, and perhaps most 

crucially, I spoke with Batur, the owner and manager of Asitane restaurant, an Ottoman 

restaurant to which I will frequently refer in the preceding chapters.  

In each interview, I asked informants to delineate the differences between 

Ottoman and Turkish. This in turn opened the door to further explanation as to the 

informant’s determination of the presence or absence of neo-Ottomanism in current 

Turkish culture. All interviews were transcribed and coded using Atlas.ti in order to 

develop overarching themes, which will be presented in following sections. These 

transcripts are supported by my own fieldnotes, both from interviews and from field 

experience more generally in Istanbul. 

In addition to interviews, I have supported my findings using frameworks 

borrowed from discourse analysis, and include a formal analysis using headlines of a 

well-known Turkish newspaper. Additional discourse data was used from cookbooks and 

http:Atlas.ti


 

 

 
 

 

 

 

  

20 

newspaper articles to gauge representations of ‘Ottoman’ as well as the context of its 

usage. These data offer important insights into the representations of Ottoman in popular 

discourse as well as in more traditional media, such as the cookbooks used. A more 

extensive review of headlines was completed in order to better determine whether news 

media saw an increase in the usage of ‘Ottoman’ in its stories. The details of this 

methodology will be outlined further in chapter five. 

Discourse analysis offers salient insight into how linguistic practices shape 

meaning; “it is a powerful shaping force in how we think about and construct the world 

we live in” (Woods 2006; vii). Newspaper and magazine media is a particularly rich area 

of study, with nearly infinite approaches and considerations; in my research and analysis, 

I limit my data to one publication and to a narrow field of questioning that revolves 

strictly around the usage of ‘Ottoman.’ This study brings forth the discourse paradigm of 

intertextuality, from within critical discourse analysis, which considers the ‘echo’ of a 

word in a given culture. For Fairclough, “intertextual analysis draws attention to the 

dependence of texts upon society and history,” thus highlighting the importance of 

historicism in the production of language (2003; 187). 
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Chapter 3 Literature Review 

3.1 Introduction 

As a recently-emerging phenomenon, the literature regarding neo-Ottomanism 

beyond the context of foreign policy is limited. A number of news and leisure periodicals 

(such as The New Yorker, Wall Street Journal, New York Times, inter alia), however, 

have picked up on the trend and have appropriated the usage of Neo-Ottomanism for a 

range of foci, namely food and aesthetic pursuits (such as fashion and architecture). 

Therefore, usage of this term necessitates operationalization. For the purposes of this 

study, neo-Ottomanism connotes a resurgence of Ottoman-era trends and renewed 

interest in this era as a significant part of Turkey’s past. The term may extend to include 

both material goods and systems of belief and constitutes a reimagining of Ottoman 

attributes through the incorporation of modernity.  

In an effort to create a holistic foundation upon which my research findings will 

be detailed, I will begin by addressing the literature of food through facets such as 

globalization of food systems and preferences (touching on the global-local debate), the 

connections between food, memory, and identity, and the space and role of food in an 

urban environment. Moving on from the relationship between food and nationalism, I 

will discuss how elements of nationalism help to construct not only identity, but certain 

features of neo-Ottomanism. One crucial piece to understanding Neo-Ottomanism is, of 

course, to understand Turkey’s Ottoman past. Innumerable works have been devoted to 

Ottoman history, with a smaller division of such literature devoted to its legacy in 

modern Turkey after its establishment of a republic. Thus, I will examine the literature on 
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neo-Ottomanism in the political context, looking most directly to the legacy of the 

Ottoman Empire and its current form in cultural revival. 

3.2 Food and Consumer Culture 

While central to our daily lives on a fundamental level, food also serves many 

more profound roles which reveal social, economic, political, and linguistic elements of a 

cultural landscape. Food anthropology as a discipline and area of study has grown in 

popularity in recent years and work in this area has increased in depth and breadth, as 

indicated by several annual reviews (Holtzman 2006; Phillips 2006; Sutton 2010; Cherry, 

Ellis, and DeSoucey 2011). According to Cherry, Ellis, and DeSoucey (2011), this is an 

“increasingly important area for social inquiry and an ideal arena in which to explore the 

reflexive role of consumption identities.” Mintz and Du Bois (2002; 233) undertake an 

independent literature review which seeks to examine various approaches to food studies 

and in doing so, delineate both framework and methodology, citing also classic studies by 

Mary Douglas (1984) and Claude Levi-Strauss (1964) which act as foundational works 

for many anthropologists of food. Building on such works, Mintz and Du Bois address 

the relationship between food and social change; they suggest that in this social context, 

food can serve to delineate group membership, be it ethnic, national, or based on class. In 

this way, through such determinations as ethnicity, food can provide a more profound 

sense of belonging, or “conceptual solidity and coherence” (2002; 109). 

Influencing this increase in food scholarship is, according to Mintz and Du Bois, 

the ever-present and oft-studied globalization and its numerous concomitant areas of 

influence. Phillips (2006) expands on this conversation in her review of food’s role in the 
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new globalized landscape, approaching the topic from perspectives such as food as 

commodity, class distinctions, corporate involvement and governance, and inequality as 

resulting from various forms of food production. Many scholars of food and globalization 

present analogous arguments which suggest that the forces of globalization contribute to 

opposing outcomes: both the homogenization of global food culture, and the assertion of 

local food culture (Mintz and Du Bois 2002; Phillips 2006; Elise 2006; Sloan 2004b; 

Beriss and Sutton 2007).  

What comprises local food culture is also often presented as traditional food, 

rooted in heritage. Thus, it is important to include the contributions of food and memory 

scholarship in this discussion. Sutton (2010), in his annual review of food and the senses, 

posits that the sensory aspects of food are an important link to consider between food and 

memory. He relies heavily on Seremetakis’ work which analyzes the “relationship of the 

senses to memory, materiality, modernity, and local epistemologies,” and acts as a 

pioneer for the study of food, memory, and sensory experience (2010; 212). For Sutton, 

concepts of nostalgia are critical in developing theories of taste and identity, even if 

formed through invented tradition. Lupton (1994) further explores these connections with 

a study of memories evoked through food by a group of students in Sydney, Australia. 

She uses this data to derive meaning and thus construction of social relationships through 

foodways. Lupton suggests that food is significant for both formation of identity and 

symbolic meaning, further defining boundaries between self and other. She defines ways 

of remembering in the context of food, noting the type of memory formed from events 

not experienced which are gained through popular discourse, as well as collective 

memory and historical knowledge or narratives.  
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A culture’s sense of history – both real and imagined – plays an important role in 

shaping social meanings and traditions (Holtzman 2006). Certainly, it is nostalgia which 

factors heavily in the market for cookbooks dealing with national and ethnic cuisine. This 

is particularly evident with diasporic and expatriate communities (Holtzman 2006). 

Holtzman echoes Lupton’s sentiments regarding the salience of memory in food studies; 

he notes that our conceptualization of certain foods involves culturally constructed 

meanings which are directly influenced by our perceptions of history and memory. 

Holtzman operationalizes memory, offering that it is in part “how a sense of historicity 

shapes social processes and meanings, nostalgia for a real or imagined past, and invented 

traditions” (2006; 363).  For him, the relationship between food and memory is a “locus 

for historically constructed identity,” whether that be ethnic, nationalist, or related to 

kinship and social relations. Holtzman concurrently suggests a possible “armchair 

nostalgia,” characterized by Appadurai, which does not necessitate an actual experiencing 

of the food event in question (2006; 364). 

Sutton’s book on the anthropology of food and memory (2011) may be the most 

comprehensive of its kind to date. With this publication, he hopes to fill what he 

considers to be a significant gap in the anthropological literature regarding food and 

memory. Sutton reviews recent approaches to research in this discipline, outlining areas 

which have yet to be explored, expressing with a degree of discontent the lack of studies 

which show “an interest in historical consciousness, or the understanding of people’s 

subjective perceptions of food past” (2011; 7).  

We may conclude that the cultural significance of food positions it in a way so as 

to become a commodified form of heritage which can be promoted and marketed, either 
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to locals or foreigners. Billiard’s study (2006) of traditional Maltese food being revived 

for popular consumption examines this phenomenon; she discusses the notion of invented 

tradition, calling on Lenclud’s (1987) features of tradition (as a vestige from the past, 

referring to non-written customs, defining only cultural facts considered to be important) 

in order to disqualify elements of the revival of traditional Maltese food. She determines 

this mismatch based on Lenclud’s oral requirement, saying that the “transformation from 

felt or experienced authenticity to its textual or material representation” necessarily 

eliminates the “original gesture of oral transmission” (Billiard 2006; 115). Thus for 

Billiard, the supposition of traditionalism must be questioned to determine the social or 

cultural underpinnings of such a food trend. In the case of Malta, the interpretation of 

traditional food is indicative of broader cultural currents and interpretations of tradition. 

Importantly, class distinctions play a role in the revival, pointing to the commodified 

nature of its rediscovery, as does an element of romanticization of the past which 

celebrates only the elite. 

Halter (2000) addresses cultural commodification within the context of ethnic 

identity representation in the United States. In her analysis of this marketplace, Halter 

identifies the confluence of changing demographics and the rise of consumer capitalism 

as a source of new interest in marketing ethnicity. She posits that ethnicity is expressed 

through consumer goods and trends, including articulations of foodways: “Nothing is 

more universal as an expression of ethnicity, or more accessible, than food. For many, 

eating ethnic dishes may be the only way that they manifest their cultural backgrounds” 

(Halter 2000; 106). Thus, cuisine is an essential vehicle for ethnic identity formation. 
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Indeed, the themes of authenticity and tradition or heritage are critical to 

understanding the deeper nature of food trends and are presented to a select few (in the 

colloquial sense) who are privy to popularized trends. These “authentic” foods are also 

relevant and potentially beneficial to a nation’s tourism industry, indicating yet another 

link to the reestablishment of certain foods (Holtzman 2006). A strong middle and upper 

class are something of a prerequisite in order to drive consumer demand for food trends 

like the ones discussed here, as they have the needed income to participate in such trends.  

It is important to note here the rise of the new middle class in Istanbul, as 

documented by Rutz and Balkan (2013). They argue that this shift is a result of several 

contributing factors, globalization and changing political climate, as well as 

neoliberalism, among them. According to them, one byproduct of this economic 

transformation is the commoditization of culture. This neoliberal landscape serves to 

further differentiate classes based on various types of capital. They also recognize an 

economic revival in the 90s as a catalyst for producing such a landscape as Istanbul 

experienced a “cultural transformation as the central location of Turkey’s integration into 

the global economy” (Rutz and Balkan 2013; 25). This newly acquired wealth allowed 

for increased consumption by upper middle class Istanbulites, displaying social 

differentiation through an emphasis on cosmopolitanism, as demonstrated by the 

dramatic increase in upscale restaurant openings and the significance placed on the 

culture of eating out. 

Undoubtedly, performances of class and cosmopolitanism are enacted largely in 

urban settings: cities are natural environments for this type of consumption and consumer 
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behavior. Bell (2004) asserts this urbanity, adding that the space of a restaurant acts as a 

“concentration” of modernization, deterritorialization, and globalization. He too 

underlines class distinctions, positing that the interests and demands of these middle and 

upper class consumers help to map the landscape of restaurants in cities. Bell suggests the 

emergence of a “symbolic economy” which acts as a foundation for cultural products, 

such as food, to be promoted (particularly as being associated with place). The middle 

and upper classes act as a driving force behind food trends, perpetually “searching out the 

exotic and the authentic” – in a sense, seeking the other (2004; 45). In their volume on 

restaurant ethnography, Berris and Sutton (2007) argue similarly that as “ideal 

postmodern institutions,” restaurants are not only rich with opportunities for study, they 

fulfill an important social role where class, gender, and ethnicity are performed and 

where representations of culture are frequently indicative of deeper social and political 

currents (2007; 1). Much like many of the earlier mentioned scholars, Berris and Sutton 

address the global-local binary that is so often presented as part of the food system 

discussion; they claim that restaurants both assimilate to global culture and, in a sense, 

reject it in asserting the local. In this way, restaurants offer an ideal lens through which to 

examine diverse elements of social, economic, political, and cultural life. 

Much like restaurants, cookbooks also offer a rich arena of study regarding 

perspectives of heritage, tradition, and authenticity. While Ottoman cooking and recipe 

books published in English are relatively few in number, there likely exists more depth in 

this area in Turkey, particularly among sources not found online (the Turkish Ministry of 

Culture is a particularly prolific producer of books dealing with food culture as well as 

recipe books). Yerasimos (2005) takes on the project of investigating the origins of 
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certain Ottoman dishes of which traces can be found in contemporary Turkish cuisine. In 

doing so, she notes a strong link between nationalism and culinary culture. She draws 

upon purchasing and accounting records in order to develop a more accurate 

conceptualization of ingredients that comprise Ottoman cuisine, a method used by other 

scholars studying this topic, and one that is considered by scholars to capture the most 

“authenticity” (Faroqhi 2000; Faroqhi & Neumann 2003).  

While such scholarship of Ottoman food as the main focus of study (as 

Yerasimos’ work) is limited, Karaosmanoğlu is responsible for the bulk of academic 

literature combining discourse of Ottomanism (her work does not necessarily term the 

revival of such food as “neo-Ottoman”) and culinary culture; like other scholars, she 

notes how food serves the important role of creating cosmologies and also considers the 

commodification of food meanings as a way to connect with heritage and nostalgia 

(2011). She examines the role of restaurants in reimagining history through food, and in 

doing so introduces concepts of exoticism and cosmopolitanism – both features of the 

popularized side of neo-Ottomanism. Despite unchanging geography, time creates a 

space for history to become exotic and to fulfill a role of ‘other’. There is an interplay of 

“continuity and familiarity” and “difference and otherness” in which the ‘other’ is not 

distanced by geography but rather time (Karaosmanoğlu 2009; 241), a similar sentiment 

expressed earlier as the Ottoman Empire as a “foreign country.” In an increasingly 

globalized world, seeking novelty, particularly in culinary culture, has become common.  

