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Introduction
From the beginning of the Turkish Republic, its political elites promoted 
a secular nationalism as the social bond intended to overwrite religious 
and ethnic divisions and create a sense of coherence and unity. Ever since 
it became a guiding principle for politics in the late Ottoman period, 
Turkish nationalism aimed at creating national homogeneity and identity 
qua a rhetorical inclusivism (around categories of Turkishness and Islam) 
and practical exclusivism (as for everything that did not fit said catego-
ries), which was sometimes more and sometimes less forceful and violent. 
In the Turkish republic, united under the banner of Kemalism, Turkish 
nationalism and Turkish secularism—or better laicism (laiklik)—deter-
mine the parameters for the negotiation of the legitimacy of particularist 
group identities and practices in public. Indeed, it is in cases of dissent 
to the significations and internal logic of the homogenizing nationalist-
laicist discourse that its grammar becomes most palpable.

As Nilüfer Göle has argued, modernity in the form of the nation-state 
manifests itself in “assimilating strategies and homogenizing practices,” 
whereas resistance toward it articulates itself in “search for difference 
and authenticity.”1 While the Kemalist discourse asserts its superiority 
as signifier of Turkish modernity not the least qua disciplining practices 
aimed at the homogenization of communal identities, dissenting voices 
against this discourse have nevertheless been frequent. Reaching back 
to the first years of the republic, more than twenty political parties have 
been closed down due to either alleged antilaicist activities or ethnic 
separatism. Turkey also has an infamous record of media censorship, 
ideologically motivated supervision of public education, continuing dis-
crimination against religious and ethnic minorities, as well as curtail-
ment of freedom of speech, felt in particular by public voices (especially 
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journalists, intellectuals, and publishers) who address taboo topics or 
criticize sacred national symbols.2

The state institutions most strongly invested in this homogenization 
project of Kemalism, most prominently the judiciary and the military, jus-
tify interventions against groups or individuals regarded as threatening 
the hegemony of Kemalism with reference to the sanctity of the Kemalist 
principles. Since the Turkish state tradition is committed to defining the 
contours and content of public discourse from above, segments of soci-
ety that struggle to emancipate themselves from the hegemonic discourse 
have to counter the prejudice that their criticism is directed against the 
authority of the state itself. In the state-centered, authoritarian logic of 
Turkish modernity such criticism is quickly perceived as separatist in its 
core—a view that then justifies the state to use force for the protection 
of its hegemony.

Since the 1990s, however, Turkey has experienced a gradual liberal-
ization of the public sphere and voices that challenge the centralist doc-
trines of the Kemalist state ideology have become more pronounced and 
self-confident. This process has led to increasingly open and sophisti-
cated contestations of the Kemalist legacy, which is scrutinized both by 
the Islamic movement, as well as by liberal voices in the public sphere. 
Alternative interpretations of secularism and nationalism have become 
visible in the manifold discussions on issues perceived as threatening to 
Kemalist sensibilities. As for nationalism, the question of cultural and 
political rights for the Kurds, concessions of national sovereignty in the 
negotiation process for membership in the European Union, and in recent 
years the debates on the source and nature of the violence surrounding 
the expulsion of the Armenians in the late Ottoman Empire reflect a 
reluctant opening of the public sphere to new voices and positions. In 
2008, this relaxation of the public sphere seemed for the first time to 
have a tangible effect on the tolerance of the state against parties drawing 
on Islam and Kurdish nationalism.3 In December of 2009, however, the 
Constitutional Court shut down the Democratic Society Party, accusing 
it of close connections with the Kurdish PKK guerilla, which is consid-
ered a terrorist organization.

As for laicism, the most contested issues are the headscarf debate, and 
the legitimacy of political parties drawing on Islamic rhetoric and sym-
bolism. Although hardly recognized in Turkish public debate,4 the ques-
tion of Alevi recognition as a socioreligious community different from 
Sunnism is also related to the knowledge regime of Turkish laicism.5 
The Alevis of Turkey comprise an estimated 10 to 15 percent of Turkey’s 
population.6 As a nonrecognized minority regarded by most from within 
and outside as part of the Islamic tradition and due to Alevism’s com-
plex ethnic composition, the question of Alevi identity and recognition 
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 constitutes a serious problem for both Turkish laicism, which strives 
for Sunni-Muslim homogeny, and for Turkish nationalism, which still 
sticks to a rhetoric of ethnic unity—especially when it comes to Turkey’s 
Muslim citizens.7 To the extent that Turkish laicism espouses a notion of 
legitimate religion strongly influenced by Sunni Islam, Alevis are com-
pelled to articulate their difference within the parameters of an explicitly 
laicist, and implicitly Islamic, framework if they want to advance their 
cause.8

The empirical focus of this chapter is on debates about the “Alevi 
question” and the headscarf issue as they unfold against and within the 
discourse of Turkish laicism. Theoretically, the chapter inquires into how 
Turkish laicism reifies religion drawing on both political and theological 
semantics. In the discussion of this dynamic I emphasize the role of the 
public/private distinction as organizing principle for legitimate religious 
practices within the confines of a public sphere that is in a constant strug-
gle to increase its radius against an authoritarian state tradition.

