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Abstract 
 

The Republic of Turkey has a secular democratic regime. It is also home to several different 

cultural values, race, ethnicity. In Turkish political setting, these differences are used as identity 

markers by certain politicians to construct identities to work as their political support and 

legitimization. This study focuses on political Islam and secular Kemalism. In other words, the 

rightist and leftist political trends mostly in the 1970s through pioneer politicians Bülent 

Mustafa Ecevit and Necmettin Erbakan. The secular Kemalist trend is fundamental in the 

establishment of the republic and due to the authoritarian regime in early republic years. 

Therefore, it is has been constant in Turkish politics. However, Islam is an inseparable part of 

the national identity. Therefore, Islam also became a pragmatic tool for politicians to use to 

support their claims. Necmettin Erbakan’s National Outlook Movement is a successful 

example of Islamist movements in Turkey. The two politicians formed a coalition government 

in 1973, despite their differences. These different ideologies in political practice lead to the 

creation of certain groups within society competing visions. This research focuses on the 

differences and similarities of these competing visions and how they are used in constructing 

a national identity, millet, through a comparative self/other analysis and will look into the 

political actions and discourse of named politicians.  
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Introduction 

The Use of Political Identity Markers 

Turkey is home to diverse culture, history, religious beliefs and ethnicities. These diversities 

are used as identity markers in Turkey’s political setting by the politicians to create groups 

among people. They are especially used in politics to construct groups of supporters. Certain 

political-ideological tools such as secularism and Islamism are convenient to use in creating 

political support for political parties because they are already popular among society. 

Therefore, they use these politically constructed identity markers to gather supporters around 

their political ideology which leads to the construction of a collective identity, hence a political 

representation and agency. In addition to secular and Islamist identities, leftist and rightist 

identities play great importance and similarity to the secularism and Islamism in Turkish 

nationalism as well. One could argue that every secular in Turkey is leftist and every Islamist 

is rightist. Secularism is identified with leftism but the rightists are also seculars. As Islam 

identifies with the rightist but the leftists are also Muslim. That is why it is not possible to 

create a homogenous and dominant identity which can be called as the one unanimous national 

identity, a millet1. It can be argued the practice of creation of collective identity may lead to 

polarisation instead of unanimity. On contrary, it leads to pluralism within the nation. 

Therefore, the national identity should not be simplified to a single homogenous identity or 

ideology. 

These multiple identities lead to the occurrence of a dominant identity. It can be argued as the 

most significant characteristic of the national self. However, these concepts are not well defined 

in the Turkish context. Therefore, needs to be studied. The imagination of the other depends 

on the construction of the dominant identity as the self. So, anything that does not fit into the 

category of the self automatically becomes the other. The otherness is an empirical tool to 

define the static self as the dominant identity, as well as the self, is defining the interdependent 

other. It is impossible to think of a self without the other and it is impossible to think of national 

identity without a self and other conflict. Hence, there is a constant self and the other dichotomy 

while constructing a national identity. One way of how the dominant national self is constructed 

is through pragmatic concerns such as the politicians need for supporters, validation and 

legitimation of their political agendas.  

 
1 See millet on page 5, footnote 2 and millet system on page 14-15 
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Founders of the Republic of Turkey are Mustafa Kemal Atatürk and a secular group of 

politicians and soldiers, later called Kemalists, hence the Kemalism2. However, halk3 (people) 

and these politicians were also pious Muslims due to the Islamic influence of the Ottoman 

Empire since 1299 and even before. Therefore, religious identity, the effects of religion in the 

establishment of the republic and the existence of the Islamic movements in Turkey cannot be 

denied. Turkish politicians use the identity markers, especially the two most influential ones, 

Islamism and secularism, to address halk and to legitimize their political actions and gain halk’s 

support. There are enough academic researches have been done on the Turkish national identity 

in comparison with Europe and Turkey’s westernization. Many researchers are still working 

on these subjects, especially for the early republic period and Kemalism. However, the Islamist 

movement in Turkey and the pragmatic coexistence of the secularism and Islamism requires to 

be studied more (Aytürk 2020, 103). This study discusses how do Turkish politicians of 

different ideologies like Mustafa Bülent Ecevit and Necmettin Erbakan use competing 

visions through creating a self and other dichotomy to address the same society regarding 

same issues and try to construct a to create a different national identity, millet. There are 

many difficulties in defining and distinguishing secularism and Islamism, in other words, 

political Islam through this dichotomy. They will be addressed in Chapter 2. Nevertheless, one 

must always keep in mind to analyse the political situation of the time by the time it is 

happening. For example, one must be careful to compare Atatürk’s Kemalism until 1938 to 

Ecevit’s Kemalism during the 1970s and onwards (Aytürk 2020, 105, 106). 

Political Islam and secularism exist together in Turkish politics and society. These two 

scholarly opposite concepts even managed to form coalition governments in Turkey. However, 

it must be discussed if this coexistence of the opposites is inclusive of all members of the 

society or if it is only for the benefit of the pragmatic politicians, further research is needed on 

 
2 Kemalism is everything Mustafa Kemal [Atatürk] did from 1919 to 1938 [My translation] (Aytürk 2020, 104). 

These dates are important because Turkish War of Independence led by Atatürk started in 1919 and he died in 

1938. Aytürk also argues the term Kemalism is used from 1930 onwards, named after its founding leader because 

the demand for Turkish revolution to be called an -ism was rising. However, by naming the revolution with an -

ism also limits the revolution to certain principles. Aytürk argues that it is possible Atatürk tried to avoid an -ism 

for pragmatic benefits (Aytürk 2020, 105). 
3 Süleyman Demirel (9th President of Turkey) says “Halk” is like fresh vegetable, lives the day.” Mustafa Kemal 

says “Halk will join the shared desire of the nation as soon as they understand the reality”. Nationalist ideologists 

see halk as the source material of the nation, they need to raise awareness and reach to the national consciousness. 

As Edip Refik Halit Karay wrote in 1942, there are people who approach to halk with more respect and put it into 

the position of “source and base of the nation” (Bora, Birikim Dergisi).  

The words halk and millet are often used interchangeably in Turkish. However, as explained above they do not 

have the same meaning. It also creates a confusion while translating from Turkish into English. Halk can be 

translated as “public”, “people” or “nation”. However, millet can also be translated as “people”, “community”, 

“society” or “nation”. In addition to that millet has religious affliations. 
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this subject. To analyse these two concepts, prominent representatives of both sides must be 

looked at. One of the first and most apparent examples is that Islamist politician 

Necmettin Erbakan. Even though he did not define himself as a rightist and/or Islamist but a 

pious Muslim, his discourse is Islamic, and many scholars, mostly from the West like Philip 

Robins,  defined him as an Islamist politician. The other example is the secular, leftist politician 

Bülent Mustafa Ecevit. He defines himself as a secular leftist in interviews4 and his book 

Ortanın Solu as well as by others. Therefore, Erbakan and Ecevit are good examples of the 

political representatives of Turkish secularism and Islamism which is also used interchangeably 

with leftism and rightism. Ecevit and Erbakan formed a coalition government in 1973. These 

two politicians are key figures for the Kemalist and the Islamist movement in Turkey. Political 

pragmatism is the actual driving force behind the different politicians supporting different 

ideologies in Turkey. There are several other examples of such dichotomies in Turkish political 

history.  

This tradition of handling political issues through the coexistence of the different political 

ideologies is present since the Tanzimat period of the Ottoman Empire. The most recent 

example for this can be Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s decision of making Hagia Sophia a mosque 

again from a museum. It can be seen as Islamisation of Turkey by the West but Turkey argues 

it is the national will and sovereign right to decide what to do with Hagia Sophia. Erdoğan’s 

pragmatic use of  Hagia Sophia constructs an inclusive national self because he uses religion 

as a validation tool for his action. This can be interpreted as an attempt to increase his votes 

before a plausible early election as an action of increasing his popularity in the public5. 

Therefore, he creates a common ground for both Islamists and seculars to approve and 

legitimize the Hagia Sophia served as a mosque again because any opposition would be 

considered as an opposition to Islam, not to Erdoğan. Such cases can be seen through Turkey’s 

modernization and progress journey and how it is represented in politics.  

Another contemporary example can be the People's Alliance (Cumhur İttifakı) between the 

ruling Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) and the opposition 

Nationalist Movement Party (Milliyetçi Harekat Partisi, MHP). This alliance is seen as an 

alliance of right-wing Islamist parties. Although MHP and AKP are both right-wing parties, 

their political ideologies are not completely on the same page. MHP used to be a strong 

 
4 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q5H8JBpY9ig&t=3s (2:00 – 3:25) 
5 “The first prayer at Hagia Sophia was held with the attendance of some 350,000 people, as well as top political figures in 

Turkey, including President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan” (Daily Sabah). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q5H8JBpY9ig&t=3s
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opponent of AKP until they have formed the People’s Alliance. Nation Alliance (Millet İttifakı) 

consisted of Felicity Party (Saadet Partisi, SP), Good Party (İyi Parti, İP), Democrat Party 

(Demokrat Parti, DP), Republican People's Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP). Political 

positions of these parties are all right-wing except CHP. These alliances are also examples of 

how the opposite political ideologies and parties can cooperate in Turkey due to political 

pragmatic nature of the parties and politicians. Hence, the relevance and importance of political 

pragmatism are crucial in Turkish politics. Pragmatism allows politicians to bend their political 

ideologies whether Islamism or secularism to address halk better and form alliances to gain 

more support, legitimization and in the end construct a millet.   
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Methodology and Concepts in Turkish Content  

Definitions in Turkish Political Context  

Scholarly definitions of the below-mentioned terms are important to know to compare and 

contrast the uses of them in the Turkish context. Because in Turkish politics, these terms are 

often given meaning by the politicians to mobilize them in accordance with their political 

agenda. This action contributes to the creation of the self and other within the society and it is 

often used in nation building, in other words creating a millet. This had been a tradition in 

Turkish politics, which can age back to the Tanzimat period and it is used in politics today 

through political alliances. Therefore, the definitions of the terms like Islamism, political Islam, 

secularism, Westernization, progress, nationalism, nation-state, Kemalism, Orientalism; orient, 

occident, self and other in Turkish context should be explained to understand the core argument 

and relevance of this thesis. 