In one study, Karaosmanoğlu (2011) employs linguistic methodology to analyze 

the way that authors of a selection of cookbooks perceive and treat the Ottoman Empire 

in the culinary context. She suggests that this “site” of study offers an approach to 
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understanding the ways in which “food becomes an important site for identity claims, for 

identifications, and of solidarity and struggle within cultural and historical studies” and 

further supports the notion that “nostalgia culinary books” (as she terms them) serve to 

differentiate the self and other (2011; 39). Through this discourse, she highlights the 

portrayal of ethnic identity in Ottoman references which are representative of the 

diversity and pluralism of the time. In shifting her focus to restaurants, Karaosmanoğlu 

positions fine dining establishments as having “effectively reintroduced Ottoman palace 

cuisine as haute cuisine” (2009; 344). In this sense, its upper class patrons are eating the 

other through a commodified past. 

Despite prolific works dedicated to consumer culture, few illuminate 

consumerism from a non-Western perspective. Karababa (2012) explores this interstice in 

the Ottoman context, looking at how consumer culture developed during the early 

modern Ottoman period. She emphasizes the need for an approach that is “contextually 

and historically grounded” in order to understand non-Western consumer cultures and 

situate concomitant studies (Karababa 2012; 14). The perspective suggested by Karababa 

considers more diverse trajectories of modernization, resulting in dramatically different 

class distinctions, ethics of consumption (in this case derived from Islam), and market 

governance. In developing her approach, Karababa makes use of Venkatesh’s (1995) 

paradigm of “ethnoconsumerism.” Venkatesh proposes this framework for consumer 

behavior analysis which uses the “theoretical categories originating within a given 

culture” (3) to understand patterns in consumption, studying “actions, practices, words, 

thoughts, language, [and] institutions” (4). Both Venkatesh and Karababa assert that 

previous ways of examining consumer behavior, particularly of ethnic groups, were 



 

 

 
 

 

 

30 

insufficient; Venkatesh also cites the ineffectiveness and inappropriateness of employing 

an emic perspective in such studies. Venkatesh thus explored various social science 

paradigms of understanding culture, concluding that the sociocultural environment was 

the key factor in identity formation, indicating the need for more relativistic 

methodology. 

As demonstrated above, food, and its subsequent modes of consumption, evoke 

powerful emotions, construct collective and individual memory, and help to shape our 

identities. This deep saliency is addressed by Ferguson (2010) and DeSoucey (2010) in 

their applications of nationalism in food through consumption and representation. 

Ferguson uses French cuisine as a model for outlining the concept of culinary 

nationalism; she posits that food, and especially cookbooks, offer a way of understanding 

the parameters of national cuisine as well as help to operationalize cuisine in the context 

of a nation. Ferguson also questions the usage of “authenticity” (a recurring theme for 

many food scholars mentioned here) in the context of national cuisine; the notion that a 

food can be authentic is challenging to confirm and Ferguson calls on Anderson’s 

“imagined community” (1991) to support this principle. 

Ferguson claims that “in our twenty-first century, culinary nationalism is alive 

and well,” adjusting to fit our current state of globalized discourse and exchange (2010; 

105). Rather than cuisine maintaining its classic characteristics by default and lack of 

external forces, this new state of globalization has created a space for strengthening such 

characteristics as a way of tying together food and place. DeSoucey, too, suggests a 

crucial interplay between globalization and homogenization as she suggests that 

globalization “spurs resistance to culturally homogenizing trends” (2012; 433). By 
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developing the concept that she terms “gastronationalism,” DeSoucey defines the core of 

gastronationalism as being “how foods constitute cultural material resources that affect 

and respond to political agendas” (2012;433). The politicism of food is also present in the 

construction and usage of the language of authenticity; the government promotes and 

valorizes tradition and heritage through said language. She comments, too, on the 

important connection between nationalism and collective memory that serves to create an 

“imagined community” through which food can act as an agent of such collectivity. 

Certainly, a nation’s perception of its history also affects this community and influences 

how foods might be co-opted for this purpose as well as create narratives that “[extend] 

the ‘greatness’ of past civilizations to the present.” Such historical traditions, perpetuated 

by political influence, support a sense of collective identity, which DeSoucey refers to 

indirectly as myth-making.  

3.3 Nationalism 

Food and other forms of commodified culture are increasingly playing a role in 

identity formation, particularly in the context of nationalism. These aspects of a culture, 

whether traditionalist or not, are often used to construct a national “brand” which is 

intended to not only encourage unity among a nation’s constituents, but to create a 

specific image of the country for outsiders. Aronczyk (2007) explores such concepts of 

national identity in the context of branding strategies and marketing of the nation. She 

points to the trend of commodification of culture and its importance in symbolizing a 

nation’s wealth and success, or in her case study of Spain, of a “cultural and 

cosmopolitan destination [entering] modernity” – a similar branding strategy to that of 
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Turkey in many ways (2007; 108). Certainly, globalization plays a role in reinforcing 

cultural homogeneity and this is a barrier to overcome in “branding” a nation and shaping 

its identity from the top down. Aronczyk posits a historical trajectory which positions 

communities or peoples as being between the nation as ancient or as an invention, 

deepening a sense of belonging through a national perspective. The suggestion of the 

nation as invention is mirrored in Anderson’s (1991) claim that any community, 

regardless of scale, is imagined. 

Several theories of nationalism are defined and debated by Smith (2004), who 

emphasizes that the most critical element in any theory of the nation or nationalism is a 

nation’s view of the past and its role in the creation of a modern nation. Thus, his 

theoretical debate is based on the varying ideas of the foundations and origins of 

nationalism. He pits two theories of nationalistic elements and their trajectories against 

one another: gastronomic and geological. The former suggests that “nations are 

comprised of discrete elements and their culture possess a variety of ingredients with 

different flavors and provenances” (2004; 4). In this sense, a gastronomic perspective 

encourages a socially engineered nation in which nationalists select “ingredients” of 

“history, symbols, myths, [and] languages” as part of the constructed nation (2004; 4).  

Smith (2004) draws on Anderson’s theory of imagined communities (1991) to 

illustrate this construction by the elite classes; he adds that said symbols and myths are 

further promoted by popular media. Such construction may call on cultural heroes or 

canonical texts to give weight to the imagined community; for example, a foundation 

“myth” may be employed to highlight a nation’s shared history and foster national pride 
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and belonging. In other words, a popularized narrative of nation supports, in turn, the 

construction of said nation. Smith also discusses modernist and post-modernist 

perspectives of nation-building in a comparative manner. According to him, the 

modernist sees the nation as “socially and politically determined” (2004; 8). Yet, this 

view fails to account for the “elusive, shifting character” of communities and nations – a 

position that is taken up by the post-modernist view which emphasizes the cultural 

construction of nations through discourse and cultural representations of nation symbols 

(2004; 8). Smith sees some fault in this perspective, too, noting post-modernism’s 

“shallow” reflection of history. 

An alternative theory to nation-building is proposed by Smith, who sees nation-

building as a "deposit of the ages, a stratified or layered structure of social, political, and 

cultural experiences and traditions laid down by successive generations of an identifiable 

community” (2004; 10). This "geological" paradigm then utilizes the 'ethnic past' to 

explain the 'national present' and sees social and cultural structure as being evolutionarily 

derived. It fails, however, to capture the dynamic nature of nation-building and excludes 

global influences from consideration. Moreover, Smith argues that nationalists are in fact 

archaeologists, owing to the way that they "reconstruct a past era or civilization and relate 

it to later periods, including the present"(2004; 14). An archaeological approach seeks to 

create authenticity in nationalist discourse, using the past as a site of reinvention for the 

modern nation. The role of nationalism, then, is threefold, encompassing rediscovery 

(seeking historicity through artifacts and narratives), reinterpretation (selectively 

constructing an image of the past through ideal, often 'glorious' imagery), and 
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regeneration (a mobilization of collective memory and emotion for the sake of nation-

building). 

3.4 Ottomanism and its Legacy 

While components of nationalism are present in Ottomanism, the Ottoman 

Empire fostered a particular brand of universalism that encompassed many forms of 

identity. Karpat (2000) identifies three such distinct identities during the Ottoman period 

which interact, and in some cases, conflict with one another. By focusing on Muslim, 

Ottoman, and Turk as identities of interest, he delves into the development of each and 

historical influences exerted during the Ottoman period. Karpat categorizes each identity 

accordingly: Muslim, naturally, as religious, Ottoman as imperial, and Turk as ethnic. He 

further explains that each of these identities was politicized by the state in order to form 

“ideologies of unity” of Ottomanism and Islamism. This sense of unity (or lack thereof) 

is important to Ottoman studies of identity as well as nationalism. Karpat also utilizes the 

concept and term “millet” (nation), thus displaying the intended unification of a nation: 

“Ottomanism can be defined as an attempt by the Ottoman government to use one single 

citizenship as a common political identity in order to achieve equality and unity… 

supersede[ing] differences of faith, ethnicity, and language” (Karpat 2000; 6). 

Onar (2009b) takes up this concept of universalism, presenting a framework for 

understanding neo-Ottomanism through an examination of four key identities: Kemalist, 

Islamist, liberal, and ultranationalist. She analyzes the motivating forces and underlying 

causes of neo-Ottoman thought, invoking these identities in the context of culture and 

government. According to Onar, each identity operationalizes neo-Ottomanism to suit 
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various purposes and therefore emphasizes differing aspects of neo-Ottomanism – 

whether it be religious, political, cultural, or nationalistic. She thus employs the concept 

of universalism to explore these themes, forming an argument based on “three 

intertwined dimensions: Ottoman imperialism, Ottoman Islam, and Ottoman 

cosmopolitanism” (2009b; 230). The recent resurrection or revival of Ottoman 

perspectives can be traced, in part, to the intent to contradict Kemalism and very 

particular national identities and discourses. This brand of Ottomanism is especially 

interested in moving away from the overwhelming prioritization placed on westernization 

and modernization in Kemalist discourse.  

According to Onar, the term “neo-Ottoman” developed in response to political 

and economic liberalization and was promoted under the leadership of Turgut Özal, 

Turkey’s Prime Minister from 1989-1993; however, Özal's version of neo-Ottomanism 

intended to once again foster pluralism in a multicultural environment. She delineates the 

perspectives of neo-Ottomanism through differing approaches to government – 

secularization and democratization, favored by Kemalists and Islamists, respectively. 

Onar also makes note of the selective glorification of the Ottoman Empire in its seeming 

restriction to the conquest of Istanbul in 1453 under Suleiman the Magnificent; it is the 

Islamism of the former empire coupled with the grandeur of this era of the empire which 

“is audible today in the conservative nationalist faction of the AKP,” the current ruling 

party. Certainly, there is significant variance in remembrance of the former empire, used 

strategically to promote only desired traits of its rule (Onar 2009b; 235). This would also 

seem to align with Smith’s earlier mentioned concept of gastronomic nationalism. 
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The legacy of the Ottoman Empire is of interest for many reasons, chief among 

them the influence it has over political ideologies and foreign policy. Walker (2009) 

develops a framework for understanding imperial legacies like those of the Ottoman 

Empire, examining how they fit in the context of contemporary national identity. By 

examining a nation’s imperial past, it is possible to gain a better understanding of its 

political climate. According to Walker, these legacies may include “collective memories, 

institutions, boundaries, and historical disputes” (2009; 495). He argues that historical 

memory traced to the Ottoman period now informs current identity formation as well as 

politics. 

Underlying his proposed framework are the assumptions that “imperial periods 

are a formative and transformative historical event for the metropolis” and that “having 

conquered neighbors, there is an inherent sense of superiority over those [neighbors].” 

Walker reiterates this elitism in the context of collective memory, and suggests that such 

memory is constructed; naturally, Turkey now focuses on the triumphs and grandeur of 

the empire, not its period of dissolution. He suggests that Turkey’s recently increased 

power, influence, and success have caused the nation to recall its former glory of the 

Ottoman Empire and is subsequently looking to “reassert itself” on the global scene 

(498). Importantly, Walker states that Turkey is the only country to “claim the Ottoman 

historical identity as its own,” indicating a significant sense of ownership over centuries 

of conquest (506). This gives rise to a certain kind of nationalistic perspective through, or 

perhaps as a result of, “inherited perceptions of self” (506). 
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This legacy is further explored by Mills (2011) and Onar (2009a) in both 

geographical and foreign policy contexts, respectively. Mills explores the ways in which 

Turkey’s Ottoman past is evident in Istanbul’s urban landscape and how a discourse of 

tolerance does or does not fit within the context of the Ottoman legacy. She says that 

Ottoman heritage is visible all over Istanbul; this Ottoman legacy contributes to 

construction of a nation and national identity, especially due to its urbanity. Yet, this 

legacy became acceptable and even desirable only after a significant break from Turkey’s 

Ottoman past; certainly, political influence is both evident and salient in the way that it 

selects appropriate discourse of national identity. In the case of Istanbul, considerable 

Islamicization occurred after significant rural to urban migration, shifting the dynamic of 

how Ottomanism was perceived and recalled and creating an atmosphere of politically-

charged identity negotiation. The element of multiethnicity and pluralism so 

characteristic of cosmopolitanism Ottoman Istanbul is thus absent in the reimagining of 

Ottoman heritage. 

Mills writes that the “economic development” projects around the city in poor or 

ethnic-minority neighborhoods seek to displace these groups in favor of creating spaces 

for upscale capitalistic opportunities. Therefore, the remembering of Ottoman heritage is 

selective, focusing on Islamic identity; in this way, nationalism, coupled with Islamicism 

and rural migration, replaced Ottoman ideals of universalism. According to Mills, the 

historicity of the Ottoman past serves to critique an “intolerant Turkish present” (190). 

This new, more Islamic state creates a problematic environment in which ethnic 

minorities must now negotiate identity. She notes, too, that the way in which meaning 

and values are ascribed to Ottoman heritage is hegemonic in nature, being constructed by 
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“powerful elites” (184). Onar (2009a) builds on these ideas through a foreign policy 

approach to understanding neo-Ottomanism, describing changes in governmental 

discourse regarding Turkey’s neighboring nations. 