The Discourse of Turkish Laicism
The aim of Turkish laicism, as established in the first one and a half 
decades of the Turkish Republic, is to secularize public life and the politi-
cal sphere, and to put public religious practice under state surveillance. 
Throughout the history of the republic, this authoritarian secularism 
has been challenged by conservative segments of society, who complain 
about what they perceive as laicist exaggerations, as, for example, the 
laws and regulations that restrict the wearing of religiously significant 
clothing, such as the veil, in public spaces. Against those challengers of 
Kemalist laicism such as the reigning Muslim-conservative Justice and 
Development Party (AKP), and the broader Islamic movement they 
represent, advocates of laicism fiercely defend the status quo. A recent 
example of this confrontation unfolded in 2008. In February of that 
year, Abdullah Gül, the current president of the republic (and the first 
president of Turkey with an Islamist background) signed an amendment 
to the constitution that allowed women wearing a particular form of 
“traditional” headscarf (as opposed to the still banned tesettür style of 
headscarf that is characterized as a modern, politically motivated, inven-
tion of the Islamist movement) to enter the universities. It did not take 
long for the Republican People’s Party, which understands itself as the 
one and only legitimate political representative of Kemalism, to bring the 
amendment in front of the constitutional court. In June of 2008 the court 
declared the amendment void and its application illegal.9

In contrast to President Gül, whose wife wears the tesettür style head-
scarf characteristic of the Islamic movement, the former President Ahmet 
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Sezer (2000–2007) had been an old-school Kemalist and ardent oppo-
nent of any relaxation of laws and regulations prohibiting the headscarf. 
In a speech in commemoration of the 67th anniversary of the insertion of 
the principle of laicism into the Turkish constitution, he gave the follow-
ing ideal typical Kemalist account of laicism:

National sovereignty is grounded in the foundation of laicism. In the 
laicist system, sovereignty belongs to the nation; worldly affairs are 
organized by worldly principles; the affairs of religion and state are 
totally separated from each other; religion is sheltered in the sacred 
and private place of individuals’ consciousness; and none of the politi-
cal, social, legal, economic spheres of the state can be regulated by 
religious rules.10

In its description of Turkish laicism qua notions of differentiation and 
privatization, the quote is emblematic of the classical secularization 
paradigm.11 Closer inspection, however, reveals a great deal about the 
particulars of Turkish laicism. First, it shows how laicism and national-
ism are intertwined in the Kemalist worldview. Second, it reflects the 
obsession with religion characteristic of laicist discourse: the private is 
explicitly defined as a “sacred” place, and the proper sphere of the reli-
gious. Implicitly, however, it is the public that is sacralized in the sense of 
the tabooization of its intrusion by religious symbols, which are banned 
to the private sphere. This shows how the laicist discourse is organized 
by private-public distinctions correlated with ideas about legitimate and 
illegitimate religion. While Sezer locates “individual consciousness” in 
the sphere of the private, he relates the public to the realm of the state, 
which he further divides into “political, social, legal, economic spheres.” 
This way he essentially equates the domains of the public with that of the 
state. One has to ask whether there is in such a conception any room for 
a public sphere outside of the control of the state. At the very least the 
quote reflects the authoritarian state’s resentment toward liberal concep-
tions of a public sphere.12

Last but not least, Sezer’s assertion that separation of religion and state 
would be characteristic of the laicist system—an assertion that belongs 
to the self-image of Turkish laicism and is rather wide-spread—is note-
worthy. It can hardly be assumed that Sezer would be unaware of the fact 
that Turkish state institutions are administering and regulating all forms 
of licit religion in Turkey. An explanation could be that the notion of state 
in this context must refer to something that transcends the concrete state 
institutions. My understanding is that it refers to a kind of  metastate, 
asacred ideal of the Turkish state that ought to be protected from pub-
licly assertive religion, which in the grammar of Kemalism is cast as the 
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rival and very other of laicism. Therefore the assertion that state and 
religion are separate in the laicist system does not refer to the relationship 
of concrete institutions, but to questions of hegemony. As long as it is the 
state that controls religion, and not the other way around, the state can 
be regarded as untainted by, and in that sense “separated from,” religion. 
As a matter of fact it can be argued that the Kemalist state tries very 
hard to control, and to that extent limit, the domain of the public sphere, 
which is in a continuous effort to liberate itself from state control.