Self and Other 

Self and the other is used frequently to understand political complexes, especially in 

international politics because of the comparison it offers. Both the self and the other are a 

dynamic and ongoing process, as well as dependent on each other (Baycan, 115). Even though 

it offers a versatile perspective in comparing different entities, for example, different nations, 

it is also limited. Campbell argues the self is the only party author of its acts to the extent that 

the act is not determined by it and nor held responsible. Any other determinants of the act 

external to self also define what the self is (Campbell, 159). So, the self and other determine 

and limit each other by their actions. It is also limited to the identity markers that are used to 

define them. Both self and the other are dependent on each other as well as the time, place, 

situation and any other external and internal determinants. Iver Neumann and Jennifer Welsh 

also point out the necessity of self and other and the sense of belonging to a society while 

studying international politics and it is also relevant to other disciplines like psychology and 

sociology (Neumann&Welsh, 328). Neumann and Welsh focus on the European identity and 

how the Europian self is created in contrast to the non-European, barbarian other. Hence, 

Baycan also argues the other is the constructed enemy of the self through strict discourses when 

feeling hazard, fear, threat, or insecurity (Baycan, 111). However, it is not the case in the 

Turkish self and other discussions. In this case study of Turkish politics, self and other can 

coexist because it is between the Islamist and the secular self. For example, even the exemplary 

Islamist politician Necmettin Erbakan was also a promoter of secular democracy. The same 
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applies to the secular leftist politician Bülent Ecevit, as he defends the practice of Islam through 

free will and love6. 

Self and the other is a dichotomy used by the Turkish politicians by stresses out some aspects 

of the society as the superior value. Therefore, it divides society into a dominant self and the 

other which is assigned by the self. The other also defines the self by the absence and 

differences of certain values. Self and other define each other. “Others are created as the 

external antagonist against which internal identity is mobilized” (Dalby, 4). Turkey has 

numerous minorities within it such as religious and ethnic minorities. These minorities create 

an internal identity which leads to the construction of a self and an other. Self and the other 

dichotomy gives political leverage to pragmatic politicians who use the identity markers of the 

self to gain or maintain their political power. Neumann and Welsh also argue other is defined 

by something it is not, which is the self (Neumann&Welsh, 331). However, this lack does not 

necessarily make the other an antagonist.  

Therefore, millet legitimizes their political claim. This dichotomy creates a social mobilization7 

within the nation. That is why it requires a level of individual involvement, a sense of 

belonging, superiority and dedication to a certain movement which leads to people to form 

collective groups as the self or the other. Regardless of being a very indefinite and changeable 

categorization, politicians use the self and the other in political propaganda in national identity 

building in Turkey, which is an essential part of political pragmatism. This individual 

involvement allows politicians to address people easily and make them feel integrated with the 

nation through their rhetoric. For example, according to the Kemalists, Islamists are the 

backward and orient other and for the Islamists, the Kemalist seculars are the foreign other. 

Same applies for the leftists and rightists as well. Hence, to exist, the self needs the other and 

the other needs the self. As contrasting as they can be, the self and the other are also 

constructive for each other. Therefore, the self and the other concept is ideal for pragmatic 

politics. 

 
6 See section “Bülent Ecevit and Islam” 
7 New insights in psychology are combined with resource mobilization theory in an attempt to overcome the 

weaknesses of traditional social-psychological approaches to social movements. Expectancy-value theory is 

applied to movement participation and mobilization. It is assumed that the willingness to participate in a social 

movement is a function of the perceived costs and benefits of participation. Collective and selective incentives 

are discussed. Expectations about the behavior of others are introduced as an important expansion of expectancy-

value theory to make this framework applicable to movement participation (Klandermans, 1)  
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The Self and the Other Dichotomy in Turkish National Identity  

As mentioned in earlier parts, a self cannot exist without the other and vice versa. Hence, it is 

important to understand and acknowledge the difference between the self and the other to be 

able to differentiate the dynamic shifts between the two. İlhan Tekeli argues that it is 

meaningless to search for a uniformed national self-identity with no other. Instead, one must 

find a way to establish a constructive other, which means an other that is not a source of 

alienation and conflict. (Tarih Eğitimi, Tekeli, 2). Neither the self nor the other are 

homogenous. They are constantly affected and influenced by each other because they consist 

of different set of values. Therefore, it cannot be argued that the self is purely self and 

homogenous because it has traces of the other within itself. This can be seen through the 

Muslim seculars and Islamists using Western ideologies in Turkish Islamist rhetoric.  

This reciprocal relationship between the self and the other can be best observed through the 

relation between secularists and Islamists in Turkish politics. It gives political agenda and 

representation to both self and the other as well as other different ideologies. Both Islamist and 

secular groups claim to be the dominant national self while declaring the opposition as the 

foreign other. Therefore, to have a politically legitimate and reliable standing, there must be a 

balance between contradicting identity markers and ideologies. A pragmatic approach to 

political issues can provide this balance through its inclusiveness. The self and the other is 

aligned with the interests of the parties, which leads to the pragmatic approach to the political 

issues rather than an ideological one. However, the superior and inferior relation of the two 

concepts can lead an orientalist approach to the issues as well. Through these approaches, one 

can understand and compare how the self and the other are used, portrayed and perceived in 

the Turkish national identity building process.  

Sources on Self and the Other in Identity Building through Sense of Belonging 

The political issues around the seculars and Islamists can be analysed through the self and the 

other dichotomy. Benedict Anderson’s nationalism theory from Imagined Communities is a 

crucial inspiration to understand how political identities are constructed. Anderson’s imagined 

communities nationalism is based on the cultural roots and it is promoted through collectivity. 

It resembles Ziya Gökalp’s hars based Turkish nationalism in how Gökalpians use a sense of 

belonging, as Anderson also explains, to create identity markers rather than a race-based 

nationalism. Campbell’s argument on self and other as determinants of each other also provides 

a good understanding of the relation between the contrasting two. Fredrik Barth states the 
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ethnic differences may lead to the creation of the self and other since they are categories of 

identification (Barth, 10), hence identity markers. However, he also points out this 

identification of different individuals in the same group also leads to the sense of belonging, 

an assumed common understanding and mutual interest8. So, the overall othering by the self 

can also lead to the creation of a unified other. This is possible through some external elements 

that affect the groups such as political allegiance, religious belief and economical status, 

especially in the Turkish context. These scholar debates on self and other are empirical to 

determine the dichotomy and relationship between self and other in Turkish politics and 

nationalism. 

 “People, groups and communities talk about the religion, language and culture like historical 

identities that they feel closer to rather than personal and national documentations when they 

are asked about identities” [My translation] (Tarih Eğitimi, Güvenç, 24). Güvenç’s claim can 

be explained with Anderson’s culturally assigned sense of belonging as a tool for identity 

construction. He explains that these identities are imagined around shared space, national 

consciousness and a sense of belonging9. This phenomenon can be explained as the feeling of 

believing to be part of a greater good, like a nation. Turkish nationalism and patriotism use this 

sense of belonging as a mobilization tool to convince people to fight and die for their countries 

such as the “tombs of Unknown Soldiers” (Anderson, 9). It creates certain inclusiveness with 

no regards to what identity marker group an individual belongs to and/or what ideology they 

support. The equivalent “tombs of Unknown Soldiers” in the Turkish context can be the 

martyrs of the Battle of Gallipoli10. It is an example of how the sense of belonging is used in 

constructing Turkish nationalism and patriotism, similar to the tombs of Unknown Soldiers.  

İlhan Tekeli’s and Bozkurt Güvenç’s definitions of the self and the other through the identity 

issues in history writing will also be used in this research (Tekeli, 1). Tekeli argues the other 

 
8 The identification of another person as a fellow member of an ethnic group implies a sharing of criteria for 

evaluation and judgement. It thus entails the assumption that the two are fundamentally 'playing the same game', 

and this means that there is between them a potential for diversification and expansion of their social relationship 

to cover eventually all different sectors and domains of activity. On the other hand, a dichotomization of others 

as strangers, as members of another ethnic group, implies a recognition of limitations on shared understandings, 

differences in criteria for judgement of value and performance, and a restriction of interaction to sectors of 

assumed common understanding and mutual interest (Barth, 15). 
9 Anderson, Benedict, Imagined Communities 
10 The Battle of Gallipoli , also known as Gallipoli campaign, the Dardanelles campaign, the or the Battle of 

Çanakkale took place in Gallipoli, Çanakkale Turkey during First World War from 17 February 1915 to 9 January 

1916. The battle is fought between Britain, France and Russia against Ottoman Empire. The Empire won the 

battle.  
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and othering are natural-born phenomenons11. He believes that the other and self can and 

should exist together without alienating and conflicting with each other (Tekeli, 2). Güvenç 

focuses more on how the identities are formed. He argues there are two types of identities; 

personal and national. Self and other are the results of the questions “who are you? And what 

do you do?” According to Güvenç, other is an image, not an identity that we assigned to others. 

