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ABSTRACT At a time when the Turkish model of state secularism is being held up for other Muslim
countries to emulate, Turks themselves are rethinking that secular framework. In the election of
November 2002 the Justice and Development Party, a ‘reformed’ Islamist party, swept into
power and has become what is by almost all accounts the most liberal and least corrupt
government in Turkey’s history. Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has grafted a tolerant,
populist, Western-friendly Islamist movement onto the country’s Kemalist roots. The government
has stressed the preservation of Turkey’s Islamic heritage but also holds out the possibility of
a moral community in the face of widespread graft and corruption. The article highlights the
practice of liberal Islam in terms of popular culture, relations with the EU, and ‘Islamic’
conceptions of human rights, women’s rights, minority rights, political economy and foreign policy.

As Iraqi clerics jockey for influence in Baghdad and theocratic mullahs crack down on

reformers in Iran, secular Turkey stands out as the bright and shining model for democratic

development across the Islamic world. The historian Bernard Lewis notes that with the

exception of Turkey, the record of political modernisation in the region ‘is one of

almost unrelieved failure’.1 The Economist calls Turkey ‘a beacon of good sense in a com-

bustible bit of the world’.2 Even after Ankara rebuffed America’s request to use the

country as a staging ground for the war in Iraq, then US Secretary of State Colin

Powell lauded Turkey as ‘a democracy – a Muslim democracy – living in peace with

its friends and neighbours’.3

The ‘Turkish model’ being bandied about by pundits and policymakers as the fix-all

for the Islamic world can be a far cry from the reality in Turkey today, however. By

virtually every measure, the intensely secular civic nationalism invented by Turkey’s

founder, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, and known as ‘Kemalism,’ has been a remarkable

success. Atatürk’s national movement (1919–23) replaced a feeble Ottoman theocracy

with all the trappings of a modern nation-state. State secularism was arguably the sine

qua non for Turkey’s achievements. A European-style bureaucracy, a Western legal

system and a progressive national education system redrew the boundary between

Europe and the Middle East. Kemalism has been especially emancipating for
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women, who have served in the Turkish Grand National Assembly, the country’s par-

liament, since 1934.

But the big news is that Turkey is rethinking its own secular model. Though not fully

developed, a new brand of liberal political Islam is emerging as an alternative to the

staunchly secular state. That model, in which a Turkish Islamic sensibility coexists with

tolerant, Western-friendly pluralism, may offer the best hope for liberalising the Islamic

world while preserving Muslim identity. The new model exhibits liberal economics along-

side the idea of a religiously-derived ‘moral community’, tolerance of secular lifestyles,

a synthesis of universal and Islamic conceptions of human rights, diminished state

control over religion, expanded protection of religious minorities, and concern for

women’s rights, though less concern for electing women to public office. More difficult

to interpret is the movement’s dual recognition of Turkey’s Islamic cultural heritage as

well as the Kemalist tradition of state secularism.

Atatürk may be spinning in his mausoleum in Ankara, but even many secular Turks

believe that Islam and democracy can be reconciled. In November 2002, the Justice and

Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, or AKP), known as a reformed or

progressive Islamist party, swept into power. Among Turkey’s balkanised electorate, the

party polled well among conservative Sunnis, pious Kurds, rural, urban and even some

secular voters, forming the first majority government in 15 years.4 An act of parliament

was required to allow party leader and former Istanbul mayor Recep Tayyip Erdoğan,

who spent four months in jail in 1999 for reciting a nationalist-Islamist poem at a political

rally, to assume the post of prime minister. Erdoğan has since laboured to make his vision

of ‘conservative democracy’ (muhafazakar demokrasi) palatable in Turkey and abroad,

suggesting that the party is the Muslim equivalent of the Christian Democrats. A few

secular die-hards, notably among the country’s military, historically the guardians of

Kemalism, are convinced that Erdoğan is a stealth ayatollah.5 But most Turks believe

this is the country’s most liberal – and least corrupt – government ever.

Turkish Exceptionalism

Turkey is the only secular, democratic, pro-Western country in the Islamic world (though

the adjectives ‘secular,’ ‘democratic,’ and ‘pro-Western’ all need to be qualified). The

Young Turks had nearly 100 years of Europeanising reforms (tanzimat) carried out by

the late Ottomans to build on. Even then, creating the Kemalist state relied on both ideal-

ism and coercion in equal parts. Atatürk dealt Islam a double blow, embracing Western

positivism and crushing ecclesiastical power. An array of intermediate political insti-

tutions had limited the absolute power of the Sultans. A tradition of relatively liberal

Islamic sects was also auspicious for the establishment of state secularism. Moreover,

the Turkish Republic emerged on a rising tide of science and progress in the 1920s and

1930s.

Although secularism is imbedded in institutions and engrained in public life, in fact,

mosque and state are locked in almost permanent competition. The state claims to stand

for ‘contemporary’ (çağdaş) society; Islamists present themselves as the bearers of the

country’s cultural and moral heritage and the antidote to the Kemalist leviathan. Secular-

ism has been jealously guarded by the ‘pashas,’ as Turkey’s military leaders are known,

who have launched three full-blown coups at least partly in response to the rise of political

Islam. Vigilance against religious backsliding reached almost totalitarian levels following
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the 1980 military coup d’état. Despite a recent raft of liberalising reforms, the 1982 Con-

stitution, which was crafted by the military and remains in force, has been described as a

set of police regulations rather than an expression of fundamental rights. Anti-terror legis-

lation adopted during the 16-year war with the Kurdish separatist group, the PKK (Partia

Karkaren Kürdistan, or Kurdistan Workers’ Party), further dampened civil liberties. Only

now, with the war all but over and EU membership on the horizon, are the most restrictive

laws being dismantled. Still, tensions remain: between secularists and Islamists, between

Kurds and Turks, and between majority Sunnis and Turkey’s 10–15 million Alevis

(a blanket term for a number of liberal Shiite sects), many of whom are drawn to

left-wing politics.

Tayyip Erdoğan represents Turkish liberal Islam. Turkish identity (Türkçülük) was

defined in opposition to the rest of the Islamic world, and Turks remain cool toward

pan-Islamic movements. The mechanics of nation-building – rehabilitating the ‘Turk’

(which had been a pejorative under Ottoman rule), closing the Caliphate, Turkifying the

history of Anatolia, cleansing the Turkish language of Arabic and Persian words, adopting

the Roman alphabet in place of Arabic script, banning the fez and other manifestations of

‘the Orient’ – distanced Turkey from the Arab world in particular. It is a testament to

Kemalism that many Sunni fundamentalists in Turkey are ardent nationalists as well.

Nor are Turks seething with permanent resentment toward the United States and Israel.

Turkey has hewed to a pragmatic relationship as well with ‘East Turkestan’, the Turkic

lands stretching across Central Asia to the Uighur region of China. A small number of

Pan-Turkists have clamoured for a Greater Turkey encompassing Central Asia, but

Ankara has kept the region at arm’s length.

