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ABSTRACT 

In the late nineteenth century, Ottoman culture witnessed a concerted effort to develop a national literature on 

par with modern European literature and culture. This was also the time when Ottoman intellectuals began to 

develop a systematic approach to literary analysis. Debates on the imitation, translation, and adaptation of 

Western forms were central to this period. This article examines the evolution of the concept and practice of 

imitation as part of these debates. This detailed analysis of the theoretical discourse surrounding the concepts of 

imitation and authenticity contributes to the broader field of literary theory and comparative literature. By 

introducing the theoretical rigor inherent in Ottoman-Turkish intellectual practice and highlighting its specific 

conceptual tradition, the article not only bridges the gap of non-Western critical thought in contemporary 

literary history, but also offers a fresh perspective on the much-debated East-West paradigms and cross-cultural 

approaches in literary studies and beyond. 
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Introduction 

The development of literary modernity in the Ottoman Empire, as in other non-

Western cultures, is a story of encounter and asymmetrical cultural exchange. It is this 
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uneven relationship with the West that led Ottoman intellectuals in the last decades of the 

empire to consider both the desire and the anxiety to imitate its cultural authority. The 

question provoked substantial debates, notably the “Dekadanlar Tartışması” (The Decadents 

Controversy) (1313/1897) and “Klasikler Tartışması” (The Classics Debates) (1313/1897). 

What was being negotiated by the authors who engaged in these debased became pivotal 

moments in Ottoman literary discourse.1 The journal Servet-i Fünun (published in Istanbul 

from 1891 to 1944) was a central forum for many of these debates. Under the editorial 

leadership of Tevfik Fikret from 1896 to 1901, it became a key platform for pioneering the 

Edebiyat-ı Cedîde (New Literature) movement, which emphasized aesthetic innovation and a 

departure from conventional literary forms, ultimately reshaping the evolution of Ottoman 

literary expression during its brief yet influential period. Its authors were accused of imitating 

Western models, and they mounted a series defenses and systematic perspectives on the 

concept and limits of imitation. While there has been a general consensus among literary 

historians regarding the views of Servet-i Fünun writers on cultural identity and imitation as a 

unified response to their critics,2 a detailed and nuanced analysis of their critical work, along 

with those of the traditionalist critics, reveals different perspectives on imitation, often 

leading to discrepancies and inconsistencies. Servet-i Fünun largely produced defensive texts 

in response to the conservatives’ accusations that they were imitators of the West. Amidst 

ongoing debates surrounding the ideas of progress, cultural identity, national essence, and 

individuality, these writings underscore the pivotal role of imitation as a culture-specific 

concept in the history of Ottoman literature. With the emergence of a modest reading public, 

literature gained considerable cultural capital, coinciding with a gradual transition toward 

secular and ‘modern’ values.3 The debates concerning the social function and purpose of 

literature, its originality, and its cultural and national identity in the Ottoman Empire4 occured 

alongside the assimilation and domestication of ideas and values associated with the 
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European Enlightenment. It was, in fact, debates around imitation (taklid) that helped 

coalesce not only notions of national identity in literature, but also cultural modernization and 

the adaptation of modern aesthetics.   

The idea of imitation was not a new novel one for the Ottoman literati. The traditional 

divan poetry had a well-established genre called nazire, which was based on the principle of 

imitatio, in all senses of the term.5 Primarily found in gazel and kasîde form, the nazire 

practice involved composing a parallel, competitive, or responsive poem through the 

adoption of the vocabulary and metrical structures of an existing (and often well-known) 

piece. Its uses were diverse, serving as a pedagogical tool for training poets by imitating 

masters (the exemplum genre), expressing admiration and respect for an earlier master, 

composing a rival emulation to outdo the master, or simply creating a mocking response.6 

Consequently, as nineteenth-century writers confronted the complexities and challenges of 

literary modernity, they had the benefit of a rich and extensive tradition to draw upon as they 

encountered, negotiated, translated and adapted modern forms.  

Through a conceptual focus on the critical writings by major figures of the period 

published in periodicals during the late nineteenth century, this article explores the 

ideological axis between modernizers and traditionalists along the question of imitation in 

Ottoman Turkish literary criticism. It examines the negotiated meanings of imitation, its 

multiple connotations, and the discussions of its limits in the works of Tevfik Fikret (1867-

1915), Ziya Pasha (1825-1880), Süleyman Nesib (1866-1917), Hüseyin Cahit Yalçın (1875-

1957), Mehmed Rauf (1875-1931), Cenab Şahabeddin (1871-1934), Ahmed Şuayb (1876-

1910) and Ahmet Rasim (1864-1932). By focusing on literary criticism in the second half of 

the nineteenth century and on the most significant journals of the period, with a particular 

emphasis on Servet-i Fünun and its principle interlocutor Malumat (published in Istanbul 
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from 1895 to 1903), the article situates discussions on the question of imitation within the 

broader political, cultural, and economic context of the last decades of the empire.  

Such a detailed study of the theoretical discourse on the concepts of imitation (taklid) 

and authenticity (şahsiyet) in the late Ottoman context contributes to the broader fields of 

literary theory and comparative literature, offering critical insights that inform current 

discussions on world literature, the post-postcolonial turn, and the decolonization of the field. 

By uncovering the theoretical rigor inherent in Ottoman Turkish debates and highlighting the 

specific conceptual frameworks within this literary field, this article addresses the gap in non-

Western critical thought within current literary histories. These debates and frameworks offer 

new insights into the often oversimplified East-West paradigm, demonstrating that 

diffusionist narratives—wherein literary forms ostensibly radiate from European centers to 

peripheral regions—overshadow the nuanced ways in which nineteenth-century non-Western 

intellectuals engaged with the Western cultural forms. Through historical analysis of Ottoman 

translation practices and literary debates, it becomes clear that intellectuals from outside 

Europe approached the question of the West and its cultural predominance with multilayered 

and polysemic interpretations. Thus, a reassessment of the concepts of imitation and 

authenticity within its own complex web of cultural tensions and internal conflicts offers a 

more nuanced understanding of cross-cultural dynamics in literature and intellectual history. 