Just as there are diverse identities characterized by an Ottoman legacy, so too are 

there diverse opinions regarding neo-Ottomanism; Kemalists in particular see this 

reimagination as an affront to secularism, referring to Turkey’s Ottoman past as “another 

country.” This stance is indicative of the debate surrounding the legacy of the Ottoman 

Empire. Onar suggests that while the consideration of historical legacies is not new, it has 

not been until recently that many Turks have questioned the “national project” imposed 

after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, namely its secularism and “emphasis on a 

unitary identity” (2009a; 1). It is well known that a linguistic homogenization occurred 

during the transition to a republic, and that “early nation-builders encouraged citizens to 

adopt a Turkish identity, regardless of their ethnic or linguistic background. The rejection 

of theocracy was concomitant with a “cultural revolution to displace Islam from public 

life” (2009a; 3). As might be expected, Islamists (in particular, though not solely) 

objected to the framework of secular nation-building. Thus for many Muslim Turks, 

AKP’s rise to power was a welcome change to the religious order.  

Onar traces the usage of neo-Ottomanism to the early 1990s, attributing 

authorship to Davutoğlu (Erdoğan’s foreign policy advisor). Davutoğlu stressed both 

historical and geographic depth through foreign policy as part of his proposed neo-

Ottoman Turkey. Onar writes that in Davutoğlu’s usage (much like Özal’s, as mentioned 

above), the intention was to develop “diplomatic, economic, and cultural channels to 
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enhance the prestige, prosperity, and stability of Turkey” (2009a; 12). Despite extensive 

arguments and claims for such benefit, many secularists still suspect underpinnings of an 

agenda of Islamicization. 

Figure 4. A sultan’s tuğra (signature) 
carving at Topkapı Palace 

The development of Islamic and political identities in Turkey is an essential 

element of neo-Ottomanism and one that is addressed by both White (2013) and Özyürek 

(2006). For White, the role of history and religion in the nation’s transformation was a 

major factor in delineating changing contemporary identities of secular and Muslim. 

Attempting to trace sources of identity, she discovered that more people identified as 

“Turk” before “Muslim.” She suggests that the tension “that has come to dominate daily 

life and discourse [arises from] what it means to be Turkish” (White 2013; 6). She 

concludes that the new nationalism is based largely on “cultural Turkism, rather than 

blood-based Turkish ethnicity” (White 2013; 19). Özyürek takes on similar themes of 

nationalism in the divide between Kemalism and Islamism in a changing Turkish cultural 

environment; she considers neoliberal policies to be one source of such change. For 
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Özyürek, the heart of ideological shifts in Turkey is a result of the relationship between 

and convergence of nostalgia and modernity. Thus, nostalgia “becomes a convenient 

desire that can transform public concepts such as the national past or identity into 

personalized commodities” (Özyürek 2006; 9). 

3.5 Conclusion 

As previously stated, this thesis deals with the confluence of several factors – 

food, consumerism, heritage, tradition, politics – in the context of neo-Ottomanism. I 

have attempted to discuss a breadth of literature regarding these facets of study in the 

above review, though certainly there are many others not mentioned here. However, the 

reader may note a lack of literature in the above review which combines both the concept 

of neo-Ottomanism as it exists in Turkey today and its contextuality in food and 

consumer discourses. This is the broad notion of my research, with naturally contributing 

themes such as cultural commodification, nationalism and identity, and political currents. 

My hope is that the following research and concomitant findings will bridge some of 

these areas of study or offer an alternative perspective of neo-Ottomanism. 
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Chapter 4 Findings and Discussion: Identity & Politics in Istanbul 

4.1 Introduction 

Identity formation occurs on both conscious and subconscious levels and is 

constantly evolving through not only our interaction with other individuals, but 

institutions, material culture, and cosmologies. Influence over such formation is 

undoubtedly exerted by several sources, though perhaps none so powerful as those which 

are historically-based such as institutional structure or religion. This is certainly the case 

in Istanbul, where millennia of history surround its urban residents in contexts from their 

daily commutes to afternoon tea breaks. From ancient city walls to cobblestoned mosque 

courtyards, Ottoman history is deeply embedded into the landscape of Istanbul and the 

lifestyles of its many cosmopolitan residents.  

The nature and extent of an Ottoman aspect to contemporary Turkish identity has 

been relatively subdued in the broader discourse of neo-Ottomanism and is a potentially 

contentious facet of its influence. Indeed, there are both nationalistic and religious roots 

which support its popularity and development. As the AKP-led government increasingly 

promotes a more religious nation, neo-Ottomanism has developed strong ties to Islam. 

Additionally, the selective recollection of Ottoman history, particular to its era of 

expansion, evokes elements of nationalism just as references to the excess and riches of 

that era draw in upper-class consumers seeking cosmopolitanism.  
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Identity is a critical aspect of consumerism, and this is no less true in the way that 

neo-Ottomanism, or Ottoman heritage, is ‘sold’ to consumers in Turkey. Halter (2000) 

describes how ethnicity can function in the world of consumer behavior: 

Cultural commodification is inherent in the capitalist system, an inevitable 
outcome of the workings of the marketplace…for many, the ethnic revival 
represents the search for recognizable or familiar points of reference in a 
cold, impersonal, and fragmented world. (12) 

As Turkey becomes drawn into and is influenced by a globalized world, capitalism plays 

a major role in Istanbul’s rapidly shifting culture; expressions of identity are thus often 

manifested in consumer choices. The following will discuss three key facets of identity: 

religiosity, national and political association, and socioeconomic class. Each offers 

insight into the way that Turks experience neo-Ottomanism and how it informs their 

identity. 

4.2 Religiosity 

The Ottoman Empire was officially Islamic and even the sultan held religious 

power. During this period of Turkey’s history, belonging to a nation-state or ethnicity 

took a backseat to membership within the Islamic community. Upon establishment of the 

Turkish republic in 1923, however, any official affiliation with Islam was abolished in 

favor of a wholly secular nation-state. While Islam has had a relatively unwavering 

presence in Turkey throughout its history, the last decade has seen significant 

Islamicization of the nation under the AKP’s leadership and emphasis on increasing 

acceptance of religion in the public sphere. 
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Neo-Ottomanism creates a space for Islamic society in government as well as 

cultural realms such as that of film, fashion, architecture, and cuisine. This reification of 

Islam in culture is perpetuated and reinforced through neo-Ottomanism precisely because 

of the historic empire’s religious affiliation. Özyürek contests that “promoters of neo-

Ottomanism had a rather flattened sense of the seven-hundred-year rule of the Ottomans 

and saw the empire as proof of the superior achievements of a Turkish state that accepted 

Islam as its official religion” (2006; 156). Therefore, contemporary Turks see the 

Ottoman era as a successful model of a religious community and of a larger society 

which could support such an ethos. The religiosity of neo-Ottomanism is certainly 

present in its culinary manifestations, and is evident in the way that restaurants seek to 

reimagine Ottoman-style feasts for Ramadan iftar meals (the meal which breaks one’s 

fast at dusk, and is typically enjoyed with family and friends).  

There is an element of historicity to this coupling of religiosity and food in the 

Ottoman context. Batur, owner of the popular Asitane restaurant, explains the religious 

approach to systems of inventory and ownership:  

…it’s because of the Ottoman system of governing in the Islamic belief of 
government, it says 90% - everything living, or non-living, above ground, 
underground, belongs to god, belongs to Allah – it’s his property . And the 
sultan is the sole person on earth to distribute that wealth or award it to 
someone…and everything that was bought for the palace kitchens, the 
money was spent from the state treasury, so imagine like you are the 
accountant and you are spending god’s money. If you do a mistake, or if 
you don’t keep the records properly, then it’s automatic ‘you go to hell’ 
kind of concept. 
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Thus, much of the ability to revive Ottoman dishes in contemporary Turkey is owed to 

the detailed record-keeping required by the laws of the Ottoman Empire which were 

based in fundamentals of Islam. 

Figure 5. Ottoman antiques at the Grand Bazaar 

But the connections with religious identity are more expansive than Ottoman 

accounting records and inventory documents listing ingredients or cuts of meat. 

Ramadan, the Muslim holiday which involves a month of fasting from dawn to dusk, 

plays an important part in the creation of Ottoman food. Iftar meals are increasingly 

promoted as being ‘fit for a sultan’ in their decadence. Moreover, such meals are often 

found at upscale eateries and five-star hotels. Zeynep, my informant and a culinary tour 

leader, connected the class distinction of Ottoman food with iftar, saying that “for the 

piety-minded community going to iftar at Asitane, it’s class. Paying that much for iftar to 

be fancy and Ottoman. But there are so many angles into feeling possessive of the 

Ottoman heritage thing here.” This sentiment is echoed by my informant, Defne: “During 

the Ramadan times it’s important because some like 5 star hotels they serve Ottoman 
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food during iftars – expensive prices. And they try to sell the Ottoman a lot in the 

Ramadan times. I mean you can hear Ottoman more than Turkish in those times.” 

These quotes represent a complex web of connections involving factors beyond 

religion and neo-Ottomanism. Clearly, capitalism is present in the commodification of 

religious celebrations, which would support Halter’s claims regarding the relationship 

between ethnicity and consumerism. Both speak to the distinct class elements of the 

Ottoman iftar as well as the exclusivity of neo-Ottomanism in popular culture. 

By exemplifying the opulence of Ottomanism, restaurants and other such 

establishments create the distinction of class through their attention to décor, high level of 

service, and promotion of historicism and luxury. My informant Banu, an employee of a 

culinary arts organization, noted that “they want to serve it as if they’re serving to the 

sultan – so if it comes in a copper bowl with this lid on top” while gesturing with her 

hands to show how servers would make a show of revealing the food at the table. This 

rang true with my own experience at Konyalı, an upscale restaurant serving Ottoman food 

as well as a few classical Turkish dishes; they emphasized the culinary heritage and 

traditions of the Ottoman era through serving techniques. When the food arrived at the 

table, there was one server per guest (I was dining with two of my cousins), and when 

placing the dishes in front of each guest, the copper lid was removed with the same flair 

referenced by Banu. Even the menu was designed with an aesthetic of historicism in 

mind, using paper that appeared weathered by time and script that evoked a level of 

sophistication one might expect from palace documents. 
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4.3 Class & Cosmopolitanism 

The line between class and religious identity is blurred, though some informants 

described a new ‘Islamic upper class’ – a key demographic for neo-Ottomanism. Defne 

explained how neo-Ottomanism was being woven into the fabric of this community 

through housing: 

Some of the places, like residential areas, they are for the Islamic 
capitalists, the Islamic higher class, and they are everywhere. I mean, they 
are in Istanbul, mostly, and the houses are built like a palace, the motifs 
are always Ottoman, and the names are important also, they put Ottoman 
names [on] those residential places. Gated communities. 

Defne’s quote points to an important facet of how neo-Ottomanism fits into the 

larger schema of social order and community. This demographic consisting of wealthy, 

urbanite Muslims provides support for not only the AKP and its conservatively-leaning 

policies but also the consumer-centered manifestations of neo-Ottomanism such as those 

seen in Ottoman restaurants.  

There is little question that neo-Ottomanism’s vision of the past revolves strictly 

around palace culture and its cuisine, a supposition confirmed by my informants. Many 

Turks, then, see the Ottoman aesthetic as having a certain flair or exoticism, further 

reinforcing the cosmopolitanism of participation in this phenomenon. Ottomanism’s 

iteration in modernity is closely connected with the privilege with which it is associated. 

Those interested in neo-Ottomanism or the Ottoman aesthetic belong to the middle and 

upper classes and have the disposable income necessary for eating out, especially at more 

expensive restaurants which are more likely to serve palace-style food. The 
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Figure 6. Ottoman meze selection at Asitane 

popularization of neo-Ottomanism, particularly as it is manifested in culinary culture, is 

present almost exclusively in Istanbul; this is almost certainly as a result of the 

cosmopolitan culture of the city. 

When asked about what ‘Ottoman’ evoked, Banu offered “very, very elaborate 

things, like fancy everything. From the clothes to the architecture, to food. Actually, 

when you say Ottoman, you always think of the palace.” In terms of the difference 

between Ottoman and Turkish, she further supported this statement: “I think Ottoman 

things were a little bit more elegant maybe.” This was followed up interestingly, with, “I 

don’t want to say bad things about Turkish.” For Banu, it seems that there is a connection 

between glorifying the Ottoman past and a potential devaluation of the Turkish present – 

a sentiment that was not voiced by any other informants. Certainly, there were varying 

degrees of association between Ottoman and Turkish among other informants which 

determined whether Ottoman was perceived as being a part of contemporary Turkey or a 

past from which to break. Regardless, all associated the former empire with wealth and 

while it is a feasible undertaking to comb palace archives for recipes or design, there are 
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no such sources for the common citizen or average household of Ottoman Istanbul. It is 

unsurprising, then, that the revival of Ottomanism is a “privileged form of Ottoman 

nostalgia [that’s] not for everybody equally, at all,” according to Zeynep. 

As an appeal to nostalgia, neo-Ottomanism finds a willing and enthusiastic 

population in the middle and upper classes of Istanbul. In a city and culture where the 

concept of ‘see and be seen’ is alive and well, Ottoman restaurants occupy a likely niche 

for wealthy patrons. My informant Güzin even stated that “by definition, Ottoman 

restaurants are expected and assumed to be fine dining.” This again points to the class 

distinction created by neo-Ottomanism, as well as its reliance on the cosmopolitan culture 

of Istanbul. Shopping malls, the habitual hangouts of upper-class Istanbulites, are happy 

to indulge the  trend by “[setting] up stands where customers can dress up as ‘Ottoman 

characters’…demand for Ottoman-style costumes is exceeding the ability of ateliers to 

produce them” (White 2013; 183). 

Cosmopolitanism acts in conjunction with the concept of ‘Turkishness’ to create 

an additional space for identity formation within the neo-Ottoman phenomenon. Zeynep 

commented on this connection, saying that the neo-Ottoman phenomenon was “an 

aspiration to a particular kind of Turkishness…and a particular kind of Ottomanness too, 

that’s really an elite, idealized thing.” This attitude seems somewhat representative of the 

facets of identity formation within neo-Ottomanism, tying in the effect of consumerism, 

which “[fosters] greater awareness of ethnic identity, [and] offers immediate possibilities 

for cultural participation” (Halter 2000;14). Possession must also be considered a 

contributing factor – a certain ownership of Ottoman heritage is revealed which offers 
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insight into selective recollection of the Ottoman Empire. Certainly, there are varying 

degrees of religiosity or secularism, as well as of nationalism. 