Most Turks have their eyes fixed on more liberal lands. The flap between Washington

and Ankara over the war in Iraq pales beside 50 years of close ties to the US through

NATO. The reforms of the past several years have unfolded in the context of Turkey’s

expected accession to the EU. Turkey was accepted as a candidate for membership in

1999. Formal accession talks are slated to begin in October 2005. About two-thirds of

Turks support that process. Prime Minister Erdoğan and other AKP officials have carefully

tended these bridges to the liberal world, stressing geopolitics with the Americans and

democratisation with the Europeans. Turkey’s Islamic identity was probably reinforced

by European snubs in the past, which were seen as evidence of a double standard with

regard to Muslims. But today the credible prospect of EU membership is guiding Islamists

in a liberal direction. The clarity of the political conditions attached to accession and the

no-nonsense mandates from the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) have kept

reforms on track. This liberal anchor in Europe has reassured secularists as the AKP

has wielded the reins of government.

The Erdoğan phenomenon is also the culmination of generations of secular pressure.

Political Islam in Turkey is rooted in the Nakşibendi Sufi order, which has always

played a critical behind-the-scenes role in national politics. But it was not until the late

1960s that an avowedly Islamist political party, the Milli Nizam Partisi (or National

Order Party), emerged. Before Tayyip Erdoğan, Turkey’s only other Islamist prime min-

ister had been Necmettin Erbakan, an old-line fundamentalist elected in 1996 under the

banner of the Refah (Welfare) Party. To the relief of many secularists, Erbakan was

ousted under military pressure after a year in office. The Constitutional Court dissolved

Refah soon thereafter. Erbakan was later convicted of inciting religious hatred. Bullied

by the military and blocked by the courts, Turkey’s Islamists have grown more pragmatic
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with each generation. The perestroika that Erdoğan led within the Islamist movement had

been brewing for more than 20 years, but the rupture came in 2001, when the Court closed

Fazilet (Virtue), the successor party to Refah. The Erbakan wing of Fazilet, known as

the ‘conservatives’ (gelenekçiler) went on to form the Saadet (Felicity) Party, while

Erdoğan’s ‘innovators’ (yenilikçiler) established the more liberal AKP.

Laicism, Not Secularism

Turkish secularism was modelled on the muscular anti-clericalism of the French Revolu-

tion. In Istanbul, secularism neutralised the religious groups that were Atatürk’s only real

competition.6 In the countryside, it served ‘to smash localized folk cultures and replace

them by a unified national culture’.7 Atatürk dismantled the Caliphate, the religious insti-

tution that for 400 years had underpinned Ottoman rule and served as the nexus for global

Islam. He transferred the holdings of the pious foundations to the state treasury, closed

Koranic, or şeriat, courts, pensioned off Islamic judges, shuttered religious schools

(medreses), and rolled up some sufi brotherhoods (tarikats) and dervish lodges (tekkes).

Sacred tombs (türbes) and other religious sites were closed. Some reactionary clerics

were executed by the revolutionary Independence Tribunals (Istiklal Mahkemeleri).

In 1930, Haghia Sophia, the great Byzantine church-turned-mosque, was converted,

Soviet-style, into a museum.8

The Preamble to Turkey’s Constitution states that ‘there shall be no interference what-

soever of the sacred religious feelings in State affairs and politics.’ Technically, what is

practised in Turkey is not secularism, or the neutral separation of church and state.

Rather, it is laicism (laiklik), or subordination of religion to the state. Established in

1924, the sprawling Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet Işleri Bakanlığı) literally

administers Islam in Turkey. The agency’s 95,000 employees manage thousands of

mosques, approve religious doctrine, organise the annual Hajj to Mecca, and oversee reli-

gious and moral education in schools. Every imam in Turkey is a civil servant, appointed

and paid by the Diyanet and even supplied by the agency with model sermons freighted

with civic messages. The General Directorate of Foundations (Vakiflar Genel Müdür-

lüğü) oversees Jewish and Christian foundations, schools and houses of worship. The

replacement of theological seminaries with faculties of divinity at state universities has

further nationalised and academised religion.

Turkish national identity supplanted the more sweeping themes of Islam. Noting that

Islam does not differentiate between church and state, Binnaz Toprak points out ‘Kemal-

ism not only made that differentiation, but also reversed the order of importance between

the sacred and the political realms’.9 Laicism also ushered in a cult of personality. Even

today, renderings of Atatürk are ubiquitous. The founder invariably is invoked during

public ceremonies. School children memorise vignettes from the life of Mustafa Kemal.

Universities sponsor ‘Kemalist Thought Clubs’ devoted to civic ideals. A treasure chest

of ‘Atatürkisms’ echoes the Hadith, the collected words and deeds of the Prophet

Mohammad.10

Religious freedom has been highly circumscribed in this atmosphere. Under the

Kemalist model of civic nationalism, the most salient rights are those that Turks enjoy

by virtue of their citizenship; religious, cultural and other group and minority rights are

considered anachronistic in a contemporary civic society.11 At times, the state has

pursued almost totalitarian secularism. The opinion rendered by Turkey’s Constitutional
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Court in a university headscarf case reflects how profoundly the Kemalist image is

policed:

[University students] firstly and above all else adopt as their own Atatürk’s reforms

and principles and prove these principles correct in their own behaviour. . . Students

who don the turban or veil, who wear clothes that carry religious connotations, who

are opposed to contemporary appearances and fashion are behaving contrary to

Atatürk’s reforms and principles. Such students should act according to the duties

incumbent upon them [as educated people], in order that their trustworthiness and

sincerity are not to be doubted.12

Ironically, the state has at the same time invoked Islamic rhetoric and devices when it has

been expedient to do so. Ankara attempted early on to unite the country’s ethnic and

linguistic groups through appeals to religion; from 1924 until 1927 Islam was the official

creed of the Republic. Koranic terms such as şehit (martyr) or gazi (warrior) were repub-

licanised and absorbed into the nationalist lexicon.13 The imposing Turkish soldiers mem-

orial at Gallipoli, built in the 1940s to commemorate one of the foundational events in the

life of the Republic, is known as the Şehitler Aniti, or Martyrs’ Memorial. It is a distinctly

sacred space, complete with open-air prayer area, or namazgâh. During the Cold War the

state helped to synthesise Turkish Islam (Türk-Islam Sentezi) as a bulwark against com-

munism. In recent years, the state has played the Islamic card against the ‘infidel’ PKK

and leftist critics of the regime.

Religious Minorities

The only minority rights that exist in Turkey have their origins outside the Kemalist social

contract. These are the protections accorded non-Muslims in the 1923 Lausanne Treaty,

which codified modern Turkey’s status in international law. Minority rights are

a product of modern treaty law, although who constituted a minority drew on Ottoman

precedent governing non-Muslim communities. Although Lausanne guarantees the

rights of all ‘non-Muslim minorities’, in practice, the treaty extends only to Turkey’s com-

munities of Armenians (50,000–90,000 strong today), Jews (25,000) and Greeks (3,000),

each of which has a formal ecclesiastical presence in Istanbul that is recognised by the

state. Other non-Muslim minorities, including Syrian Orthodox (Suryoye), Chaldean

Catholics, Nasranis, Bulgarians, Georgians, Baha’is and others, enjoy no special status

or protections.

