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ABSTRACT

CORRESPONDING Following the disintegration of the Soviet Union, Central
AUTHOR (*): Asian national identities resurged. This article explores the
Wellyne Jeffrey Jehom meanings of Azerbaijani national identity over the last
(welynejj@um.edu.my) three decades, utilising a non-traditional data source,

public podcast episodes. Using Kulkov’'s Seven-Step
KEYWORDS: Methodological Guide, this study reveals unique insights
Azerbaijan underscoring the importance of local epistemologies in
National identity reshaping national identities in postcolonial societies such
Postcolonial theory as Azerbaijan. Drawing on Bhabha’s concepts of hybridity,
Soviet Union ambivalence, and mimicry, Alatas’s notion of intellectual
Turkic imperialism, and Brubaker’s binary of civic and ethnic

nationalism, the paper examines how Azerbaijani identity
CITATION: is constructed in the post-Soviet period. Thematic analysis
Elchin, H., & Wellyne, J.]. (2026). revealed three primary themes. (1) Confusion over
Postcolonial Reflections on Azerbaijani . . .
Identity: Insights from a Public Podcast terminology, which shows that, despite the formal end of
Discourse. Malaysian Journal of Social colonial rule, ex-colonised societies such as Azerbaijan

gg"ggg%"”dH“m“”itieS[MJSSH)'11(3)' continue to use deeply rooted colonial concepts and

https://doi.org/10.47405/mjssh.v11i3.3870  colonial language leftovers, which still shape public
discourse on national identity. (2) Azerbaijani national
identity is analysed through the concept of the civic and
ethnic nationalism binary, demonstrating that neither
concept alone is sufficient, and Azerbaijani identity
emerges as a hybrid form. (3) The theme of colonialism
explores how colonial knowledge production continues to
affect identity formation today, particularly through
mimicry.

Contribution/Originality: This study uses innovative methodology in qualitative
research. The study uses public podcast as a main data to explain current trends in
Azerbaijan society.

1. Introduction

The demise of numerous world empires in the 20th century led to the emergence of new
nation-states, and commensurate confusion and trauma over the definition of national

© 2026 by the authors. Published by Secholian Publication. This article is licensed under a Creative
Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY).


https://doi.org/10.47405/mjssh.v11i3.3870
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0127-2414
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8074-4162

Malaysian Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities (MJSSH) (e-ISSN : 2504-8562)

identity in postcolonial societies (Dizayi, 2017, 1). Due to its varied interpretations, the
concept of “national identity” is inherently complex and contentious within the social
sciences, and this complexity intensifies when examined in postcolonial settings (Nasser,
2018, 12). This article aims to clarify the confusion surrounding the definition of
national identity in the case of Azerbaijan. After two centuries of Russian and Soviet
imperialism, the newly independent post-1991 Azerbaijan poses questions related to
national identity.

Such questions revolve around what exactly it means to be Azerbaijanian. Is this a civic
identity that all citizens of the Republic of Azerbaijan share, or is it an ethnolinguistic
designation associated with Turkic heritage? It is of the utmost importance to revisit the
fundamentals of national identity today, when nation-states are confronted with
political, economic and ideological challenges, from the outside and within (Reeskens &
Hooghe, 2010, 580-581).

This paper explores these questions with regard to popular media expressions,
including a public discussion on the Azerbaijani identity in the podcast
“AzepbalimKaHCKUe TIOPKWA WM a3epOail/i)KaHIbl: HalLlMs, SI3bIK, UAEHTUUYHOCTb - KTO
oHU?” [Azerbaijani Turks or Azerbaijanians: nation, language, identity- who are they?],
hosted by Mr. Dandastic (a YouTube moniker).! Notably, the discussion took place in the
Russian language. As alluded to in the discussion, these issues are particularly pertinent
in the case of Azerbaijan due to the following reasons: (1) the liberation of Karabakh
region of Azerbaijan, after 26 years of Armenian occupation, which became a restarting
point in the post-Soviet nation-building process, which had not been completed due to
the occupation (Ergun, 2022); (2) the need to redefine the notion of national identity
relative to the genuine strands of Azerbaijan’s cultural and historical experience,
including its archetypal Turkic heritage, Persian and Islamic influences, and Tsarist and
the Soviet imperialism, as well as its intrinsic ethnic diversity.

The central issue discussed in this podcast was the clash of understandings of “ethnic”
and “national” identities; this paper argues that while these can be interrelated, they are
in fact distinct concepts. Ethnic identity is rooted in shared ancestral relations, language,
and cultural contexts, whereas national identity encompasses a broader understanding
of civic affiliation, based on social constructs manifest in politics, citizenship, and
collective identity (Reeskens & Hooghe, 2010, 579-580). The culminating point of the
podcast discussion was reached when the host, whose bona fides as an obvious part of
Azerbaijani society are beyond reproach, articulated the following statement: “If you call
yourself an Azerbaijani, with the meaning of ethnic origin, then I will not call myself
Azerbaijani - because my ethnicity is Lezgi” (Participant 1, Male, Host).

This highlights the core of our problem statement: national identity, defined in
ethnically exclusive terms, cannot be definition be multicultural (or indeed “inclusive”).
However, it can become a collective (and inclusive) identity if it evolves into a purely
civic entity. In the case of Azerbaijani national identity (hereinafter “ANI"), the primary
point in defining it is how national identity is produced and socially constructed, as well
as its nature in a postcolonial context. Debates over ANI have gained popularity in recent
decades due to the uncertainty and failure of academicians to provide a concrete
definition of related terms, as they often shift their stance depending on their own
political agenda and the prevailing orthodoxy.

1 https://voutu.be /XWWMit9x0dY?si=ssb59 1QImcR2zuu
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2. Literature Review on Theories of National Identity

To understand the origins, nature, and structure of national identities, it is necessary
from the outset to note the axiom that national identity is not a monolithic concept, and
it has been conceptualised and studied according to various theoretical frameworks.
This literature review analyses five principal approaches: primordialism, modernism,
ethno-symbolism, civic and ethnic nationalism, and postcolonial theory. The literature
review is trying to assess their significance in the study of national identity in
postcolonial Azerbaijan.