This contrast is the fastest way to assign the other and also promotes Anderson’s claim that 

identities are constructed by people. Hence, it is beneficial and essential for political 

pragmatism.  

A way of constructing and validating these shared identity markers and space is through the 

use of mass communication and publication like media, influential intellectuals and works of 

literature by politicians. Such as, for an individual to proclaim being a member of Turkish 

nation would mean that he or she speaks Turkish, lives in Turkey, believes in Sunni Islam and 

has a shared history, tradition and culture of Turkey as well as the imagined national 

consciousness, so the national self (Anderson, 197). “For Anderson, nationalism can be 

destructive but may also be based on social and cultural construction and serve to bind people 

together” (Castelló, 60). Political identities are also created in a similar vein however, they are 

dependent more on the political issues and necessities instead of strictly to shared values. In 

other words, political identities are not strictly loyal to their principle of political ideology, 

which is why Turkish politics can often be more accurately analysed through a political 

pragmatism perspective. This phenomenon is created by politicians to gain and/or maintain 

their political power and it is purely pragmatic. They stress certain existing traits of society like 

language, history, heroes, symbols, and ignore some others to create an ‘imaginary nation’12. 

By doing so they also alienate the part of the society. Therefore, it leads to a creation of self 

and other in politics due to favouritism and pragmatism. The relation between the self and the 

other is based on a superior and inferior aspect because of the political favouritism13 which is 

a key aspect of pragmatic politics.  

Islamism and Political Islam 

Even though they are often used interchangeably, Islamism and political Islam are different 

terms. Islamism can be affiliated with Shari’a while political Islam does not necessarily be 

 
11 Tekeli argues self and other are natural-born phenomenons, however self and other are human created 

phenomenons. Nevertheless, existence of a self results into the creation of an other.  
12 Castelló, Enric, “Anderson and the Media. The strength of “imagined communities”” 
13 Yavuz, Hakan Islamic Political Identity in Turkey 
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about Shari’a. “Islamism is about political order, not faith. Nonetheless, Islamism is not mere 

politics but religionized politics” (Bassim, 1). Therefore, as Bassim claims Islamism is used 

interchangeably with political Islam in the Turkish context. So, “Islamism is about political 

order, not faith” (Bassim, 1) in Turkey. However, the general understanding of the concept of 

Islamism can be misleading in the Turkish context because Islamism and Islamic movements 

alone can be often misunderstood as extremism or radical Islam or just against the Republic. 

The difference between the terms should be recognised. Religion is often used as a tool by 

politicians to address to the people and convince them for their benefits. This does not need to 

be anything related to Islam or Shari’a or even any religion. Islam is often used as a validation 

tool in Turkey. Hence, Islamism and political Islam are different. However, one also must pay 

attention to the fact that scholarly known definitions of these terms are not used and accepted 

as defined in Turkey, which makes them puzzling. Which leads to moderate Islam to be 

approached with hesitation as well due to the secular structure of the state and public.14 Even 

though Turkey is a secular republic, Islam has great influence and importance on social norms 

and culture. Therefore, Islam is a great tool for influencing public opinion on political issues 

as well. Even though Turkey is a secular state, there is a separate institution with great 

importance called Directorate of Religious Affairs. It was established 3 March 1924 under 

article 136 of the Constitution as a form of the successor of the Shaykh al-Islām after the 

abolition of the Ottoman Caliphate by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk who initially abolished 

Caliphate. The main responsibility of the Directorate is to carry out religious affairs, which is 

an indispensable element of social life. This institution plays great importance in regulating the 

social order in Turkey15.  

The Ottoman Empire claimed the caliphate from the Mamluks in 1517. Thereafter, the 

Ottomans were the protector of the caliphate and Islam World. The Empire already had Sunni 

Islam as their official religion and the state affairs were practised according to Islam since the 

 
14 The term “radical Islam,” which suggests this meaning, is therefore misleading. The same applies to the use of 

the term “moderate Islam” to identify those Islamists who forgo violence and pursue their goals peacefully. In 

fact, all Islamists have a common commitment to a remaking of the world. Within Islamism, there is a distinction 

between institutional Islamists and jihadists, but the two differ only over the means to be employed, not over the 

goal itself. Even those Islamists identified as “radical” but belittled as “jihadi-takfiri pockets” share this political 

agenda. (The term “takfiri” refers to jihadist groups that engage in accusing other Muslims of kufr [unbelief] and 

branding them as infidels if they do not share Islamist views. These groups are not “pockets” but an integral part 

of the Islamist movement (Bassim, 2). Hence, the terms are approached with precaution in Turkey due to the 

secular structure of the society.  

15 https://www.diyanet.gov.tr/tr-TR/Kurumsal/Detay//1/diyanet-isleri-baskanligi-kurulus-ve-tarihcesi 

https://www.diyanet.gov.tr/tr-TR/Kurumsal/Detay/1/diyanet-isleri-baskanligi-kurulus-ve-tarihcesi
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establishment of the Ottoman tribe in 1299. The Empire created Sheykhulislam (“Sheykh of 

Islam”) position and Ottoman Sultans consulted the Sheykhulislam or the Ulema (Scholars of 

Islam). Sultans relied on these religious authorities for public order and loyalty because of their 

reach in halk and their reputation. However, by creating a position of Sheykhulislam, Ottoman 

Empire also created a duality in sovereignty. Hakan Yavuz points out that some historians 

hesitate to call the Ottoman Empire as an Islamic state due to this duality of kanun16 and Shari’a 

(Yavuz, 41). Moreover, Islam was not named as a modern, holistic idea until the collapsing 

process of the empire (Kara and Öz,  20-24). Until Yusuf Akçura came up with Üç Tarz-ı 

Siyaset (Three Policies)  in 1904 to define three ways of nationalism by, Ottomanism, Islamism 

and Turkism, Islam was not used in nationalist discourse. Later on, Ziya Gökalp continued this 

type of nationalist discourse in Türkçülüğün Esasları (Principle of Turkism) in 1923. 

Therefore, Islamic discourse started to have a significant role in nationalist debates. Hence, 

Islamic intellectuals and political Islam became important in Turkish nationalism again.  

Ulema served in finding a balance between the duality of law in the Ottoman Empire. They 

acted as a bridge between the state and society. “As the guardians of the “high Islamic 

tradition,” they both legitimized the status of the sultan and his state and ensured that Islamic 

injunctions of justice and obligation toward the sultan’s subjects were upheld” (Yavuz, 40). 

Hence the Ulema served to the benefit of both the ruled and the ruler. The duality allowed 

political pragmatism to have opportunity spaces. However, there was a need to find a balance 

between Islamic law and Sultan’s law. Inevitably, the starting point for religion to be used as a 

tool in Turkish politics, in other words, Turkish political Islam is created. This tradition 

continued in the Republic of Turkey through the intellectuals. For example, intellectuals of the 

Kemalist period served a similar purpose like these religious scholars; to build a bridge between 

the state and society as a means to have the support of the society. A prominent Islamist 

politician Necmettin Erbakan played the same role. He is called “hoca” which is a title for a 

Sufi teacher even though he does not have any religious training. He took a role as an Islamist 

teacher as well as an Islamist politician. Therefore, he aimed to be a bridge between the state 

and society by using religion as a tool.  

Religion was used in constructing communities in the Ottoman Empire. The Ottoman Empire 

used something called a “millet” system. With the millet system, the state developed a 

quasilegal framework for controlling different religious communities by recognizing a large 

 
16 Sovereign’s laws which regulates the Ottoman social life together with Islamic legal injunctions (Yavuz, 41) 
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degree of autonomy in their intercommunal affairs. Each religious group, known as a millet, 

was organized as a corporate communal legal entity under its religious leadership. This system 

helped to institutionalize a “tolerable” minority status for different religious groups. However, 

it also placed rigid restrictions on individual freedoms within each millet. This system not only 

allowed the state to control communities through religious institutions but also allowed 

religious hierarchies to control internal dissent and combat heterodoxy” (Yavuz, 40).  

The word millet used interchangeably with the word halk and both initially mean a group of 

people who live in the same territory and share the same language, history, tradition, ethnicity 

and ideals. However, millet is unifying term for the religiously similar people and halk are 

unifying term for ethnically similar people. The millet system allowed the Ottoman Empire to 

construct religious nationalism, therefore the political Islam. The system gave agenda for 

different religious groups that coexisted under one millet and it allowed different communities 

to tolerate each other. Overall, it proves the pragmatic use of religion in political phraseology. 

Religion is used as an identity constructive ideology to form a millet from a halk through 

political Islam. According to İlker Aytürk, “Turkish nationalism is constructed as a unifying 

and enfolder civic nationalism” (Aytürk 2015, 36). However, this uniformity is established 

based on an ideology or identity marker, therefore also othering.  