Among non-Muslims, Jews have always been considered the most loyal to the state – a

view that has been burnished in light of Turkey’s new strategic partnership with Israel. In

1925, Chief Rabbi of Istanbul Haim Bejerano waived the safeguards set out at Lausanne,

demonstrating the Jewish community’s confidence in the new civic state and signalling

that Jews were no less Turkish because of their religion. Dönmes, descendants of Jews

who converted to Islam in the seventeenth century, are not fully accepted by either

Jews or Muslims (the term means ‘turned,’ but connotes ‘turncoat’).

All Muslims, however, are considered members of the majority: the ‘Turkish Nation’.

Most Turks are Hanafi-rite Sunnis, and this group has always enjoyed privileges in politi-

cal economy, immigration, religion and other areas of public life.14 There are also large

Muslim minorities. There are, as noted, 10–15 million Alevis, many of them ethnic
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Turkmen or Tahtaci; 12–14 million Kurds (Shaffii-rite Sunnis, Zaza-speaking Alevis,

sometimes referred to as heretical kızılbaş, or ‘redheads’, a folkloric reference to Alevi

tribal headgear, and small numbers of Yazidi);15 and some 300,000 Arabs (Alevi

Arabs, or Nusayri, concentrated in Hatay and Mersin provinces, and Shajii-rite Sunni

Arabs, found predominately around Urfa, Mardin and Siirt). There are also sizeable

numbers of happily assimilated Muslim Circassians, Albanians, Laz, Slavs, Georgians,

Azeris and others. Most of Turkey’s Roma minority are converted Muslims.16

When Turkey conducted its first census in 1927, non-Muslims comprised nearly three

percent of the population; today that figure has shrunk to less than one-quarter of one

percent. This is due partly to relative rates of population growth, but ethnic and religious

nationalism has also taken a toll. The Turkish Revolution was preceded by a rise in econ-

omic nationalism. Companies were required to employ high percentages of Turkish capital

and personnel. Tariffs and quotas were designed to favour Muslim-owned firms. Some

professions, including medicine and law, were closed to all but Turks. During the

Second World War the notorious capital tax (varlık vergesi) was levied discriminatorily

against non-Muslim, including Dönme, businesses. Armenians, whose numbers were deci-

mated in the massacres of 1895 and 1915, were hobbled with the most punitive levies.

Hundreds of Armenian, Greek, Jewish, Georgian and other firms were bankrupted and

families forced to flee.17 Traditionally justified as economically necessary to raise war

revenues or to curb inflation, the scheme is now thought to have been mounted specifically

to break up minority-owned businesses and further ‘Turkify’ the economy.18

Minority populations have dwindled in the post-war years. Although Turkey is remark-

ably free of anti-Semitism, the Jewish community, which numbered 79,000 in 1927 and

125,000 in 1945, has shrunk to 25,000 today. Istanbul had always been a stopping-off

point for Zionists immigrating to Palestine. After 1948, some 30,000 Turkish Jews also

moved to the new state of Israel. The anti-Greek pogrom in Istanbul in September

1955, the expulsion of dual-citizens in 1964, and flare-ups over Cyprus in the 1970s

have since winnowed that community to some 3,000 souls. Though locked in low-intensity

conflict with the Turkish state, the Greek Patriarchate remains in the city it calls Constan-

tinople. Many Turks view Armenians as less than full participants in the civic state. Some

Armenians display exaggerated loyalty to Kemalism. In 1950 there were still 100,000

Greeks in Turkey.

One of the most underreported cases of ethnocultural demise is that of the Syrian Ortho-

dox (Suryoye) community in the Mardin/Midyat region of Southeastern Turkey. The

ancient Christian sect, which uses Aramaic, the language Jesus spoke, in its liturgy, num-

bered a quarter million in 1923. Pinned in the crossfire between the PKK and the Turkish

Army, the Turkish Syriac community has withered from 60,000 in 1985 to about 3,000

today, with heavy emigration abroad. A similar fate has befallen the 5,000 Chaldean

Catholics in war-weary Hakkâri Province.

The Bureaucratisation of Islam

Laicism implicates the state in religious life as it polices what kinds of religious expression

and association are permissible, and, probably inevitably, sides with one version of Islam

over another. Christopher Houston argues that the Directorate of Religious Affairs, or

Diyanet, ‘re-politicised’ Islam ‘to support the state’s nation-building project – a classic

Hobbesian solution that immediately restricts the possibility of constructing civil
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society’.19 Although officially it is a neutral bureaucracy, in fact the Diyanet is dominated

by the Hanafi mainstream. A United Nations special rapporteur who visited Turkey in

1999 to assess the state of religious freedom noted:

A potential problem arises here, to the extent that nationalism is interpreted in the

form of a militant policy of Turkization based on a restrictive concept of ethnic

unity. Were nationalism of this kind to become official ideology it could be pre-

judicial to minority, non-Muslim communities, and even to Muslims themselves,

if the banner of ethnic unity were associated with quasi-official status for the

Hanafi conception of Islam and if the notion were thereby promoted that Turkish

citizenship is exclusively for those who are ethnic Turks and who are Muslim,

specifically of the Hanafi rite, by religion.20

While many observant Turks loathe the Diyanet for its bureaucratised rendering of Islam,

the agency has been a springboard for mainstream Sunni doctrine. During the politically

tumultuous 1970s and early 1980s, the government rapidly expanded the number of state-

sanctioned religious secondary schools, the iman-hatip (prayer leader-preacher) lycées,

under the control of the Diyanet. Secular leaders reckoned that it was better to be a

Muslim than to be a communist, but also that the state could foster the ‘right’ kind of

Muslim by stressing the commonalities of Islam in Turkey rather than the kaleidoscopic

divisions.21 With state support, brisk construction of religious schools has continued

ever since.

In a further effort to dampen radicalism, the 1982 Constitution decreed that compulsory

‘religious and moral education and instruction’ for all primary and middle-level school stu-

dents ‘will be conducted under the supervision and control of the state,’ that is, the Diyanet.

Greeks, Armenians and Jews are exempt; Catholics, Protestants and Syriacs generally are

not. The Diyanet recently established an official think tank and scholarly journal devoted

to Islamic theology. Turkish officials frown on conversion from Islam, and several Christian

and Baha’i and other minority proselytisers have been harassed and arrested. Turkey was a

charter member of the Organisation of the Islamic Conference, established in 1969 as the

main international organisation for Muslim countries, though Ankara has stressed economic

rather than ecclesiastical ties, chairing the Standing Committee for Economic and Commer-

cial Cooperation, and has worked to dampen criticism of Israel within the group. The

Diyanet remains active, both at home and abroad, denouncing terrorism as un-Islamic.