The question of imitation lies at the heart of the epistemological drift initiated by 

modernity, giving rise to a reconceptualization of earlier aesthetic and cultural knowledge.7 

This transition began in the Ottoman Empire with the eighteenth-century reforms and 

accelerated in the 1860s, driven by the rise of proto-print capitalism and the public sphere. 

During this period, the Ottoman cultural field began to drift from the familiarity of its core 

aesthetic codes and practices toward modern aesthetics. What used to be a long and slow 
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transformation in the Western tradition toward a modern poetics that valued originality took 

place in a matter of decades in the Ottoman Empire.8 The modern focus on unique personal 

style and literary property transformed traditional roles of the author and authorship. While 

notions of authenticity, originality, and artistic genius were not new per se—having been 

explored by divan poets since the fifteenth century—the advent of modern epistemology in 

the late nineteenth century redefined the literary field, establishing both limitations and 

unprecedented dynamism.9 

Ironically, this conscious reorganization (tanzimat) of the cultural field came to 

signify defeat and failure. It was part of a survival strategy that hastily adapted modern forms 

amidst a growing sense of imperial decline, with political consequences. Being an “imitator” 

came to symbolize the failure to embody the nation’s identity (millet), a cultural crisis that 

was intertwined with anxieties about modern aesthetics. The concept and practice of imitation 

(taklid), which had long been an integral part of literary tradition, gained complex and 

contested meanings as critics and authors grappled with its implications. While historians 

posit that Tanzimat critics generally agreed that imitation was beneficial if it facilitated 

progress,10 the inconsistencies in terminology reveal a more fragmented picture. This article 

explores this epistemological drift by tracing the evolution of the imitatio tradition in the 

Ottoman literary field, capturing the ways in which the notion of imitation (taklid) was 

persistently redefined in response to the pressures of cultural transformation. 

This article traces key positions within the Ottoman discourse on imitation, presenting 

the distinct perspectives espoused by prominent writers of the late nineteenth century. The 

initial section of the article examines Tevfik Fikret’s critique, in which he refutes imitation 

for being an impediment to creativity and modernization. Fikret’s argument reflects an 

accelerated shift toward a poetics that valued originality and unique personal style, 
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emphasizing that poetry should transcend systematized tradition of imitation to embrace the 

eternal creative power of art—expressive, distinct, and unconfined by strict forms. This 

section also situates Fikret’s critique within the context of Ziya Pasha’s seminal essay, Şiir ve 

İnşa (Poetry and Construction, 1868), in which Ziya Pasha questioned whether the highly 

structured divan poetic forms genuinely captured the essence of Ottoman poetry, ultimately 

labeling them as mere imitations. Subsequent sections of the article present a comparative 

view. Hüseyin Cahid’s nuanced approach to imitation frames it as both an opportunity and a 

potential risk. The following section addresses debates with cultural conservatives, featuring 

the perspectives of Süleyman Nesib and Ahmet Rasim. Nesib argues that imitation fosters 

originality, whereas Rasim counters that it compromises national identity. The final section 

focuses on Mehmed Rauf’s ideas, which were shaped by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and which 

placed greater emphasis on individual autonomy and creativity over imitation. Rauf 

ultimately calls into question the utility of imitation in shaping modern Ottoman literature. 

Together, these sections provide a comprehensive overview of how Ottoman writers engaged 

with imitation as both a creative and cultural challenge, thereby revealing the complexities 

inherent in the process of modernizing Ottoman literary aesthetics. 

 

Tevfik Fikret: The Critique of Imitatio   

Servet-i Fünun was a prominent literary and cultural journal that published in Istanbul 

between 1891 and 1944. From 1896 to 1901, it was edited by Tevfik Fikret, a poet, painter, 

teacher and a leading figure in the Edebiyat-ı Cedide (New Literature) movement. Fikret was 

renowned for his advocacy of literary innovation, as well as for his political engagement 

against oppression and censorship under the reign of Abdülhamid II (1876-1909). He 

withdrew from public life after the journal was shut down, albeit briefly, by the authorities, 
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and the exile and death of his father. He spent his later years in semi-seclusion under police 

surveillance. Between 1896 and 1901, Fikret wrote a series of essays entitled “Musahabe-i 

Edebiyye” (A Conversation on Literature) which represents the first substantial attempt to 

critically observe and theorize the transition to the aesthetics of literary modernity. Fikret was 

actively engaged in ongoing debates and attempted to develop a comprehensive theoretical 

framework for understanding the literature of his era. His approach drew on the diverse 

cultural, linguistic, literary, and religious heritage of the Ottoman Empire. The series marked 

a departure from the conventional analytical and rhetorical practices, and it heralded a 

transition to a modern conception of literary criticism embodied by the journal.  

Fikret began his series on literary theory with an essay on the concept of imitation.11  

Referring to himself in the third person as muharrir (author in Ottoman Turkish), he 

introduced an element of objective impartiality and a touch of irony to his essay. The primary 

concern of his critical endeavor, he declared, was his steadfast refusal to imitate past authors. 

“There are many others who have surpassed him in this path (of criticism); why should he not 

imitate them? No, the author proposes: To imitate - if anything - would be a mockery, a fraud! 

The author does not like imitation at all. When he was just a child, a schoolboy, attending the 

second grade of Mekteb-i Sultani,12 a scrawny student of fifteen or sixteen, at that time, 

writing imitative poems (nazirenüvislik) was considered one of the most brilliant skills. The 

child would acquire this from the reading of some of the works he got his hands on during the 

holidays outside the school; he could not save himself from the enthusiasm of self-praising 

(fahriyyegûluk)13 and ghazal writing, which were also considered the poetic skill of that time. 