Historically, one of the earliest approaches to national identity emerged in the form of
primordialism. In the mid-19th century, a dominant belief in the public imagination,
supported by the Eurocentric scientific community, posited that nations were as
“natural” as familial ties, language, or even the human body, and nations were habitually
referred to as “races” (e.g., the English, French, and German “races”) (Smith, 1988).
Primordialist scholars perceive the nation as a naturally occurring and enduring social
entity, characterised by intrinsic cultural attributes such as shared language, religion,
customs, traditions, and a collective sense of historical continuity (Smith, 2005). From
this perspective, nations are understood to exist throughout all stages of human history,
often conceived as latent entities that merely await ‘awakening’. Geertz (1973)
emphasised the foundational role of immediate contiguity and kinship in primordial
attachment, framing national identity as something deeply embedded and inherited.
This approach is manifesting ethnic descent as the leading indicator of national identity;
however, it cannot provide a proper definition for postcolonial and multicultural
societies like Azerbaijan.

In contrast to these essentialist assumptions, modernist perspectives offer a
fundamentally different explanation. Modernist theorists tend to regard the formation of
nations essentially as a consequence of broader economic and political transformations,
adopting a marxisant understanding of the nation in relation to economic production
and social organisation. Gellner (1983) argued that nations arise in the context of
industrialisation and the decline of agrarian societies, distancing them from any notion
of primordial origins. For Gellner and others, nationalism is viewed as a response to
class conflict and structural changes brought about by modernity (Stahl, 2017).

Within this modernist framework, Anderson’s contribution is particularly influential.
Anderson’s (2006) conceptualisation of the nation as an “imagined political community”
underscores the socially constructed nature of national belonging, whereby a shared
identity is contrived and fostered through mechanisms of production, such as print
capitalism (or digital social media nowadays). During the 19th century the
dissemination of vernacular languages in print enabled people to develop a sense of
affiliation with others whom they had never met, beyond their immediate local
communities.

Anderson (2006) thus describes nations as “imagined communities” inextricably linked
to modernism, with commensurate attributions of “an imagined political community -
and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” (p. 6). This idea aligns with
Hobsbawm and Ranger’s (1992) notion of “invented traditions,” in which nationalism
and national symbols are seen as deliberate constructions by social engineers rather
than organic developments. This approach is highly relevant to understanding the
emergence of the Azerbaijani nation-state, specifically the Azerbaijani Democratic
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Republic; however, its failure to fully embrace postcolonial reality does not adequately
explain the nature and origins of the emergence of postcolonial national identities
insofar as they manifest an authentic grassroots sense of identity, rooted in ethnic and
cultural artefacts (e.g., language).

Seeking to bridge the gap between primordialism and modernism, ethno-symbolism
offers an alternative lens. Ethno-symbolism offers an alternative to both primordialism
and modernism, emphasising the symbolic, historical, and cultural continuities that exist
latently and authentically within ethnic communities. While rejecting the modernist
view of nations as purely contemporary political structures, this perspective contends
that national identities are rooted in pre-modern ethnic communities through the use of
collective myths, memories, symbols, rituals, and shared values (Smith, 2009). Although
these symbolic patterns may evolve, their modes of expression often retain traditional
forms (Smith, 1988). Moreover, the modernisation of empires in the 19th century did
not necessarily lead to the emergence of nation-states, and many postcolonial nation-
states evidently emerged from within imperial frameworks (MaleSevi¢, 2013). This
approach is highly relevant to the Turkic heritage, Islamic cultural distinction, and
related historical narratives pertaining to Central Asia. However, this approach
overlooks the colonial construction of the primary narratives, which consist of
memories, myths, and other elements.

Alongside these broader theoretical debates, another influential line of scholarship
distinguishes between civic and ethnic understandings of the nation. The dichotomy
between civic and ethnic nationalism reflects differing historical trajectories and
ideologies of national belonging. In France, the development of a robust and centralised
monarchy played a foundational role in shaping a national identity grounded in political
institutions and shared territorial space, which is the core of what is typically referred to
as civic nationalism. In contrast, Germany’s political structure, comprising multiple
kingdoms and principalities, led to a national identity based on shared language, culture,
and ethnicity, representing an ethnic understanding of the nation (Brubaker, 1992).
Contemporary scholarship often aligns civic and ethnic nationalism with liberal and
illiberal nationalism, respectively; however, such binary classifications are problematic.
As Kymlicka (2001) argues, even democratic nation-states often promote a dominant
language and culture, blurring the lines between civic inclusion and ethnic exclusivity.
This is one of the practical approaches in explaining the contradictions between ethnic
and civic understanding of ANI.

Finally, postcolonial theory offers a critical re-evaluation of many of the assumptions
embedded in the aforementioned approaches. Postcolonial scholarship challenges the
dominant Western-centric definition of the nation, asserting that many nationalist
discourses are products of colonial constructions. Bhabha (1990), in his seminal essay
“DissemiNation,” disrupted conventional notions of national unity and continuity by
framing nationhood as a performative act shaped by cultural negotiation. He introduced
three interrelated concepts to illustrate the complexities of identity formation in colonial
and postcolonial contexts, which he dubbed “hybridity,” “mimicry,” and “ambivalence.”
Hybridity refers to the creation of new cultural identities through the interplay between
coloniser and colonised; mimicry denotes the subversive imitation of colonial authority;
and ambivalence captures the instability of colonial and national discourses. Together,
these concepts reframe the nation not as a stable or organic entity, but as a contested
and performative construction, which develops and is co-created dynamically.
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In a parallel critique, Chatterjee (1993) argued that anticolonial nationalism in societies
such as India did not merely imitate the Western model; instead, it developed distinct
strategies of resistance. He challenges the universalist assumptions of scholars like
Anderson (2006), Hobsbawm and Ranger (1992), and Gellner (1983), contending that
such frameworks marginalise the historical specificities of colonised nations. Chatterjee
(1993) thus introduced the distinction between the “outer” and the “inner” spheres. The
“outer” realm comprises the colonial West’s state institutions, economic policies, and
public life, while the “inner” domain encompasses the family, tradition, religion, and
culture, where national identity was preserved and reasserted as a form of resistance.