As stated earlier, the discourse of Turkish laicism is dominated by 
the principles of separation of religion and politics, and control and 
administration of religion by the state. While the former justifies repres-
sion of religious activism in the political arena, the latter secures the 
superiority of the state over religious institutions. In the case of Islam 
it is the Directorate for Religious Affairs (DRA) that fulfills the func-
tion of securing the secularity of religion, that is to say—in the Turkish 
reading—subordinating it to the national interest. In line with the laicist 
discourse, which correlates private-public distinctions with ideas about 
legitimate and illegitimate religion, it is the role of the DRA to define, 
represent, organize, and regulate public forms of Islam. The DRA thus 
embodies the normalizing, executive side of Turkish laicism.13 Religious 
activities outside of the oversight of the state are still perceived as a threat 
by the Kemalist establishment14 and formally illegal. This is also true for 
those Alevi spaces and activities that are perceived as “religious.” Alevis 
accuse the DRA of trying to assimilate them into mainstream Sunnism. 
They claim that they are discriminated against by the DRA since the type 
of Islam the latter sponsors would one-sidedly be based on the Sunni 
tradition; that DRA employees are almost exclusively Sunni, and in its 
activities, such as its publications and sponsored events, the organization 
of religious education, the interpretation of Islamic law, policies regard-
ing places of worship, and the organization of religious holidays follow 
the Sunni and disregard the Alevi tradition.15

The “Alevi Question”
Why has an official status as a legitimate religious-cultural group so far 
been denied to the Alevis of Turkey? The answer has to do with the way 
the term minority (azınlık) is conceptualized in Turkey. Alevis and Kurds 
were not granted a minority status in the Turkish Republic; rather, the 
goal was to assimilate them, making them good Muslims and Turks.16 
Following this logic, the dominant state approach toward the Alevis has 
from the beginning of the republic been to encourage their assimilation 
into the Sunni mainstream. Tacit toleration of their practices was the best 
they could hope for.
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The Kemalist ideal of ethnic and religious unity, which has been insti-
tutionalized in the formative years of the republic, presents the Turkish 
nation as overwhelmingly Turkish and Muslim. Claims of difference 
from the unitarian model based on ethnicity, language, or religion are 
perceived as threatening and remain suppressed. In this worldview, 
minorities are citizens with certain privileges, but not members of the, 
implicitly Sunni-Muslim and ethnically Turkish, nation. Within this sce-
nario, the problem of awarding the Alevis a special status based on reli-
gious difference is apparent. A minority status, as connoted in Turkish 
discourse, would question their loyalty to the Turkish nation. In other 
words, nonrecognition of their difference has been the price they had to 
pay for being accepted as a legitimate part of the nation.

Since the late 1980s the “Alevi question” has become an issue of 
public debate in Turkey periodically flaring up around contested issues. 
Alevis since embarked on a revitalization of their traditions and a public 
coming-out that puzzled many observers, who had regarded Alevism as 
essentially assimilated into mainstream culture.17 Alevis established new 
organizations and networks and began to demand official recognition 
as a community legitimately different from Sunni Islam, thus challeng-
ing the Kemalist discourse of religio-national unity. Consequently, cer-
tain aspects of the “Alevi question,” such as issues of naming, religious 
 practice, and state support, regularly ended up in the courts.18

A recurring matter of confusion and dispute has been the relationship 
between Alevism and Islam. This confusion is stirred both by main-
stream Islamic currents, for whom the otherness of the Alevis is a reli-
gious affront, as well as by the laicist state, which in its endeavor to 
regulate Islam depends on unambiguous categories. Sorting out these 
categories, secular jurists sometimes take on quasi-theological functions 
and conflate laicist language with concepts from the Islamic legal tradi-
tion. This conflation makes visible the dialectical relationship between 
laicism and what it others as “religious,” in this context Alevism. For 
example, State Attorney Fuat Samancı reasoned in a case against a 
newly founded Alevi umbrella organization, the Cultural Association of 
the Union of Alevi and Bektashi Organizations (CAAB), in 2002, that 
“[t]he word Alevi is a religious term. The foundation of an association 
that focuses on Alevism under this term would destroy the indivisible 
unity of the state’s nation and country.”19

The court followed his argument and banned the organization based 
on laws that criminalize activities in the name of a distinct religion (din), 
or a religious subgroup (mezhep) as separatism. Ironically, in their reli-
ance on terminology from the Islamic legal tradition such as din and 
mezhep, the respective laws reveal a distinctively Islamic concept of 
religion. Concomitantly, banning the CAAB on grounds of its alleged 
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 religious character strengthened a particular position within Alevism, 
namely the understanding of Alevism as a religious formation. The 
irony of this fact was made explicit in the CAAB’s appeal, in which it 
rejected the religious category imposed on it by the court and declared 
that Alevism would be neither a religion nor a religious subgroup. The 
case went back and forth with several appeals until the CAAB was finally 
declared legal. In one of the appeals against the organization, Attorney 
General Fahri Kasırga argued, in line with the DRA’s standard position, 
that the state had to retain equal distance toward all Islamic subgroups 
and thus organizations in the name of the Sunni or the Alevi mezhep 
could not be tolerated. He further declared that “[w]hat has to be pre-
vented is not individuals expressing themselves using categories such 
as religion (din), religious subgroup (mezhep), culture and so forth, but 
rather that these expressions develop into organizations which could lead 
‘to minorities based on difference of religious persuasion (mezhep) in vio-
lation of public order.’ ”20