He would devote his class time and reading hours to writing, for example, a fahriyye with 

double redifs or a five couplet sâkînâme14 poems; but he would not be satisfied with this 

obligation for tanzir and imitation - God knows - at all.”15 

Trained in the classical literary education that valued nazirenüvislik (writing imitative 
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poetry), Fikret acknowledged the gratification he had derived from the practice of classical 

imitation, a desire that no longer fulfilled the enthusiastic student. Now, he sought a form of 

poetry that did not imitate others, in his words “âsâr-ı sahiha-i şi'iriyye” (the true/authentic 

works of poetry). He found this in his colleague Recaizade Mahmud Ekrem’s works 

Zemzeme (Euphony, 1881) and Takdir-i Elhan (In Praise of Elhan, 1886). The new poetry 

that Fikret envisioned was predicated on a negative definition, understood by its antithesis, 

the ‘tradition.’ It entirely rejected the conventional forms and did not attempt to emulate 

them. He added that it was no longer possible for the emerging talents with a “liberated 

vision” (âzâde-nazar) to tolerate classical imitation once they had realized the power of 

poetry to “create infinite beauty” (tenahi-yi na-pezir bir bedi'a-ı fıtrat). Fikret's argument 

illustrated the accelerated drift towards a poetics that placed the highest importance on 

originality and the development of a unique personal style. The poet was compelled to break 

free from the constraints of a systematized tradition of imitation and to instead embrace the 

eternal creative power of art, which should be expressive, unique, and formless. The 

anthologies of French poetry that Fikret read as a student, he reported, contained exactly this 

“productivity, abundance, prosperity in creating beauty” (hakikat-ı şi’riyyeden bi-hakkın 

behredar-ı feyz ü letafet).16 

Fikret took up the romantic notions of authenticity and freedom, combined with an 

organic conception of art, and subjected the entire literary history of Ottoman Turkish to their 

standards. He argued that, with the exception of a few divans, the poetry of the past six 

centuries was comprised of some “false examples-some bright, some very dull-of the treasure 

of art and ingenuity,”17 largely due to the revered practice of tanzir (exemplum) and taklid. 

Challenging the Ottoman poetic tradition was the hallmark of the New Literature movement 

of which Fikret was a founding member. He adopted an anachronistic approach that was 

characteristic of the modern era, projecting the aesthetic principles of that worldview onto the 
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past and interpreting it through this new lens. The notion of art as unique, unduplicatable, and 

inviolable entity was clearly incompatible with an aesthetic tradition built on borrowed and 

repeated repertoires, and intertextual mingling. In one fell swoop, the Romantic poet 

dismissed centuries of literary tradition as forgery—a very avant-garde gesture.  

Fikret was not the first to express this idea; indeed, Ziya Pasha had already addressed 

the question almost three decades earlier in his well-known work “Şiir ve İnşa” (Poetry and 

Construction, 1868). In this essay, he traced the genealogy of a (proto)national literature—

what he referred to as “Ottoman poetry”—by examining classic poetic forms of gazel, kaside, 

and mesnevi, specifically in canonical works including “the divans of Necati and Baki, or the 

songs of Nedim and Vasıf, the rabt-ı makamat of musicians like Hace and Itri.”18 He 

questioned whether these works truly represented the essence of Ottoman poetry, ultimately 

concluding that they were mere imitations. According to Ziya Pasha, these poets created a 

hybrid (melez) form by imitating (taklid) Persian and Arabic traditions, and this practice 

extended beyond style and verse into thought, imagination, and meaning.  

Ziya Pasha made an important distinction between imitating form and imitating 

content, claiming that the former was more permissible than the latter. His argument was 

based on a proto-nationalist perspective, which claimed that “while our classical poets 

considered it a skill to imitate the Arabs and Persians as much as possible [...] they never 

considered whether the people (millet) to which we belong had its own language and poetry, 

and whether it was possible to improve it.”19 The reflection on literature's potential to 

cultivate an indigenous Ottoman language and poetry became a central aspect of this new 

perspective, linking the issue of taklid in literature to the formation of an Ottoman cultural 

identity. Ziya Pasha underscored the significance of thought and imagination as instinsic 

components of the people (millet), emphasizing that the authenticity in literature depended on 

the recognition and nurturing of this national consciousness.  His key questions: “I wonder, 
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does the people to which we belong have a language and poetry?” and “Is it possible to 

reform (ıslah)?” set the stage for Fikret’s subsequent critique of the imitatio tradition. For 

Ziya Pasha, the answer to these questions was that the reformation of Ottoman poetry and 

language was indeed possible, but only if “we” (biz) abandoned imitation. His essay 

foreshadowed Ömer Seyfettin and his friends’ manifesto, “Yeni Lisan” (New Language), 

published fifty years later in 1911, marking a crucial moment that irrevocably sealed the fate 

of classical poetry.20 The trajectory set by Ziya Pasha’s inquiry ultimately led to the 

transformation of Ottoman poetry and the rise of an indigenous/ national literary and 

linguistic identity. 

Ziya Pasha argued that non-imitation was fundamental to Ottoman identity, which 

included literary independence, originality, and intellectual freedom. He emphasized the idea 

that true alignment with one's national (milli) character could be achieved when authors 

renounced imitation, cultivated heightened awareness of the community (kavim), and 

embraced the potential for its reformation. While Ziya Pasha would revisit his perception of 

national character in relation to divan poetry six years later in the introduction to his poetry 

anthology Harabat (1874), his earlier essay “Şiir ve İnşa” (Poetry and Construction)21 

remains an influential treatise on the emerging notions of national consciousness and cultural 

identity in the Ottoman Empire. It explored the potential impact of educational and literary 

imitation on the intellectual landscape of a community (kavim) and imagined an all-

encompassing national literature in the service of the people. Ziya Pasha's reflections provide 

a testament to the critical juncture reached by Ottoman intellectuals in their shift toward what 

they understood as a modern aesthetic and a changing epistemological paradigm. 