Diyanet doctrine has especially riled Turkey’s Alevis, the heterodox Shiites who

worship through poetry, music and dance in non-segregated cem-houses. The five

pillars of Islam bear little on Alevi life. Alevis do not pray, fast, tithe or make the Hajj,

nor do they recognise the Sunni Shari’a. Having been ostracised by the (Sunni) Ottomans,

Alevis backed Atatürk’s secular reforms and continue to press for the separation of church

and state in order to insulate them from the Sunni majority and the ‘Sunni-isation’ of

government.22

In many ways, ‘modernity has deepened traditional rifts’ between Sunnis and Alevis.23

During the 1970s, hundreds of leftist Alevis were killed in pogroms by Sunni nationalists.

During the 1990s Alevis continued to be stigmatised as disloyal and sacrilegious kızılbaş

(‘redheads’). ‘Kızılbaş, Kürt, Komünist’ (‘Kizilbash, Kurd, Communist’) became the

rallying cry for attacks in Sivas, Malatya, Ankara, Izmir, Mersin, Izmit, and the Ümraniye

and Gaziosmanpaşa districts of Istanbul. The violence was legitimised by Sunni-nationalist
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discourse – some of it, notably the lumping of Alevi activism and Kurdish nationalism,

furthered by the state.24 Alevis were shaken during the 1990s by the rapid ascent of the

Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi (MHP), or National Action Party, a right-wing Sunni-nationalist

party with a sordid history of ethnic and religious chauvinism. Alevis have tended to vote

for the political party founded by Atatürk, the Cumhurriyet Halk Partisi (People’s Repub-

lican Party), known as the party of secularism.

Ankara maintains that Alevism is a cultural rather than ecclesiastical movement. At the

same time, the Diyanet has tried to co-opt Alevis, encouraging cultural expressions of the

movement in hopes of dissuading young Alevis from taking a more radical political path.

The state-funded Republican Educational and Cultural Centre was founded as an umbrella

for officially approved Alevi institutions, although many Alevis want no part of it.25 In

February 2002 a state court closed the Alevi Democratic Peace Movement as well as

the main Alevi-Bektaşi cultural association. The Diyanet seems to be strategically con-

structing (Sunni) mosques in Alevi villages. Alevis have also grown increasingly critical

of state-sanctioned religious instruction in schools, which they say parrots majority Hanafi

dogma. The parents of an Alevi child have a case pending with the ECHR challenging

compulsory religious education. Some activists have called for the abolition of the

Diyanet.

As noted, all non-Muslim ecclesiastical institutions are overseen by the General Direc-

torate of Foundations. As of 1965, minorities were not allowed to open new schools or to

expand existing ones. Directorate officials have confiscated schools and churches as con-

stituents have dwindled. The state controls admission to private minority schools. Senior

deputy principals of minority schools as well as teachers of Turkish, geography, civics and

sociology are all appointed by the state. The result is a ‘parallel hierarchy’ in minority

schools, with minority teachers and administrators on the one hand, and state-supervised

Muslim teachers on the other.26 Under pressure from Europe, Parliament amended the

Law on Pious Foundations in August 2002 to safeguard minority religious property

from state seizure.27

Domesticating Political Islam

It is debated whether political Islam has always existed latently in Turkey, driven under-

ground by republican pressure, or whether its appearance over the past generation rep-

resents a new kind of identity politics. The movement has been explained as a response

to the rough and tumble of urbanisation, a backlash against globalisation and the

erosion of cultural identity, and as the political face of the economic prowess of

Muslim firms, sometimes known as the ‘Anatolian Tigers’, under the auspices of

MÜSIAD, an Islamic-oriented business association and an Islamist labour confederation,

Hak-Iş.28 As the country has grown more observant, even secular political parties have

employed Islamic language and symbolism in an attempt to broaden their base.

In the past, the notion of ‘secular republic, underground Islam’ had a subversive ring to

it.29 But one of the paradoxes of Turkey is that democratic glasnost has always unleashed

religious forces;30 such has been the case since the introduction of multi-party elections

in 1946. Given the repressive secularism of the Republic, some see poetic justice in

the triumph of moderate, democratic Islamists. Mehmet Ali Briand, a secularist and

Turkey’s best-known political commentator, interpreted the victory of the AKP as

‘a revolt against the state by the déclassé, the downtrodden, the muzzled’.31
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Muslims have never been quiescent in Turkish politics, though over the past generation

left-wing Alevis have been radicalised in one direction while right-wing Sunnis have been

fundamentalised in the other.32 During the Cold War, many Islamists stood with Ankara in

the fight against communism. Since the end of the Cold War, Islamists have joined the

state in supporting Muslims in Bosnia, Albania, Chechnya, Nagorno-Karabakh and,

recently, Palestine. Ideologically, Islamists range from a tiny violent fringe, to Taliban-

like monitors who seek ‘to replace Atatürk’s şeriat with Allah’s’,33 to Fetullah Gülen’s

flourishing New Age syncretism of Islam and science. Gülen’s movement is the latest

renderings of the Nurcu (‘Seekers of the Light’) Movement made up of followers of

Bediüzzaman Said Nursı̂ (1877–1960), who attempted to bridge Muslim faith and

Western ways of knowledge. There are also syntheses of Islam/modernity, Islam/

capitalism, and Islam/mass media.

But the critical mass of the Islamists is rooted in the Nakşibendi Sufi order, a Muslim

tarikat, or brotherhood, that sprang from India in the thirteenth century, and whose ‘reviv-

alist’ (müceddidı̂) branch has been influential in Anatolia since the eighteenth century.

Historically, the movement was politically engaged, observing strict adherence to the

Shari’a and invoking a kind of Koranic natural law as the standard for just rule by

Muslim kings. In its Anatolian form, Sufism has also stressed the esoteric and the mystical

side of personal religious experience. Often operating clandestinely, the Nakşibendis

guarded against the stiff formalism preached by the ulema, the religious intelligentsia

and the guardians of orthodoxy.34

Membership in the tarikats has often denoted dissent. Reputed to be ‘ungovernable’

mystics, Sufis claim to represent authentic Islam as opposed to official Islam. Although

technically illegal since 1925, the brotherhoods operate openly and some have close

ties to the state. This heritage of spirituality at odds with the official line has had profound

political implications. A January 1990 article in Islâm, the magazine of Turkish Sufis, rang

down through the ages: ‘The true caliphs of mankind are the blessed adepts [those

proficient in the faith] and shaykhs joined in spirit with God; they are not oppressive

and despotic politicians’.35

It should also be noted that some religious tensions have been masked by the Kurdish

conflict. Southeastern Turkey is legendary for its Shaffii Sunni and Alevi particularism.

