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SCRIPT AS AN INSTRUMENT OF POLITICS: ORTHOGRAPHIC REFORMS AND
IDEOLOGICAL CONTESTATIONS IN THE TURKIC WORLD

Eshchanov Zakir Khudayarivich!

Abstract. This article examines the historical trajectory of script reforms among Turkic
peoples, focusing on their origins, implementation, and far-reaching effects on political, social,
and cultural developments from the early 20th century to the present. Using Uzbekistan and
related Turkic nations as case studies, the research investigates how changes in writing
systems—from Arabic to Latin and Cyrillic scripts—were deeply intertwined with state-building,
modernization efforts, and shifting geopolitical alliances. The analysis highlights the historical
context in which these reforms emerged, the ideological debates they sparked, and their impact
on national identity, education, and cultural heritage. By drawing on historical sources and
scholarly interpretations, the article demonstrates that orthographic reforms served as pivotal
historical events that not only reflected but also shaped the broader historical processes of
nation formation, cultural transformation, and regional integration in the Turkic world.
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Introduction. The history of script reforms among Turkic peoples represents a
significant and complex chapter in the political, social, and cultural evolution of the region.
Beginning in the early 20th century, these reforms—most notably the transition from the Arabic
script to Latin and later Cyrillic alphabets—were not merely linguistic adjustments but deliberate
political instruments aimed at redefining national identity, facilitating modernization, and
aligning societies with emerging ideological and geopolitical frameworks. In Turkey, Mustafa
Kemal Atatiirk’s 1928 alphabet reform marked a decisive break from the Ottoman past and
Islamic tradition, symbolizing the Republic’s commitment to secularization and Westernization.
This reform was part of a broader language policy that sought to “purify” Turkish by eliminating
Arabic and Persian influences, thereby fostering a homogeneous national language conducive to
scientific and educational advancement?.

Atatiirk’s language reforms involved a comprehensive strategy that included the
establishment of the Turkish Linguistic Society in 1932, tasked with the “re-turkification” and
simplification of the language, especially in educational materials. The Arabic script was
considered ill-suited to the phonetic structure of Turkish and was seen as a cultural barrier
linking the Turkish people to their Islamic past, which the new republic aimed to transcend.
Despite resistance from conservative and religious groups, the reform was implemented rapidly,
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accompanied by nationwide literacy campaigns and public education efforts led personally by
Atatiirk®.

Parallel to Turkey’s reforms, Turkic peoples in Soviet Central Asia, including Uzbekistan,
underwent similar orthographic transformations under Soviet language policies. The Soviet
Latinisation campaign of the 1920s and 1930s aimed to modernize and secularize Turkic
languages within the USSR, reflecting ideological motivations akin to those in Turkey, albeit
within a different political context*. These reforms were not only about script change but also
about reshaping cultural identities, educational systems, and political allegiances within the
Turkic world.

This article investigates these intertwined historical processes, focusing on how script
reforms functioned as instruments of political power and ideological contestation in Uzbekistan
and other Turkic nations. By drawing on primary historical documents and scholarly analyses,
the study highlights the profound socio-economic and cultural impacts of orthographic change,
demonstrating that script reform was a pivotal factor in nation-building, cultural transformation,
and the redefinition of transnational Turkic connections.

Literature Review. The history of script reforms among Turkic peoples is a well-
explored topic, especially regarding Turkey’s 1928 alphabet reform under Mustafa Kemal
Atatiirk. This reform was not just a linguistic change but a political act aimed at breaking with
the Ottoman Islamic past and promoting a secular, Western-oriented national identity. Yilmaz
(2025) emphasizes that Atatiirk viewed the Arabic script as a cultural barrier, and the reform was
part of a broader effort to “purify” Turkish by removing Arabic and Persian elements. Similarly,
Sinitsyn (2025) highlights the ideological motivations behind Turkey’s Latinization and its role
in modernization. The reform also sparked ideological debates among intellectuals, with factions
supporting radical change, gradual reform, or resistance based on religious and cultural grounds.
Despite opposition, the reform was rapidly implemented alongside literacy campaigns,
significantly impacting education and cultural institutions.

Beyond Turkey, Soviet Central Asia, including Uzbekistan, experienced parallel script
reforms under Soviet Latinisation policies, which similarly aimed to modernize and control
Turkic languages within a different political context (Sinitsyn; Illinois Press 2025). These
reforms also affected national identity, education, and cultural continuity. Recent studies have
expanded the focus to cultural and typographic impacts, showing how script change influenced
graphic design and cultural identity expression in Turkey. Arab intellectual responses to the
Turkish reform further illustrate its regional significance and the broader geopolitical
implications’. Together, these studies demonstrate that script reforms in the Turkic world were
deeply political acts that reshaped language, identity, and socio-political landscapes across
different contexts.