4.4 Nationalism & Politics 

At the same time, a divide exists among those who are interested in learning about 

Turkey’s Ottoman heritage yet support secularism. Güzin falls into this category, as 

evidenced by her statement that Turks “have realized they are Ottoman, they can eat 

Ottoman food, they go to an Ottoman café – that doesn’t mean they think they are truly 

Ottoman or not. We consider ourselves Ataturk’s children, and that means we are part of 

a secular world. This is very important.” According to Güzin, the creation of a more overt 

link between Islam and Ottomanism would deepen the division between Kemalists and 

Islamists, making Kemalists “deny” Ottoman culture. As Zeynep observed, “we can call 

it Ottomania and say that both sides are doing it, but it’s important to differentiate why 

these different demographics are doing it and also what they’re calling Ottomania is a 

little bit different.” 

Thus, an important distinction can be made between secular and religious 

perspectives of neo-Ottomanism among those participating in the movement, in which a 

secular perspective appears more class-based. Regardless of religiosity, many Turks seem 

to have a conception of Turkishness or Ottomanness (or both) which can be applied to 

identity. In 21st century Turkey, enough time has passed since the Ottoman era that there 

is an increased level of interest in revisiting the glory of the former empire. Güzin and 

Zeynep both express pride in this heritage, saying, respectively, “we were busy making 

up our nation and now it’s time to turn back and look at what our history was all about” 
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and “I think maybe it’s a reflection of a sense that Turkish culture is in some sense 

shallow because of the rupture from an Ottoman past, and there’s a privileging of the 

Ottoman as the more richly cultured heritage.” In this sense, the element of nationalism 

takes on a more historically-based character, drawing on a ‘nation’ which existed several 

hundred years ago. Almost all informants cited admiration for Ottoman heritage in 

Turkey, making a strong argument for identity formation as part of neo-Ottomanism. 

Indeed, Hande, my informant and a Turkish chef, stated that “we are very proud to be of 

Ottoman descent as Turks.” Even her phrasing suggests a collective belonging based in 

Ottoman heritage.  

Yet, this element of identity formation is somewhat bounded by geography – 

because of the decidedly urban and cosmopolitan nature of neo-Ottomanism (and 

therefore of the remembering of the Ottoman past), only Istanbul exemplifies this 

attribute. As Güzin noted, many Istanbulites participate in neo-Ottomanism in various 

ways “because that is a part of showing off as belonging to a certain group – politically, 

religiously, etc…you wouldn’t have an Ottoman restaurant somewhere in a village in 

Anatolia for example.” Aspiration towards an elite ‘Turkishness’ or ‘Ottomanness’ is 

illuminated through neo-Ottomanism’s narrowly-focused recollection of its past. Güzin 

was vocal regarding this discrepancy between histories: 

I mean you have to talk about the official history versus the actual history.  
Official history tells us the splendors of our history and ancestors. And 
they were true by the way – but the actual history also shows their 
weaknesses, and people at the moment are debating that. Our prime 
minister says ‘no – Süleyman the magnificent had no weakness, as a 
matter of fact, because according to Islam, sex is not very appropriate, I 
may even say he never had sex.’  He only had 30 concubines, but so…you 
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know, it has come to this stupid level. So of course, if people say they are 
Ottoman, they mean they are Muslims, and they are insecular. That’s what 
they mean. If you say ‘I deny my Ottoman roots, I don’t have any 
Ottoman roots’ then you mean ‘I want to remain democratic and secular’. 

Defne, too, mirrors this perspective, referencing the popular television show 

based on the height of the empire: “the government criticizes that serial because, 

especially the prime minister, he says it doesn’t reflect the real period, doesn’t reflect the 

truth. Because man and woman are always – whatever, they have some moral reasons.” 

Both women hint at the underlying conservatism of the AKP’s policies and perspectives. 

It is unsurprising, then, that many informants’ narratives (and indeed, popular discourse) 

seem to support the notion that the AKP is somehow promoting neo-Ottomanism, and 

particularly its connection with Islam. Defne suggested that there may even be a 

connection with this increasing Islamicism and popularity of going out to eat for iftar 

rather than staying in to break the fast. This might indicate growing acceptance of the 

expression of religion in public life. 

Figure 7. Turkish kilims hang outside a carpet 
shop 
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The AKP seems keen to close the gap between the height of the empire and 

Turkey’s current nationhood. According to one informant, they have begun to celebrate 

Ottoman holidays and anniversaries in addition to those of the Republic. This may 

indicate a purposeful linkage on the part of the government; seeking to rekindle feelings 

of Ottoman imperialism, the AKP is perceived as radical by some. Güzin feels that this 

effort is both overt and wrong: 

The recent government is overemphasizing the Ottoman culture because 
they – well, they claim they are doing it because it’s our heritage, but 
they’re only doing it because it was the last caliphate and that was the 
castle of Islam. 

In this sense, Ottoman history and contemporary politics are entangled in a web of 

history, religion, and power dynamics.  

Tension between secularists (or Kemalists) and Muslims has been increasing 

since the founding of the Turkish Republic, when Islam disappeared from public life; this 

tension has deepened even more since 1996, when Turkey elected its first prime minister 

whose political philosophy was based on Islam – Necmettin Erbakan of the Welfare 

Party. Yavuz (2003) explores the relationship between Islam and politics in Turkey in his 

research: 

The construction of an Islamic political identity and the emergence of the 
renascent Turkish-Islamic ethos raises one of the paradoxes in the study of 
developing countries, namely, that of a people experiencing both the 
processes of rapid socioeconomic development and the reimagination of 
religion within new political and cultural spheres. (4) 

Thus, the brand of nationalism concurrent with neo-Ottomanism in Istanbul has deep 

roots in Islam that carves out an identity with ties to religion, history, and politics. This 
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nationalism is perpetuated by economic success and manifested in culture; as Turkey 

modernizes and experiences growth, so does it acquire a certain privilege of looking back 

to its historical empire.  

4.5 Conclusion 

Reflecting on identity formation as it is situated in the contexts of religion, nation, 

and class is a critical foundation to understanding how such identities shape perspectives 

of neo-Ottomanism. It is also important to consider that experiences of Ottoman heritage 

express themselves in a range of identities presented here. The fact that neo-Ottomanism 

has found its way from governmental affairs to popular culture is evidence of 

capitalism’s place in ethnic identity formation in the way that Turks seek out visual 

expressions (or perhaps in the case of cuisine, sensory experiences) of said ethnicity or 

heritage. 

Patterns of consumer behavior regarding Ottomanism provide insight into the 

cultural commodification happening in Istanbul’s social scene as Turks see participation 

in neo-Ottomanism as a reflection of their heritage. While it is through consumerism that 

some dimensions (namely religiosity and socioeconomic class) of identity become 

apparent, others evolve in response to changing political ideology. Each identity 

presented above, though, is rooted in a sense of historicism based on Istanbul’s Ottoman 

tradition. 
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Chapter 5 Findings and Discussion: Representations of the Ottoman 

5.1 Introduction 

A core theme which emerged from this study was the way that the Ottoman past 

was perceived and represented, creating a feedback loop which informed the discourse 

surrounding neo-Ottomanism. There existed a wide spectrum of opinions regarding the 

Ottoman past – both in terms of historicity and contemporary representation of the past. 

Hande and Defne offer two perspectives on this issue, respectively: 

Ottoman culture has become kind of cheesy – it’s a way of redefining 
ourselves and our culture. It applies to even construction of mosques, 
clothing, textiles, everything. It’s like grabbing at old times. And some are 
doing it in quality and in real terms, going to the roots – and some are 
doing it just as pop culture. 

There are many layers, like for instance in terms of the classes, like in the 
high class there is also neo-Ottomanism going on, like in the fashion 
industry, in the food industry, in the architecture industry, construction 
and so on. They now build residential areas like some kind of a palace – 
they have some palace motifs. 

The following will explore these representations and areas of life that are touched by neo-

Ottomanism, taking into account the influences acting on such representations and thus 

approaching the very construction of ‘Ottoman’ in daily life and discourse. After 

touching on areas of pop culture such as film and architecture, I will focus more deeply 

on the culinary manifestations of neo-Ottomanism, using characteristics such as taste, 

technique, ingredients, and presentation to demonstrate the range of representations. 

Lastly, data from a Turkish newspaper will be used to conduct a discourse analysis of 
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representations of ‘Ottoman,’ describing methodology and findings within the discourse 

analysis framework.  

5.2 Popular Culture 

Neo-Ottomanism’s presence in popular culture has become more prevalent in the 

last few years, particularly since the premiere of Muhteşem Yüzıl (Magnificent Century), 

a television show based on the height of the Ottoman Empire. In the show, the sultan, 

Süleyman, and indeed the whole court, are portrayed as the epitome of elegance and 

luxury. It has also been the subject of controversy: while its popularity is indicative of 

neo-Ottomanism’s reach and appeal, debate has centered around the supposed hedonism 

displayed by the show’s characters. 

In fact, upon airing, the Supreme Board of Radio and Television received more 

than 70,000 complaints from viewers who were upset to see such hedonism portrayed by 

supposedly-devout Muslims. Yet the show still commands a devoted following with 

“ratings [that] have set records in Turkey, which reportedly earned $50 million last year 

from soap opera exports, with more than 70 shows being broadcast in more than 20 

countries, largely in the Middle East and Balkans” (Fowler 2011).  

Those that are upset by some of aspects of the show are almost undoubtedly more 

conservatively-leaning Muslims, Prime Minister Erdoğan included. Fed up with the way 

the sultan was being portrayed in the show, he took action after hinting at “judicial 

repercussions.” Elif Batuman writes that “…an M.P. from Erdoğan’s party declared that 

‘Magnificent Century’ would be discontinued. A bill to protect the Sultan's memory was 
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submitted to parliament. Turkish Airlines excluded ‘Magnificent Century’ from its in-

flight programming” (Batuman 2014). Clearly, the government had a vested interest in 

maintaining what they perceived to be an appropriate discourse of the Ottoman past, in 

keeping with Islamic values and morals. 

Following the immense success of Magnificent 

Century, an epic film based on the events of the conquest of 

Constantinople, Fetih 1453 (Conquest 1453), came out in 

2012 to wild success and rave reviews as Turkey’s highest 

grossing film ever (Bilefsky 2012). The film is bursting with 

Ottoman pride; one writer even called it “a turbans-and

testosterone epic” (Gibbons 2012). Indeed, Turks see that 

conquest as a turning point in history as well as a point of 

pride. In television and film, the Ottoman past is represented 

through a glorification of this conquest and of rich imagery 

depicting wealth and in some cases, power.  

Some informants also pointed to the erection of Ottoman-style housing which 

mimicked Ottoman architectural features as evidence of the new Ottoman pop culture. 

Still others incorporated elements of Ottoman design into the interiors of their homes, 

using intricate tile work or ornate furnishings to create an aura of Ottoman wealth and 

luxury. The proposed construction in the area of Gezi Park – which caused considerable 

uproar, as discussed in the background – included a mosque and shopping area in the 

style of Ottoman barracks, replacing the Ataturk Cultural Center while also getting rid of 

Figure 8. Fetih 1453 film 
promotional material 
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the green space (an increasingly rare sight in Turkey). Those opposed to this Ottoman 

construction project unsurprisingly invoke Islamism as a heavy influence in the 

architectural planning (BBC 2013). 

These aspects of popular culture offer some of the most noticeable evidence of 

neo-Ottomanism’s influence outside of the institutional policy; all are visual in nature and 

thus provide a sensory experience of what it means to be ‘Ottoman.’ Governmental 

regulation of the popular television show Magnificent Century reveals that while the 

prime minister may be interested in promoting Ottoman heritage, only his party’s official 

narrative is considered legitimate. 

5.3 Culinary Culture 

“Whatever there is a trend for, food also is part of it,” said Güzin in reference to 

the way that neo-Ottomanism has manifested itself in culinary culture.  For her, Ottoman 

food quite naturally developed and became popular along with other representations of 

the Ottoman in public life outside of politics. Defne, too, believes that neo-Ottomanism is 

a fad – “it’s a trend, it became trendy, it’s as simple as that. You’re probably going to see 

it more [in Turkey], it’s a marketing thing.” While a handful of ‘truly’ Ottoman 

restaurants exist, other restaurants may add Ottoman dishes or even sections to their 

menus in an attempt to cash in on the trend. For some restaurants, creating an Ottoman 

dish may simply mean the addition of fruit or sweetness to a meat dish. 

Ottoman food has emerged as a foodie favorite in Istanbul, with more and more 

restaurants popping up each month. Part of its increasing popularity might be due to the 

high viewership of Magnificent Century; Batur, who owns and operates Ottoman 
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restaurant Asitane, consults for the show’s producers on the scenes involving food and 

drink, offering his knowledge on Ottoman culinary practices based on archival research. 

In return, he receives advertising at the end of the show, something along the lines of ‘if 

you’ve been wondering how the sultan’s food tastes…’ followed by the restaurant’s 

information.  

My own experience dining at Asitane was fortuitous happenstance; I wrapped up 

an interview with Batur, the restaurant’s owner and manager, right around lunchtime and 

was invited to stay for a sample of dishes. Batur called a 

chef over to the table we were sitting at in the shaded 

courtyard of the restaurant and had a brief conversation 

with him about preparing a tasting menu that would include 

a few courses of Ottoman foods. Each dish – from a rich, 

creamy almond soup to a sweet and savory dolma – 

represented many of the characteristics used by my 

informants to describe Ottoman cuisine. It was easy to see 

why Asitane stood out to my informants as a unique food Figure 9. A chef at Asitane 
prepares soup for dinner 

experience. 

Banu explained that “everybody’s more interested in food than they were before,” 

adding this to the reasoning behind Ottoman food’s popularity. Indeed, it seems that the 

‘local food’ campaign has reached even Istanbul, where the practice of sourcing locally 

has not been changed so much as the terminology and promotion has. Banu recognizes 

this change, saying that 
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There’s this thing going on like – not campaign – but there’s that 
awareness going on about using 100% Turkish ingredients, especially if 
you are seeking an ingredient that grows in a certain region…there is a lot 
of awareness about food nowadays. People are more aware of what kind 
of heritage they have now so they’re more keen on trying different kinds 
of foods whereas before, they weren’t. 