The campaign to make Kurds modern had always targeted ‘ethnic’ or ‘folk’ Islam. The

religious eccentricities of the region resisted homogenisation by the Ottoman Caliphate

just as they have slowed inroads by the Kemalist Diyanet. Atatürk wrote of the Kurdish

problem that ‘no civilized nation [could] tolerate a mass of people who let themselves

be led by the nose by a herd of shaykhs, dedes, sayyids, chelebis, babas and amirs,’

that is, a mish-mash of backward clerics and proselytisers.36 This profusion of ‘dissent-

ing’, and sometimes clandestine, tarikats, tekkes and medreses has compounded the sep-

arate identity of Kurds as well as their recalcitrance as citizens. Many of the early Kurdish

uprisings, including the famous Sheik Said Rebellion in 1925, were inspired in equal parts

by religion and ethnicity.

How militant are Turkey’s Islamists? Today there are thought to be about 2 million Nak-

şibendis in Turkey, though the broader cemaat, or ‘conscious’ (şuurlu) Islamic commu-

nity, not just followers of traditional or ‘folk’ Islam, make up the rank and file of the

movement. Public opinion surveys conducted by political scientists Binnaz Toprak and

Ali Çarkoğlu found that 21.2 per cent of the electorate favoured a state based on

Shari’a, or Koranic law, though of a relatively tolerant stripe.37 Some advocate Islamic
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law for Islamists and secular law for secularists, thus codifying a dual society much like

India’s Muslim Personal Law accommodates that country’s roughly 100 million Muslims.

Others favour the reconstitution of the Caliphate and a return to Ottomanism.

Judging from recent national elections, Islamists’ political allegiances are fairly fluid.

Sunnis who voted for Refah in 1996 threw their support to the ethnic-nationalist MHP

in 1999. Many Kurdish immigrants to Western cities voted for the AKP in 2002 in

place of the Kurdish factions, apparently viewing the party more in terms of traditional

values than exclusive religious nationalism. Some Islamists opt for secular parties out

of concern that their ‘religious’ votes might be wasted if the party were to be banned

by the Constitutional Court. Lest that possibility be lost on voters, Turkish elections

were often preceded by a flurry of leaks from the state prosecutor’s office threatening to

‘open a file’ on Islamist (and Kurdish) parties. Two weeks before the 2002 elections,

for example, chief prosecutor Sabih Kanadoğlu threatened to close down the AKP.

The most politically engaged of the brotherhoods has been the Khalidi branch of the

Nakşibendis, whose debut in national politics was led by Sheik Mehmed Zahid Kotku

(1897–1980). In 1925, Kotku, then an aspiring imam, was banned; though he went on

to lead the tarikat out of the secular deep freeze. Kotku preached that it was the duty of

pious Muslims to take an active interest in national affairs. His circle would include the

brother of future Prime Minister Turgut Özal; the editor of Zaman, the country’s most

important ‘Islamist’ newspaper; and the publisher of another conservative daily, Sabah.

Kotku also cultivated the first large ‘Muslim’ corporation in the country, and established

modern Islamist philanthropies, often used for political ends. He remained in close touch

with a number of crypto-Nakşibendis in government, notably members of ANAP, the

nationalist-conservative Motherland Party. Kotku’s followers were especially influential

in the Ministry of Education, where they pressed for the expansion of religious education.

Tayyip Erdoğan attended Kotku’s renowned Iskenderpaşa Seminary in Istanbul.

But Kotku’s star political protégé was Necmettin Erbakan, who in 1969 launched

National Order, the first political party in Turkey to openly espouse Islamic values. It is

possible to trace the lineage of Turkish political Islam directly from the National Order,

National Salvation, Welfare, Virtue, and now the Felicity and the Justice and Development

Parties. All but the last two were eventually shuttered by the Constitutional Court on

grounds that they were hotbeds of confessional politics. These parties are infamous for

reconstituting themselves under new names but with many of the same faces. Hakan

Yavuz argues that with each new permutation the Islamist movement was further ‘dom-

esticated’ and debased by the state.38 But others see the triumph of Erdoğan’s ‘innovators’

over Erbakan’s ‘conservatives’ as vindication of years of repressive secularism. Erbakan

does appear in hindsight to have been ill-suited to the secular order. Indeed, the ECHR

upheld the closure of the Welfare Party, citing evidence that party leaders did indeed envi-

sion an ‘Islamic theocratic regime’ and that the ban thus served ‘to protect the electoral

system of the State’.39 Erdoğan, by contrast, seems to have internalised many of the con-

trols of the Republic.

In July 1996, Erbakan, then the leader of Refah, became the first Islamist Prime Minister

in Turkish history, only to be squeezed out of office a year later after being presented by

the National Security Council with an 18-point plan to eradicate Islamic influence from

government. This ‘coup-by-memorandum’, as it became known, enjoyed the support of

many secular Turks who considered Erbakan’s tenure in office to be an embarrassment.

(The Prime Minister’s first state visits were to Iran and Libya, and his policies often
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verged on the weird.) The Constitutional Court closed Refah soon thereafter. Erbakan was

later convicted under then Art. 312 of the Turkish Penal Code (‘inciting people to enmity

and hatred by pointing to class, racial, religious, confessional, or regional differences’). In

June 2001, the Court closed Fazilet (Virtue), the successor party to Refah, as well as an

associated youth foundation. Several party members were expelled from Parliament,

among them American-educated Merve Kavakçı, who sparked a national furore in 1999

when she refused to remove her headscarf before taking the oath of office. The Fazilet

case was the fourth time since 1970 that the Constitutional Court had closed an Islamist

party and the sixteenth time it had banned a party since the return to civilian rule in 1983.

Some old-guard Kemalists – particularly in the military, the courts, and the educational

bureaucracy – continue to distrust even moderate Islamists. Over the past two years, the

Council of State, Turkey’s highest administrative court, strengthened the 50-year prohibi-

tion against wearing headscarves at universities and in public offices. The National Secur-

ity Council called for stricter enforcement of the 1925 ban on the tarikats. Chief of the

General Staff Hüseyin Kivrikoğlu pronounced that the government had been infiltrated

by fundamentalists, and called on patriotic Turks to help root them out. Some 250

mayors have been accused of supporting fundamentalism. The director of National Intel-

ligence stated that radical Islamists made up between 5 and 8 per cent of the population.

Fundamentalist fears were deepened by the terror bombings, in November 2003, of two

Istanbul synagogues, the British Consulate and a British bank.