Kasırga here employs a particular private-public distinction to delegit-
imize certain forms of religion. While “individual” religiosity (the realm 
of the private) is not objectionable, the organization of groups (in other 
words, the entry into the realm of the public) along sectarian religious lines 
is regarded as a threat to national unity and therefore needs to be crimi-
nalized. This is the classical approach of Turkish laicism toward religion: 
religion per se is not the problem, and not sectarian religion, but rather 
sectarian religion in the public outside of state control.21 However, the 
court did not follow Kasırga’s argument, and instead affirmed the right 
of the Alevis to open organizations in their own name. Circumventing the 
contested issue of the religious character of Alevism, the court referred to 
Alevism as “cultural variation,” and declared that the CAAB should not 
be forbidden as long as it would not actually endanger public order, thus 
again putting emphasis on action as opposed to assumed intent.22

The juristic debate on the legality of the CAAB exemplifies the laicist 
state elites’ suspicion and fear of religion entering the public sphere out-
side the state’s direct supervision: not even the Alevis, although over-
whelmingly self-identifying as staunch laicists, are permitted religious 
freedom, and are thus paradoxically discriminated against by the very 
ideology of which they claim to be the most faithful guardians. However, 
the politics of laicism are not static, but evolve through subtle processes of 
negotiation, and there certainly is more openness toward Alevi demands 
of legitimate difference and equal rights today as compared to the situa-
tion thirty or even twenty years ago.

Those Alevis who see Alevism through the prism of Islam tend to 
demand equal treatment with Sunni Muslims. For example, the Turkish 
nationalist (Alevi) CEM Foundation embarked on a lawsuit against the 
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state demanding that Alevi cemevis be recognized as places of worship, 
that Alevis receive financial support from the DRA, that a certain num-
ber of DRA staff positions be reserved for Alevis, and that Alevism be 
integrated into mandatory religious education at public schools.23

In a public court hearing on this case in 2007, Saim Yeprem, a mem-
ber of the DRA’s high council, provided an expert opinion in which he 
reiterated the state’s position that the Islamic place of worship would be 
the mosque and that the cemevi could only be considered a “private place 
of worship” (özel ibadethane). He explained this by pointing out that 
Islam would be a primary identity (üstkimlik), of which Alevism would 
constitute a secondary identity (altkimlik). This is consistent with the 
DRA’s standard argumentation that due to its commitment to national 
unity it cannot support any secondary identities of Islam, and therefore 
can not integrate the Alevis as Alevis. Alevis across the political spectrum 
reacted to Saim Yeprem’s remarks with outrage, demanding the right to 
define Alevism and its relation to Islam, as well as the signification of the 
cemevi by themselves instead of having Sunni state representatives define 
it for them.24

The conflict over the status of the Alevi cemevi is another example of 
how the state-centered laicist discourse connects notions of private and 
public with concepts of legitimate and illegitimate religion. Again, pri-
vate religion is never a problem. As soon as it enters the public, however, 
it needs to subscribe to the hegemony of the state.

The dispute over Alevism further shows how the laicist state institu-
tions signify meanings of Islam—in this example by positioning Alevism 
toward the mainstream. It opens a window into what one might call 
the theologico-political dynamic of Turkish laicist discourse, namely the 
way in which the political argument (which establishes the private-public 
distinction and affirms the strong position of the state) is linked to the 
theological argument (describing Alevism as secondary Muslim identity 
and affirming a discourse of Islamic unity).

I argue that the theological argument is located at the core of Turkish 
laicism. In its positioning of Alevism, Turkish laicism employs reli-
gious semantics and forces the Alevis to position themselves theologi-
cally within an Islamic system of reference: is Alevism a mezhep, that 
is a legitimate Islamic subgroup or legal tradition?; is it a tarikat, that 
is a Sufi brotherhood, or a Sufi formation in more general terms; or is it 
rather a din (“religion”) in its own right? It is not that these terms would 
be alien to the Alevi tradition, but in the Turkish public sphere their 
particular meanings are coined by mainstream Islamic understandings, 
while the primary right to interpret them is in the hands of the (laicist) 
state institutions, whose power is based on their control of religion. In 
short, these technical terms are not negotiated in a neutral space; rather, 
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the mode of their negotiation reflects specific relations of power, more 
precisely the hegemony of a particular knowledge regime of laicism in 
the public sphere.25

Who Defines the Private? The Headscarf Debate
As the Alevi case shows, the Kemalist state struggles to prevent intru-
sions of the private (the place of individual religion) into the realm of 
the public (the sphere controlled by the laicist state and official religion). 
Thus, DRA official Yeprem rejected the Alevi attempt to receive state 
recognition for the cemevi, since the latter could only be considered a 
“private place of worship”—underlining that the only legitimate, that 
is public, place of worship is the mosque. The Alevi case is, however, 
only a secondary arena of this struggle. The major side of the battle for 
the public-private distinction is the female body and the regulation of 
women’s appearance in public.