Other informants made similar comments which hinted at a broad ‘food movement’ in 

which people all over, not just in Turkey, were more interested in cuisine as well as food 

localization, or at least place-based food. Still, a social landscape that exhibits a growing 

interest in food in general does not wholly explain the phenomenon of Ottoman 

restaurants.  

Yet some didn’t make the connection between the popularity of new Ottoman 

restaurants with the broader concepts of neo-Ottomanism; my informants were divided 

on this issue of whether or not Ottoman food could be considered connected with the 

neo-Ottomanism found in politics and in some of the more institutional formats. 

However, all noted at least some degree of dissonance between the varying 

representations of the Ottoman. Defne said: 

When we are talking about the serious restaurants working on Ottoman 
food, they represent the Ottomans in many different ways – history-wise, 
taste-wise, food-wise, decoration-wise – in many different ways. 

Variance also exists in whether Turks perceive Ottoman as being ‘us’ or ‘them.’ In fact, 

informants would sometimes waffle between these two stances throughout the 

conversation; this would occur in a fashion which would suggest that the ambivalence 

might be subconscious.  
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However, a sense of commonality exists between Turkish and Ottoman in the way that a 

revival of Ottoman cuisine in some way pays tribute to Turkishness. A distinct 

revalorization of Turkishness acts as an undercurrent in the push for recognition of 

Ottoman heritage. In fact, one informant recognized that an “awareness that we should 

stick to and defend whatever heritage we had became a la mode. Very trendy.”  

Figure 10. Ottoman-style şerbet at Asitane 

All informants seemed to have an idea of what they considered to be Ottoman 

food; they either named one specific dish (typically hünkar beğendi) or described an 

ambiguous cuisine which involved using ‘rich’ ingredients or foods.  Certainly, all 

informants agreed that Ottoman food was equated with fancy food as well as quality 

ingredients and preparation. Batur stressed the importance of these aspects at his 

restaurant, Asitane, in regard to the time and specialized knowledge required, 

respectively: 
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If a normal chef can roll and prepare, say,100 rolls, 100 pieces, in that 
time, our guys can do maybe 30 or 40 maximum. So it takes a bit more 
time and effort, and more kitchen hands to prepare what we do. 

…no one knows how to dissolve saffron, no one knows how to use 
rosewater, or cardamom, coriander, sumac – they’re long forgotten, people 
only eat it with lahmacun, kebabs, onion salad, and these spices were used 
in everyday cooking [in the Ottoman Empire]. 

In researching Ottoman restaurants, nearly all search results revealed upscale eateries, 

often located in 5-star hotels (including Çırağan Palace, undoubtedly one of the most 

extravagant hotels in the city; its entrees were upwards of $35 USD equivalent). In this 

way, the Ottoman is represented through an imagery and discourse of opulence. The 

association is made understandable, even natural, when one considers the height of the 

Ottoman Empire, which was indicative of such wealth. 

In terms of palatability, almost all informants noted the need to adapt recipes or 

ingredients both for “today’s tastes” and ingredient availability. For instance, musk, a 

gland taken from the musk deer, was used for aroma and flavoring in many dishes; 

however, this is no longer feasible or legal to procure. Some also pointed to the need for 

‘lightening’ up dishes which were originally made with heavier or richer ingredients. 

Defne uses sugar and fat as examples: 

In terms of taste, it’s a very difficult issue, like when you bring the taste 
back from the 15th century, I mean we cannot eat it actually because for 
example they put lots of sugar [in dishes], in the palace, in the 15th-16th 

centuries. And they put, I don’t know, this very heavy fat stuff from the 
tail of the animal, so I mean the taste issue is very important so they have 
to adapt it to today’s taste otherwise they cannot sell [it]. 

Banu also suggested adaptations which would increase palatability or feasibility of some 

Ottoman foods: “There are some recipes that are really complicated to make and also if 
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they were to make it and serve it, they wouldn’t get the same kind of appeal as the other 

dishes.” My informant Nazlı said she knows several people who expressed surprise at 

how different Ottoman cuisine was from Turkish – in some cases, the taste was almost 

too different. This idea of adapting tastes or ingredients further supports the conception of 

Ottoman cuisine as extremely rich and perhaps even impractical in its decadence. Banu 

offers that, “when you say Ottoman, it’s always referring to palace cuisine,” supporting 

the selective culinary revival of Ottoman foods and recipes. 

Even the presentation of food is linked conceptually with the difference between 

‘classical’ Turkish and Ottoman. Several informants described the minimalism of plating 

at fancy Ottoman restaurants. This is unquestionably the case at Asitane, where great care 

is taken to match the level of sophistication expected from its cuisine to its presentation 

style. There, the details matter; even my glass of şerbet was served in a small Ottoman 

glass with ornate details (see Figure 5).  Conversely, eating at an esnaf lokantası – a type 

of casual eatery that typically serves classical Turkish food – means standing in line with 

a cafeteria tray, with no attention paid to presentation or sophistication. Banu explained 

how this difference between Turkish and Ottoman is noticeable particularly when 

considering the esnaf lokantası: 

If they try Ottoman cuisine and then try the Turkish cuisine, they might 
see a lot of difference and maybe like the Ottoman better because it’s a 
little bit – it’s more elegant. Whereas Turkish cuisine, especially if you go 
to esnaf lokantası, food is just put kind of like cafeteria-style [on the 
plate]. It’s really good food but the service is not so elegant or graceful. 
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Cookbooks, too, stress the sophistication of Ottoman cookery as well as its 

significant contribution to contemporary Turkish cuisine. Ayla Algar’s classic 

publication, The Complete Book of Turkish Cookery, first published in 1985, highlights 

the salience of the Ottoman period – “their gastronomic legacy survives in present-day 

Turkey” – throughout her introduction to the book.  Her introductory narrative makes 

clear her position on the greatness of the empire as well as its nation-state successor: 

Turkish cuisine attained new heights of elaboration and complexity in the 
Ottoman period. It came to overshadow fully the cuisine of Central Asia 
the Western Turks had left behind, a cuisine that was in any event greatly 
impoverished by the agricultural decay and economic stagnation that 
resulted from the ravages of the Mongols and their successors…In 
countless ways, then, the rich and varied cuisine evolved by the Ottoman 
Turks was interwoven with their political, religious, social, and cultural 
life; its elaborateness mirrored the complexity of Ottoman civilization 
itself. (3; 10) 

Several other cookbooks echo Algar’s sentiments regarding the impact of the Ottoman 

period on cuisine and its role in Turkey’s culinary history (Eren 1969; Nihal 2000; Arsel 

1999). One such cookbook references this trend, saying that what Turkish cuisine “is all 

about” is indeed “always developing, but never forgetting the ancient traditions” (Başan 

2006; 7). 

5.4 Exoticization of the Ottoman 

It is challenging to clearly delineate whether ‘Turkishness’ directly follows or is 

in some way derived from ‘Ottomanness.’ Like others, Güzin described a certain 

‘othering’ occurring around the development of Ottoman restaurants: 
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Ottoman cuisine, even though it’s our cuisine and our product, has all of a 
sudden become a trend just like eating sushi is a trend, Chinese food was 
once a trend, Italian was once a trend. Some of those trends stay for awhile 
and then disappear, but mostly, after this glamour is over and after the 
overdoing it, the excitement is gone, [some of them] stay of course. With 
the Ottoman cuisine, we are still in the process, so we don’t know. 

Through the othering of Ottomanism, themes of exoticism emerge; with the Ottoman 

Empire’s history of orientalism, this is not surprising. During my fieldwork, I visited the 

Sabancı Museum to see an exhibit entitled, “The 

1001 Faces of Orientalism.” While not explicitly 

devoted to the Ottoman Empire, the exhibit most 

certainly revolved around it; this orientalism was 

multi-dimensional and encompassed both inward- 

and outward-looking perspectives. Sabancı’s 

presentation of orientalism, then, included the 

West’s view of the Ottomans as well as the Ottomans’ 

view of the East. Through elaborate displays of 

Ottoman costumery and artwork, the exhibit narratives displayed a perspective that 

exoticized the Ottoman Empire during its era of expansion; the exhibit also romanticized 

the bygone era with murals depicting pastoral and palatial landscapes alike. 

These themes of exoticism and romanticism are prevalent in culinary culture; 

Zeynep wondered to what extent “Ottoman fills the spot of being an exotic cuisine but 

not one that’s alienating” – in other words, perhaps Ottoman restaurants offer a way for 

Turks to explore their past, exalt their heritage, and fulfill the desire for a new and 

interesting cuisine. Zeynep continued by saying that: 

Figure 11. Sabancı Museum 
exhibit 
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I think for a lot of people, Ottoman cuisine, like going to Asitane, would 
be like going to Chinatown – going for dim sum! I think that’s maybe part 
of it except it’s something that maybe is even less alienating than going 
for kebab in Aksaray. 

Here she refers to Aksaray, a neighborhood in the Fatih district of Istanbul which is home 

to many migrants from Eastern Turkey, evoking its exoticism through flavors associated 

with Eastern Turkey. The lack of cosmopolitanism exhibited by Aksaray’s character is 

what makes it an outsider to more glamorous locales in Istanbul. Therefore, even though 

Ottoman cuisine is different and perhaps even exotic, there is a sort of safeness in 

experiencing this new cuisine because of its upper-class association. 

Orientalism presents itself in the form of othering for some Turks. Because 

Istanbul has been subject to rapid urbanization and modernization, the Ottoman past 

seems increasingly distant, not simply because of passing years. The exoticism of lavish 

palace feasts and gold-plated furnishings is cited often as evidence of the rich heritage of 

the Ottoman Empire, yet there is a familiarity to Ottomanism, too. This contradiction is 

echoed in the way that Turks recall the pre-Republic days of Turkey. Thus, a complicated 

relationship exists between Turkish and Ottoman which necessitates that its citizens 

carefully craft an identity situated in the context of a modern nation. 

Lowenthal (1985) highlights this complicated amalgam of past and present within 

a nation: 

The past is everywhere. All around us lie features which, like ourselves 
and our thoughts, have more or less recognizable antecedents. Relics, 
histories, memories suffuse human experience. Each particular trace of the 
past ultimately perishes, but collectively they are immortal. Whether it is 
celebrated or rejected, attended to or ignored, the past is omnipresent. (xv) 
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Güzin had a somewhat cynical view of the way that the government recognized this 

omnipresent past, saying that the  

Influence of the recent government is overemphasizing the Ottoman 
culture because they – well, they claim they are doing it because it’s our 
heritage, but they’re only doing it because it was the last caliphate and that 
was the castle of Islam. 

These differing interpretations of history are evident in the way that neo-Ottomanism 

recognizes or ignores the incredible diversity of the Ottoman Empire. 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the Ottoman Empire, at its height, stretched across the 

region to include Northern Africa and Eastern Europe. However, neo-Ottomanism’s 

selective memory excludes much of this diversity, recognizing only Islam and ethnic 

Turks as proprietors of Ottoman heritage. This can be seen in the way that neo-

Ottomanism is centered on life in Istanbul and at the palace; these dimensions of the 

Ottoman Empire are valorized while the empire’s diversity is quieted. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, this selective construction of Ottomanism has roots in nationalistic 

discourse and is spurred by the AKP. 

5.5 Discourse Analysis of Ottoman Representations 

5.5.1 Review of Discourse Analysis Literature and the Turkish context 

It has been widely agreed upon that news media – whether headline, byline, body, 

or even imagery – offers a critical lens into production of nationalism and national 

identity (Bednarek and Caple 2006; Brookes 1999; Teo 2000). Further, the study of news 

media exposes ideological stances attributed to various publications, thereby providing 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

67 

valuable information regarding its readership’s perceptions of self and nation. Beyond a 

publication’s positionality, these perspectives also suggest the ways in which a nation 

views its position in a global context or more specifically with neighboring allies or 

enemies.  

Brookes (1999) explores several theories of nationalism in the context of 

discourse, employing aspects of a few paradigms in order to determine that “national 

identities are continually reconstituted through strategies of exclusion and inclusion in the 

face of perceived threats from without and within” (249); such reconstitution occurs 

frequently through discursive expression in the media. 

With the Turkish populace increasingly concerned about the government’s over-

involvement in both public and private life, a media-crafted notion of nationhood is 

perhaps less overtly associated with government interests, yet still able to represent its 

values in a less intrusive manner. Even casual conversations with Turkish family 

members reveal an anxiety related to the government’s omnipresent and critical eye. 

Therefore, discursive practices are a salient element of neo-Ottomanism, particularly in 

its popularized form, and can illuminate the degree of agreement between the government 

and media outlets. One Turkish journalist, defying the atmosphere of censorship, claims 

that recent currents in the media environment have “not only created concerns over the 

diminishing credibility and respectability of some news outlets but also prompted many 

to question whether the government is manipulating the media landscape to reflect its 

own ideology” (Today’s Zaman 2013). In fact, this control and censorship landed Turkey 
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at the top of the Committee to Protect Journalist’s list of nations with most journalists 

jailed for a second consecutive year (Murphy 2013). 

It can be inferred, then, that the government has direct influence over 

representations of nationhood in the media. Yumul and Ozkirimli (2000) take up this 

topic of nationalism and media, following Michael Billig’s Banal Nationalism (1995), to 

describe the type of nationhood established in Turkish press. Banal nationalism 

“challenges the orthodox conceptualizations of nationalism which tend to focus only on 

its extreme manifestations…thereby ignoring, even theoretically denying, ‘our’ 

nationalism” (Yumul and Ozkirimli 2000: 787). According to Yumul and Ozkirimli, 

newspapers have significant responsibility for the ‘reproduction of nationhood,’ and, in 

the Turkish context, also create division between Islamists and secularists. In the neo-

Ottoman context, these positions point to a gradual shift towards a more conservative and 

powerful government with a strong will for steering discourse towards their own 

conceptualizations of nation and society. 