Extending this critique of colonial knowledge production, the postcolonial theorist
Alatas’s (2000) concept of intellectual imperialism is not directly linked to the nation
and nationalism, but it is useful to explain many aspects of these notions in postcolonial
societies. Alatas argued that postcolonial societies often use the colonial knowledge
system to explain social phenomena, which causes additional problems. For instance, in
the case of Azerbaijan, the problem of borrowing terms into the Azerbaijani language
and understanding them through colonial lenses creates confusion over terminology.

All theoretical approaches mentioned above provided valuable insights. However, with
the exception of the postcolonial approach itself, they do not consider the colonial
inheritance, whereby the ex-colonial system of knowledge is still capable of shaping the
socio-political discourse of the society, especially about the issue of national identity.

3. Methodology
3.1. Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in postcolonial theory that critiques the discourse of the
construction of national identities in a postcolonial context. According to Bhabha's
(1990) concept of hybridity, ANI is not a static and fixed identity, but an ambivalent
construction that emerged at the intersection of Turkic ethnic legacy and the colonial
identity policies of Tsarist Russia and the Soviet Union (i.e., the policy of creating “Soviet
ethnicity”). Bhabha’s concepts (hybridity, mimicry and ambivalence) help to understand
contradictions and ambivalent meanings of discourses, where podcast participants turn
around, causing terminological chaos.

In addition to this, the study utilises Syed Hussein Alata’s (2000) concept of intellectual
imperialism to examine how colonial power influenced knowledge production and
language use in Azerbaijan, which causes confusion over terminologies. The uncertainty
surrounding terms like “nation,” “nationality,” and “ethnicity” can be attributed to
borrowed or imposed conceptual frameworks from colonial origins, which continue to
prevail in academic and political discussions. The history of imposed meanings,
particularly evident in the Azerbaijani language and educational framework, highlights
how colonial power continues to influence modern identity discussions.

In order to structure the analysis of types of identities articulated in the podcast, the
study uses Brubaker’s (1992) binary concepts of ethnic and civic nationalism (Brubaker,
1992; Kymlicka, 2001). The distinction between these concepts helps clarify the
confusion expressed by the podcast participants during the discussion. Figure 1
summarises the theoretical framework adopted.
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3.1. Methods

This paper uses Kulkov et al.’s (2024) “Seven-Step Methodological Guide” for qualitative
research methodologies (Figure 2). It is specifically used to adapt and thematically
analyse a specific podcast episode, which is what the method was specifically developed
for, in Kulkov et al.’s (2024) article titled “Leveraging podcasts as academic resources: a
seven-step methodological guide.” This novel technique is designed to use podcasts as a
credible source of qualitative data. This method advocates using podcasts as a source to
enrich academic data by deriving original and unique ideas, unspoken realities, and
uncensored data (Kulkov et al.,, 2024).

Using podcast content as a resource for academic analysis is relatively new, despite the
evident mass appeal and importance of such media as a lens to understand
contemporary popular discourse. Consequently, this study contributes to this emerging
and novel academic episteme in order to uncover lived data (i.e., pertaining to ANI in
this case) that would otherwise fall below the radar of traditional academic analyses for
many years (Quintana & Heathers, 2021), bringing real and pertinent material into the
academic spotlight (Kulkov et al., 2024).
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The uniqueness of Kulkov et al.’s (2024) method lies in the fact that podcast and episode
selection credibility is based on a Weighted Scoring System, making it a solid and
valuable approach. For instance, the first stage of the seven-step method is selecting a
podcast. This selection process, which involves four criteria, is as follows: topic
relevance (40 per cent), credibility (30 per cent), audience engagement (20 per cent),
and accessibility (10 per cent). The resultant net score ranges from 0-4 (Table 1). The
calculation of the final score involves multiplying the score by one-tenth of the indicator
weight. The sum of all the results is the final score. The podcast or episode that receives
three or more points is considered a relevant academic source.

Figure 2: Schematic view of Kulkov et al.’s (2024) seven-step method.

1. podcast 2. ethical 3. episode 4. collecting and
selection consideration selection preparing data
7.academic
5. coding 6. analyses honesty and
verifying results

Table 1: Explanation of Kulkov et al.’s (2024) weighted scoring system

Score  Description

Not relevant/credible/engaged/accessible

Slightly relevant/credible/engaged/accessible

Moderately relevant/credible/engaged/accessible

Very much relevant/credible/engaged/accessible
Completely or highly relevant/credible/engaged/accessible

B W N = O

This paper correspondingly applies Kulkov et al.’s (2024) “Seven Step” method: podcast
and episode selection, collecting and preparing data, coding, analysing, ensuring
academic honesty, and verifying results. This research selected a specific podcast
episode. The data (i.e.,, the transcript of the podcast) were coded in NVivo using an
inductive thematic approach. Initial open codes (n = 56) were organised into higher-
order categories (n = 3) by theme, such as: “Azerbaijani National Identity,”
“Colonialism,” and “Identity problem.” These thematic categories formed the basis of the
article’s analytical framework.

The initial transcripts of the podcast were in Russian (i.e., the language of the podcast
itself). language. One of the authors (EH) translated the transcript into English, while
retaining the original tone and meaning. Subsequent coding and further processes were
undertaken in English. Representative themes and excerpts can be seen in Table 2.
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Table 2: Coding and quotation samples

Theme name Description

Example quote

Confusion Expression of confusion over Look, if you take it like this, Russian, is
over identity issues. that a national identity? For Russia.
terminology Look, there’s a “pycckuit” [Russian
ethnically] u “poccusinun” [citizen of
Russia]. Which one is the national
identity? Is it national or ethnic?
(Participant 1, Male, Host)?
Azerbaijani References to the discussion, ideas, “If you consider me an Azerbaijanian
national attempts to define and related just because I was born in Azerbaijan
identity issues regarding Azerbaijani and [ have an Azerbaijani passport, for
national identity. The codes under  example, yes, only by state affiliation as
these themes answer the question  a Russian, ok, no problem.”
“Who is Azerbaijanian?” (Participant 1, Male, Host)3
Colonialism Discussion about Russian “Why were we called ‘Tatars’ in the

colonialism, its effect on
Azerbaijani national identity, and
related topics.