Liberal Islam in Practice

Can Erdoğan’s innovators honour Allah and Atatürk at the same time? In power for almost

three years, the AKP has lost some of the sheen of novelty, but the party has shown itself to

be moderate, pluralistic and Western-oriented, in favour of EU membership, regulated

liberal economics, and a reasonable two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

On many, perhaps most, issues, the AKP is more liberal than the mainline parties. Two

of Turkey’s leading political scientists argue that the party most resembles a ‘a European

social-democratic party . . . stressing its commitment to EU-related reforms and the goal of

a pluralist and multicultural society’.40 Some prominent secularists say the AKP has effec-

tively severed its religious roots, and should no longer be counted as an Islamist party.41

The March 2004 local elections confirmed the party’s broad national appeal. Whereas

earlier Islamist movements were primarily inner Anatolian phenomena, the AKP swept

virtually the entire country.42

Because Erdoğan and Erbakan were both previously convicted of inciting religious

enmity under Art. 312 of the old Penal Code, the AKP platform and its leader’s public

utterances are scrutinised intensely. Erdoğan has revealed himself as a master of the

‘Turkish Synthesis’ of Kemalism and Islamism. When he vows to solve the country’s

‘contradictions . . . that suppress society’s will’ and weaken its ‘social conscience’, he

appears to be questioning the fundamentals of Kemalism. Yet he layers the same speeches

with reassuring catchphrases of modernity – ‘integration with the contemporary world’

(the EU), ‘differences are perceived not as a source of confrontation but as richness’

(religious tolerance) – and carefully balances appreciation for the country’s ‘rich cultural

heritage’ (Islam) with praise for its ‘deep-rooted system of government’ (Kemalism).43

Still, Erdoğan’s ultimate reference remains ‘a normative value system derived from

mystic Islam’.44 Those values underpin his communitarianism and the desire to preserve
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Turkish identity within the EU, and inform a particular approach toward human rights and

religious freedom, women’s rights, political economy, and, to a lesser degree, foreign

policy. Erdoğan leavens secular rule with an Islamic sensibility. After being elected

mayor, he raised eyebrows when he pronounced himself the ‘imam of Istanbul’, and inau-

gurated his first city council meeting with recitations from the Koran. Whilst taming the

religious rhetoric, he still makes frequent, informed references to Islamic law and tra-

dition, though these generally relate to moral development rather than political rules or

institutions. ‘My reference is to Islam at a personal level,’ Erdoğan has said. ‘Politically

speaking, my reference is the constitution and democratic principles.’45

A ‘Moral Community’

That said, it is increasingly clear that the centrepiece of the AKP platform – the revival of

a ‘moral community’ – is inspired in large part by Turkey’s Islamic heritage. It is as if

Erdoğan has republicanised the idea of government in the service of the cemaat, or

Islamic community. Islamists as well as traditional conservatives have always argued

that Kemalism severed Turks from their moral roots. If the AKP marks a genuine

turning point in Turkish politics it will be because the party has shifted the locus of legiti-

macy from the sanctity of the state to the commonwealth of the people. Thus far there is

only muted concern among religious minorities that Erdoğan’s communitarianism might

turn völkisch and exclusive. Religious minorities active in the business community

traditionally have backed the secular state. Among this group, views of the AKP range

from mild scepticism to mild support. Many intellectuals and left-leaning critics of

Kemalism have welcomed liberalisation, even with an Islamic twist.

The idea of a moral community extends to corruption and cronyism as well. In Turkish,

the ‘ak’ in AK Party means ‘white’, signifying purity. Some taint of corruption attached to

Refah under Erbakan, but thus far the AKP has lived up to its name. The embrace of neo-

liberal economics under Turgut Özal in the late 1980s and the spectacular levels of graft

that accompanied privatisation in the 1990s turned out to be a boon for Islamists, for whom

the idea of a moral, but also democratic, economy had deep appeal. During campaign

rallies Erdoğan would elicit the loudest cheers when he vowed to hold accountable

those who had plundered the banks and fixed deals with the state. Pious or not, most

Turks are keen to see trust and integrity restored to the market and the government.

Finance Minister Kemal Unakitan makes almost weekly revelations of past malfeasance.

Former Prime Minister Mesut Yilmaz and former Economy Minister Güneş Taner are cur-

rently on trial, charged with rigging the bid to privatise Turkbank in 1998. Reluctant to

antagonise his most powerful foes, Erdoğan has been slower to tackle crony capitalists

in Turkey’s military, which controls scores of state-owned firms.

Popular Culture/Vernacular Politics

The anthropologist Jenny White describes the Islamist movement in Turkey as a hybrid

‘modern urban- community- and value-based political process’ that has managed ‘to

draw large numbers of people of diverse backgrounds into national politics’.46 People

have been mobilised through a combination of popular culture and Islamist politics:

‘Islamic’ arabesque, music videos, Muslim rap, ‘family’ television and religious ‘lifestyle’

shows, Muslim comedians, Islamist yuppies, even Islamic beach resorts.47 The practice of
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veiling itself has been commodified in high-fashion Islamic women’s couture. (Erdoğan

once suggested that Pierre Cardin mount an Islamist fashion show in Istanbul.) Nativist

‘Ottomania’ became fashionable in the 1990s, particularly among the wealthy. When

Erdoğan hosted the UN’s HABITAT II conference in Istanbul in 1997, he opened the cer-

emonies with an Ottoman-style band.48 There are multiple Islamist media empires, the

largest built by the late Esat Çosan, who was Mehmed Kotku’s successor as the leader

of Turkey’s Nakşibendis. Islamist media include everything from radio and television to

comic books to science periodicals. Çosan’s firm publishes the well-respected journals

Islâm and Kadın ve Aile (Woman and the Family). Bizim Aile (Our Family) is published

by the Nurcus. A best-selling literary form is the ‘Islamic’ romance novel. Several

daily newspapers have a moderate Islamist slant; one of them, Zaman (Time), has

become an important national venue for liberal debate.

The constituents of liberal Islam are not the poor – the movement includes business

leaders, professionals, intellectuals, university graduates – but rather those who have

been dispossessed under Kemalism. The poor are among its strongest backers, however.

In a formula perfected by Refah in the 1990s, Islamists have delivered social services to

help cushion the impact of urbanisation. Clothing depots, job training centres, women’s

centres, counselling offices, and other neighbourhood organisations sprang up both in estab-

lished districts and among the shanty-towns packed with new arrivals from Anatolia.

Erdoğan often recounts his own populist credentials. A product of Istanbul’s working-

class Kasımpaşa district, he remains attentive to the needs of his constituents. As mayor,

Erdoğan banned alcohol at city-owned cafes, but he was best known for efficient trash col-

lection and a vigorous tree-planting campaign. The ‘White Table’, a help desk for citizens,

became a hallmark of the municipal administration. Neighbourhood surveys registered con-

stituent opinion. The e-mail addresses of city officials were made public.49

European Union

Turkish Islamists are divided over EU membership. Some view the march toward Europe

as a retreat from Turkey’s Islamic heritage and an affront to Muslim values. Others see it

has a path toward ‘de-Kemalisation’ and thus greater religious freedom.50 The AKP

leadership seems to believe in globalisation without deracination, and has managed to

be Euro-friendly while at the same time defending Turkish culture. Erdoğan says he

wishes to see Turkey make ‘a meaningful contribution to the mosaic of cultures that

one observes in Europe’, which, of course, is not the same as saying that Turkey will

assume European culture and identity.51 In any case, the AKP is firmly behind the mem-

bership process, and for liberal reasons, not simply to be recognised as European. The

party is far keener to join than the ethnic-nationalist MHP ever was. As the lynchpin

partner in the coalition government from 1999 to 2002, the MHP littered the path

toward membership with as many obstacles as legislatively possible. But the AKP has

also implemented deeper reforms than the mainstream parties had done. Erdoğan’s first

stop on his inaugural European tour was Greece, where he is better regarded than most

Turkish politicians. The AKP has been more amenable to a negotiated settlement to

Cyprus than any government since the Turkish Army occupied the northern part of the

island in 1974.