Yağcıoğlu and Cem-Deger (2001) echo these sentiments in their investigation of 

such division in relation to social and cultural change in Turkey, while acknowledging a 

more significant fracture between the two. They operationalize two terms to serve the 

purpose of delineating ideological positions: logos and mythos, referring to scientific and 

religious knowledge, respectively. Through a juxtaposition of these orientations, the 

authors analyze the voice of publications associated with each, concurrently developing 

an idea of the ‘linguistic habitus,’ which calls upon both “habitual ways of saying” and 

Bourdieu’s habitus (Bourdieu 1977). 
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A number of scholars have addressed this issue of nationalism through Critical 

Discourse Analysis frameworks with differing foci. Within CDA’s emphasis on power 

structures and dynamics, inequality is examined through the hegemonic forces of the elite 

(van Dijk 1993). This is particularly relevant for an investigation of the ways in which 

news media serves the interests of such elite groups by reproducing messages of the 

intended status quo. Bednarek and Caple (2006) identify ‘news values’ which determine 

what is newsworthy “as existing in and constructed through discourse” (137). The 

authors present a case study which considers eliteness, superlativeness, proximity, 

negativity, timeliness, personalization, and novelty in a corpus of news articles. By 

analyzing word frequency of these attributes, they suggest a constructivist approach to 

news values which would illuminate the usage of discursive devices for ideological 

perpetuation (Bednarek and Caple 2006). 

Further, headline analysis can offer additional depth to a CDA study due to its 

nature as impactful and persuasive writing. For Teo (2000), newspaper headlines intend 

to express, “in a highly concise form, the crux of the news event and to orient the reader 

to process the text in a pre-determined direction” (13). Headlines not only guide our 

attention towards key words and themes, but create meaningful connections between 

them which position the audience before even beginning to read the article. They are in a 

sense a microcosm of both thematic bias and patterns of reportage, therefore highlighting 

ideology and politicization of news media. Van Dijk (1995) describes a hierarchical 

framework in which headlines act as the acme, “expressing the topic highest in the 

macrostructure” (28). By utilizing only what is deemed by discourse analysts such a 

salient and telling feature of media, headline data can serve as a platform for 
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understanding neo-Ottomanism’s reach and connotation. A clearer picture of these results 

can be attained by severing the article from the headline, analyzing only the 

“macrostructure.” 

5.5.2 Methodology 

Pulling from a Turkish national publication, the Hürriyet Daily News, the 

following research aims to gather an understanding of one narrow window into 

representations of the Ottoman in Turkish press. The Hürriyet was chosen because of its 

prominence and level of readership and circulation among Turkish newspapers. 

Additionally, it is one of few such publications that include an English-language edition. 

It has commonly been associated with a center-right stance (Yumul and Ozkirimli 2000).  

Drawing on the premise that headlines are a salient feature of news discourse 

(Teo 2000), I select and analyze headlines in order to develop a paradigm of Ottomanism 

in media. Because the AKP won elections in 2003, I selected increments of four years, 

from 2000 to 2012, to afford a look at the presence of the Ottoman in discourse both 

before AKP’s election to power and after several years of its presence in Turkey. Thus, I 

analyze three sections of four years each, examining the usage of ‘Ottoman’ thematically 

and temporally.  

The method I used to pull the headlines was to use the search function on 

Hürriyet’s website; in searching for ‘Ottoman,’ I requested that only those results with 

‘Ottoman’ in the title be returned. Additionally, the search function had the capability of 

selecting category-specific results. In this section, I requested that only those in the 

‘Turkey’ category be returned. In this way, I hoped to eliminate items such as listings 
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related to book or music reviews, which might confuse or complicate the core of the 

research question. 

After combing through the results, I then identified the various usages of ‘Ottoman’ and 

in what contexts the term was used and created categories based on the thematic usage 

represented by the results. These broad categories include: innocuous, government or 

foreign relations, references to grandeur, wealth, or style, restoration, reference to 

Ottoman dynasty, and history or historical reference. The frequency of usage was also of 

interest; therefore, I also noted the result counts based on year and time segment, 

consisting of four years each. Lastly, in addition to frequency of ‘Ottoman’ found in the 

newspaper, I also sought out the usage of strong adjectives in headlines, as well as any 

statements that were likewise assertive, which might reveal perceptions of Ottomanism. 

5.5.3 Analysis and Discussion 

Firstly, the frequencies demonstrate that instances of ‘Ottoman’ occurring in the 

Hürriyet peaked in the four years just after Erdoğan took office in 2003, as shown in 

Table 1. This outcome indicates increased usage of the word after AKP ideologies 

became recognized by the Turkish public, creating a possible correlation between this 

rise and the AKP gaining governmental control. By situating this finding within neo-

Ottomanism, we may conclude that the popularization of Ottoman culture in 

contemporary Turkey as presented by the media took place concurrent with Erdoğan’s 

election to office.  
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Time span Frequency 

2000 - 2004 14 

2004 - 2008 62 

2008 - 2012 52 

Table 1. Frequency of ‘Ottoman’ headline 

The headlines themselves also revealed several interesting positions taken and are 

a valid starting point for a discourse analysis of the manifestation of the neo-Ottoman 

phenomenon in the Turkish media. The use of adjectives or word pairs was particularly 

interesting and yielded the following examples, including their context and potential 

implications (italics my own); these examples were selected based on their ability to 

highlight perspectives towards Ottomanism. 

Turkey’s bay of the Ottoman Sultans recovers from industrial filth (2001) 

Hinting at the specialness associated with Ottomanness, this headline asserts the 
stance that Ottoman heritage must be preserved and respected. By creating 
distance from something impure (industrial filth) and something that should be 
preserved from such impurity (Ottoman heritage), the headline positions readers 
for the desired perspective which would seem to align with the writer’s own.  

Vanishing Ottoman architecture to be restored in Edirne (2003) 

The use of ‘vanishing’ in this headline seems to indicate a significant loss, and 
one that comes at a great cost to Turkish heritage. Thus, Ottoman architecture is a 
treasure which, as the headline notes, should and will be restored. There is also an 
element of perceived risk at the prospect of losing this piece of architectural 
history, which again denotes value and alerts the reader as to the expected 
response. 
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One of the most magnificent Ottoman palaces – Ibrahim Paşa Sarayı (2005) 

It is evident from this headline that most, if not all, Ottoman palaces might be 
considered ‘magnificent.’ This praising tone in reference to the palace supports 
the notion of equating Ottoman culture with a palatial aesthetic.  

New book highlights ancient Ottoman territory (2006) 

Although relatively simplistic (and perhaps even innocuous), the use of ‘ancient’ 
in this headline speaks to its significance as an era of Turkish history as well as 
the pride associated with “owning” an ancient civilization. Referring to the 
Ottoman past as ancient implies a level of significance on par with civilizations 
which existed over a thousand years ago. In this way, a new past is constructed 
through politicized remembering. 

The sweet and spicy tastes of Ottoman tradition (2007) 

Attributing flavors like sweet and spicy contributes to the exoticization of the 
Ottoman Empire. This notion is furthered by the way that many Ottoman foods 
are represented as being palatial in various advertisements. The headline seems 
intended to allure readers into a world of culinary delights which are unique to the 
Ottoman tradition. 

Forgotten Ottoman sorbets go on sale (2008) 

Similar to the headline which spoke to the exotic foods and flavors of the 
Ottoman Empire, this headline also implies or ascribes a certain specialness to 
that era of history. 

Search begins in Greece for Ottoman pasha’s legendary hoard (2010) 

This headline evokes images of an exciting adventure, seeking lost treasure of a 
wealthy empire and therefore exoticizing both people and places of the Ottoman 
Empire. Interesting, too, is the mention of its supposed location in Greece. There 
are possible undertones here of ‘rightful ownership’ to an empire’s wealth within 
the neo-Ottoman context and situated in lingering contention between nations. 

As aforementioned, headlines were broadly categorized not for frequency but 

simply to examine some of the representations of Ottoman and therefore work towards an 

understanding of various perspectives. Below are examples of such categories, noted by 
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letter association: a) innocuous, b) government or foreign relations, c) references to 

grandeur, wealth, or style, d) restoration, e) reference to Ottoman dynasty, and f) history 

or historical reference. The headlines in Table 2 are only a sample of the full list 

retrieved, and are intended to provide examples of categorization.  

Headline Category 
representing 

Book depicts Ottoman’s flower and garden culture a 
A software program on Ottoman music a 
Turkish FM rejects ‘neo-Ottoman’ label b 
Ottoman dynasty member eyes Turkish Parliament seat b 
Turkish customs control on Iran border ‘from Ottoman era,’ cable b 
says 
Ottoman dream of the AKP deputy b 
Feasting like Ottoman Sultans during Ramadan in historic Edirnekapi c 
One of the most magnificent Ottoman palaces – Ibrahim Paşa Sarayı c 
Boating on the Bosporus – Ottoman style c 
Vanishing Ottoman architecture to be restored in Edirne d 
The Tophane-I Amire – an Ottoman building restored for exhibitions d 
Largest Ottoman castle in need of some TLC d 
Ottoman dynasty members to come together in Istanbul e 
Aging Ottoman heir fights for his life e 
Ottoman mapmaking reaches height in 16th century f 
The sweet and spicy tastes of Ottoman tradition f 
Ottoman court records shed light on Ottoman social life f 
Historic paintings of the Ottoman fleet f 
Carving and cutting wood for Ottoman art f 

Table 2. Categorized headlines 

These headlines represent significant variance in the way that the Ottoman past is 

perceived and treated in the Turkish press. However, to truly understand the range of 

perspectives and various positionalities, it would be necessary to survey several national 

papers of various political and social leanings. This would also allow for a more reliable 

association between such leanings and perspectives of Ottomanism.  
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The aspects of most interest to the further discursive study of neo-Ottomanism are 

headlines which hint at (or directly address) controversy regarding the government or 

Turkey’s Ottoman past. This study is deepened by comparison with the above 

categorized headlines. A small sampling of the most assertive headlines (again retrieved 

from the full list) is shown in the table below. 

Headline Year 

Eighty years on, ghost of last Ottoman sultan sparks heated debate in Turkey 2005 

Transforming Ottoman villas in Süleymaniye: an honor or disgrace? 2007 

AKP has false image of Ottoman Empire, says US academic 2008 

Symposium on Ottoman sultan stirs up controversy 2011 

Turkish FM rejects ‘neo-Ottoman’ label 2011 

Ottoman family incensed over haphazard handling of historical throne 2011 

Table 3. Controversial headlines 

Each of the above headlines evokes some degree of controversy regarding remembrance 

of Turkey’s Ottoman past. Such headlines can begin to assist in the development of a 

framework which addresses positionality of Turkish media outlets as well as broader 

notions regarding the former empire. Contextualized within the sociopolitical 

environment of neo-Ottomanism, it is clear that Turks are still grappling with how to 

view their Ottoman past as evidenced in particular by the wording “honor or disgrace,” 

“sparks heated debate,” or “stirs up controversy.” These media representations seem to 
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indicate ambivalence, yet coupled with the broad picture of news headlines during this 

period of time, lean towards celebration, rather than rejection, of Ottoman heritage. 

Certainly, these headlines reveal much about the representations of the Ottoman 

in public discourse, even if from a solitary source. By referencing such strong emotions 

or occurrences, they invoke a high level of saliency, sending a message to the reader – 

and setting them up before even reading the article – that they too should have strong 

feelings in line with the writer’s position. In addition to supporting the conceptualizations 

of ‘Ottoman’ iterated by my informants, these headlines provide further evidence of 

Ottoman heritage being represented simultaneously as exotic other and ‘our’ heritage, a 

common paradox presented by my informants. They also demonstrate the widespread use 

of ‘Ottoman’ being synonymous with wealth, luxury, and power.  

5.6 Conclusion 

The breadth of ‘Ottoman’ representations is indicative of the complexity of neo-

Ottomanism. For my informants, ‘Ottoman’ could refer to more than one type of 

representation, and they would often contradict themselves in the span of the interview 

(as evidenced by the our/other paradox noted earlier). In addition to these differing 

opinions among individual interviews, an initial stratification presents itself which 

includes the many layers of discourse. Beyond the individual level are both the secular 

and religious upper classes who seek cosmopolitanism and Islamic heritage, respectively; 

on top of class strata are the many media outlets, and, certainly, the government. When 

speaking with Nazlı, she explained that the government propagates a false representation 

of the Ottoman past: 
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Because the Republic is something else, it’s more modern, more European. But in 
their idea, Ottoman was more conservative. Of course it’s not – I can tell you as a 
historian. But they want to show that face because it’s more religious, more 
conservative. But it’s not like that. And they said that ‘we are following the 
heritage, we are the grandsons and daughters of this and this…’ But they lost lots 
of Ottoman architectural heritage then. You can see it’s totally contradictory 
politics of course. 

Yet despite such multifarious – and at times, contradictory, as noted by Nazlı – 

notions of ‘Ottoman,’ two major themes emerged: the ‘Ottoman’ as being ‘our heritage’ 

as well as an exotic ‘other.’ Those seeking cosmopolitanism, through cuisine or 

otherwise, seem to subscribe mainly to the latter. For them, the ‘Ottoman’ represents 

luxury, particularly among the many rich dishes served at Ottoman restaurants. ‘Our 

heritage,’ then, represents a salient linkage between Ottoman and Turkish that aligns with 

a sometimes more nationalistic perspective of the Ottoman, and one that seems supported 

by governmental discourse. Representations of Ottoman heritage through personal 

accounts, media (such as in newspapers), and in restaurant spaces reify neo-Ottomanism 

in the minds of Turks. Therefore, discourse data and analysis cooperates with and 

supports the thematic developments revealed in interviews.  
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Chapter 6 Findings and Discussion: Authenticity Through Historicism 

6.1 Introduction 

Our perceptions of heritage and history are undoubtedly shaped by modernity, and 

neo-Ottomanism is no exception. Turkey’s rapid modernization since the mid-20th 

century created enough distance from the Ottoman Empire that a more nostalgic view of 

that era eventually emerged with the help of neo-Ottomanism’s initial political currents. 

A range of interpretations of Ottoman history are visible in Turkey, though most focus on 

the era of expansion, elevating a specific discourse of decadence. As more restaurants 

join the Ottoman cuisine trend, accusations of imitation begin to enter the picture, adding 

to neo-Ottomanism’s controversial nature. The concept of authenticity is one of the most 

important considerations in understanding how the past is interpreted as well as its 

relationship with the present.  