Russian Empire? Because it was easier
that way.” (Participant 2, Male, Guest
1)4

4. Findings and Analysis
4.1. Theme 1: Confusion over terminology

This theme comprises 20 codes, which frame a statement of the problem in this thematic
analysis. The theme reflects the complexity of the discourse related to notions such as
“nation,” “ethnic,” and “civic” identities. The analysis revealed that the discussion in the
podcast revolved mainly around confusion over the definition of terms such as “nation,”
“ethnic group,” and “state.” In this context, one of the participants mentioned:

“Let’s clarify: we must first understand that ‘ethnic’ and ‘national identity’
are entirely different, because your ethnicity predates the advent of
modernism; however, national identity is a product of modernism. We
cannot erase ethnic identity, nor can any national identity erase ethnic
identity. They might be a match, as if one ethnic group established a state
for itself, and national identity is the same ...” (Participant 3, Male, Guest
2)°

2 Original: “BoT cMOTpH, €C/i1 BOT TaK B3SITh, POCCUSIHUH, 3TO HAllMOHAIbHASA UAEHTUYHOCTh? [[is
Poccuu. BoT ecTh pycckUi U pOCCUSIHUH. BOT CMOTpH, eCTb pyCCKUH M POCCUSIHUH. KTO U3 HUX
HalMOHAbHAsA UAEHTUYHOCThL? HapoaHas v aTHUYeckasa?”

3 Original: “Eci Thl MeHs cyuTaellb a3epbai/PKaHIeM TOJBKO H3-3a TOTO, YTO S POAMUJICA B
AzepbaiipkaHe, W y MeHsA azepball/PKaHCKUM NacnopT, K NpPUMeEpPY, M3, TOJBKO IO
rocyZilapCTBEHHOH PHUHA/JIEXKHOCTH KaK POCCUSTHUH, OKeH, HeT mpob6sieM.”

4 QOriginal: “llouemy Hac HasblBasu TaTapamu? Poccuiickoil umnepuu. I[loToMy 4To Jierye Tak
6b1710.”

5 Original: “ZlaBaiiTe clarify, fjis BbIsiCHeHUs, Mbl JOJDKHBI CliepBa MOHSATb, YTO 3THHUYECKas
NPUHA/JIEXXHOCTh U HAalMOHAJIbHAsA MPUHAJJIEXXHOCTb OHA COBCEM pasHas, MOTOMYy YTO Balla
3THUYECKass NPHHAJJIEXHOCTb ObLa [0 MOJEPHH3MAa, a HANWOHA/IbHASA HJAEHTHYHOCTH 3TO
HPOJAYKT MoZiepHHU3Ma. Mbl He MOXKeM BaM, WJIM JKe KaKasi-JTM00 HallMOHaJbHasA UJEHTUIHOCTD He
MOXET CTepeTh 3THUYECKYI0 UJEeHTUYHOCTb. OHA MOXET COBMNaJaTh, KaK Obl OJiHA 3THUYECKAs
rpyIna co3faeT JJisi ce6s1 TOCyAAapCTBO, U Y Hee HAallMOHAJIbHAs U eHTUYHOCThb caMas...”
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However, the confusion between the terms “national” and “ethnic” identity is not easy to
explain, due to their inherently complex and overlapping nature, as explained above.
While it is generally accepted nowadays that a nation is a social construct and not an
organic entity, nationalism often identifies important indicators of a nation that are
rooted in primordial “ethnic” realities, such as a common language, as well as
biologically and geographically inhabiting certain borders (i.e., a nation living in a nation
state, with shared cultural attributes). However, this is not a universal rule, and the
modern nation “state” is certainly a product of modernism, regardless of the
conceptualisation and provenance of the “nation.” States have appeared without nations,
while other nations and states have emerged independently (Gellner, 1983).

Applying specific terminology to socio-political phenomena according to the reality of
societies is one of the ways that can prevent this kind of confusion. This is the process of
borrowing, coining, or modifying the existing words, as a new meaning, from the
languages of developed societies into languages of developing societies. As most
sociological and political science frameworks pertaining to nationality originate in
Western analyses. The author or orator who brings a term into a specific language
should find an equivalent of the owned/borrowed or modified word in the language of
the people, considering the specificity of the society, to reduce the risk of falsification of
terms (Fulass, 1971). One of the participants of the podcast raised an issue of the need
for a glossary that will explain terms such as nation, nationality, ethnic group, etc., which
will consider the reality of Azerbaijani society:

“..Well, for that, we need to give a precise definition. I understand that
your approach is scientific. A scientific approach always has a glossary... A
scientific approach should always include a dictionary. An explanatory
dictionary. What does that mean? That is, when we say nation, what do
we mean? When we say people, what do we mean? When we say ethnic,
what do we mean? (Participant 2, Male, Guest 1)°¢

There is no doubt that “terminologisation” implies a power dynamic within the
epistemological process of framing the debate. Put simply, the discourse is led by the
person who gives a definition. It would be overly simplistic to expect political actors to
offer precise or objective definitions, as competing interests and power dynamics
inherently drive political processes. For instance, the terminology used in Azerbaijani
academia to conceptualise nationalism-related concepts is derived from “foreign”
narratives, typically Russian, transliterated into the Azerbaijani Latin alphabet
(Abdullayeva-Nabiyeva, 2020). This reflects the legacy of the Soviet education system,
which projected Western assumptions (often ultimately derived from Western
European languages via Russia) into the local context (KysiueBa [Guliyeva], 1990), as
alluded to by some participants:

And regarding this dictionary [ie., hypothetical lexicon of nationality-
related terms], these words are interpreted differently in each language,
so in the Azerbaijani language, we have problems with terminology,
because the terms came to us through the colonisers, and to them, literally

6 Original: “...Hy ps1s1 aTOro Torza HaM HY»XHO JaTb YETKOe OINpejeseHUe. { MOHMMAI0, YTO TBOU
MO/IX0/J], OH HAy4YHBbIHA. Y HAay4HOr0 MOJX0Ja BCerAa ObIBAaeT [VIOCCAPUMU.. A ¥ HAYYHOTO MOAX0/a
Bcerja Jo/keH ObITb cjoBapb. TosIKOBBIM cioBapb. UTo 3TO o3HavaeT? To ecTb, Korja Mbl
rOBOPUM Hallysl, YTO Mbl nojpa3yMmeBaeM? Korza Mbl rOBOPUM HapoJ, YTO MbI IoJpa3yMeBaeM?
Korzaa Mbl rOBOpUM 3THUYECKUH, YTO MBI I0JIpa3yMeBaeM?”
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translated from other languages. For example, many words passed from
the German language to Russian, and then to us. And from the French
language also. Therefore, we must either create our own words to explain
all this or define it very broadly.” (Participant 3, Male, Guest 2)7

“.we need to come up with a term that will reflect my ethnicity, like a
Turk, so to speak, but which will not identify me with Turkey. That is, it
could be Azerli...” (Participant 3, Male, Guest 2)8

Such statements illustrate a conflict between primordial perceptions and modern
interpretations of national identity. This is a problem rooted in lexicology, which is also
deeply ingrained in the epistemic heritage of colonialism, as terminology introduced by
the Russian Empire and then by the Soviet Union shaped the way in which identity was
classified and understood. Alatas’s (2000) concept of intellectual imperialism implies
that even after the formal end of colonialism, colonised societies continue to use the
conceptual frameworks of the colonisers via the language of the colonial authorities,
which persists and shapes the notions that ex-colonised people use to identify
themselves.

This explains why participants of the podcast discussed the need for a new dictionary or
glossary. Furthermore, Bhabha’s (1990) concept of ambivalence is visible in the
uncertainty of participants in the definitions of ethnic and civic national identities. The
theme of confusion over terminology often arose in the discussion, particularly in the
case of ANI, as analysed under the second theme.

4.2. Theme 2: Azerbaijani National Identity

This theme encompassed 32 codes that highlight the central point of the discussion. This
theme focuses primarily on the disputed meaning of being “Azerbaijani.” Is this term
delineated by ethnolinguistic heritage or by civic/territorial affiliation? The core
question that this theme seeks to answer is: “Is ANI a civic or ethnic national identity?”
As mentioned above, one of the podcast participants articulated the following statement:
“If you call yourself an Azerbaijani, by the meaning of ethnic origin, then I will not call
myself Azerbaijani. Because my ethnicity is Lezgi.” (Participant 1, Male, Host)

This reflects the rejection of the definition of “Azerbaijani” identity as an ethnically
exclusive national identity. This tension between attempts to define the term
“Azerbaijanian” requires providing a proper definition of the term from both ethnic and
civic perspectives on national identity. In this context, another podcast participant
stated the following:

“.. an Azerbaijani Turk cannot be an ethnic Azerbaijani. This was
changed, as 1 mentioned earlier, during the Soviet era. In 1918,

7 Original: “H, kcTaTH, HacYeT BOT 3TOTO CJI0BAPS, 3TH CJI0BA HHTEPIPETHUPYIOTCH B KAXK/I0M SI3bIKE
HO0-ApPyroMy, MO3TOMY B a3ep6Gal[»KaHCKOM sI3bIKe Mbl UMeeM MNpOoGJeMbl C TEPMHUHOJIOTHEH,
IOTOMY YTO TEPMHUHBI K HaM IPULLIA Yepe3 KOJOHU3ATOPOB, a UM TOXe OYKBAaJIbHO IepeBeJd U3
JpYyTrux s13bIK0B. HanpuMep, ¢ repMaHCKOTO sI3bIKa MHOTO NPOLLJIO HA PYCCKUH, a TOTOM K HaM. U ¢
¢dpaHny3ckoro s3bika Takxke. [103TOMy MbI JO/DKHBI JUGO CO3JaTh CBOM CJIOB3, KOTOpbIE
pa3bACHAIOT 3TO BCe, JIMO0 04eHb pacIIMPEeHHO ONpeie/UThb, YTO 3TO Takoe.”

8 Original: .”..Hajo npuAyMaTb TEPMUH, KOTOPbIHA 6yAeT OTpakaTb MO0 3THUYECKYIO
HNPUHAZJIEXHOCTh, BOT KakK TIOpKa, TaK CKaXKeM, HO KOTOPBIN He GyieT MeHs UeHTUOULUPOBATD C
Typuueit. To ecTb 3TO MOXKeT GbITh A3epu...”
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Azerbaijanism meant, he said (Mahammad Amin Rasulzadeh ed. Elchin
Huseynov), it is Musavatism (equality ed.) it is a struggle for
independence, it is a struggle for existence, that is, at that time,
Azerbaijanism was utterly different, and in Soviet times, after 1936, let us
say, a specific date, I will say, it was changed to ethnicity, in order to
separate us from Turkey, to separate us.” (Participant 3, Male, Guest 2)°

This is one of the widely utilised explanations of ANI formation. According to Yilmaz,
prior to 1936, the majority of the Azerbaijani population were consistently referred to
as “Turks” in all documents; however, after this date, the designation changed to
“Azerbaijanis” (Yilmaz, 2013). However, analysis of the podcast revealed another
version of the formation of the ANI:

“..this is the identity by which we now say Azerbaijanian,” that someone
called us Azerbaijanis,’ or we call ourselves that. I was talking about
Uzeyir Hajibeyov, who is known for a very famous saying. He says that
when he asks an Armenian a question, he asks, ‘What is your nation?’ and
the answer is Armenian.” he then asks, ‘what is your religion?’ and the
answer is Armenian.” he finally asks, ‘what is your language ?’ and the
answer is Armenian.’ then he asked a Lezgin, ‘what is your nation?’ -
‘Lezgin.” ‘What is your religion?” -‘Muslim,” and ‘what is your language?’ -
‘Lezgi’ Then he asks a Talish, ‘What is your nation?’ - ‘Talish.” ‘What is
your religion? - ‘Islam’; ‘What is your language?’ - ‘Talish. However, when
I ask this question to a Turk, let us say an Azerbaijani, and they answer,
‘What is your nation?’ - ‘Muslim’; ‘what is your religion?’ - ‘Muslim’; ‘What
is your language?’ - ‘Muslim.” After all, can there be such an identity? Our
language is a Turkic language. We must admit that we speak a specific
dialect of the Turkic language. Today, I cannot find it difficult to express
this thought, but I believe this problem was created by Atatiirk when he
called the country Tiirkiye. That is why today we are in Azerbaijan, we can
no longer call ourselves ‘Turks,” and not only in Azerbaijan, but Uzbeks
also cannot call themselves ‘Turks,” and so to speak, Kazakhs cannot call
themselves ‘Turks.” That is, we have this common identity, but since today,
this identity has been borrowed by the state of Tiirkiye; when we say
‘Turk,’ it means that you are a citizen of Tiirkiye. So, here, this identity
already prevents us from identifying ourselves as we need to. The Turkish
citizenship prevents us from identifying ourselves as an ethnic group.”
(Participant 2, Male, Guest 1).10

9 Original: “... HO a3ep6ali/PKaHCKUN TIOPOK He MOXET ObITh 3THUYECKUM azepbal kaHLeM. ITo
ObLJI0O WM3MEHEHO, KaK s YyXe CKasajJ, B COBETCKOe H3MEHEHO, IOToMy 4YTo B 18-M roay
asep6al/PKaHCTBO, OH FOBOPHUT a3epbaii/[PKaHU3M 3TO MycaBaTU3M, 3TO paBHONpaBHUe, 3TO 60pbba
3a HEe3aBUCHMOCTb, 3TO 60pbba 3a CyllecTBOBaHHUE, TO €CThb B TO BpeMs a3epbai/KaHU3M OBl
COBCeM JpyroH, B coBeTCKoe BpeMs, nocje 1936 roja, ckaxkeM, KOHKpeTHas JAaTa, CKaxy, OblI0
M3MEHEHO Ha 3THUYECKYI0 MNPHUHAAJIEKHOCTb, 4TOOBl paszAesuTb Hac oT Typnuu, coBceM
pa3genutn.”

100riginal: “...BOT 3T0 UAEHTUYHOCTb 10 KOTOPOMY MbI celidac roBopuM, AzepbaiipkaHel], 4YTO KTO-
TO HAac HasBaJ asepbalpKaHLAMU WJIM Mbl caMU cebsl Ha3bIBaJjHd.. Sl roBopus mpo Yseupa
['amxn6eKoBa y HETO eCTh OYeHb M3BECTHOE BbICKAa3bIBAaHHUE, OH TOBOPUT KOTJA 5 33al0 BOIPOC
apMsHUHY, CIPALIMBAI0 YTO, TBOS KaKas HAallMsI OH apMsHHH, KaKasi TBOSI PEJIUTHs OH apMSIHUH 3TO
3TH SI3bIKM AapMSHUH W MOTOM OH CIIpallMBaeT y Jie3TMHA FOBOPUT Kakasg y TeOs HALUI0 OH
FrOBOPUT £ JIe3TMH BOT Kakasl peJUrus s FOBOPUT MYyCYJbMaHMH M B Kakas y Tebs s3bIK
JIE3TUHCKUH U IIOTOM OH 33/JlaeT BOINIPOCHI Ta/bILIy TOBOPUT KAaKOW Te6Ge HalUs TaJIbIIL KaKoU Tebs
KaK PeJIMTUU MCJIaM KaKOW Te sI3bIK TAJIBILICKUHA KOTrZa 3aJjal0 HAllMM BOIPOC C TIOPKOM Ja TaK
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This statement echoes Yilmaz’'s (2015) observation that the creation of an aggressive
and exclusive Turkish national identity by the Republic of Tiirkiye from the 1920s
onwards threatened the Azerbaijani “Turkic” identity. In both countries, people are
designated as “Turks” based on their native languages, but after Atatiirk narrowed the
meaning of the term “Turk” to refer to the nation of Tiirkiye, the identity of a Turk had a
direct connection to Tiirkiye, rather than indicating a broader “Turkic” identity (which
had formerly encompassed many peoples in a vast swathe from the Volga to the Mongol
Steppe) (Yilmaz, 2015).

However, today the term of identity “Turk” is reverting to a broader understanding,
connoting all Turkic speaking countries and societies, including Azerbaijan, Azerbaijanis
in Iran, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, the Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus, Turkmen in Iraq, Tatarstan (in the Russian Federation), the Crimea,
etc. (Yaldiz, 2023). However, there are no clear borderlines regarding other ethnic
groups living in those areas, and many people in various contexts tend to homogenise
them. For instance, as mentioned previously, the host was of Lezgi (non-Turkic)
ethnicity, and he resented being misidentified as a “Turk”:

“.. but when I go outside, I have a problem. In 2011, you probably heard
about it. I was in the mosque with my brothers from Azerbaijan praying,
they went out of the mosque, it was in the Sultanahmet Mosque [the “Blue
Mosque” in Istanbul]. I prayed and decided to read a portion of the Quran,
and do some Sunnah [supererogatory] prayers there, all that. And
suddenly, some uncle saw me, well, a Turkish guy, an ordinary Turk. He
said ‘Oh, my son, let’s talk.” The first question, which I hate when they ask,
‘Where are you from’ (Memleket neresi?) [“Where is your motherland?”]. |
replied, Azerbaijan.’ Then he said: ‘Oooo, they are also Turks, our brothers,
Turks.’ And when they tell me this, normally I say ‘Stop! I am not a Turk!”
He had an ‘Error-404, like most Turks. I mean, like, there are Turks, but |
am not. Because for Turks [i.e., citizens of Turkey], the whole Caucasus is
“Turk.” (Participant 1, Male, Host).11