In Muslim majority countries, the organization of gender in the public 
sphere has been a central issue in the negotiation of modernization and 
modernity. As Göle points out, “in a Muslim context, secularism denotes 
a modern way of life, calling for the ‘emancipation’ of women from reli-
gion, the removal of the veil, and the end of the spatial separation of the 
sexes. Women are symbols of the social whole: home and outside, interior 
and exterior, private and public. They stand in for the making of the 
modern individual, for the modern ways of being private and public.”26

In Turkey, the public unveiling of the female body has been of crucial 
symbolic significance for the establishment of the power of the state to 
define the parameters of a “modern” public sphere. Alev Çınar describes 
how “[i]n the 1920s, the Islamic veil took a central place in official dis-
course, where it was used as the symbol of backwardness, ‘barbarism,’ 
and the oppression of women by the Ottoman state.” In the logic of 
Kemalism, “the unveiling of the female body came to be the ultimate sign 
of the emancipation of women and the liberation of the nation” and was 
lauded as an important step toward modernization.27 Consequently, tra-
ditional Islamic practices such as veiling are perceived as a challenge to 
the project of laicist modernity, and the authority of the state to monopo-
lize the definition of the private and the public.28

A paradigmatic example illustrating this dynamic was the debate that 
followed after Merve Kavakçı, elected MP for the religious-conservative 
Welfare Party, appeared on May 2, 1999, wearing a veil in parliament to 
take her oath on the constitution. In the course of the ensuing tumultu-
ous scenes, then Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit took to the lectern and 
declared: “In Turkey, nobody interferes in the clothing and the headscarf 
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of women in private life. However, this is not a domain of private life. 
Those who serve here, have to suit the tradition and the rules of the state. 
This is not the place to challenge the state.”29

Implicitly Ecevit here equates the private with the domestic. Against 
such localized and spatial notions of privacy, Muslim women who enter 
the public with the veil, drawing on the principle of religious freedom, 
make claims to an individualized, nonspatial notion of privacy. With 
their subjective sense of privacy, they challenge the patriarchal state 
and Kemalist discourse, and present an alternative vision of a modern 
public.30

Apparently, from within the logic of state-centered Kemalism, the 
public sphere is not primarily a space for free debate, but rather a space 
where the state has to exert its authority to define the parameters of 
public discourse in such a way that they are supportive of the Kemalist 
project. But, as both the Alevi case and the headscarf debate show, the 
public sphere has become too diverse and open to be totally controlled by 
the state or the Kemalist establishment. Against the state’s disciplining 
powers, nonstate actors such as Alevis and advocates of a liberalization 
of the headscarf laws draw on discourses that question and transgress 
the limits of the state’s hegemony. To challenge the knowledge regime of 
Turkish laicism, and thus the authority of the Turkish state—in a move 
to further push the boundaries of the public sphere—they employ inter-
national human rights language, or more liberal, less state-centered, dis-
courses of secularism.31

Competing Leitmotifs and Structural Forces
The classical leitmotif of Kemalist laicism is separation of religion and 
politics, reflected in the secular legitimation of political rule, and a sys-
tem of control of religion by the state that secures the state’s hegemony in 
defining public-private distinctions. This authoritarian laicism champions 
collective rights over individual rights. It is in this sense of laicism that 
the contours of the collective, in its purest form identified with the ideal 
of a Turkish (Sunni) Muslim nation, are defined by Kemalist discourse as 
secular. The state has to ensure that potentially divisive religious symbols 
and practices are kept outside of the public sphere. Any intrusion of illicit 
religious signs into the domain of the secular collective carries the smell 
of separatism. In other words, freedom of religious expression (both for 
individuals and for groups) is subordinated to the freedom of the secu-
lar nation from uncontrolled religion. A speech from the fall of 2007 
by General I!lker Başbug" , since August 2008 commander in chief of the 
Turkish military forces, may serve as an illustration of this worldview. It 
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was delivered in the midst of public debates around a government spon-
sored proposal for a new Turkish constitution, which among other things 
intended a cautious opening of Turkish laicism through a liberalization 
of restrictive laws on the wearing of the Islamic headscarf in sensitive 
public spaces. Addressing new students of a military school on their first 
day of classes, the General argued that “the anti-laicist movements and 
the ethnic nationalists32 have a common target: the . . . nation-state.”33 
However, as he assured the cadets, “the [principles of the] nation-state, 
the unitary state, and the laicist state are central elements of the foun-
dational philosophy of the Republic. The Turkish Military forces have 
always been and always will be protecting [them].”34