Methodology. This study employs a qualitative historical research approach to examine
the political, socio-economic, and cultural impacts of script reforms among Turkic peoples,
focusing on Uzbekistan and related Turkic nations. It aims to analyze how orthographic reforms
served as tools of political ideology and identity construction, influencing broader societal
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changes. The research design is descriptive and analytical, tracing the historical development of
script reforms and their ideological contestations from the early 20th century to the present. It
combines historical contextualization with critical discourse analysis to explore the motivations
behind these reforms and their effects on national identity, education, and cultural continuity.

Data collection relies on primary sources such as archival documents, government
decrees, language reform legislation, and contemporary media texts, alongside secondary sources
including scholarly books and journal articles on Turkic language reforms and political history.
Sources were selected for their relevance to ideological debates and political intentions
surrounding orthographic changes. The analytical framework applies critical discourse analysis
to uncover underlying ideologies and power relations in language policy, complemented by
historical analysis situating reforms within larger socio-political transformations like nation-
building and modernization.

To ensure validity and reliability, the study triangulates data from multiple sources and
maintains transparent documentation of methods for replication. Ethical considerations include
using publicly accessible or properly archived sources with accurate citation, and no direct
human subjects are involved. Limitations include restricted access to some archival materials and
language barriers due to multiple scripts and languages in primary sources, mitigated by expert
translations and cross-checking.

Results and Discussion. The analysis reveals that script reforms among Turkic peoples,
particularly in Uzbekistan and related nations, were deeply intertwined with political ideology
and identity construction. The transition from Arabic to Latin and Cyrillic alphabets was not
merely a linguistic shift but a deliberate state strategy to reshape national identities, align with
prevailing political powers, and modernize societies. Archival documents and government
decrees demonstrate that these reforms were framed as essential for breaking with the Islamic
imperial past and fostering secular, modern nation-states, reflecting broader socio-political
transformations such as nation-building and geopolitical realignment.

Critical discourse analysis of contemporary media and intellectual debates highlights
ideological contestations surrounding the reforms. While reformists emphasized modernization,
literacy improvement, and cultural renewal, conservative and religious groups resisted changes
perceived as eroding traditional identity and cultural continuity. This tension underscores the
dual nature of script reforms as both tools of empowerment and sources of social division.

The reforms significantly impacted education and literacy policies. In Uzbekistan, the
shift to Latin and later Cyrillic scripts facilitated broader access to education and literacy but also
created generational and regional divides, as older generations remained attached to the Arabic
script and new scripts required extensive public education campaigns. These changes influenced
cultural production and media discourse, reshaping how Turkic peoples engaged with their
history and identity.

Furthermore, the reforms affected transnational Turkic connections. While Latinization
aimed to unify Turkic peoples under a modern, secular identity, the imposition of Cyrillic in
Soviet contexts complicated these ties, embedding script reforms within larger geopolitical
contests between Soviet and nationalist ideologies.

Overall, the findings confirm that script reforms in the Turkic world were multifaceted
political acts that redefined collective memory, identity, and socio-cultural landscapes. They
were instrumental in the modernization and nation-building processes but also generated
ideological contestations and social challenges that continue to influence Turkic societies today.
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Conclusion. This study has demonstrated that script reforms among Turkic peoples,
particularly in Uzbekistan and other related nations, were far more than mere linguistic changes.
They functioned as powerful instruments of political ideology, identity construction, and socio-
cultural transformation. The shifts from Arabic to Latin and Cyrillic scripts were closely tied to
broader processes of nation-building, modernization, and geopolitical realignment throughout the
20th century. These reforms reflected competing ideological visions, generating significant
contestations between reformist and conservative forces.

The analysis also highlighted the profound impacts of orthographic reforms on education,
literacy, and cultural continuity, revealing both opportunities for modernization and challenges
related to social division and identity negotiation. Moreover, the reforms influenced transnational
Turkic relations, as script choices became markers of political allegiance and cultural orientation.

Ultimately, the history of script reforms in the Turkic world underscores the
inseparability of language policy from political power and cultural identity. Understanding these
reforms provides critical insights into the ongoing dynamics of identity, ideology, and
modernization in Turkic societies. Future research might further explore contemporary
implications of these historical reforms, especially in the context of digital communication and
globalization.
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