The Ottoman Millet was created to find the balance between and among the minorities and the 

state by using religion and also to keep the minorities under control. However, the system also 

stressed out the differences between the existing communities within halk. Millet System based 

nationalism led to the minority rebellions for freedom and/or privileges, especially during the 

19th and early 20th century.17 Instead of unifying the nation, this system emphasised the 

differences between the various millet and state which served to the inevitable collapse of the 

Empire. Millet is used in Kemalist secular argument as well. It is used as a unifying and 

inclusive component to control and find the balance between and among the ethnic minorities 

instead of stressing out the differences. Kemalist seculars addressed all of them as Turkish 

Nation (Türk milleti). 

 
17 Minority Rebellions in Ottoman Empire Stagnation Period 

Serbian Revolution  1804 – 1835 

Greek War of Independence 1821 – 1832 

Bulgarian Rebellion 1885 – 1908  

Albanian Independence Process 1877 – 1913  

Bosnian Rebellion 1831 – 1833  

(Öz, 672-673) 
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Secularism 

Secularism is defined as the separation of religion and state affairs18. Secularism is identified 

with leftism and Kemalism in Turkish political context. As it is stated in its constitution, the 

Republic of Turkey is a secular state and the state does not have or promote any religion, 

including Islam19 (Tayhani, 519). Even though Turkey is a secular state, there is a separate 

institution with great importance called Directorate of Religious Affairs as introduced in 

“Islamism and Political Islam”. Although the scholarly definition of secularism is very clear, 

it is puzzling just like the Islamism and political Islam in Turkey. Islam is very interlinked with 

social life and in governance even though Turkey officially does not have or promote any 

religion. It is due to religions value as a pragmatic tool in politics. However, there must be an 

unofficial limitation of the use of religion in politics in order not to appear against the Republic 

and secularism which may create a serious public concern.  

Secularism is declared per of how Turkey is planned to be governed by the Kemalists. For 

example, civil law is adapted from Switzerland in 1926 and practised instead of Shari’a law. It 

is followed by the adaptation of law of mortgage from Switzerland, commercial law from 

Germany and criminal law from Italy20 in 1928. However, secularism is often associated with 

the Kemalist Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi), which is the first and 

founding political party of the Republic of Turkey under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal 

Atatürk and his friends. The terms are also associated with atheism. Ataürk and Kemalists are 

characterised as atheists (Şahinler, 235). However, is terminologically and ideologically not 

correct21. Professor Gotthard Jâschke argues the reason why the second item of the 1924 

constitution “Religion of the state is Islam” is to avoid the association of laicism as atheism 

(Kodomanoğlu, 645-646). This item is an example of pragmatic use of the religion in 

addressing political issues by the secular Kemalists. Secularism only means the separation of 

religion and state affairs. Hence, it can be thought of as the opposite of political Islam. 

However, due to the sensitive nature of the religion and the social norms, Islamism and 

secularism cannot be argued as complete opposites in Turkey.  

 
18 National Secular Society, Exploring Secularism: A Guide for Teachers 
19 Turkish Constitution of 1982, item 2 
20 https://medeni-kanununun-kabul-edilmesi.nedir.org/ 
21 Tayhani, İhsan . “Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nin Temeli: Laiklik”. Atatürk Yolu Dergisi 

https://medeni-kanununun-kabul-edilmesi.nedir.org/
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Westernization and Progress 

The Kemalists accept Westernization as the only way for progress to be a modern civilization. 

They believe that it is necessary to have the appearance, mindset and qualities of a Western 

state in every aspect of society and governance. Kemalists favoured Western ideologies, 

positive sciences and art, over dogma and tradition. Most of the Kemalist reforms are made to 

govern and make Turkey appear like Western states. They believed traces of the Ottoman 

Empire must be completely eradicated to reach the level of modern civilizations. Therefore, 

they used their military influence and authoritarianism to reform Turkey. That is why the 

Kemalist approach can be analysed as a form of an Orientalist perspective in Turkish concept. 

Kemalists believed the Ottoman Empire is the orient, and the West is the occident. Turkey is 

somewhere in between and must proceed to become the occident. Therefore, according to 

Kemalists religion, dogma and tradition are backward hence a hindrance to modernization. 

Westernization is the way of progress and development. However, Islamists argue against the 

Westernization and secular progress to be the only way to reach the level of modern civilization 

by claiming Islam is the original modern. They argue state derived from the concept that God, 

hence the state and the Muslim community is morally superior to all other societies 

(Neumann&Welsh, 339). Erbakan’s use of hak22 as a key for reaching felicity and just order is 

an example of the Islamist way of modernization and progress.  

Orientalism – Orient – Occident  

Orientalism in the general sense is the analysis of the Eastern societies, cultures and languages 

from a Western perspective23. It contains a certain amount of superior and inferior relation 

while analysing the communities. Edward Said made “European Orientalists to task for 

creating an Oriental Other, and tried to show how 'European culture gained in strength and 

identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of surrogate and even underground self” 

(Neumann&Welsh, 332). According to Said’s argument, Turkey can be argued as a backward 

orient country compared to the Western states by the Western states. However, according to 

Kemalist seculars, the Ottoman Empire and the Muslim world is the backward orient. Kemalist 

seculars accept the West as the occident as well but aim to reform Turkey to reach to the 

 
22 Hak as the rights given to people by law. The word hak (Arabic: haqq) also stands for truth and it is one of the 

names of Allah* in the Qur’an. Erbakan uses both meanings of the word in his discourse.  

* God has two most common translations in Turkish, one is Allah, which is Arabic and widely used in Islamist 

discourse and daily life in Turkey. The other is Tanrı which originates from the word Tengri which refers to sky 

and god. It is used by the Turks before Islam for God. Hence, the Turks who converted to Islam do not use the 

word Tanrı, also because Tanrı is not mentioned in Qur’an while Allah is. (Tanyu, 9) 
23 Said, Edward, Orientalism, 2003 
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civilization level of the occident West. Which means, they do not accept Turkey as orient. 

According to Kemalists, the oriental East and the Ottoman Empire were the orients. Turkey is 

somewhere between the occident and the orient.  

Islamists argue against this Kemalist understanding of the West because they accept the West 

as foreign and harmful. They claim that the Kemalists accepting the Western ideologies and 

forcing Turkey into reform according to these vaguely understood ideologies are harmful24. 

The orientalist discourse in nationalism leads to a self and other conflict within the nation. 

However, this approach is insufficient to categorise Turkey’s position as orient or occident 

because the Kemalist secular argument accepts the West as the occident but does not accept 

Turkey as orient.  

“Identities are very much constructed as a result of dynamic interactions between agents of the 

state and society” (Yavuz, 38). Therefore, it is not only the backwards, orient, other that shapes 

the Anatolian society but also the secular Kemalist occident. One must understand the relation 

between the self and the other, to study the nation and state-building in Turkey, whether it is a 

Kemalist authoritarian government, for example, the leftist parties like CHP and DSP or a 

progressive Islamist government parties like SP, Virtue Party (Fazilet Partisi, FP), Welfare 

Party (Refah Partisi, RP). How these two different groups practice their political power is 

related to their own imagined communities. So, it can be argued that the fundamentals to 

construct a Kemalist or political Islamist identity in Turkey is a very similar process. Both need 

a self and an other to create their argument on and address the greater audience to influence 

them to imagine a dominant, superior Turkish community to support them. The identity-

building ideologies are not hard-edged but pragmatic for both Islamists and secular Kemalist.  

Thus, it can be argued that secular Kemalist, like the Islamist movements in Turkey, waited for 

the opportunity space to seize power. Kemalists opportunity space was the foreign attack, lack 

of central government and Sultan’s authority. Atatürk used this opportunity space to promote 

his cause. Islamist opportunity space was created as a result of the wrong policies and 

oppression of secular Kemalist rule.  

“The capital of sultanate and centre of the caliphate is under a suffocating invasion even 

until the palaces of the sultan, foreign monopoly and oppression are established in quick 

of state and the central government, as it is never seen in the history before, endued 

 
24 Kayalı, Kurtuluş: “Türk Düşüncesi çeviri kokuyor” Anlayış, 2006 
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these attempts to destroy all our rights and always remained in a weak and incapable 

position. So, this situation led our nation to a striking awakening” (M.K. Atatürk) [My 

translation].  

4 September 1919 “Opening of Sivas Congress”, ASD, c.I, s.8. 

The Kemalists mostly consisted of military officers and the Ottoman elites. It was logical for 

such a group of people with already existing power at the time of invasion to come forward 

and claim the lacking authority. They were able to convince people that they will save the 

sultanate and the caliphate. However, after winning the war, they established a democratic, 

secular nation-state. They have continued to carry out strict reforms in the path of secularism 

and modernization towards becoming like the West, which was once the enemy. 

Nationalism and Nation-State  

In the Turkish context, nationalism can be discussed through the self and other discourse. The 

dominant identity markers define what the nation, in other words, dominant national self, as 

well as defining the other because the otherness is lack of the dominant identity markers. 

Therefore, Benedict Anderson’s nation building theories are important to understand the 

identity dynamics in Turkish nationalism. According to Anderson nations are socially 

constructed. In Turkey, politicians use various identity markers such as religion to construct an 

imagined self. The imagined self becomes dominant, even if it is a minority among the halk. 