In the following section, I will discuss the concept of authenticity and how it is 

ascribed to Ottoman cuisine by my informants. In addition to exploring this concept, I 

will introduce two ends of the spectrum which represent opposing attributes of Ottoman 

food: reimagination and reconstruction. These concepts arose from the findings discussed 

below. Finally, I will examine a selection of newspaper and magazine articles that discuss 

Ottoman food using a discourse analysis framework with the goal of creating a more 

holistic understanding of authenticity in this context.  
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6.2 Authenticity 

First and foremost, it is essential that the concept of authenticity be addressed 

before it can be applied to neo-Ottomanism and culinary culture. For this research, 

authenticity is considered ‘legitimate’ according to the perspectives and opinions of my 

informants. In other words, the meaning of authenticity, or the answer to the question, 

“what is authentic?” is decided by the individual as per their perspective. Because this 

research is founded on perspectives and poplar discourse about Ottomanism, assessing 

authenticity in this fashion will offer the closest way to follow their own categorization. 

For Defne, authenticity is a near impossibility: “Because what is authentic, we can never 

know, even though we go back and back, and try to find the original, it will not be 

original anyways. There is no original actually.” Her stance is indicative of a change in 

the way Turks view their past. 

Certainly, the issue of authenticity has been studied and debated extensively in the 

social sciences, and it is a common theme among both tourism and culinary literature. 

Weiss (2011) critiques the lack of more concrete 

determination as to its nature, though he explains 

that it surely deals with cultural identity. For 

Weiss, “authenticity is formulated retrospectively 

on the basis of current premises. Tradition is a 

trajectory, and authenticity becomes a function of 

genealogy” (2011; 75). This conceptualization  

Figure 12. Variety of baklava 
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offers a valuable framework for neo-Ottomanism’s brand of authenticity or 

authentication, which takes into account Turkey’s current position as a nation – including 

its shifting religiosity. 

What, then, does it mean to have authentic Ottoman food? Informants voiced 

various characteristics as well as examples of determining factors which might make a 

restaurant or dish ‘authentically Ottoman.’ For many, an essential piece of being 

authentic was archival research which led to ‘accurate’ historical recipe usage. This 

archival research – investigating accounting or inventory documents of the Ottoman 

palace – meant added value and legitimation attributed to the Ottoman food in question. 

This value was communicated over and over during interviews: 

Their whole existence is on reviving Ottoman cuisine and I think they’re 
doing a great job going to the archives and finding out missed or lost 
recipes…so I think they’re doing a good job. (Hande, referring to Asitane) 

With Asitane where they have the documents, they have the Ottoman 
research in the archives, they have the dates on the recipes, things like 
that. (Zeynep) 

Their managers are really serious, their managers go to the archives – one 
is Asitane, the other one is Feriye in Ortaköy. So one of Feriye’s chefs and 
the manager is Vedat Başaran, he is a scholar actually. And he takes those 
things very seriously, and goes to the archives, he is very interested in that 
kind of historical stuff. (Defne) 

All informants cited Asitane as the most authentic Ottoman restaurant, clearly as a result 

of this archival research. 

Perhaps inspired by the success of Asitane, many new Ottoman restaurants began 

to open. Even Güzin noted that “if they get out of hand, they will just be making use of 
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the trend. I don’t know how authentic, how academic, how genuine most of them are.” 

Moreover, there seems to be a collective turning back to Ottoman history to better 

understand a heritage that informs contemporary Turkey. In academia, too, Turkey has 

also seen an increase in scholarship regarding its Ottoman past, from accounts of 

religious life to the Empire’s many culinary delights; even the study of Ottoman Turkish 

has enjoyed a surge in popularity. 

According to my informants, authentic Ottoman food should be faithful to several 

aspects of the culinary experience, not just in recreation of a recipe. Aside from 

consulting the archives, true Ottoman food must use the same ingredients as original 

documents indicate whenever possible, substituting only if the taste is not altered or 

compromised. Preparation and cooking methods were also important considerations – 

Banu describes one chef who creates Ottoman food: 

He always puts authenticity as his number one priority but it’s actually a 
combination…if you’re authentic to the recipe, then you use the spices and 
the ingredients that you’re supposed to use and the cooking technique that 
you’re supposed to use…he always prefers to stay authentic to the recipe. 

Thus, the authenticity of a dish encompasses much more than its title or even its 

ingredients. My informants pointed to nearly all other Ottoman restaurants as being 

inauthentic because they perceived their recipes to be derived from creative license rather 

than archival research. 

There is unquestionably a range in authenticity as well as varying interpretations 

or genres of what might be considered authentic Ottoman food. Andriotis offers a 

compartmentalized perspective of authenticity; his “referential authenticity” seems to 
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align with neo-Ottomanism in that it requires “historical continuity and connection with 

the past, commitment to traditional production processes, [and] sacred objects with 

sacred associations” (2011; 1619). Between Weiss and Andriotis, a syncretic concept can 

be forged to inform a framework of authenticity which takes into account the components 

of neo-Ottomanism. Authenticity in this context considers both the historicism and 

evolution of a cultural artifact, such as recipes and accounts of Ottoman-era feasts.  

 Two divergent paths of authenticity existed among my informants: 1) archival 

research and 2) tradition in the form of either the esnaf lokantası or “recipes from 

grandma.” However, my informants did not immediately categorize this latter form of 

authenticity as Ottoman. Rather, they came to this conclusion by thinking out loud about 

the time period itself – because many esnaf lokantası were established around the turn of 

the 20th century (one famous esnaf lokantası was established in 1888), and because their 

grandmothers were alive during the Ottoman Empire, those foods are technically 

Ottoman. It should be noted that while informants conceded that these foods are 

Ottoman, they perceived it as a technicality which was not representative of the broader 

trend. According to Güzin, an esnaf lokantası is “probably much more Ottoman than 

what you are eating at the Ottoman restaurant, but it’s not called an Ottoman restaurant.” 

Nazlı communicated this notion of family cooking being Ottoman: 

Some people serve in the restaurants some recipes that were in their 
families. So yes, if they haven’t changed the recipe, it’s Ottoman, because 
their grandmothers made it. But generally it’s 19th century. 

This form of authenticity, while acknowledged by informants as ‘technically Ottoman,’ 

seems to be considered more along the lines of classical Turkish. The lack of inclusion of 
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esnaf lokantası on the menu of what most considered authentic Ottoman restaurants 

further asserts the class distinctions associated with neo-Ottomanism; esnaf lokantası 

eateries are not fancy, while many other Ottoman restaurants are connected to upscale 

hotels. 

When delineating these cuisines, there seemed to be a nearly-unanimous 

determination that the tipping point in culinary history from Ottoman to Turkish was the 

introduction of tomatoes. For each of my informants who cited tomatoes as a salient 

element of cuisine, their response was almost automatic, which indicates how deeply 

embedded this characteristic is in Turkish cuisine. Certainly many of the dishes that I 

enjoy in Turkish cuisine feature tomatoes in one respect or another; in fact, Turkey is the 

number four producer of tomatoes in the world (FAOSTAT), with production continuing 

to increase (TURKSTAT). 

Many also commented on the fact that because Ottoman food is trendy, there is a 

significant segment of restaurants that claims to be Ottoman but without the requisite 

research. Nazlı even referenced “made up recipes” that existed in some of these ‘fake’ 

Ottoman restaurants. She critiqued this lack of historicity and authenticity: 

They make up some recipe and they say that because it’s old it is from 
Ottoman times. What time? Where? I don’t know which region – let’s say 
he says central Anatolia, but the ingredients are not the geographical 
ingredients. 

It seems that the trendiness of Ottoman food has created a surge in imitations, particularly 

those trying to cash in on an up-market phenomenon popular with consumers who have 
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disposable income and an interest in the exotic. Batur spoke laughingly of other 

restaurants that tried to imitate the recipes that he had carefully researched for Asitane: 

The five star hotel chefs, they like to imitate our dishes. So a couple of our 
signature dishes like the almond soup, you see them in the menu of Grand 
Hotel, Intercontinental, Swissotel. But since they don’t do the research, 
they come here, they openly photograph the dishes with iphones and take 
notes while eating them, and then go to their kitchens and try to cook them 
the way we did. Of course the end product is kind of confusing. 

In some cases, tourism may play a contributing role in promoting Ottoman food and 

heritage; yet a tourist’s experience of Ottomanism excludes the strong ties to identity 

which are so crucial to an understanding of this phenomenon.  

6.3 Reimagination Versus Reconstruction 

Characterization of Ottoman food is evident in the way that my informants (as 

well as popular media, at times) describe an almost dichotomous system made up of 

‘fake’ and ‘authentic’ – themes that arose from interviews. When coupled with processes 

that manifest these opposing interpretations of Ottoman cuisine, these descriptors 

transition from ‘fake’ to reimagination and from ‘authentic’ to reconstruction. These 

positions then represent perceptions of authenticity which are based in historicity or lack 

thereof. 

A reimagination of Ottoman food implies taking liberties with specificities of 

recipes or ingredient lists yet presenting a dish as Ottoman all the same. This can be 

largely attributed to the ubiquity of the phenomenon which pressed many restaurateurs to 

capitalize on neo-Ottomanism. Ebru, my informant, explained how restaurants may 

interpret ‘Ottoman:’  
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You can say ‘Ottoman cuisine’ on menus, and everybody is now well-
acquainted with a few dishes using saffron and dried fruits and things like 
that, and all of a sudden it becomes Ottoman cuisine. I mean of course 
there were dishes like that [in the Ottoman Empire] but it’s just a symbolic 
thing. 

In this way, Ottoman food might be reimagined through a more superficial lens, either by 

adding ‘Ottoman’ to a menu or dish name, or by adding ingredients such as fruit or nuts 

to a dish to make it seem as though it were an Ottoman recipe; Zeynep considered the 

role of restaurant managers in participation in the trend: “when did you put the word 

‘Ottoman’ on your menus? Because that happened at a certain point, that wasn’t there 

before.” Angelis, another informant, believes that much of the popularized Ottoman food 

is ‘fake’: “some of them, they are basing the recipes in real Ottoman sauces, and some 

others are just calling it Ottoman because it’s a new trend now.”  

This reimagination is deeply rooted in the trendiness of the Ottoman aesthetic, 

however it is manifested. It also serves to gloss over the extensive diversity of the 

Ottoman Empire – Zeynep believed there was an erasure of diversity under the Ottoman 

label, saying that “how many of these recipes that are being called Ottoman are maybe 

Armenian, or Greek…the same way that, how many things get called Turkish cuisine are 

maybe actually Kurdish…who knows.” Thus, ethnic or even religious distinctions are 

ignored in a reimagination of Ottoman food, selectively forgetting the significant culinary 

contributions of such ethnicities under the Ottoman Empire.  
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Figure 13. Ornate aesthetic at 

Topkapı Palace
 

Conversely, reconstruction connotes authenticity as 

a result of having a more direct connection with historicity; 

this linkage is then considered untainted by modernity’s 

influence as exerted through capitalism and consumerism. 

Unlike their counterparts which are reimagined, Ottoman 

restaurants that fall into this category of reconstruction are 

seen as being above or outside the trend of Ottoman food. 

However, even the esnaf lokantası is not immune to the 

popularization and commodification of all things Ottoman 

– some have begun adding ‘Ottoman’ to their signage to 

indicate their historicity. According to Defne, “some of the 

esnaf lokantas, they try to use that opportunity and call themselves Ottoman, like the big 

ones like Hacı Abdullah, Hacı Baba – they are actually esnaf lokantas but they use this 

name Ottoman and they try to make it more touristic.” It should be noted that while some 

esnaf lokantası eateries added Ottoman language to their restaurant narratives, the food 

was not altered. Zeynep delineated this aspect: 

A lot of times Ottoman-labeled things tend to me to just look like 
recognizable cuisine techniques using fancier cuts of meat – like fancier 
cuts of lamb, or bigger cuts of lamb – and fancy ingredients. Like 
chestnuts, apricots, almonds…you never see almonds at esnaf lokantas, 
the working man’s luncheon. You see it all the time, throw in an almond, 
you’ve got an Ottoman dish. 

This differentiation between food that is informal versus formal also contributes to the 

class differences between the types of restaurants. 
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 Reconstructed Ottoman food is authenticated through narratives of historicism 

and promotion of ‘authentic’ Ottoman restaurants often includes buzzwords like 

‘original’ and ‘historic.’ Asitane’s website includes a description of its cuisine, along with 

media quips lauding the food: “you can also explore the past – through your palette” 

(quoting The Guardian); “Asitane has devoted itself to the re-creation of this lost cuisine” 

(quoting the New York Times). And, in the restaurant’s own words: 

Extensive research was undertaken six months prior to the opening of the 
restaurant as kitchen registries deep from the archives of Topkapı and 
Dolmabahçe Palaces were scoured for recipes, and relevant documentation 
was found in Istanbul's Beyazıt and Millet libraries. Additional important 
sources of information for the duration of the preparation period were dug 
up using old Ottoman dictionaries, the written historic accounts of various 
statesmen, medical practitioners and soldiers…The restaurant periodically 
has themed weeks such as "The Age of Sultan Mehmet the Conqueror,” 
"Ottoman Aphrodisiacs,” "Fish and Seafood Ottoman Style" as part of its 
mission to introduce the tastes of a bygone era to all. (Asitane Restaurant) 

The text above, from Asitane’s website, illustrates the emphasis on historicism through 

archival research, a key component of authenticity. Asitane is the only restaurant which 

applies this level of detail and dedication to explaining the specialness of Ottoman 

cuisine (and by default of their restaurant).  

A minor geographical component exists by virtue of the Ottoman food trend being 

found solely in Istanbul; in this way, authentication of Ottoman food might be considered 

place-based. Palatial cuisine, such as the sort served at Asitane relies heavily on this 

place-based phenomenon of neo-Ottomanism as the trends seem to revolve exclusively 

around the cosmopolitanism associated both with the former empire’s capital, Istanbul, 

and its contemporary iteration. 
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6.4 Discourse of Authenticity 

The reimagination-reconstruction dichotomy can also be found in the Turkish and 

international media in the way that they discuss Ottoman cuisine. These narratives of 

authenticity describe both the popularization of Ottoman food as well as the elements of 

research which accompany authentication of Ottoman eateries. Today’s Zaman, which 

describes itself as a publication with “an open-minded and visionary perspective” (web, 

n.d.), has published several articles on neo-Ottomanism and Ottoman-related topics, 

including those discussing the Ottoman food trend.  