In examining Tevfik Fikret's contributions to the discourse on modern aesthetics 

within Ottoman literary circles, it is essential to consider another significant essay in the 

“Musahabe-i Edebiye” series, titled “Nazire-perdazlık,”22 focused on the concept of taklid-i 
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âsâr (imitation of art). In this essay, Fikret presented a challenge to the prevailing 

evolutionary argument, which was widely circulated among intellectuals at the time and 

posited that imitation was a necessary impetus for individual and societal progress and 

development. In a subtle and ironic tone, he employed the metaphor “a grape turns darker 

when it looks at other grapes” and asked “but who did the first grape that turned black look 

at?” Fikret here provocatively engaged in a European Romantic inquiry, this time exploring 

the essential Romantic principles of origin and originality, and turning to nature as the source 

of his aesthetic philosophy. His assertion that “we have no choice but to appeal to our master, 

nature,” indicated his inclination to view nature as the arbiter in reaching the essence of 

artistic authenticity.23 In line with the teachings of Recaizade Mahmud Ekrem, his former 

mentor and a pioneering figure in literary innovation, who famously declared that “we are all 

novice students of nature,”24 Fikret ardently pursued what he saw as the vitality, authenticity, 

and truthfulness found in nature, echoing the characteristic values of the Romantics. In his 

article named after Recaizade’s assertion, Fikret praised the French Romantics and 

Parnassians for their profound inspiration from nature, citing Lamartine, Baudelaire, Musset, 

Hugo, Prudhomme and Coppée. He confessed that “I searched for comparable works among 

the Ottoman literature for the excellence I read, and I was proud when I could find them. I 

wanted to translate some verses and couplets into Turkish and I was happy when I 

succeeded.”25  He endevoured to identify parallel exemplars of excellence in Ottoman literary 

works and derived a sense of pride and satisfaction from the discovery of comparable 

achievements.  

A complex line of thought emerges here: the poet-critic expressed admiration for the 

works of art, in this case French poetry, that imitates nature. This admiration leads him to 

draw comparisons with local literature and to desire to translate these foreign works into his 

own language. The emergence of this literary modernity inherently entails a comparative 
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analysis, in this case between French and Ottoman literatures, which requires a translation 

from the source of admiration to the target form. Here, Fikret aligns himself with the idea of 

imitatio, emphasizing its dual function as both an act of homage and a catalyst for progress. 

He identifies these roles as muhabbet (admiration) and hürmet (reverence); reşk (envy) and 

hayret (astonishment). The first two categories underscore the function of preserving 

rhetorical and literary traditions, whereas the latter two emphasize the pursuit of beauty and 

innovation. 

There were, then, a new series of questions that lay at the heart of Ottoman literary 

debates of the late nineteenth century: If imitation was to be encouraged, not as the kind of 

forgery associated with Ottoman classicism, but in its creative and progressive sense, to what 

extent was it permissible in literature? What were its limits and potential pitfalls? How might 

one navigate the tensions between the modern constraints and traditional possibilities? 

Fikret’s work offered some insights into these questions. He argued that imitation is primarily 

related to our emotions, often stemming from spontaneous (emr-i hissi) and involuntary 

(gayr-ı ihtiyari) impulses. Since humans had an innate desire and capacity for progress 

(istidad-ı terakki), he argued, imitating nature was a prerequisite for achieving this aspiration. 

Fikret posited that a nascent, unrefined creation left behind by the original inventor (mucid) 

would achieve refinement and perfection in “the hands of the imitator (mukallid).”26 At the 

risk of contradicting his earlier attack on classical poetry, he acknowledged that “ingenuity 

(hünerverlik) was manifested through imitation.”27 Nevertheless, he cautiously advised 

readers to recognize the nuanced meaning in its positive signification, emphasizing that 

imitation did not mean quotation (iktibas) and plagiarism (intihal). The concept was once 

again redefined in the author's negotiation between the codes of European style literary 

modernity, with its strict sense of originality and authorship, and those of classical imitatio. 

This was done in an effort to provide new direction for contemporary Ottoman cultural 
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practices, which were faced with the pressures of modernization and westernization. In his 

view, imitation should not be aimed at replication but at differentiation, asserting that true 

progress could only be achieved through this creative differentiation. From this emphasis on 

the creative process, the parameters of what Fikret understood as cultural progress emerge: an 

evolution that begins with imitation and progresses towards authenticity and originality, 

signifying a transition from repetition to difference. 

In the second part of his article, Fikret revisited the concept of nazire within the 

context of Ottoman literary tradition. He sought to distinguish between classical practice and 

plagiarism by introducing a novel definition that reflects the epistemological drift towards 

modernity. He defined nazire poems as “copies (nüsha) of each other, a second, tenth, or 

hundredth copy, with slight modifications that diminish their originality (kıymet-i asliye).” 

To illustrate his point, he examined verses by Hakkı Bey in a nazire composition that mirrors 

the verses of the canonical poet Nef'i. Given the absence of any discernible difference in their 

form, Fikret argued that they were, in fact, identical in meaning. Nef'i’s words had not been 

“imitated” (taklid) or “emulated” (tanzir), but rather “renewed” (tecdid) and “recited” (tekrir). 

Although Hakki Bey's rendition through nazire was not plagiarism (intihal) per se, it lacked 

any “significant use” (istifade) for Ottoman literature. Fikret emphasizes that “meaningful 

use” (istifade-i ciddiye) was of paramount importance in literature, and achieving it 

necessitated creative transformation rather than mere replication and repetition. This 

exemplary case of nazire exemplified the reproduction of the original verse in both form and 

essence, effectively bringing the past into the present without any creative reevaluation or 

addition. He concluded his article by characterizing nazirecilik as an “affliction” (illet), 

claiming that this form of imitation offers no real benefit to Ottoman literature.  

Underlying all Fikret’s thoughts on literature was a rejection of the idea that aesthetic 

expression must adhere strictly to formal rules and conventions. Instead, Fikret remained 
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firmly committed to the idea that an author should have the freedom to formulate new 

perspectives on conventional aesthetic norms that had become, as he understood it, stale and 

obsolete. This does not imply that he entirely dismissed the principles of restraint, harmony, 

and stylization embedded in the Ottoman tradition. While asserting the autonomy of art and 

freedom of expression, and drawing on the European Romantic and Symbolist legacies, he 

experimented with classical Arabic and Persian poetic forms and these languages’ linguistic 

capacities. It is important to acknowledge that his allegiance to modern and Western forms of 

aesthetics becomes more evident when understood within the historical context, when the fin-

de-siecle totalitarianism under the reign of Abdulhamid II imprisoned freedom of expression, 

and its ardent defender, Fikret, for decades.28  

 