The nation is constructed through a sense of belonging to a dominant self. For example, being 

Turkish is believing in Sunni Islam and sharing a collective history, tradition and culture of 

Turkey. This understanding is more important and uniting than the kinship and race in Turkish 

nationalism. It transcends the physical boundaries of being a member of a nation and becomes 

something more valuable, in a sense, it becomes almost a sacred duty to be a member of the 

nation. This leads to the nationalism achieved through patriotism. For example, Atatürk says: 

“How happy is the one who says I am Turkish” (Ne mutlu Türküm diyene)25. Atatürk stresses 

the importance of the sense of belonging to the Turkish national self. However, due to the 

changing social dynamics of the self and the other relation, as well as the changes within the 

identity markers that define what a nation is, nationalism is an indefinite concept.  

 
25 Atatürk’s speech on 29 October 1933 for the 10th Anniversary of the Republic of Turkey. 
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Will Kymlicka claims that nationalism is a movement that is due to the risen importance of the 

ethnocultural values of the communities. Hence, nations and national identities are also shaped 

as a result of the nationalist movements He claims that “nationalism is built upon the nationalist 

movements in the West demanding rights and freedom. Nationalism is important to obtain 

culture and identity” (Kymlicka, 56). French Revolution is an example of the nationalist 

movement in the West. It is generally accepted as a starting point for nation-states to be 

established due to inspiring human rights, equality and individual and independent nations. The 

Revolution overthrew the monarchy and established a republic. (Yılmaz, 195-198). The 

revolution has changed the fate of many Empires all over the world including the Ottoman 

Empire. Prabhakaran Paleri defines a nation-state as “a sovereign state of which most of its 

subjects are united also by factors which defined a nation such as language or common 

descent.” (Paleri, 88) Kymlicka also argues language is a defining element of a community to 

be an independent nation.  Nations often consist of the same ethnic group that speaks the same 

language and have common values, therefore they started to establish their states. However, 

Turkey is a nation-state that emerged from the Ottoman Empire which was a multiethnic 

empire. It does not mean that the Ottoman Empire and the Republic of Turkey have a 

completely different national identity. Turkish identity was part of the Ottoman identity as the 

majority. Hence, the Turkish and Ottoman identities are interlinked even though they can be 

argued as the self and the other of the Republic of Turkey. Similar to the other concepts, the 

nation-state is also a dynamic entity which is dependent on other concepts like nationalism as 

well as liberalism and imperialism.   
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Kemalist Reforms  

Modernization through Secular Kemalism and its Reforms 

Turkey is a Muslim but a secular, democratic republic with Western laws instead of Shari’a 

law. Turkish civil law is translated and adjusted to Turkey from the Swiss law and Turkish 

criminal law is inspired by Italian law. However, the Constitution of 1924 contained an item 

stating the religion of the state is Islam. In 1928 amendment this item was removed from the 

Constitution. The authoritarian Kemalist rule enforced the secular state by relying on their 

military power in early republic years. However, it does not mean that religious practices were 

completely banned. Sunni Islam is an inseparable part of the Turkish identity. It was practised 

among the nation within the limitations set by the authoritarian Kemalist social order. Secular 

but also Muslim nationalism is another identity marker used in constructing identities in Turkey 

especially in the 1920s and 1930s.  

According to secular Kemalist understanding, religion and religious traditions were obstacles 

on their path of modernizing the country. Therefore, they restricted the Islamists in Turkey and 

they did not allow them to freely practice their beliefs or form political parties due to Kemalist 

concerns of the revival of the political Islam of the Ottoman Empire.  

Hakan Yavuz defines Kemalism as:  

“Despite this state-led secularization policy, Islam has continued to offer a set of rules for 

regulating and constituting everyday life. Given the ongoing struggle between a militantly 

antireligious state elite and ideology and the majority of society, for many Turkish Muslims, 

Islam continues to serve as a repertoire and a site of counterstatist discourse and an 

organizational framework for social mobilization to deal with the stresses of development. 

(Yavuz, 31) 

One of the first reforms was the abolishment of the caliphate on 3 March 1924. It is followed 

by numerous secular reforms to de-Islamize the state and society. Therefore, traces of Islam 

must be distanced from modern Turkey. 

Most of the arguments against the Kemalist reforms touches on the fact that the reforms were 

carried out rapidly and forcefully without completely understanding or adjusting the Western 

ideologies into the Turkish context. For example, Necmettin Erbakan argues that a certain 

group of people in Turkey are supporting the customs union with the West without 
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understanding the risks of it and they support the union just for the sake of forming the best 

possible relations with the West since the Ottoman Tanzimat (Erbakan 1975, 242). He blames 

the racist capitalist order in the world to hold the power exclusively for a group of people by 

claiming “Capitalism under administration and control of the racist, monopolist focal points 

causes monopolism and lead to a group of people to hold the resources of the world” [My 

translation] (Erbakan, 2019, 24), which he means the West sympathizers, including Ecevit. 

Furthermore, he claims these group of people are the Zionist26 and the Imperial states, in other 

words, the West, the foreign other.  

Kemalist reforms must be taken into consideration to study the Kemalists’ perspective of the 

West and their adaptation of the Western ideologies. These reforms also show how the Islamist 

movement is developed and mobilized in Turkey. If the secular Kemalism and its reforms are 

considered as the national self, the Islamist movement and the reactions to these reforms are 

the other. Some of the Kemalist reforms can be summarised as the following.  

Education and Language  

Kemalists used the intellectuals to promote nationalist literacy campaigns all around the 

Anatolia. They opened public houses (Halkevleri) for people to learn art, literature, sports and 

social sciences, instead of the traditional religious schools. They closed the Quran schools or 

allowed only a certain age group to attend these schools (Dayı, 193). Overall, Kemalist seculars 

did reforms to regulate and modernize the education system27. Ministry of National Education 

is established in 1920 in light of these reforms as well.  

The language reform also served to simplify the language for more people to be able to learn 

how to read and write. It also aimed to have less language barrier with the Western nations 

using the Latin alphabet. The new Turkish language and alphabet were aimed to be simple and 

purified from the influence of other languages, especially Arabic, the language of Islam. One 

of the Kemalist claims was to fix the problem of “teaching religion in Turkish to Turkish people 

 
26 Zionism appeared as a solution for the Jewish Issue at the end of 19th century. It claimed the Jews are not a 

religious jamia but a nation. Therefore, they have right to form nation-state. Zionism is an ideology created by the 

Jewish intellectuals and decision makers to establish a nation-stae at promised lands [My translation] (Aytürk 

2015, 39). Hence, the Zionism ideology promotes Judaism, a religious belief, as an identity maker to Jews (halk) 

to construct a millet and establish a nation-state. As a result, Zionists are Jewish halk given the Jewish millet 

identity. In that sense, Turkish millet system in nationalism is similar to Zionism.   
27 Law on Unity of Education (Tevhid-i Tedrisad Kanunu) 3 March 1924 
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who had been practising Islam without understanding it for centuries” (Radu, 125). The first 

translation of Qur’an is also made by Atatürk’s order during this period.  

Atatürk himself has taken the title of headteacher (başöğretmen) and campaigned on teaching 

the new and simplified Turkish with Latin alphabet. Kemalist seculars used education and 

intellectuals in campaigning nationalism propaganda too. Many prominent writers of the early 

Republic times also served in the Kemalist secular modernization movement. For example, 

Halide Edip Adıvar who is an influential female writer gave several propaganda speeches28 to 

rally people in the Kemalist cause of independence and Turkish nationalism and patriotism 

against the Western invaders and the Ottoman Empire. As a female intellectual Halide Edip is 

a great example of how Kemalist seculars mobilised their modernization through 

Westernisation mission.  

Clothing 

Kemalist seculars made reforms to change the backward appearance of the Anatolia other into 

a more Westernised modern Turkish self look. The Ottoman dressing was based on the 

structure of society. People dressed accordingly to their gender, profession, religious group and 

social rank. Turbans, fezes and cloaks were some of the examples of the categorizing clothing 

Ottomans used to wear. Hence, it created a certain inequality among society as well. The 

Kemalist clothing reform dismissed the unjust categorisation and labelling of the people 

according to their clothing. Kemalist seculars passed the Hat Law on 25 November 1925 and 

introduced the western hat to be worn instead of the oriental fezzes and turbans. They promoted 

the hat as a sign of modernity and equality since anyone can wear it despite their profession or 

social standing.  

A bill regarding the wearing clothing with religious affiliations like veil and turban passed in 

1934. Clothing with religious affiliations, such as the turban, chador and veil to be worn outside 

the places of worship especially in public institutions was banned. However, the Kemalist 

intention of solving the inequality problem due to the clothing also led to problems of equality. 

This ban affected daily life and created an other within Turkish society, especially among 

women. Many women suffered discrimination at public institutions and schools for wearing a 

headscarf because it was a symbol of religion. They were forced to remove the headscarf and 

 
28 Halide Edip Adıvar Sultanahmet Speeches 

https://orgun.ankara.edu.tr/mod/resource/view.php?id=72816  

https://orgun.ankara.edu.tr/mod/resource/view.php?id=72816
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many of the women covered their hair with wigs. For example, Merve Kavakçı, a female 

Turkish politician wearing a headscarf was forced to leave the swear-in ceremony in Parliament 

on May 2 1999. She was called out by Bülent Ecevit, who was the leader of the leftist Kemalist 

party (Democratic Left Party, Demokratik Sol Parti, DSP) due to her headscarf.29 This is an 

example of forced othering of part of the nation by imposed Westernization by the secular 

Kemalists. However, some scholars like Nilüfer Göle, argued the opposite, that women do not 

need to wear westernized clothing to be free and modern (Aytürk 2015, 36).  