The Turkish army understands itself as radically modernist, and as a 
guardian of the Turkish civilizational project defined as laicist, nation-
alist, and state-centered. Accordingly, the General cautioned against 
the spread of liberal ideas, for which he blamed “post-modernity and 
globalization.”35

The restrictive laicism of the Kemalist elite, anchored in a corporatist, 
authoritarian modernism that is legitimized qua dogmatization of a par-
ticular memory of the last years of the Ottoman Empire and early years 
of the Republic,36 is increasingly challenged by a second leitmotif, which 
has gained momentum in recent years, namely the idea of religious free-
dom, from which some even derive the principle of protection of religion 
by the state.37 This leitmotif aims at increasing the weight of individual 
rights at the expense of the rights of the abstract national collective. The 
tension between authoritarian and liberal leitmotifs of Turkish secular-
ism, which could also be framed as a tension between ideas of negative 
and positive freedom regarding religious practice, is obvious, and public 
debate displays increased awareness in this regard. Considering changes 
in the balances of power within Turkish politics following the establish-
ment of political Islam as a strong sociopolitical force and international 
pressures, the long-term trend seems to be toward a gradual modification 
of Turkish laicism in the direction of a more liberal secularism.

The conflict between authoritarian laicism on the one hand, and a 
more liberal secularism on the other, is complex and entangled in diver-
gent experiences and visions of modernization and modernity, as well 
as questions of political, economic, and cultural hegemony. Underlying 
this conflict are, on one level, rival conceptualizations of the private-
public distinction. For supporters of the Kemalist leitmotif of separation 
and control, the public and the private are defined from above along 
functionalist lines and aim at safeguarding the integrity of the suppos-
edly secular nation. They imagine the idealized Kemalist metastate as 
a masculine, fatherly figure that is evoked against various others, and 
embodied in the state institutions that are seen as still able to guard the 
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implicitly female—in other words, vulnerable and in need of protection—
nation against perceived Islamist and liberal intrusions, respectively.38 
Against this restrictive secularism, both Alevis, who struggle for official 
recognition and autonomy in the signification of Alevism, and Muslim 
women, who demand the right to wear the headscarf in public places 
under the domain of the state, such as universities, draw on a notion of 
secularism in terms of freedom of religious practice and thus challenge 
the hegemonic distinctions between public and private, as well as the 
state’s exclusive authority to define it.

The political obsession with religion, as displayed by laicism, tends 
to distract from social and economic problems by turning them into a 
debate about ideas.39 As I have argued elsewhere, the theologico-political 
debates around laicism cannot be isolated from the socioeconomic reali-
ties in which they are situated.40 Four major factors need to be consid-
ered: (1) A new Islamic bourgeoisie with roots in Anatolian culture (the 
“Anatolian Tigers”) has become economically very influential and claims 
its share in the distribution of social and political capital. It has found a 
political ally in the AKP, and it is clear that this symbiosis is seen by the 
Kemalist establishment as threatening its privileged position.41 (2) The 
“headscarf student” and the “Islamist party” are urban phenomena that 
reflect the search for new models of development/modernization in line 
with traditional values. A product of the immense socioeconomic trans-
formation and especially urbanization of Turkish society in the last fifty 
years, they demand a voice in the public sphere and proportional access 
to political institutions and state services. The emergence of new types 
of actors in the public sphere naturally means shifts in the distribution of 
access to political and cultural resources and is bound to provoke resis-
tance by those who resent such redistribution. (3) Since the 1980s, Turkey 
has rapidly transformed into a society strongly influenced by consumer 
capitalism. Those who benefited from economic liberalization and have 
material stakes in corporate capitalism will naturally not like language 
that frames societal conflicts in terms of class and access to particular 
consumerist lifestyles. It can be assumed that debates on laicism/religion 
are much less unsettling to the capitalist sector than debates that focus 
on the material fault lines that divide Turkish society and shed critical 
light on the increasing cleavages between socioeconomic classes.42 In this 
context, it is important to note that the mainstream Turkish media is to 
an enormous extent monopolized in the hand of a small number of media 
holdings. (4) Finally the Turkish military, which justifies its place above 
politics with its role as guardian of national unity and the laicist order, 
naturally feels threatened by a liberalization of Turkish laicism. If Turkish 
laicism were to be redefined in a more liberal direction, then the military 
would be deprived of a major legitimation of its supra-democratic status. 

9780230621244_09_ch07.indd   1329780230621244_09_ch07.indd   132 2/25/2010   4:49:21 PM2/25/2010   4:49:21 PM



Turkish Secularism Revisited    133

Therefore, one should assume that the military has an existential interest 
in safeguarding the current knowledge regime of Turkish laicism. In fact, 
the military plays an important role in public campaigns against alleged 
enemies of laicism.