Hüseyin Cahit: Translating Imitation 

Another definition of the term imitation in Servet-i Fünun was provided in a 1897 translation 

by Hüseyin Cahit.29 The article was published with the note “translation from the French,” 

yet curiously lacked a citation of the original source, a practice not uncommon in 

contemporary magazines of the period. The original text of the short essay was, in fact, the 

literature section of the “Imitation” entry in Pierre Larousse’s (1817-1875) nineteenth-century 

dictionary.30 Despite the fact that Cahit was not the author of this text entitled “Taklid” and 

that it originated from an external source not engaged in the local debate, a closer 

examination of this translation is essential for several reasons. First, this timely translation 

from French introduces a transnational and transhistorical dimension to the ongoing debate. It 

reorients a literary problem that is unique to the Ottoman Turkish field, thus allowing it to be 

integrated and negotiated in a broader, more universally relevant context. Secondly, the 

French original, even in the absence of a cited author, carries an undeniable symbolic capital, 

which is made clear in the translator's postscript, wherein he enthusiastically agrees with the 
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author of the original: “We are of this opinion!” The translation can thus be regarded as a 

deliberate attempt to broaden the conceptual scope beyond its local context and to ascribe  

borrowed authority to the New Literature movement. Finally, the terminology employed by 

the translator suggests a particular lexical and philosophical direction in understanding the 

concept taklid. This prompts us to question how Cahit orients and domesticates the concept 

within the local discourse, thereby revealing the dynamic relationship between the introduced 

concept and the local intellectual landscape, as well as the cultural and intellectual exchange 

that takes place through translation. 

Cahit reoriented the question of imitation in the context of “silsile-i inikas,”31 the 

chain of refractions between writers and literatures from the earliest works. The article, which 

began with the assertion that “imitation is the most abundant source of literature as well as 

one of its greatest calamities,” contained two fundamental tenets inherent to the concept of 

imitation: it signifies both abundance and affliction. In contrast to Fikret’s perspective, the 

limits of imitation in the translation of Larousse’s description were drawn with a more 

positive outlook. The French encyclopedist, who viewed Latin literature as a series of 

refractions of Greek literature, supported this argument with quotations from Enlightenment 

authors, including Voltaire's renowned line: “Books are like fire in our houses: we take the 

fire from our neighbor, we light it in our own house, we pass it on to others, and it belongs to 

us all.”32 The crux of the argument was the opposition between authenticity and imitation, as 

well as the gray area in between, along which “imitation ceases to be well-grounded (metin) 

and productive (müsmir), and instead becomes narrow-minded and intellectually inferior 

(teng-i fikr ve kariha).” This was the most fundamental axis of literary modernity as it was 

understood, and being debated, in Ottoman literary circles. The limits of “imitation” 

introduced and discussed in Cahit’s translation through a carefully selected text, also played a 

secondary, yet significant, role in the discussion of the limits of modernization. Indeed, the 
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French text directly and critically addressed the question of European modernity: “The 

nineteenth century renewed everything. First, it outlawed as plagiarism what in the previous 

three centuries had been considered only a legitimate imitation, a happy petty theft.”33 

Modern European aesthetic epistemology introduced a new set of values, determining who 

and what would be the bearer of aesthetic value, redefining aesthetic qualities and experience, 

a transformation also observed by the Ottoman critic his contemporary cultural field. 

The essay concluded with a praise of the immortality of true works of art, which 

possess the timeless and most prevalent value. Imitation was an integral part of the literary 

process, but how could one differentiate between those who were true artists and those who 

were mere imitators? The answer given in the original text explains the highest aesthetic 

value of a literary work, as it was understood by modern French aesthetics: “Only those who 

have slavishly copied its methods of composition and style remain imitators,” while authors 

such as “Th. Gautier, A. Barbier, and Ch. Baudelaire, each retains his own individuality 

(individualité (Fr); şahsiyet (OtT)). In this way, imitation is fruitful (fécond (Fr); müsmir 

(OtT)) and produces lasting works.” Individuality, however vaguely defined, became the 

ultimate goal that justified the use of imitation. As evidenced in the text, Charles Baudelaire 

maintained the unique character of his style while imitating his predecessors. In this view, the 

highest form of art is that which displays the greatest degree of individuality, regardless of its 

imitative nature, and that could survive the test of time.  

In Debate with Cultural Conservatives: Süleyman Nesib and Ahmet Rasim 

The question of imitation was at the center of the most significant debate of the late 

nineteenth century, in which all the prominent critics and writers of the renowned periodicals 

participated. While the minute details of these debates, and how they played out in the 

periodicals of the Ottoman Empire, are beyond the scope of this article, an overview 

demonstrates their role in the ongoing negotiation of modern aesthetic epistemology along 
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the axis of conservative and progressive thought.34 The debate, retrospectively called the 

Classical Debate (Klasikler Tartışması), exemplifies the different conceptualizations of 

cultural identity in relation to what was perceived as the Eastern tradition and the 

contemporary Western challenge. It revealed the evolution of Ottoman perspectives on 

translation in response to the introduction of modern European cultural and aesthetic 

epistemologies, which were rooted in the binary of authenticity versus forgery. The central 

themes within this debate can be summarized as follows: there were proponents of translation 

to stimulate literary innovation and those who proposed emulation (taklid) of European 

literature through adaptation to Ottoman cultural needs. Meanwhile, others argued for the 

didactic role of translation, the need for careful selection of source texts based on their 

relevance to the Ottoman literary tradition, and the importance of keeping pace with 

European developments. Some claimed that translations could only convey the informative 

content of the classics. There were also concerns regarding the perceived inadequacy of the 

Ottoman language in comparison to European languages, particularly French. Finally, a more 

analytical approach was proposed, emphasizing study and commentary over mere imitation.  