Other Kemalist Reforms 

Kemalist Seculars passed many bills and did countless reforms to modernize Turkey to reach 

to the civilization levels of the Western states. These reforms covered many fields of 

governance as well as culture and social life. Atatürk aimed to get “national culture to surpass 

the level of contemporary civilization”[My translation](Özerdim, 89)30. Şükrü Hanioğlu 

summarises some of the other Kemalist reforms to westernize Turkey as following “Many of 

these changes entailed abolishing with Islam and replacing them with equivalents associated 

with Christianity. The adoption of the Georgian calendar in 1925 including the concepts “BC” 

and “AD,” replacement of the fez with the European hat in 1926, the switch from the Arabo-

Persian Ottoman script to a modified Latin alphabet in 1928, acceptance of Sunday as the 

weekly holiday instead of Friday in 1935 – all these further sidelined Islam in Turkish society 

and strengthened a secular way of life” (Hanioğlu, 159).  

Justification of the Kemalist reforms is explained by Hakan Yavuz as “They [Kemalist] 

presented the establishment of the Republican regime as the inevitable “emergence of modern 

Turkey” and depicted its founding Kemalist ideology as the fulfilment of destiny for the 

modernizing forces”. (Yavuz, 17) Yavuz’s explanation shows that the Kemalist seculars 

believed that they are the dominant national self and they have the responsibility to modernize 

the nation which almost resembles the justification of the colonialism by the colonizers.  

  

 
29 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gvT2QMpjQeQ 
30 “Millî kültürümüzü muasır medeniyet seviyesinin üstüne çıkaracağız” (Sayılı, 5) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gvT2QMpjQeQ
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Secularist Restrictions, Intellectuals and Representation  

One of the first things Kemalists did was to ban or restrict some religious figures like ulema 

after establishing the Republic to strengthen their secular rule and modernization process.  

However, the Kemalist state referred to the religion in its discourses as well. The conflict 

between Islamic identities and the other appeared in the discussions on; individualization of 

the religion vs religion in the public sphere. As a result, organized religious groups 

marginalized until 1945s. In other words, the exclusion of religious practices was used to 

differentiate the structure to a fixed identity by power. The Islamic identities responded to this 

process with two different reactions. First, and the most common one, is the inward-oriented 

position. This position is a passive one, including conservation of Islamic practices at home, at 

the domestic level (Subaşı, 218-222; Yavuz, 72-84).  

So, they tried to avoid dualities that can be caused by the ulema or any other religious authority 

in their modernization process. Kemalists tried not to leave any opportunity spaces for the 

Islamist movements to thrive. To do that they formed an authoritarian state and used the 

military power to support their secularizing revolution. For example, the government of İsmet 

İnönü introduced a draconian legal system that closed all Sufi orders after a major rural 

religious revolt by the Nakşibendi Sufi order. (Yavuz, 53).  

Instead of using ulema or a similar group to build bridges between the nation and the state, 

Kemalists relied on the authoritarian state system and military power to oppress these revolts. 

They used intellectuals instead of the ulema like how Ottomans used them to address society. 

Examples of this othering can be observed in literary works of the intellectuals of that time 

who were assigned by the Kemalists to influence people, like above mentioned female writer, 

Halide Edip Adıvar. It was not only limited to the writers such as Halide Edip Adıvar but also 

to any teacher was called upon the sacred duty of educating halk and promoting Kemalist 

secularism (Reşit Galip Bey, Cumhuriyet).  

Nazım Hikmet’s Kuvayi Milliye Destanı shows the discord between the Ottoman elites and the 

backward oriental Anatolian Other.31 Hikmet stresses the difference between the real national 

 
31 Many ladies, gentlemen, pashas in Istanbul  

They gave up on hope on Turkish people. 

Ladies gentlemen, pashas in Istanbul 

Tulle curtains, neckties, shoulder straps, bottles,  

Dainty tongues and cotton-like hands 
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self, the people of Anatolia, who fights against the foreign enemies from the West while the 

Ottoman Elites depicted as living in luxury in Istanbul. What he is depicting here is a typical 

representation of the War of Independence, which can be found in several other literary works 

from the period. The depiction of the Ottoman Elite in the literature of the time is similar to the 

West, the use of westernized appearance through clothing like neckties and titles like ladies 

(hanımlar), gentlemen (beyler). He describes Istanbul as if it is not part of Turkey because of 

the Ottoman elite residing there and by talking about Turkish people separately. Hikmet’s work 

is a clear example of the Kemalist mission to shift the dominant national self from the Ottoman 

elites to themselves and Anatolia. Because they understood the importance of gaining the 

support of the Anatolians is important to win the War so, they put the Anatolians as the true 

national self not the backward other.  

However, after the War of Independence, the Kemalists started a rapid modernization period. 

They made reforms for Turkey and Turkish people to appear  Westernized.  Inevitably, it led 

to the resemblance between the Ottoman Elites and reformist Kemalist elites. Kemalist seculars 

became unable to understand the needs of the Anatolians. Due to the rapid modernization 

through westernization, Kemalists remained too “elite” for the Anatolian “villagers” (köylü). 

This created another form of alienation. The Kemalist constructed national self became the 

other by turning into a form of a foreign and elite other for the Anatolians. This led to Anatolian 

people to become the backward other and therefore a hindrance to Kemalist plans for the 

development of Turkey.  

Kemalist failure to address the Anatolian people after the War of Independence led to the 

necessity of a new approach to nationalism. Furthermore, Aytürk claims Kemalist governments 

othered and silenced anyone who disagreed with their mindset during their approximately 40 

years of governing (Aytürk 2015, 43). Therefore opportunity spaces were created. The 

mentioned approach was required to be more inclusive and more tolerant than the strictly 

secular and authoritarian Kemalism in order to be successful and widely accepted by the public. 

That is why religion once again became the best available tool to be used to unite the nation. 

Religion was used by the Islamist politicians to address the dissatisfied and discriminated 

 
And helpless telegraph wires   

To handover Anatolia to America [My translation] 
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members of the Turkish nation32, the backward other. It was also already appealing for the 

Anatolian people due to the fact that religion is an inseparable part of Turkish national identity. 

As a result of the Kemalist failure, and opportunity spaces, the Islamists movements managed 

to gain credibility within halk. Hence, they have gained the upper hand to construct the new 

millet by using religious inclusivity.  

Bülent Ecevit 

Mustafa Bülent Ecevit was a Turkish politician, intellectual and poet who served as the Prime 

Minister of Turkey four times between 1974 and 2002. He is one of the most prominent leftist, 

Kemalist secular representatives. He served as prime minister of Turkey in 1974, 1977, 1978–

79, and 1999–2002. He was the leader of the Republican People's Party (CHP) between 1972 

and 1980, and in 1989 he became the leader of the Democratic Left Party (DSP). During his 

political career, he was often targeted by his peers to be too sensitive and romantic because of 

being a poet. In one of his speeches in Parliament, Erbakan criticized Ecevit’s failure in 

economics and lack of imagination despite being a poet. He claimed he imagined a strong 

economy and managed to achieve it by building numerous factories while Ecevit could not 

even imagine of doing 33. As it can be seen from this example, two politicians criticize each 

other through their approach to the economy rather than their political ideology whether it be 

Islamist or secular. Hence, it shows the use and importance of political pragmatism in Turkish 

politics34 (Ecevit, 2008, 11, 12, 13).  

Ecevit received most of his education abroad or in exceptional schools like Robert College, 

which are known for quality westernized education programs. He worked as a translator at the 

General Directorate for Press and Publication. Then, he moved to London to work for Turkey's 

press attaché in 1946. He started studying Bengali, Sanskrit and Art History at the School of 

Oriental and African Studies in London but did not graduate. He went to the United States and 

worked at Winston-Salem Journal and Sentinel newspapers in North Carolina in mid-1950s. 

Majority of his education and working life until his first election as a Member of the Parliament 

was in the Western states. Therefore, like Erbakan, he has received a westernized education, 

just like the Kemalist secular’ aim for Turkey’s education (Ecevit, 2008, 11, 12, 13). 

 
32 Conservative Muslims and Kurds are two of the biggest groups who were the discriminated and exploited by 

the Kemalist elites [My translation] (Aytürk 2015, 44) 
33 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FAGaYYNNuGQ&ab_channel=MilliG%C3%B6r%C3%BC%C5%9F  
34 Sarı, Eren Karaoğlan: Ecevit çalışkanlığı, hitabet gücü ve parti içinde demokratik sol duruşuyla giderek sivrildi. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FAGaYYNNuGQ&ab_channel=MilliG%C3%B6r%C3%BC%C5%9F
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Ecevit was first elected as Representative of Ankara from CHP in 1961. He served as Ministry 

of Labour between 1961 and 1965. Then, he replaced İsmet İnönü as leader of CHP in 1972. 