Laicism Contested: Dissolution and Reaffirmation
Viewed from the outside, Turkish laicism appears caught in a self-created 
tragic circle. By criminalizing religious practices and languages it holds 
as dangerous for the project of Kemalist modernity, it renders contesta-
tions of religious identities a matter of daily debate and thus reinforces 
them. In the Alevi case, laicism is enacted against a part of the popula-
tion deeply committed to secular society. Criminalizing the very name 
“Alevi” by associating religious separatism with it, and connecting the 
question of state recognition of Alevism with theological debates about 
its origins and essence, encourages the framing of Alevism in religious 
terms. In their defense against patronizing forces, Alevis are within the 
religio-political discourse of Turkey encouraged to stay within the ter-
minological framework of Islam when articulating their difference from 
majority practice. The comparison with Germany, which hosts a consid-
erable Alevi minority (roughly half a million people), is revealing in this 
regard. There, Alevis can take advantage of a more liberal religion dis-
course and enunciations of Alevi identity therefore meander beyond the 
semantics and language conventions of Islam and Turkish nationalism.43

The headscarf debate is another example of the tragedy of Turkish 
laicism. Since the late 1980s, Kemalist notions of modernity that asso-
ciate the headscarf with notions of passivity, rurality, ignorance, and 
traditionalism have been challenged by veiled female students who force-
fully came out in urban public places to demand their right to educa-
tion without discrimination based on their religious practice. As Çınar 
argued, the veiled students’ activism—drawing on liberal values and 
international human rights discourse—subverted not only the dualistic 
worldview of Kemalism, but also “undermined the authority of secu-
larism over the public sphere.”44 New practices of piety such as veiling 
and gender etiquette in the public challenge the knowledge regime of 
secularism, while the concomitant commitment to Islamic authenticity 
also reflects an internalization of modernity. As Göle suggests, women 
wearing Islamic dress in the public embody difference “and their public 
visibility (for example, in schools, in Parliament) [creates] disturbances in 
modern social imaginaries.” The “ambiguity of signs” that is created by 
women such as Kavakçı, who embody both Islamic norms of piety, and 
a habitus perceived as utterly Western and modern, “disturbs both the 
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traditional Muslim and the secular modernist social groups.”45 The head-
scarf debate thus makes visible “tensions emanating from two different 
cultural programs in the making of the self and the public.”46

The classical binaries on which the Turkish modernization project has 
been based have become blurry as practices such as veiling, previously 
othered as a sign of traditionalism and ignorance, now demand access to 
the sacred spheres of the Kemalist public, namely schools and universities, 
as well as places for social entertainment, high-politics, and state admin-
istration. No wonder that the Kemalist establishment, whose authority 
depends on its state secured privileges, and relies on its exclusive right to 
present its story as the master narrative of Turkish modernization, clings 
to its possessions and mobilizes all of its remaining forces to maintain its 
hegemonic position in the public sphere.

Despite the fact that the forces of the laicist system still have the 
upper hand when it comes to the regulation of public space in Turkey, 
the public sphere has become more diverse and receptive to alternative 
visions of modernity. Thus, some universities relax or ignore the head-
scarf ban, and President Gül’s wife fulfills her duties as first lady in line 
with Islamic dress code and etiquette—despite the contempt this evokes 
in many laicists. In other words, there are breaks in the laicist system, 
and with further democratization one should expect that the rigid laicist 
unveiling-politics will soften, and the Alevis will be able to advance their 
struggle for official recognition as a non-Sunni Muslim community.

Both Alevi and Sunni Muslim activists can be understood in the 
framework drawn out by Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, who theorized reli-
gious resurgence “as a political contestation of the fundamental contours 
and content of the secular and the sacred, a contest that signals the dis-
ruption of pre-existing standards of what ‘religion’ is and how it relates 
to politics.”47 It is surprising to note, however, that in the Turkish debates 
on laicism there is little acknowledgment of the similarities between 
Alevi organizations and pious Sunni Muslim groups in regard of their 
opposition to the laicist regime, as well as in their demands for recogni-
tion of their practices, and neither is there much public awareness of the 
structural similarities in the way the state curtails and undermines both 
groups’ demands.48 This clearly has to do with the way in which the 
knowledge regime of laicism juxtaposes notions of modern (çağdaş) and 
reactionary (irticai) religion as opposite poles in a two-dimensional space 
leaving little leeway for more complex and creative imaginations. Since 
the Alevis are in the public imaginary recognized as exemplary laicists, 
the notion of Alevis as victims of laicism appears rather paradoxical, 
even subversive, and therefore unacceptable to many.49

