
 
Kemal H. Karpat was born in the village of Armutlu, Dobruja region, Romania in 1923; he died 
in Madison, Wisconsin, 20 February 2019, aged 96, after a prolific career.  All who knew him 
have their favorite memories, and none can do him full justice.  I first met him around 1970, 
probably at an early MESA meeting.  Among memories symbolic of his importance, the first of 
his books that made a big impact in the USA was Turkey’s Politics:  The Transition to a Multi-
Party System (1959).  Together with Bernard Lewis’ Emergence (1961), Şerif Mardin’s Genesis 
of Young Ottoman Thought (1962), Roderic Davison’s Reform in the Ottoman Empire (1963), 
and Niyazi Berkes’ Development of Secularism in Turkey (1964), this cluster of five books 
launched the revisionist wave of scholarship on late Ottoman reform.   
 
Karpat’s next work of greatest impact must be his Ottoman Population, 1830-1914:  
Demographic and Social Characteristics (1985).  This book was foundational to the study of 
demographic history in the late Ottoman Empire.  More particularly, Karpat’s Balkan origins 
sensitized him to the plight of Muslim refugees.  Other scholars had studied non-Muslim 
emigrations from Ottoman lands.  Karpat’s sensitivity to the plight of Muslim refugees 
illuminated the other side of the often painful dynamism of late Ottoman demography.   
 
Karpat thought his greatest work was Politicization of Islam:  Reconstructing Identity, State, 
Faith, and Community in the Late Ottoman State (2001).  It troubled him that scholars, 
particularly in Turkey, did not appreciate it fully.  That was his fault insofar as the book was too 
long.  It might better have been published as several shorter books.  However, Karpat’s insights 
are profound.  Remarkable aspects include his re-evaluation of Abdülhamid and his chapter on 
Gökalp, Akçura, and Fuat Köprülü.   His most innovative perception concerns the “new middle 
classes” and the Nakşibendiye.  For over a century, scholars have maintained that the Ottoman 
bourgeoisie was divided between a bureaucratic Muslim middle class and  mercantile non-
Muslim middle class.  It is not hard to find supporting evidence.  But the further away from 
Istanbul one looks, the less true this appears.  Muslim bourgeois elements of society may have 
been divided between some with intellectual assets and others with economic assets.  The 
“brains” may not have liked the “moneybags.”  But if the Ottoman Empire did not have a 
Muslim bourgeoisie, it was the only Muslim society that did not.  In Central Asia, Yusuf 
Akçura’s family belonged to the Muslim bourgeoisie.  In Iran, the bazari class was part of the 
coalition that made the revolution of l906.   Ottoman Beirut had both Muslim and non-Muslim 
merchants.  Recognizing that property owners included not only merchants but also landowners, 
elements of a Muslim middle-class existed all over the empire.  Having less formal education 
than the intelligentsia, merchants and landowners preferred conservative forms of cultural 
expression, notably religious movements, especially the Halidiye-Nakşibendiye.  Recognizing 
this fact makes it possible to perceive that the dynamic force in late Ottoman and republican 
history was not solely Berkes’ “development of secularism.”  Rather it was a dialectic interaction 
between radical and conservative trends within the Ottoman and Turkish bourgeoisie.  Without 
this dynamism, a Turkish nation probably would not have survived the collapse of empire.   
 
Karpat Hoca never forgot his origins.  His last book is Sarı Saltuk Diyarı Babadağı (2018), about 
his native region, a land of Turkish settlement already before Ottoman times.  His love of nature 
came from there.  He planted a garden wherever he lived and loved growing vegetables. Not long 
ago, he told me that he had studied at the “medrese” in Constant*a.  I was about to ask him if his 



interest in Islam started there, when he added that he came away with negative ideas about Islam. 
I conclude that everything that made him different contributed to the originality of his life’s 
achievements. 
 
written by Carter Findley with contributions from Robert Zens, Adeeb Khalid, and Gülşah 
Torunoğlu. 
 
 
 