As part of this dynamic scene of debates and interventions on translation and cultural 

identity along the axis between Ottoman traditionalists and the New Literature aesthetes, the 

‘Decadents controversy’ emerged, fueled by Ahmed Midhat’s disparaging article about the 

New Literature proponents. Midhat, like many other traditionalists in the controversy, 

accused the New Literature movement of mindlessly imitating the most “degenerate” authors 

of French literature.35  Mehmed Celal should also be noted in this context for his sharply 

articulated opinions, akin to those of Midhat. He argued that everything the Servet-i Fünun 

writers presented as new work was merely “imitation,” “translation,” or “plagiarism.”36 

Given that many writers affiliated with the Servet-i Fünun school were subjected to similar 

allegations of excessive imitation, they adopted a defensive stance. In his article “Musahabe-i 
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Edebiyye: Son Yazılar,” (A Conversation on Literature: Last Articles), Ahmed Şuayb, a 

prominent literary critic who wrote for the journal, vigorously defended the journal’s 

innovative poetics. He responded to the criticism that stigmatized “New Literature as an 

imitation of French works and as exhibiting foreignness (ecnebilik).”37 Şuayb contended that 

the relationship between Servet-i Fünun and Western literature was not one of mere imitation 

but rather one of benefit and utilization, highlighting the perceived universality of the 

Western literary model.  

In response to the conservative criticism, Süleyman Nesib published an article titled 

“İki Söz Daha,” (Some more Remarks) which appeared in Servet-i Fünun in 1898. The article 

introduced an intercultural perspective to the ongoing conflict in the late nineteenth-century 

literary scene. In contrast to Hüseyin Cahit, Süleyman Nesib refrained from challenging the 

negative notion of imitation espoused by Midhat and his followers. Instead, he reoriented the 

conflict between traditionalists and modernists as a transnational dialectical process by citing 

the contemporary French philosopher Eugène Véron's (1825-1889) treatise on aesthetics as a 

point of reference. According to Véron, art had its own decadence, that is, there were 

moments when art ceased to be “national, that is, shared by all individuals of a people or 

race.”38 These periods of decay (“décadence” in the original and “inhitat” in Nesib’s 

translation) were characterized by the loss of sincerity (sincérité (Fr); sâdıkıyet (OtT)) and 

spontaneity of emotion (spontanéité (Fr); garîziyet (OtT)) in art. As a result, art, which is 

limited to the imitation and repetition of empty and lifeless forms from the past, lost its 

regenerative and renewing power, along with its most essential elements “realité” (hakikat) 

and “personalité” (şahsiyet). The quote from Veron concludes with a dialectical interpretation 

of art history, in which the progressive movement (“la tendance vers le progress” (Fr); 

“meyalân-ı terakki” (OtT)) always clashed with its opposite, which refuted everything new. 

Nesib, who played the role of an intercultural mediator in his translation, wrote that he 
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would compare and apply (tatbik edelim) these ideas to Ottoman literature (edebiyat-ı 

Osmaniye), tracing the dialectical progression from ‘true literature’ (edebiyat-ı sahiha), 

defined by its ‘sincerity’ (sâdıkiyet) and ‘spontaneity’ (garîziyet)—two essential principles he 

borrowed from Vernon—to decay, manifested in the imitation of lifeless forms. The decay, 

for Nesib , like in Tevfik Fikret's interpretation, was the result of the prolonged dominance of 

persistent forms. While great and true works of art were produced in these forms with 

authenticity (şahsiyet) in harmony with the nation, their imitation in his contemporary 

moment resulted in what Nesib called a mindless formalism that the author repeatedly 

referred to as “mevad ve vesait” (tenor and vehicle). Vernon's critique of formalism and 

aestheticism as imitation and repetition of what had occurred previously (antérieurs) served a 

new function in its Ottoman citation, providing intercultural support for the modernist 

challenge to classical forms and traditionalist tendencies. In response to these ‘lifeless 

imitative practices of traditional forms,’ Nesib argued, writers began to search for new forms 

of expression, which they found in the French language. 

In a comparative reading of modern Ottoman and French literature, Süleyman Nesib 

introduced the positive form of imitation by emphasizing the functional value (fayda) of 

cultural transfer (nakil). He asserted that “we are not imitating the Europeans,” he claimed, 

“we are engaged in analyzing our own soul (tedkikat-ı ruhiye). But we also analyze Western 

works (âsâr-ı garbiye). Many of them look beautiful to us, they affect our soul. Then we want 

to create a work on the themes of such works that have an effect on our souls.” 39 The highest 

value to be gained from French literature, he asserted, was beauty, which was defined as 

something that transcended national and cultural boundaries. If there was any similarity 

between Ottoman and French works, according to Nesib, it was that they both shared the 

same scientific level (seviye-i ilmiye). Therefore, the “similarity” of the Ottoman work to the 

French was not forced and artificial (tasannu’ etmiyoruz), but sincere (samimi), natural 
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(garizî), that is, “our own.” By invoking universal principles of beauty and science, Nesib 

undermined the traditionalists' argument on the negative sense of imitation. The similarity 

was not due to a mindless imitation of a foreign culture, but it reflected a common grounding 

in universal values and commitment to progress. 

In order to prove his point, Nesib undertook a comparative analysis of poems from 

both cultures in their original languages. He read Sully Prudhomme’s “Le Nid Brisé” (1892) 

alongside Sîret Bey’s “Tâir-i Garib” (1896) and Henry Chalgrain’s “Province”40 (1892) 

alongside Cenap Bey’s “Handeler” (1896). The comparative reading was based on a thematic 

rather than a formal or stylistic analysis, which allowed the author to raise two important 

questions. In the first comparison, he inquired whether, “Even if Siret Bey had taken this 

sentiment from Prudhomme, did he not depict it in a purely local (milli) and sincere manner, 

and even more effectively than Prudhomme?” This suggests that as long as a poet 

domesticated a borrowed sentiment with sincerity, it did not constitute a (bad) imitation. In 

the second comparison, he raised the question of internalized cultural hierarchy: “Should we 

make the same judgment about the vision (of the poetic ideal) in (Cenap Bey’s) poem? 