The widespread perception that signs of crisis of the political system in 
Turkey in recent years are induced by a polarization between Islamists and 
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secularists is too simplistic. First, since laicism as a disciplining discourse 
is invoked not only against Islamists—or those perceived as such—but 
also against fellow laicists such as the Alevis. In addition, changes in the 
power balances of the public sphere intertwined with structural and eco-
nomic transformations of Turkish society as discussed earlier also have 
to be considered. Fear of Islamization is therefore only one of the motives 
that fuel laicist vigor; other, more structural motives involve questions 
of hegemony over the rules of the public sphere, and political power 
more generally. Seen from that perspective the more general function of 
Turkish laicism, beyond the quest for a particular secularist definition of 
state-religion-politics relations, is not only to ensure the superiority of the 
state in defining public discourse when it comes to religion, that is to say, 
creating national unity through establishing religious hegemony; Turkish 
laicism is also, due to its intrinsic connection with Kemalist ideology, a 
practice and signpost in defense of the political hegemony of those insti-
tutions and currents of Turkish society that self-identity as Kemalist.

Conclusion
Although theorists of religion have in recent years embarked on a postsec-
ular turn in the study of religion and the secular, the concept of religion 
dominant in most national publics has been remarkably unaffected by 
this. The language dominating the public sphere of Turkey has remained 
utterly modernist. It is based on monolinear, evolutionist readings of his-
tory dominated by the Kemalist master narrative and conceives of the 
religious and the secular as opposite poles on a horizontal level. This 
dichotomist view renders the articulation of alternative perspectives on 
modernity, history, religion, and politics, as well as alternative visions 
for the contours of the public sphere, extremely difficult—particularly 
since emerging new readings of these concepts are perceived not only as 
an ideological challenge, but also as a threat to the current distribution 
of sociopolitical and economic power in Turkish society.

Turkish laicists are at tremendous unease with the idea of a public 
sphere that allows for a socially and politically active role for religion. 
In the laicist discourse, the notion of the private is often reduced to the 
“domestic,” as the speeches by former president Sezer and former prime 
minister Ecevit discussed earlier exemplify, wherein the headscarf was 
associated with ideas of “individual consciousness” and “private life,” 
respectively. Conceptualized as such, the domesticated private is juxta-
posed to a public that is by definition a sphere under surveillance of the 
state—a constellation that makes it difficult for a more liberal public 
sphere beyond the immediate control of the state to prosper. Nevertheless, 
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as both the headscarf debates and the Alevi case show, Kemalist laicism 
is gradually losing its monopoly to define public-private distinctions.

Laicism as a regulating principle of the public sphere with implicit theo-
logical jurisdiction is very explicit in the kind of religious language and 
practices it supports. The two major forces that challenge the laicist system 
today are political Islam and the Alevis. At first sight it might seem para-
doxical that laicism appears rather differently in both contexts: against the 
Alevis, laicism enforces theological interpretations coined by Sunni Islam, 
thereby undermining the religious autonomy of the Alevis. In the name of 
national and religious unity, the Directorate of Religious Affairs aims to 
draw Alevis closer to the Sunni mainstream. In this context, laicism asserts 
the hegemony of Sunni Muslim concepts and practices. On the other hand, 
Kemalists use laicist rhetoric against political Islam and the tesettür-style 
veiling, which is seen as symbol of an Islamist orientation; in this context, 
laicism is invoked against particular forms of Muslim discourse and prac-
tice. This means that laicism is not antireligious per se, rather it is—similar 
to Turkish nationalism—charged with distinguishing between religious 
practices conducive and harmful to the goal of national unity. However, it 
perceives as problematic only the public roles of religion. As I tried to show, 
Turkish laicism correlates its distinction between private and public spaces 
with ideas about legitimate and illegitimate religion.

Insofar as it systematically links political and theological arguments, 
Turkish laicism is a theologico-political discourse.50 The political argu-
ment, which is very explicit, affirms the strong position of the state as 
primary agent of secularism and regulates the private/public distinc-
tion. The theological argument, though never explicitly stated as such, 
comes through in the state’s patronizing treatment of the Alevis, when, 
for example, jurists evaluate Alevism in relation to implicit concepts of 
mainstream Sunni Islam. In the headscarf debate the theological dimen-
sion of the laicist discourse is even more subtle. However, it reveals itself 
in discussions about traditional versus political headscarf styles, and in 
public debates about whether certain forms of covering are required by 
the religion. More profoundly, it is the aspiration of the political dis-
course to regulate and subordinate the religious that blurs the boundar-
ies between the theological and the political. In other words, within the 
laicist framework the theological is political, and the political is theologi-
cal, at least insofar as the political is absolutist in its demand to discipline 
and administer the religious. The result is a situation in which the theo-
logical and the political are, despite strong rhetoric to the contrary, in 
fact extremely difficult to disentangle. Setting out as an iconoclast with 
the mission to rigidly separate the political from the religious, laicism is 
systematically confusing the two, and to that extent has become a priest-
ess of the nation-state.
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