One article in particular reports on the popularity of Ottoman food, saying that 

restaurants now “alter their menus to make them harmonious with Ottoman cuisine and 

palace dishes” (Ozarslan; 2009). This statement agrees with the framework suggested 

earlier based on my informants’ perspectives of authenticity; it is implied that the cuisine 

offered at such establishments has not changed, but rather simply the titling has been 

altered to fit the trend. However, they do not deride the trend in general, but only those 

who seek to exploit it: 

Everyone in Turkey is certainly aware of the advantages that can be 
gained by having the word ‘Ottoman’ on a restaurant’s sign. And this is 
not bad; after all, the Ottoman Empire is a part of our culture. The only 
problem is when people try to take advantage of this culture but haven’t 
really done their best in researching how the food should be made. 
(Ozarslan; 2009) 

Archival or historical research is seen as the ‘noble’ way to revive Ottoman dishes; the 

usage of the term “to take advantage of” illuminates this connection in the way it 
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contextualizes re-creation of Ottoman dishes. In the aforementioned article, Ozarslan 

includes quips from several well-known chefs: 

[Quoting Vedat Başaran] It is unacceptable to present the culture of the 
Ottoman Empire as if it were something ordinary. 

[Quoting Ahmet Ors] Many people open restaurants serving what they 
claim to be Ottoman cuisine, but they cook their food quickly, and of 
course are unable to achieve the same level of taste…these things damage 
the image of Ottoman cuisine. 

These two perspectives and quotes offer similar approaches to the same idea – that 

complete loyalty to a primary source is the path to appropriately representing Ottoman 

cuisine (and thus the empire, indirectly) and to authenticity. Another article notes that 

“any credible Imperial Palace menu would have to inform the customer about the origins 

of its recipe” (Tremblay 2013). This discourse of authenticity serves to promote and 

circulate knowledge of the former empire as well as the appropriate way to treat its 

legacy. 

6.5 Conclusion 

The relatively rigid paradigm for what counts as authentically Ottoman seems to 

imply at least some degree of reverence and certainly respect for Ottoman heritage and 

history. Therefore, perspectives of authenticity can tell us something about the 

sociopolitical environment in Turkey. Discourse that restricts usage of Ottoman while at 

the same time elevates those instances in which it is used connotes an element of 

nationalism through a reflection of past glory. Moreover, esnaf lokantası eateries are 

outside of what is considered an authentic realization of Ottoman heritage, further 

supporting this notion. 
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A reimagination of Ottoman cuisine is contextualized through neo-Ottomanism’s 

newly widespread popularity, causing a surge in Ottoman discourse. This discourse – on 

signage, in menus, and on promotional materials – is viewed as inauthentic without the 

appropriate historical research. Some of my informants even felt that adapting recipes to 

modern tastes or preferences (using olive oil instead of butter, for example) discredited a 

dish or restaurant from being called truly Ottoman. In order to be considered authentic, 

all aspects of an Ottoman dish must be executed according to its historical preparation – 

in essence, a reconstruction. 
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Chapter 7 Conclusion 

“We are at any moment the sum of all our moments, the product of all our experiences” – 
A. A. Mendilow 

7.1 Introduction 

The previous three chapters each dealt with a theme uncovered in my research, 

and in the following section I will consider the group of themes as a whole. By exploring 

the themes as a group, I hope to create a broad picture of neo-Ottomanism and its 

implications for Turkey. Characteristics of neo-Ottoman culture will be discussed in the 

context of the four key contributing factors noted in chapter two – globalization, 

changing politics and rise of religion, economic success, and distance from the Empire – 

in an effort to better understand the relationship between the consumer-culture 

manifestations of Ottomanism and governmental ideologies. Tying together meanings 

and representations of ‘Ottoman’ in cultural and governmental discourse, I first explore 

how ‘Ottoman’ might be considered a brand. Then, drawing connections between 

heritage and politics, I will consider what neo-Ottomanism has to say about the 

sociopolitical environment in Turkey. Finally, I will conclude with some final thoughts 

on the emergence and significance of neo-Ottomanism. 

7.2 Ottoman Brand 

Just like iconic designer logos and labels, ‘Ottoman’ has become synonymous 

with a luxury brand. Adorned with ‘exotic’ Ottoman script, menus or other signage in 

restaurants represent grandeur and opulence, and restaurateurs are increasingly taking 
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advantage of the Ottoman trend and its association with luxury. Because of Turkey’s 

recent economic success, neo-Ottomanism has been well-received and quickly embedded 

in culture, encouraging the proliferation of Ottoman aesthetics being emblazoned on 

various commodities from scarves and jewelry to tiles and glassware. 

The Ottoman trend is not without its opponents, though; many secularists see it as 

a harbinger of increasingly overt Islamicism on the part of the government in addition to 

the rural-to-urban migration patterns, which draw more conservative Muslims from 

Eastern Turkey. Yet it is the upper class Muslims who are most interested in the Ottoman 

brand, as evidenced by new gated communities with a palatial design to Ottoman-themed 

feasts for Ramadan iftar meals. Secular Istanbulites also participate, though their interest 

stems from the cosmopolitanism it adds to their cultural cachet.  

However, while ‘Ottoman’ as a brand is visible in consumer trending, the 

branding process itself is less apparent; in other words, who is involved in brand 

creation? The way in which Ottomanism is constructed relies heavily on evolving 

meanings attributed to it by consumers themselves, rather than advertising (as one would 

witness in typical brand ambassadorship). An Ottoman brand also offers a way for people 

to construct identity from their consumption patterns. This conjecture is supported by 

Halter’s (2000) framework of cultural commodification, in which the roots of ethnicity 

and heritage are enacted in consumer behavior and play a role in identity formation. In 

this way, Turks express their ‘Ottomanness’ through consumerism – watching 

Magnificent Century, dining on Ottoman dishes, decorating their homes with Ottoman-

influenced textiles and Iznik pottery. 
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The extent to which the government is involved in the perpetuation or growth of 

the Ottoman brand is not entirely clear, though their interest is certainly more ideological 

than consumer-focused.  As mentioned in chapter five, Erdoğan took steps to guide 

public opinion by determining acceptable representation of the sultan in the popular 

television show, Magnificent Century. The government’s stake in a consumer-driven 

version of neo-Ottomanism is beneficial for their campaign to increase Islam’s presence 

in an otherwise secular society. The Ottoman manifestations in consumer culture then 

serve to create an environment in which popular discourse is supportive of the ideals held 

by the AKP platform. 

7.3 What This Means for Turkey 

For as long as Turkey has been a republic, now 91 years, an emphasis has been 

placed on the notion of ‘Turkishness.’ A student pledge established in 1933 (for the tenth 

anniversary of the Republic) instilled the importance of Turkishness in schoolchildren 

who recited it daily; this practice was just recently abolished in 2013. Ataturk, the “father 

of the Turks,” is famous for his phrase: “Ne mutlu Türküm diyene,” which translates to 

“How happy is the one who says ‘I am Turkish.’” And, it is still considered a punishable 

offense in Turkey to insult Turkishness, for which renowned authors Orhan Pamuk and 

Elif Shafak, among others, have been prosecuted. 

However, the criteria for Turkishness appears to have acquired addendums to its 

meaning that infuse the term with elements of Ottoman historicism that were previously 

absent. While former notions of Turkishness may have stressed a type of nationalism that 

was loyal to the Republic and its principles, a newer iteration of Turkishness may now 
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include an allegiance to Ottoman-era Turkey, stretching back hundreds of years. This 

might indicate shifting values as well as a change in how Turks view their nation.  

A new Turkey appears to be evolving towards conservatism, coinciding with 

increased interest in and recognition of its Ottoman past. As Defne pointed out, “we were 

celebrating just the republican national days [before], but now we started to celebrate the 

Ottoman days also.” Erdoğan and the AKP are seeking to construct a new national 

identity based in religion and historicism, rather than the identity that was carved out by 

Ataturk, which was a vision of a secular, European Turkey. 

By elevating and valorizing a successful span of Ottoman rule, Turkey is asserting 

its new position in the global economy. While patriotism and nationalism are by no 

means nascent in Turkish society, the focal points seem to have shifted in accordance 

with politics. Challenging previous conceptions of what a religiously-affiliated 

government might look like, the AKP promotes itself as democratic, and, importantly, 

that it is “possible to locate democratic traditions within an Islamic-influenced political 

culture” (Finkel 2012; 74).  

It is impossible to know for certain what Turkey’s future holds, though neo

Ottomanism’s influence and spread seems to indicate that the trend has staying power. If 

the AKP wins the general election again next year, in 2015, Turkey might very well 

experience rising Islamicism in governmental affairs, which directly influence popular 

culture.  
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7.4 Implications and Final Inferences 

The transition from a wholly secular, economically weak nation in the mid 1990s 

to a stable, growing economy and more Islam-influenced government in the early 2000s 

laid the groundwork for neo-Ottomanism’s emergence. Because neo-Ottomanism focuses 

on the height of the Empire – at the peak of its success, and an embodiment of affluence 

and luxury – parallels can be drawn between the former empire and contemporary 

Turkey’s economic success. As Istanbul sees a growing middle class, an increase in 

demand for luxury goods contributes to the dissemination of neo-Ottoman perspectives of 

identity and nation. 

The commodification of Ottomanness in culinary culture demonstrates a 

convergence of identity and consumerism within the neo-Ottoman trend. Yael Navaro-

Yashin claims that in fact Turkey has historically been an apt example of such a 

convergence: 

So central was consumerism to the social life of this period that political 
conflicts were organized, expressed, and mediated through this 
medium…Commodification proved to be a context and activity 
historically shared by Islamists and secularists alike, rather than being a 
domain that divided them. (2002; 222) 

Navaro-Yashin’s assertion is particularly congruous with the neo-Ottoman phenomenon. 

As explained in earlier chapters, both secular and religious Turks take interest and 

participate in the ‘consumption’ of neo-Ottomanism, though perhaps with different 

motivations. While secular Turks see allure in the cosmopolitanism neo-Ottoman brings, 

Muslim Turks are drawn to what they might perceive as being their religious and ethnic 

heritage. 
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The relationship between heritage and politics is undoubtedly complex, but 

culinary culture negotiates and mediates this relationship by exposing attitudes towards 

precisely which aspects of heritage (or whose heritage) should be preserved. When chefs 

and restaurateurs invest time and resources into obtaining archival documents from the 

Ottoman-era palace, they are demonstrating the merit they see in Ottoman heritage and its 

culinary traditions. Likewise, when the narratives of politicians, such as the Prime 

Minister, express admiration for or desire to preserve Ottoman heritage, they too valorize 

the former empire.   

These connections are also situated in religiosity and the cultural practices that 

developed through Istanbul’s foundation as a Muslim society.  Despite identifying 

oneself as secular, many Turks still participate in Muslim holidays to an extent, and 

consider them to be traditions. Iftar (the Ramadan feast), for example, is enjoyed by a 

diverse population of Turks, many of whom might not consider themselves religious (in 

much the same way that many Americans might celebrate Christmas though not 

Christian). In this way, there is already a space for Muslim culture in the mainstream, and 

for neo-Ottomanism to draw from this space is only natural. According to Yavuz, “Islam 

lies at the core of the symbolic structure of Turkish society, and is the main source of 

shared moral understanding” (2003; 23). Neo-Ottomanism’s reimaginations and 

reconstructions of Ottoman heritage then fit into this symbolic structure, deepening 

connections between heritage and politics.  

Yet Turkey’s interest in its Ottoman heritage belies the not-so-distant past when it 

was instead scorned by both the public and politicians. Wanting to avoid the pitfalls of 
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the late Ottoman period, Ataturk and his supporters, Kemalists, advocated for extreme 

secularism and nationalism, as well as new, more European ways of life; because 

Kemalists saw Ottomanism as opposed to modernization and progress, the new Republic 

instituted several reforms aimed at Europeanizing Turkey through language, dress, and 

custom. Ninety years later, Turks no longer romanticize the notion of becoming more 

European, and in fact many oppose joining the European Union. Having established its 

own unique culture that melds Ottoman and European (what many commonly refer to as 

East and West), Turkey now looks to its ancestry with fascination rather than disdain. 

Neo-Ottomanism has been popularized through a matrix comprised of cultural, 

economic, religious, and political factors. It has benefitted from the changes in 

governmental control, which emphasize the role and importance of religion in both public 

and private life. As Turkey has developed economically, a new middle class has emerged, 

ready to take its place in the social landscape of consumerism; the desire of this 

demographic for trendy fine dining options has helped to fuel the demand for Ottoman

themed upscale eateries. Food is a common thread among these factors, acting as a space 

for identity formation for both Muslim Turks and the cosmopolitan middle and upper 

classes. The understanding of what constitutes authenticity or even appropriate 

representation of Ottomanism reveals contemporary attitudes towards an ideology that it 

is being revived in Turkish government and culture. 

7.5 Possible Future Directions 

Neo-Ottomanism is a complex phenomenon, both on a national and more 

individual level. There is significant space for growth in the research of it, either in an 
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area such as those I discussed in chapter five (film, fashion, architecture, etc.), or 

involving a more politically-focused study. A survey taken of Ottoman-themed restaurant 

patrons would benefit this study significantly and is a possible direction for future 

research. This way, it would be possible to gather quantitative data regarding motivations 

for eating at, for example, Asitane, to support ethnographic findings. I would be 

particularly interested in what drew customers to a given restaurant, and whether that 

varied dramatically either between Ottoman restaurants or by demographic. Getting 

statistics on patronage over the course of several years might also provide an interesting 

look at the connection to religion; are Ottoman restaurants frequented more during 

Ramadan? 

Finally, taking a deeper look at both food production and chef training could add 

depth to an understanding of neo-Ottomanism ‘behind the scenes.’ Getting into the 

sourcing of ingredients from restaurants might illuminate the degree of localization of the 

neo-Ottoman phenomenon. For instance, are anchovies sourced from Trabzon? The 

pepper flakes from Urfa? Are pickled vegetables locally produced and preserved? 

Culinary arts programs are increasing in number in Turkey and many informants pointed 

out that people are “generally more interested in food;” I might be inclined to investigate 

how Ottoman food is taught and whether historical research – just as with recipe archives 

– contributed to knowledge of techniques for cooking Ottoman dishes. 
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