Should we say that it is only a translation of (Chalgrain’s) vision? Why should we not 

imagine a power (kudret) in Cenap Bey to invent this poetic ideal (bedîa-i hayaliye)? What is 

the obstacle?”41 The Ottoman critic’s internalized inferiority to French literature prevented 

him from recognizing the poetic power of local writers. Instead, any ability and power to 

create high aesthetics in modern forms was attributed to the foreign ideal. Toward the end of 

the essay, Nesib posed a rhetorical question that still resonates in contemporary Turkey: “Are 

we not members of this nation, so that what we write is not national? […] What authority do 

these people have to reject what they do not like in the name of all Ottomanism?”42 

One of the most assertive and adversarial responses to Nesib’s essay came from 

Ahmed Rasim. In an article entitled “Tekamül ve Terakki” (Development and Progress)43 
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published in 1898, he carefully dissected Nesib’s essay to substantiate his Ottomanist 

perspective. As a counterargument to Nesib’s invocation of universal principles of beauty and 

science, Rasim predictably decried the imitative nature of such transfers from a foreign 

culture, arguing that “no matter how much beauty imitation may create, that beauty is still 

false. Let us show our own beauty.”44 The traditionalist rhetoric completely refuted any 

universalist claim put forth by modernists by relying on the sharp opposition between 

originality and copy, which ironically represents a modern notion in and of itself. Rasim 

proceeded to address the authors of New Literature directly: “your mind is totally cluttered 

with imitations. You say “we don't imitate,” but then you go on to say that imitation is 

natural. What you write, i.e. the lamentations you carry out on a beautiful subject [borrowed 

from another source] is called imitation. If it is verbatim, it is called translation. If the source 

of the subject is not shown, it is theft (sirkat).”45 The fear and anxiety of inauthenticity 

expressed here was coupled with his disdain for works by Servet-i Fünun authors, which 

were described as mere sentimental writings (teessürnâme). Rasim insisted on a poetics of 

originality based on an imagined national structure of thought and feeling, as espoused by the 

writers of the conservative magazine Malumat. The imitation extended not only to literary 

forms and style but also to sentiments they conveyed, national or otherwise. He accused 

modernists of directly transferring (nakl) “certain ideas and feelings” that did not seem to be 

in harmony with “our nature (tabiatımız), our tendency (temayülümüz), and our national 

opinion (efkâr-ı milliyemiz).”46 The basis for originality was imagined through vague 

traditionalist and identitarian notions of shared experience, tendency, and opinion among 

“Ottomans.”  

According to Rasim, Siret Bey’s poetry, which Nesib had previously compared to 

Prudhomme’s, was merely a “plagiarism of feelings” (intihal-i hissiyat), precluding the 

possibility of cultural translation and domestication, as had Nesib argued. The conservative 
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and nationalist opposition to the New Literature, which exhibited close affinities with 

contemporary French literature, was predicated on metaphysical principles. Throughout his 

essay, Rasim frequently invoked moral and spiritual values such as maneviyat (spirituality; 

morality as opposed to materiality) and hissiyat-ı milliye (national sentiments). While he 

concurred with the value of studying and understanding European literature (Avrupa 

edebiyatı) for progress, he also asserted that “We must think like them but write like a Turk,” 

a sentiment that was clearly at odds with the approach of the authors of the New Literature. 

As illustrated in Rasim’s essay, the notion of ascribing a national identity to literature, which 

gained traction in the second half of the century, was dialectically rooted in the fear of 

inauthenticity and influence. The concept of taklid thus became a key notion in the formation 

of a national literature, while acquiring different meanings along the way. 

Mehmed Rauf: Historicizing the New Aesthetic Epistemology  

In 1898, Mehmed Rauf attempted to resolve the semantic ambiguity surrounding the concept 

of imitation by offering a concrete analysis that explored its larger literary history. In series of 

eleven articles titled “Tekamül-i Tenkîd” (The Evolution of Criticism) published in Servet-i 

Fünun,47 Rauf conducted a rigorous examination of the evolution of criticism, tracing its 

origins in Greek and Latin literature and its development from the fifteenth to the nineteenth 

century, providing various examples of its reception within the Western tradition. One of the 

first comprehensivemstudies of Western literary criticism produced in Ottoman Turkish, 

Rauf's essays employed the evolutionary paradigm of nineteenth-century French 

historiography, which he referenced extensively. Among the histories mentioned in Rauf's 

work were Ferdinand Brunetière’s Evolution de la Critique (1890), Gustave Lanson’s 

Histoire de la littérature française (1895), and, as one might expect, Hippolyte Taine's 

various works, all of which made up an impressive list of contemporary French critics who 

were engaged in fierce debates with one another. What distinguished these critics was, among 
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other things, their scientific approach to literature. Hippolyte Taine, who was instrumental in 

integrating sociological considerations into literary analysis, greatly influenced Brunetière, 

who employed scientific psychology to develop his theoretical framework, thereby 

distinguishing himself from his contemporaries. Gustave Lanson was one of the leading 

exponents of literary positivism in France. By invoking the authority of science through these 

French experts, Rauf sought to establish an objective and universal foundation for the 

analysis of the Ottoman literary field. 

The scientific method allowed Rauf to trace the development of criticism in a linear 

and evolutionary fashion around the key concept of imitation. Ancient Latin literature was 

born out of the influence of Greek literature, and the Middle Ages was considered the 

“temple” of ancient Greek criticism. The Renaissance signaled a shift in this pattern. 

Imitation became the constitutive element of its poetics. Authors chose a model and produced 

an imitation in which repeated elements were recombined and reborn in new forms. As Rauf 

notes, this marked a pivotal moment in the evolution of literature towards “personality” and 

“national character.” This shift, he suggests, gave rise to a competitive atmosphere whereby 

authors showcasing their unique genius through their “faults and virtues” (kusurların, 

meziyetlerin). Mehmed Rauf’s treatment of seventeenth-century criticism illustrated a shift in 

the nature of the questions posed during this period. Whereas earlier questions had focused 

on the conditions for producing superior literary works, as in whether the imitation of past 

works was the sole condition for excellence, the discussion now turned to mimesis. The 

conventional belief that emulating established models enhanced the beauty of a literary work 

was challenged, marking the rise of classicism in France and the influence of Nicolas 

Boileau-Despréaux. Boileau advanced a mimetic perspective, emphasizing the necessity for 

art to closely imitate nature without attempting to artificially embellish it. Rauf found this 

principle of “imitating nature” (taklid-i tabiat) to be overly broad and vague, instead 
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advocating for the “prevalence and dominance of reason” as the only way to limit imitation. 