CHP won 33.3% of votes in the 1973 election under Ecevit’s leadership. In 1974, he formed a 

coalition government with Erbakan’s party and became the Prime Minister. However, this 

coalition did not last very long. Despite short-lived, the military operation in Cyprus was 

carried out by this government.  Ecevit increased his party’s votes to 41.4% in 1977, which 

was the highest ratio a leftist party achieved in Turkey. Even though CHP is a leftist party 

following the secular Kemalist tradition, Ecevit changed the party’s direction by forming a 

coalition government with Erbakan’s rightist party, MSP. Therefore, it can be argued that 

Ecevit, like Erbakan, is a pragmatic politician rather than a strictly ideological one. He 

understood the economic inequality is the most important issue to address. During his service 

as the Minister of Labour, he worked on amending the acceptance of the right to strike and 

collective agreement. Despite his overall success, Ecevit was unable to form a strong 

government after the 1977 elections. He was able to bring down Süleyman Demirel’s 

government in 1978 and became Prime Minister once again. However, after the defeat of the 

1979 elections, he resigned as the Prime Minister35.  

Ecevit, Erbakan and several other politicians were arrested and suspended from politics after 

the 1980 coup. Some of these politicians, including Ecevit and Erbakan returned to politics 

after a referendum in 1987 lifted their ban from politics. Ecevit became the chairman of DSP 

but he failed to enter the parliament in the 1987 elections. He served as a deputy prime minister 

of Mesut Yılmaz between 1997 and 1999. He played an active role in the apprehending of 

Abdullah Öcalan, leader of PKK (Gunter, 849) which increased his popularity and influence 

along with being the “Conqueror of Cyprus”36.  

Bülent Ecevit and Islam  

Ecevit defended that religion in Turkey should be lived positively, openly and through love. 

He promoted tolerance and love in religion is necessary for the healthy practice of Islam. He 

claimed Islam is a modern and enlightened religion. Ecevit believed halk should be open to 

innovation and have a tolerated approach to religion. So, he promoted the concept of a halk 

with a free religious belief rather than a millet like Erbakan. For Ecevit, free will and love are 

 
35 Bila, Fikret. Phoenix: Ecevit'in yeniden doğuşu Konumuz Türkiye. Doğan, 2001 
36 A nickname given by people after the successful military invasion in Cyprus.  
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the key elements of believing in a religion, not fear or a political ideology. Ecevit argued a 

religion forced on halk with fear can only lead to bigoty and exploitation of religion.  

According to Ecevit, dogma and traditional conservative Islam is not correct, and it creates 

inequality and exploitation of religion. He argued some people abuse religion and create class 

differences in halk. Even though he did not name who they are, one could argue Ecevit is 

criticizing his rightist peers, namely Erbakan and Demirel. Ecevit believed love for one God is 

a uniting force rather than a separatist one, even though he was not an Islamist politician. He 

also did not argue against the schools of Islamic thoughts, tariqa but he was against the 

exploitation of the halk through the tariqa. This exploitation was one of the main reasons why 

Atatürk decided to ban the sects in 192537 because they were spreading dogma which was 

dangerous for the new secular republic (Apaydın, 151). However, the same Ecevit who 

promoted tolerance did not tolerate religious figures in state institutions, especially the 

headscarf because the religious figures are seen as a threat to secularism by the Kemalists. The 

famous incident of Ecevit’s dismissing of Merve Kavakçı, a female member of the parliament 

because of wearing a headscarf38 is an example of Ecevit’s contradicting discourse and action 

on the topic of religion. Nevertheless, Ecevit tried to be more inclusive while addressing halk, 

like Erbakan, he used religion as an identity-building tool while constructing a national identity. 

He used religion as a uniting force by promoting tolerance and love, as well as an othering 

force as it can be seen with the example of Merve Kavakçı case.  

  

 
37 On 30 November 1925, a bill banned khanqah, zawiya and turbe. The titles such as; turbe keeper, sheikhdom, 

dervish, discipleship, dede*, seyyid, çelebi** etc. are removed.  

* the traditional leader of the Alevi community (Dressler, 269) 

** Çelebi is the title given to the Mevlevi leaders. Among Anatolian people Çelebi also means gentleman, well-

mannered and courteous. (“Mevlana Celaleddin Rumi – About”. https://mevlana.net/celebi.html). 

https://www.atam.gov.tr/duyurular/tekke-zaviye-ve-turbelerin-

kapatilmasi#:~:text=T%C3%BCrkiye%20Cumhuriyeti%20art%C4%B1k%2C%20%C5%9Feyhler%2C%20der

vi%C5%9Fler,%C3%A7elebilik%20vb.%20birtak%C4%B1m%20unvanlar%20kald%C4%B1r%C4%B1ld%C4

%B1.  
38 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gvT2QMpjQeQ&t=26s&ab_channel=Yeni%C5%9Eafak  

https://mevlana.net/celebi.html
https://www.atam.gov.tr/duyurular/tekke-zaviye-ve-turbelerin-kapatilmasi#:~:text=T%C3%BCrkiye%20Cumhuriyeti%20art%C4%B1k%2C%20%C5%9Feyhler%2C%20dervi%C5%9Fler,%C3%A7elebilik%20vb.%20birtak%C4%B1m%20unvanlar%20kald%C4%B1r%C4%B1ld%C4%B1
https://www.atam.gov.tr/duyurular/tekke-zaviye-ve-turbelerin-kapatilmasi#:~:text=T%C3%BCrkiye%20Cumhuriyeti%20art%C4%B1k%2C%20%C5%9Feyhler%2C%20dervi%C5%9Fler,%C3%A7elebilik%20vb.%20birtak%C4%B1m%20unvanlar%20kald%C4%B1r%C4%B1ld%C4%B1
https://www.atam.gov.tr/duyurular/tekke-zaviye-ve-turbelerin-kapatilmasi#:~:text=T%C3%BCrkiye%20Cumhuriyeti%20art%C4%B1k%2C%20%C5%9Feyhler%2C%20dervi%C5%9Fler,%C3%A7elebilik%20vb.%20birtak%C4%B1m%20unvanlar%20kald%C4%B1r%C4%B1ld%C4%B1
https://www.atam.gov.tr/duyurular/tekke-zaviye-ve-turbelerin-kapatilmasi#:~:text=T%C3%BCrkiye%20Cumhuriyeti%20art%C4%B1k%2C%20%C5%9Feyhler%2C%20dervi%C5%9Fler,%C3%A7elebilik%20vb.%20birtak%C4%B1m%20unvanlar%20kald%C4%B1r%C4%B1ld%C4%B1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gvT2QMpjQeQ&t=26s&ab_channel=Yeni%C5%9Eafak
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Islamic Intellectuals and the Islamist Movement 

Like the Kemalist seculars, Islamists use intellectuals to influence people and construct a 

dominant national self that is supporting them. Hakan Yavuz explains the Islamist intellectuals’ 

contribution to the new Islamist constructed Turkish self in four steps:  

− “The Islamic intellectuals of the second generation who reconstructed Islam as an integral 

component of Turkish identity (1950–1970s) and those who treated it as an identity and a 

cognitive map (1970–1990s) share several characteristics. First, they were not trained 

formally in the manner of the ulema in the traditional Islamic sciences”.  

The contemporary Islamic intellectuals are more concerned about the use of Islam in terrestrial 

problems, for example, the economy rather than the Islamic sciences and how to understand 

and teach Islam.  So, different than what ulema did, the second generation of the Islamic 

intellectuals adjusted and adapted Islam into modern life. Therefore, planted the seeds of 

political Islam.  

− “Second, they all were shaped by modern urban issues and educated in modern universities 

where Kemalism dominated”.  

As Yavuz points out, Kemalists dominated education and used it to create a secular nation. 

Kemalists put great effort into de-Islamization of education. They closed the religious schools 

following ulema’s curriculum and issued the law on the unity of education in 1924. They 

removed education of religion and ethics, Quranic teachings, Arabic and Persian from the 

curriculums. They legitimized these changes by claiming not every Turkish citizen in Turkey 

is Muslim, therefore this minority group should not be forced to learn Islam. This would lead 

to the othering of the minority groups who are not Muslim. It would create inequality among 

society and strip these groups from the right to have an education.  They have carried out 

several other reforms like the reforms affected the education indirectly such as the clothing 

reforms. For example, the women wearing headscarf could not attend schools unless they 

removed or covered their headscarves with wigs. There were convincing rooms in some 

schools specifically set for targeting women wearing the headscarf. All these oppressions and 

limitations on enforcing a secular education lead to the upbringing of Islamic intellectuals who 

are educated under Kemalist domination. 
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−  “Third, they do not write strictly about religion or religious issues but rather address 

contemporary political issues through Islamic concepts; their writings Islamicize political 

issues, and they either speak about Islamic “civilization” or “Islamic political 

consciousness” but seldom about ritual and doctrine”.  

In the third step, Yavuz explains how Islam is used by the intellectuals as a justification tool 

by relying on the fact Islam is embedded within Turkishness. Hence, it is part of the national 

history and consciousness. That is why the second generation of the Islamic intellectuals are 

more interested in promoting the use of Islam in explaining and solving political issues, in other 

words engaging in political Islam rather than the Islamic rituals and doctrine.  

− “Fourth, they are critical of the traditional ulema and feel that they lack the critical 

intellectual skills to tackle contemporary social and economic problems” (Yavuz, 112).  

The new generation of the Islamic intellectuals addresses contemporary problems like social 

and economic problems which makes them different and in a way more modern than the 

traditional ulema. Necmettin Erbakan, who was the first Islamist Prime Minister of Turkey is 

an example of the success of the Islamic intellectuals who addresses the contemporary 

problems.  