Liberalisation is proceeding within the framework of the Turkish National Programme

for accession. The government reports almost daily on its progress fulfilling the economic
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and political conditions necessary for membership. While previous governments empha-

sised the macro-economic requirements, the AKP has given equal importance to political

reforms. Party leaders show particular enthusiasm for reforms in the freedom of

expression, religion, conscience and association, as well as liberalisation of property

rights for non-Muslim pious associations. They have shepherded the seventh package of

‘democratisation laws’ through Parliament, repealing the worst of the anti-terror laws,

expanding Kurdish rights, checking the power of the National Security Council, and

closing the notorious State Security Courts. TÜSIAD, the powerful secular business

association and one of the EU’s strongest allies in Turkey, encouraged the ousting of

Erbakan in 1997, but has welcomed the stability the AKP has brought to Turkish politics.

The AKP has also signed on to the idea of a common European Security and Defence

Policy. Erdoğan’s make-or-break task will be to carry this momentum into the formal

accession talks with the EU, which are set to start in October 2005, and to keep the

pro-EU coalition from breaking apart when the negotiations turn rocky. If he succeeds,

Turkey could join the EU within the next decade.

Human Rights

Whether or not the negotiations succeed will depend in part on the AKP’s ability to

implement the new human rights legislation. The AKP speaks the language of universal

human rights, and the party platform cites the Universal Declaration and the European

Convention. But without seeming overtly religious, the party also tries to bridge Islamist

and global human rights discourses. This broad attitude toward human rights mirrors

that of the Turkish Islamist NGO, the Organisation of Human Rights and Solidarity for

Oppressed People, known as Mazlum Der (‘the oppressed’), which stresses the universal

application of rights as revealed in the Koran. The group, established in 1991, frames the

quest for justice in a traditional Islamic form, the Hilf al-Fudul, or ‘alliance of virtuous

people’, which dates to the time of the Prophet. Mazlum Der has focused on issues of reli-

gious freedom, defending military officers and civil servants purged for their religious

beliefs in Turkey, and defending the human rights of Bosnians, Chechens, Kashmiris

and other besieged Muslims abroad. Increasingly, it is standing up for a broader range

of Turkey’s downtrodden, broaching issues of workers’ rights, abuses in prisons and

hospitals, and even finding common cause with left-leaning Kurds, though it remains

resistant to the idea of cultural rights based on ethnicity per se. Mazlum Der has repre-

sented Islamist applicants before the ECHR, and has lobbied on behalf of its beleaguered

brethren in Central Asia.

Religious Freedom

Islamists are particularly eager to see restrictions on religious observance lifted, although

the secular establishment remains leery. Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Appeals

Eraslan Özkaya has admonished the government against dismantling Kemalism in the

name of religious freedom. Erdoğan has not pressed the most sensitive issues on the

Islamist agenda, such as lifting the ban on wearing headscarves in government buildings

and schools, opening Haghia Sophia for Muslim prayer, and building a mosque on

Istanbul’s Taksim Square, the commercial epicentre of secular Turkey. Erdoğan has,

however, clashed with the Kemalist State Higher Education Council (YÖK) over
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university governance, and the headscarf issue cannot be far behind. The AKP maintains a

delicate relationship with the Diyanet. Though chary of official Islam, the Party supports

continued state funding of religious education. Secularists had worried that the bureau

might become a mouthpiece for AKP doctrine, or that it might be dismantled altogether.

In truth, such drastic change would be near impossible in such a venerable Turkish

bureaucracy.

When he was mayor, Erdoğan did not favour Sunnis over Alevis, who are nominally

Shiites, and the AKP has been similarly even-handed. Erdoğan says that he himself is

a devotee of Ali (Muhammad’s son-in-law and the origin of the Shiite schism), and has

distanced himself from the anti-Alevi fanatics of the MHP, though he has also suggested

that Alevism is more of a cultural movement than a religion. The Lausanne protections of

non-Muslim minorities are generally thought to be in good hands with the AKP. As

mayor, Erdoğan helped to renovate mosques, but also churches and synagogues. The

AKP disarmed sceptics when it offered government posts to non-Muslims. In the 2004

elections the party ran several Turkish Armenians on the AKP ticket. The Parliamentary

Human Rights Commission, which under the leadership of Sema Pişkinsut brought

widespread human rights abuses to light, recently established a committee aimed at

strengthening minority religious rights.

Women’s Rights

Kemalists have always contrasted the unveiled ‘new Turkish woman’ with the ‘backward’

Islamic woman. But the emergence of the ‘enlightened Muslim woman’ (aydın müslüman

kadın), a conscious practitioner of Islam, not merely a traditionalist, and the advent of the

‘new veiling’ movement in the 1980s, turned the Kemalist construct on its head, sparking

opposition from secular women’s groups as well as from men within the Islamist move-

ment itself.52 In his Refah days, Erdoğan agitated for greater participation of women in

the party, and Erbakan’s election is often ascribed to the party’s Women’s Commission,

which brought many women into the political process for the first time. The 71 founding

members of the AKP included 12 women, some of them veiled, though the party often

spotlights its ‘modern’ women members in press events. The day after the November elec-

tion the centrist daily Hürriyet declared ‘headscarves at the head of state’ (it is illegal

under Turkish law for women who are founders of a political party to wear the headscarf).

In fact, the upper echelon of the party remains almost exclusively male; women have been

relegated to the role of neighbourhood activists and organisers (and voters). When it

comes to actually electing women to public office, the Islamic parties have had a

dismal record. The Welfare Party ran no women on its electoral lists; the AKP has nomi-

nated only very modest numbers of women for office. Less than five per cent of the

members of Parliament are women. Turkey does have impressive numbers of women in

the professions. Secular women’s groups were one area of civil society that was

‘allowed’ to flourish under Kemalism. These same groups are now worried about backslid-

ing on women’s rights. That Erdoğan would even be asked if women should work outside

the home – he said they should, though not in some ‘indelicate’ jobs – was worrying.