Rauf's engagement with classicism and Cartesian rationalism represented a pivotal 

stage in his intellectual journey toward what he considered the pinnacle of criticism: the era 

of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau, an immensely influential figure in the political and 

intellectual circles of the nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire, championed individual 

judgment and emotion, which deeply captivated numerous literary figures. Rauf praised 

Rousseau’s subjective individualism and wholeheartedly agreed with the statement “literature 

should be individual (şahsi) and private (hususi),” a viewpoint he attributed to the French 

thinker. In this view, reason should be replaced by emotion, and adherence to rules by instinct 

(sevk-i tabii). These precepts of French Romantic poetics delineated not only the fault lines 

between originality and copy, but also between public and private, culminating in the 

emergence of modern aesthetics. Both principles—te private and the original—reject any 

form of imitative practice, whether in the traditional form of nazire, exemplary emulation, or 

neoclassical systematization. In Rauf's historical analysis, Rousseau played a central role in 

formulating a new epistemology for the emerging poetics by dismantling the normative and 

rhetorical constraints of classicism and advocating for individual freedom. 

If the primary object of cultural modernization in was literature, which seems to be 

the case in the fin-de-siecle cultural debates in the Ottoman Empire, then the voices raised in 

criticism of traditional forms that frequently accompanied these debates must be seen as a 

homage rather than a retreat from this tradition. What emerges from these debates concerning 

aesthetic and literary modernity is not a blind call for modernization, on the part of the New 

Literature movement, or a nationalist conservatism, on the part of the traditionalists. Rather, 

it represents the realization of a particular kind of epistemological transformation. The 

conceptual history of the concept taklid presented in this article illustrates this transition from 

a pre-modern poetics of imitatio, where multiple linguistic and cultural forms were interlaced, 
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and borrowing was an established cultural practice, to a non-imitative poetics where cultural 

authenticity of the nation becomes a predominant aesthetic principle. In this new era, literary 

works were expected to reflect both the unique individual style of the author and the cultural 

essence of the nation. The symptom of this process of cultural modernization in the rapidly 

declining empire was the fear of inauthenticity and influence, which was directed not only 

towards the West but also towards the past cultural traditions. Understanding the Ottoman 

intellectual and literary responses to the growing influence of European modernity involves 

recognizing this critical juncture: the movement from a predominantly imitative tradition to 

one deeply invested in cultural and aesthetic authenticity, not as a result of a direct imposition 

of this modernity, but rather as the result of a conscious and active comparative engagement 

with European and local forms.  
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30 The original text remained unknown until now. None of the contemporary reprints of Cahit’s translation cites 

the original text. See editions by Enginün and Kerman (2010) and Kumsar (2021). We have identified the source 

as a selection from the “imitation” entry by Pierre Larousse in the Grand dictionnaire universel du XIXe siècle, 

vol. 9, 582-584. 
31 The term in the original by Larousse is “un reflet,” but he uses the term “enchaînement” later in the essay in 

the context of music. Laurousse borrows it from a certain d’Artigue (reference unclear), and Cahit carries over 

this image of chain (of refractions) from music into the literary realm. 
32 “Il en est des livres comme du feu dans nos foyers; on va prendre ce feu chez son voisin, on l’allume chez soi, 

on le communique à d'autres et il appartient à tous”, Hüseyin Cahid, “Taklid,” 151.  
33 “Le XIXe siècle a tout renouvelé. D'abord il a proscrit, comme plagiat, ce qui dans les trois siècles précédents 

n'était regardé que comme une imitation licite, un heureux larcin. ” Larousse, 582.  
34 In his study on the Decadents, Fazıl Gökçek emphasizes that this debate was highly beneficial for both Servet-

i Fünun and its critics. These discussions helped shape the conceptual framework of the debate and encouraged 

both groups to engage in self-reflection. Gökçek argues that the Servet-i Fünun authors moderated their own 

excesses thanks to this debate, while their opponents were compelled to read more French poets and writers to 

substantiate their criticisms. Fazıl Gökçek, Bir Tartışmanın Hikâyesi: Dekadanlar, 19.  
35 For a detailed discussion of the debate in English, see Dolcerocca, “Ottoman Tanzimat and the Decadence of 

Empire.” The Oxford Handbook of Decadence, ed. Desmarais et. al., Oxford University Press (2021); in 

Turkish, see Ramazan Kaplan, Klasikler Tartışması, Ankara: Atatürk Kültür Merkezi Yayınları, 1998; Fazıl 

Gökçek, Bir Tartışmanın Hikâyesi: Dekadanlar, Istanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2012. 
36 Cited in İsmail Alper Kumsar, Kaybedenlerin Tarihi, 140. 
37 Ahmed Şuayb, “Musahabe-i Edebiye: Son Yazılar,” 215. 
38 Véron, XIV; Süleyman Nesib, “İki Söz Daha,” 745.  
39 Nesib, “İki Söz Daha”, 752. 
40 Nesib incorrectly identifies the author of the poem as Fernand Gregh. It is an understandable error, as 

Chalgrain's poem is immediately followed by another poem by Gregh titled “Spleen nocturne” in the second 

issue of the periodical Le Banquet. Chalgrain, Henry. “Province.” Le Banquet, no. 2, April 1892, pp. 45-46. 
41 Ibid., 754-755. 
42 Ibid., 756. In this context, the relevance to contemporary Turkey is highly significant. The AKP government’s 

populist ideology emphasizes the slogan “yerli ve milli” (local and national), which not only promotes 

nationalism but also stigmatizes everything that is not “milli” as foreign and alien, particularly in relation to the 

West. 
43 This article was published in three parts in the issues 134, 135 and 136 of the newspaper Malumat. Although 

all of them have the same title, the 134th issue was published with the following subtitle: “Tekamül ve Terakki: 
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Süleyman Nesib Beyefendiye.” (Development and Progress: Respond to Süleyman Nesib Beyefendi.) 
44 Rasim, “Tekamül ve Terakki,” 294. 
45 Rasim, “Tekamül ve Terakki,” 322. 
46 Rasim, “Tekamül ve Terakki” 294.  
47 This series has been published in book form. See also: Mehmet Rauf, Tekamül-i Tenkit Yazıları, ed. Halef 

Nas, Kriter Yayınları, İstanbul: 2019. 
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