CKaxkeM Asep6aiifpkaHa M OHHU I'OBOPSAT Yy HUX CIPAIIMBAIOT Kakas y TeOs HaLMs MyCyJbMaHUH
Kakasi y Te6sl peJIUrusi MyCcy/JIbMaHUH KaKoe Y Te6s f3bIK MyCyJIbMaHCKUH Beib pa3Be MOXET ObITh
TaKasi UIeHTUYHOCTb TO eCThb Y HAaC TIOPKCKUH A3bIK HA/Jl0 IPHU3HABAaTh YTO MbI pa3roBapuBaeM Ha
OTIpe/ie/IEHHOM MOHSTHO YTO JUaJIeKTe TIOPKCKOTO siI3blKa U Ha CaMOM JieJie JiJIsl HaC CEerojHsl HO
KaK Obl HE MOTY He BBICKa3aTb 3TO MbBICJb CO3JaJ 3Ty NpoGseMy ATaTIOPK TO e€CThb KOTJa OH
Ha3zBaJs Typuuto Typuuel cerogss Mbl B A3ep6aii/pkaHe cebs y>ke He MOXKEM Ha3bIBaTh TIOPKAaMH U
TOJIbKO B A3ep6aikaHe y30eKH He MOTYT Ha3BaTh TIOPKAMH Ja TaK CKAa3aThb Ka3axXy He MOTYT
Ha3BaTb TIOPKAMHU TO €CThb y HAC €CTh 3TO 001asi MAEHTUYHOCTb HO U3-3a TOI'O YTO OHA CErOJHS
TaK CKaXXEM 3aUMCTBOBaHa rocyiapctBoM Typuuu Korjga Mbl [OBOPHUM TYPOK BCe 3HAYUT Thl
rpaxzaaHuH Typluu 31ech y2Ke BOT 3Ta HAEHTUYHOCTh OHA HAaM MellaeT ce6sl UAeHTUQULUPOBATD
HaJI0 TO eCThb 3TO rPaXAaHCTBO BEPHEE TYPELKOE IPAKJAHCTBO HAaM MelllaeT UAeHTUDUIIMPOBATh
cebs1 Kak aTHOC.”

11 Original: “Ho korza s1 BBIXOXKY 3a NpejiesiaMy, y MeHs1 6bl1a npobsiema. 11 rog, Thl, HABEPHOE,
CJIBIILIAJ IPO 3TO. Sl B Me4eTH MbI € OpaThsiMU U3 A3epbaiifkaHa YHTaeM HaMasbl, OHU BBILLIH, 3TO
o6bL10 B CysiTaHaxMege. Sl mpoyrTaa HaMas, peliij TaM YyThb-4yTh CyHHY IPOYUTATh, Bce Takoe. U
BJAPYT KaKOU-TO As/ibKa YBUJEJ MeHs, HY, TYPelKUl, 06bIYHbIM Typok. OH cKkasas, oi, MOH ChbIH,
JlaBail moroBopvM. [lepBbIl BONpOC, KOTOPBIA s HEHAaBWXKY, KOT/AA OHU CIPALIMBAIOT, [Jja, 3TO
apMsHUH WJIM HET, HO ¥ Hac, TZe Thl, HanpuMep, Aa? f roBopio, 4yTo AzepbaiKaH. -Azepbaipxan?
-A, OHU TOXe TIOPKH, HalllK 6paThsl TIOPKU. Y Korjja MHe roBOpAT, YTO OHU TIOPKH, 1 FOBOPIO, CTOIL.
4 roBopto, g He TOpK. ¥ Hero “Error-404,” xak y 60JbIIMHCTBA TIOPKOB. B cMbIc/e, Kak 6bl, TaM
TIOPKH €CTb, HO 51 He TIOpK. [loToMy 4TO AJ1s1 TIOPKOB Bech KaBKa3 TIopku.”
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Ambiguity over ANI, whether civic or ethnic, perpetuates Brubaker’s (1992) concept of
the civic and ethnic nationalism binary. In this sense, it is helpful to elaborate on this
dichotomy. According to Brubaker (1992), civic nationalism is inclusive and primarily
based on citizenship, embracing all inhabitants of a particular territory; however, ethnic
nationalism is centred on common ancestors and linear heritage.

Furthermore, the podcast participants articulated an idea that implies Bhabha’s (1990)
concept of hybridity, which leads to the conclusion that ANI is a type of identity that is
located not on the sides, but at the crosspoint of ethnic and cultural plurality, with a
major domination of Turkic heritage and state-building policy (citizenship). ANI's
hybridity reflects the legacies of the Tsarist Russian, Soviet, and post-Soviet periods, as
well as the role of Persian and Turkish (Ottoman) culture in Azerbaijan's history, within
which identity formation occurred through the close interaction of cultural and political
factors. As a result, ANI appears as a coherent yet dynamic and inclusive construct,
shaped by inherited cultural codes and institutionalised state narratives of belonging.

Additionally, during the podcast, another dilemma arose when trying to name the Turkic
population of the neighbouring countries of Azerbaijan, who have historical-cultural ties
with today’s Azerbaijan, such as shared historical contexts, and being under the same
Empires, and so on. The Turkic population of these countries are referred to as
“Azerbaijanian” for several reasons. For example, (1) the historical narrative of
Azerbaijan in history and its territories implies some commonality regarding these
people, dispersed across various modern nation-states; (2) these people feel a sense of
belonging to the independent Azerbaijan “as a mainland”.