The government is generally tolerant of secular lifestyles, though it also faces pressure

to ‘balance’ state secularism by allowing women who work in public buildings or schools

to wear the headscarf, though that effort was set back in June 2004 when the ECHR upheld

the ban on headscarves at Turkish universities. The Court ruled that the right to wear a

Liberal Islam in Turkey 321

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
So

ut
h 

Fl
or

id
a]

 a
t 1

1:
32

 0
2 

M
ay

 2
01

5 



religious headscarf was not guaranteed under the Convention and that the ban ‘pursued the

legitimate aims of protecting the rights and freedoms of others and of protecting public

order’.53 In Turkey abortion is legal through the tenth week of pregnancy. The Family

Planning Association, which advises the Parliamentary Group on Population and Devel-

opment, remains in force under the AKP. The new Penal Code redresses several past

gender inequities; ‘honour killings’, for example, will now be prosecuted the same way

as any other murder. The head of the Diyanet, Ali Bardakoğlu, has directed Turkey’s

imams to champion the humane treatment of women in their sermons. Erdoğan’s

biggest gaffe in office was an ill-advised attempt, in September 2004, to criminalise

adultery. The Prime Minister argued that just because Turkey wished to join the EU, it

did not have to adopt Europe’s ‘imperfect’ morals.54 Erdoğan dropped the effort after

an uproar in Turkey and abroad.

Political Economy

Ziya Öniş and Fuat Keyman have argued that because the elections of 1995 and 1999 were

conducted under the cloud of Kurdish nationalism and Islamic fundamentalism, respect-

ively, they focused on how best to protect the state, not how best to address the needs

of the people.55 Battered by the worst economic downturn in the country’s history,

Turks viewed the 2002 election in terms of economics rather than ideology. The AKP suc-

cessfully linked traditional identity and issues of social and distributive justice to a global

‘Third Way’ between a statist economy and unfettered capitalism. (The corporatist side of

Kemalism is almost completely discredited, though the idea of state-led development still

holds some attraction.) As noted earlier, widespread cynicism about state corruption bene-

fited the AKP. Neo-liberalism in the 1990s profited a handful of secular business conglom-

erates at the expense of more traditional small- and medium-sized firms. The perestroika

of the Turkish economy has extended the benefits to Islamist firms as well. With the

country mired in a deep recession, these inequities seemed starker than ever. The AKP

pledged to ‘develop every corner of the country and redistribute national income’.56

The populist Erdoğan managed to cast Kemal Derviş, the World Bank economist recruited

by former Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit to be Turkey’s economic saviour, as overly tech-

nocratic and out of touch with ordinary Turks. The economic collapse has also engendered

bitterness toward the IMF, whose directives to cut state spending and further privatise

state-owned firms seemed hard-hearted coming as they did in the midst of the crisis.

The Erdoğan government has continued to work with the IMF, which, after all, holds

the reins to the country’s economy, though he may be less accommodating than past

prime ministers.

Foreign Policy

Turkish Islam largely ends at the water’s edge. The fundamentals of foreign policy –

securing EU membership, cementing NATO ties, quelling the remnants of the PKK, resol-

ving water disputes in the Levant, moderating radical political Islam – have not changed

under the AKP. Although the Islamists orchestrated the snub of the U.S. in the lead-up to

the Iraq war, opposition to the war was as much a European stance as it was an Islamic one.

Turkey’s chief concern about toppling Saddam Hussein was that a Kurdish state might

emerge from the ensuing chaos. Ankara also chafed under a decade of economic sanctions
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against Iraq, which stymied traditional trade patterns in the region, hitting Turkey’s poor

southeast especially hard. In step with the Europeans, Turkey called for UN authority

before joining peacekeeping troops in Iraq, while at the same time going out of its way

to patch up relations with the Americans. Turkey has encouraged the American occupation

forces to root out PKK fighters in Northern Iraq, so far without success. Turkey is actively

working to undercut Kurdish power in Northern Iraq. Ankara is particularly concerned that

Iraqi Kurds may try to seize the oil-rich city of Kirkuk, which also happens to have a sig-

nificant Turkmen minority with whom the Turks share bonds of kinship.

Nor has there been much substantive change in Turkey’s relations with other Muslim

states. Foreign Minister Abdullah Gül has revived contacts with Arab states, hosting a

meeting of foreign ministers in January 2003 to coordinate efforts to block a Kurdish

state. Gül also vocally defended Palestinian Authority leader Yasir Arafat, causing

some ripples in Turkey’s generally placid relations with Israel. Ankara is negotiating

with the Saudis to raise Turkey’s annual quota of pilgrims making the Hajj to Mecca

from 80,000 to 100,000. The government has also come to the defence of Sufi Orders

under the thumb of repressive governments in Central Asia. Firmly placing national secur-

ity ahead of religious affinity (and distancing himself from Erbakan’s foreign policy

priorities), Erdoğan cancelled a visit to Iran in September 2003 after Tehran refused

to denounce the PKK. Turkey’s tempering role in the Islamic Conference is probably

more important than ever. Ankara’s message of moderation may be better received

coming from Erdoğan rather than the secularists who preceded him.

Conclusion

Given the heavy-handedness of Turkish laicism, it was perhaps inevitable that an effective

civil society would emerge in the realm of religion. The AKP’s synthesis of liberalism and

Islam is due partly to the Kemalist campaign of secularism. But it is also clear that liberal-

ism emerged more as a reaction against the absolutism of the laic framework than as a

result of it. A confluence of structural changes has also propelled liberal Islam: the war

with the PKK is all but over; the rising tide of liberalism has diluted extreme ideologies

of all stripes; the recession has spotlighted the need for a humane political economy;

there is certainty over joining Europe, but uncertainty about the cultural costs. Most impor-

tantly, formal EU candidacy has lent credibility to reformers while at the same time

reassuring secularists and religious minorities. The structures of the Kemalist state are

still firmly in place, and bolder reforms – a sweeping amnesty for Kurdish activists, shut-

tering the Diyanet, closing YÖK, adopting a new constitution – are on the distant horizon.

But the process of liberalisation is well under way. Some Turks compare Erdoğan to

Turgut Özal, the great economic reformer who liberalised Turkish markets in the

1980s. Erdoğan is a political reformer who recognises the boundaries of what is acceptable

in a pluralist democracy.
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Identity Politics in Turkey’, New Perspectives on Turkey, Vol.17 (Fall 1997), pp.67–9.
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34. Ş. Mardin, ‘The Nakşibendi Order in Turkish History’, in R. Tapper (ed.), Islam in Modern Turkey: Religion,

Politics and Literature in a Secular State (London: I.B. Tauris, 1991), pp.121–42.

35. Quoted in Ş. Mardin, ‘The Nakshibendi Order of Turkey’, in M.E. Marty and R.S. Appleby (eds), Funda-

mentalisms and the State: Remaking Polities, Economies, and Militance (Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 1993), p.227.

36. D. McDowall, A Modern History of the Kurds, rev. edn. (London: I.B. Tauris, 1997), p.196.
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50. Bertil Dunér and Edward Deverell, ‘Country Cousin: Turkey, the European Union and Human Rights’,

Turkish Studies, Vol.1 (Spring 2001), pp.6–7.

51. Heper and Toktaş (note 44) p.163.

52. See B. Keskin, ‘Confronting Double Patriarchy: Islamist Women in Turkey’, in P. Bacchetta and M. Power

(eds), Right-Wing Women: From Conservatives to Extremists Around the World (New York: Routledge,

2002), pp.250–51.
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