Due to such intangible affiliation, such “diaspora” populations request humanitarian and
cultural support from the Azerbaijani government when needed (Azarbaycan
Diasporuna Dastak Fondu [Fund for Support to Azerbaijani Diaspora], n.d.). In this
context, referring to them as “Azerbaijanians” does not imply that the term
“Azerbaijanian” is equivalent to the term “Turk”; rather, it implies that the identity has a
relationship with today’s geographical and political Azerbaijan. Addressing the challenge
of how to call these people by embracing them within the same identity that the
Republic of Azerbaijan practises is minimising the confusion of who the Azerbaijanis are.

4.3. Theme 3: Colonialism

Although this theme emerged from only four codes, it carries significant analytical
weight. The relevance of the theme “colonialism” is quite important, as Azerbaijan is a
postcolonial country (having been colonised by the Russian Empire and then the Soviet
Union). The concepts of nation, process of national identity formation, and nationalised
identity as products of modernism (Anderson, 2006) reached Azerbaijan during the
colonial rule of Tsarist Russia (Valiyev, 2023). Azerbaijan consequently experienced
modernity as a new norm of socio-cultural interactions through colonial interpretation,
including in terms of national identity and nationhood. In this sense, the emergence of a
national print media and a national intelligentsia triggered a national awakening, which
ultimately led to the country’s independence from the Russian Empire and the
establishment of the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic in 1918 (Swietochowski, 1985).
Furthermore, participants recognised that ANI was significantly influenced by the
Russian Empire and Soviet Union colonial rule. This coincides with the idea of one of the
participants:
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“Or should we speak from the period when all this had already begun?
That is, the end of the 19t century, the beginning of the 20t century.
When this nation, the concept of the ‘nation’ passed through postcolonial
countries. There are pluses. These colonial countries became
independent.” (Participant 3, Male, Guest 2)1?

The Russian Empire’s supremacist policies towards “Muslims” and “Turks” within its
borders sought to dominate and eliminate traditional identities and assert Russian and
Christian domination over subject peoples. The Azerbaijani people were referred to in
Russian as “Tatars,” which was criticised by local intellectuals in newspapers such as
Uzeyir bey Hajibayli and Mammad-Agha Shakhtatinskiy (banaes, 2020), as mentioned by
the participants:

“Why were we called ‘Tatars’ in the Russian Empire? Because it was easier
that way. Here I am identified, and all those who speak Turkic in our
current understanding, if they look alike, are all Tatars. And the Crimean
Tatars are not Tatars at all, for that matter. However, we also consider
them Tatars.” (Participant 2, Male, Guest 1)13

Alatas’s (2000) concept of intellectual imperialism sheds light on how colonial policy
influenced language and identification, which in turn affected current national identity
discourse. Furthermore, Bhabha’s (1990) concepts of mimicry and hybridity reveal how
today’s Azerbaijanis respond to the inherited labels they bear. In this context, this theme
contextualises the colonial traces of ANI, which are still maintained. It is one of the main
issues that should not be overlooked but is often neglected by the academicians.

5. Conclusion

The analysis presented in this paper demonstrated that the national identity discourse
of Azerbaijanis is closely intertwined with the country’s colonial background, as well as
terminological confusion and disputed understandings of the notion of national identity.
Based on postcolonial theory, specifically on Bhabha’s (1990) concepts of hybridity,
mimicry, and ambivalence, the ANI is not static and fixed, but rather an active topic of
discussion and negotiation. The hesitation of participants to affirm whether they regard
ANI as civic or ethnic reveals that there is no exact definition, and Brubaker’s (1992)
concept of a binary between civic and ethnic nationalism helps to understand this
phenomenon. While analysing the forms of ANI, participants in the podcast realised that
neither form is sufficient, which requires a hybrid form of national identity that
embraces plurality.

Additionally, Alatas’s (2000) concept of intellectual imperialism was beneficial in
identifying how the colonial knowledge system shapes not only academic but also social
discourse. The concept of intellectual imperialism actually explains why colonial
understandings of terms remain operational. Alongside Bhabha’s (1990) concept of

12 Original: “Win ke Mbl JOJKHBI TOBOPUTH OT TOTO MEePUOJa, KOrja yxe Havajloch 3To Bce. To
ecTb, KoHel, 19 Beka, Hayaso 20 Beka. Korfa sTa Hanusd, KOHLENT HALUKA NpPOLLJIO Yepe3
MOCTKOJIOHHAJIbHBIE CTPaHbl. ECTh MII0Chl. 3TH KOJIOHHWA/IbHbIE CTPaHbl CTATH HE3aBUCUMBIMH.”

13 Original: “TloyeMy Hac Ha3bIBasn TaTapaMu B Poccuiickoit umnepuun? [loToMy 4TO Jierde Tak
6b1710. BoT 91 ueHTUOHULMPOBAJ, U BCe TIOPbKO-TOBOPALIME B HallleM CerofHsIIHEM NOHUMaHUY,
ecJId OHU MI0X0XH, Bce TaTapbl. A KpbIMcKue TaTapbl BOOGIIe He TaTaphl, 4 Ha TO noiio. Ho ux
MBI TOXKE KaK ObI /la CYMTaEM TaTapaMu.”
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mimicry, Alatas explained how ex-colonial powers still actively attempt to control
fundamental understandings and epistemic development, in addition to latent factors
conducive to the same end (e.g., the Russian-language educational curriculum left
behind as the default or reference in Azerbaijan after 1991), which may not be
commensurate with local realities or aspirations. This is evident in the case of ANI,
whereby some participants specifically referred back to ethnic classifications by
Russians in their contemporary discussion of their own national attributions and
consciousness.

Therefore, it is evident that there is a need for a new lexicon to understand and explain
national identity-related terms, based on local social epistemology that considers the
Azerbaijani sociological reality, in an attempt at epistemic decolonisation. Ultimately,
this analysis will contribute to the ongoing academic research on national identities in
postcolonial societies that face similar challenges. The imposition of terms by colonial
narratives continues to iterate problems in social discourse. Debates and podcasts on
this topic, as demonstrated in this paper, are a rich source for uncovering the
hesitations, confusions, and disputes that are deeply rooted in social discourse, and
which manifest lived realities of national identities, but which are typically overlooked
and neglected by traditional academic approaches.
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