To be able to convey a convincing critique of the corrupt Western ideologies, Turkish Islamic 

intellectuals must understand the Western ideologies. This will require them to study and 

analyse these ideologies and conduct their discourse around and/or against them. So, they 

cannot completely alienate themselves from the foreign other. Islamic intellectuals argue that 

the Kemalist seculars and West sympathizers do not fully comprehend the Western ideologies 

hence, they apply these ideologies wrong.  The term “Islamic intellectual” is used to describe 

intellectuals who are dealing with contemporary issues similar to secular intellectuals the only 

difference is how they approached the issues. Yavuz explains why they are Islamic by stating 

as above, that they are examining the contemporary issues from “an Islamic viewpoint; and 

they are “intellectuals” because, like secular intellectuals, they also are inspired by the critical 

thought of the West and Islam to critique the established political and social order. Islamic 

intellectuals act like cultural entrepreneurs in the construction and externalization of an Islamic 

political consciousness in Turkish society (Yavuz, 112). Consequently, it can be argued both 

types of intellectuals use the same school of thoughts and receive similar education, however, 

the only difference is the perspective they examine the contemporary issues.  
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Erbakan is an Islamic intellectual who received education in Kemalist dominated system and 

used Western schools of thoughts to examine contemporary problems, especially in the 

economy from an Islamic perspective. He also famously claimed he will adhere the good sides 

of the the “batıl” communism and capitalism, which he defines as “something always wrong 

in every circumstance” into his just economic order. So, it can be argued that the Turkish 

Islamist self is not solely interested in creating a pious nation but rather constructing a unifying 

self of the good sides of the West with Turkish nationalism.  

Rise of the Islamist Movement and Reactions to the Movement 

The Republic of Turkey was ruled under a single party, Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet 

Halk Partisi – CHP) between 1923 and 1945. CHP is also the founding party of the Republic 

of Turkey, therefore it has a great influence over Turkish politics. Even though there had been 

encouragements by Atatürk to open new political parties the attempts ended up as failures39. 

Kemalist secular school of thought became the political tradition in Turkey for a long period 

and it became embedded in Turkish national identity, the self. Therefore, the new political 

parties continued this tradition as a reflex even when they had different ideologies. The true 

multiparty period started in 1946 with the opening of Democrat Party (Demokrat Parti, DP). 

However, the Kemalist elite maintained most of the power and authority to control the 

government and its institutions. The orientalist discourse practised by the secular Kemalists 

left no opportunity space for any political party to have anything else than occident Western 

ideologies for a while. This led to the othering of everything against the secular ideology of 

Kemalists, especially during the single party period. However, DP changed this understanding 

of the ultimate authority of CHP by winning the multiparty elections in 1950. 

Even though Islamists gained an opportunity space to have political representation, the 

Kemalist seculars still had the support of the army. Therefore, the Islamists had to be very 

careful about how they were going to practice their discourse, as there had been examples of 

political party closings and military coups due to Islamism or extremism. Increase in the 

political representation required political Islam to be practised very carefully. Islamists in 

Turkey are often accused of being against democracy and republic. Bülent Ecevit explains the 

situation through the standings of the political parties. He claims Justice Party (Adalet Partisi, 

 
39 Progressive Republican Party (Terakkiperver Cumhuriyet Fırkası). Founded: 17 November 1924 / Dissolved: 

5 June 1925 

Liberal Republican Party (Serbest Cumhuriyet Fırkası). Founded: 12 August 1930 / Dissolved: 17 November 1930 
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AP) is a conservative, centre-right party but becoming closer to extreme-right standing. CHP 

claims to be a centre-left party for a long time, however, this can be observed more clearly in 

the party’s recent years. Ecevit claims CHP is a leftist as much as democracy and freedom can 

permit. According to Ecevit, the Workers’ Party of Turkey (Türkiye İşçi Partisi, TİP) is more 

leftist than CHP. He argues TİP can be an extreme-leftist group but it is yet a new political 

party. Overall, Ecevit argues, political parties in Turkey have leftist tendencies (Ecevit, 1968 

22-24). It can be argued he believes the right tendencies are harmful to democracy and freedom 

in Turkey. Therefore, political Islam and any rightist movements must be approached with 

caution. However, he also claims the leftist movements must be bound to the limitations of 

democracy and freedom as well. Turkey experienced several military coups and politicians 

being arrested by the military authorities including Necmettin Erbakan. He was under military 

surveillance like his peers after 1980 but unlike his peers, he was arrested along with 21 of his 

party members because of illegal political activities and acting against secularism. He was 

released in July 1981 but his military jurisdiction continued until 1985 (Çaha/Baykal, 7).  

Although political Islam was on the rise due to continuous failures of the Kemalist seculars on 

improving relations with the West, the Western states, especially the US was shocked when an 

Islamist party won the elections in Turkey in 1996. Philip Robins points out a senior official’s 

reaction to Erbakan’s coming to power in September 1996 as “black-power Muslim leader 

Louis Farrakhan being elected President of the United States” Another example is that “former 

US Ambassador to the UN Jeane Kirkpatrick, in an op-ed prognosis for 1997, paired Turkey 

with Saudi Arabia in highlighting 'the spread of fundamentalism' and in stating how both cases 

were 'threatening to Western and American interests'” (Robins, 82). These concerned was 

raised due to the controversial appearance of the first Islamist Prime Minister of Turkey, leader 

of the Welfare Party (Refah Partisi), Necmettin Erbakan. He embodied a strong political 

Islamist discourse, however, his political pragmatist actions often contrasted his discourse 

which gave him a controversial appearance. 

Pragmatic approach and understanding the contemporary political issues are two of the most 

important elements to be successful in Turkish politics. Bülent Ecevit and Necmettin Erbakan 

are two of the most successful and influential politicians in Turkish history. Although they 

were supporters of opposite ideologies, they managed to form a coalition government and carry 

out a successful military invasion in Cyprus. Both of them focused on the similar issues of their 

time, most distinctly, inequality and economy. Therefore, they addressed the same audience, 
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halk, about the same problems but used a different discourse to construct a millet. They both 

prioritised political pragmatism over their political ideology which can be seen by the coalitions 

they formed.  Ecevit approached the West by seeking alliances with the EU and Erbakan 

suggested the opposite by promoting possible alliances with the East. 

Necmettin Erbakan 

When Kemalists carried out rapid reforms to erase the traces of religion within the Turkish self, 

it led to the occurrence of a feeling of lacking. Islamic intellectuals acted to fill this gap. Similar 

to the ulema, they tried to be the bridge between sovereignty and people by helping ordinary 

people to understand contemporary social and economic problems. Necmettin Erbakan is an 

example of the second generation of Islamic intellectuals who reconstructed Islam as an 

integral component of Turkish national identity. He was an engineer who received education 

in Kemalist dominated Turkish universities and he continued his higher education in 

Germany40.  

To understand Erbakan’s political argument and the National Outlook Movement (or National 

Vision Movement) (Milli Görüş Hareketi), one must analyse Erbakan’s complex character of 

a mixture of pragmatism and Islamism. It is also crucial to study Erbakan to be able to analyse 

the major Islamist openings in Turkish History. He was first elected as an independent deputy 

from Konya in 1969. Then he formed his Islamist party National Order (Milli Nizam) the 

following year, however, it was banned during the military coup in 1971. Erbakan re-formed 

the party under a different name, National Salvation, (Milli Selamet) with the same people 

around him. In 1973 elections, he won 12% of the votes and entered the parliament with 48 

deputy and 3 senators. This was one of the first great victories of the Islamists against the 

Kemalist rule. However, due to the military support the Kemalist have, Erbakan’s victory did 

not last for long. He was banned from politics again during the military coup in 1980. He was 

prohibited from engaging in politics from 1980 to 198741. Erbakan is identified as an Islamist 

 
40 Istanbul Technical University Mechanical Engineering Faculty, 1948  

RWTH Aachen University Mechanical/engine engineering PhD, 1951 
41 https://www.erbakan.edu.tr/s/erbakan  

https://www.erbakan.edu.tr/s/erbakan
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by the West. There is no record of Erbakan naming himself as an Islamist as far as the sources 

show. He only uses Islamic vocabulary in his writings and speeches.  

 

 

The popular political trend in Turkey was the Islamist National Outlook Movement in the 

1970s. He put importance on a just social and economic system in the new world order through 

the hak. This order will favour alliances with the East instead of the West because of the shared 

faith and values. However, his pragmatic approach to the political issues also allowed Turkey 

to have beneficial relations with the West or non-Muslim countries as well as the East when it 

is necessary. Erbakan explained his reasoning to have trade agreements with the Muslim world 

not only due to the shared religious values but also due to the industrial levels and the market 

values of the Muslim countries. He explains that Turkey’s industry is superior to the Muslim 

countries therefore, Turkey can buy cheap resources from these countries and profit from the 

products that are sold into the Muslim market [My translation] (Erbakan 1975, 265-270). 

Instead of selling cheap resources to West and buying expensive products in return.  

Erbakan strongly opposed Turkey’s interactions with the West, especially with the EU and the 

customs union due to the risk of assimilation of the Turkish identity and religious beliefs. His 

attitude towards the operations in Cyprus can also be interpreted through to his Islamist view. 

He argued against the “Christian orders” of the west and claimed they have a crusader like 

mindset regarding Cyprus. He argued joining these “Christian melting pots” or backing up on 

Cyprus issue will mean to destroy Turkey’s great history and identity which is very important 

for humanity (Erbakan 1975, 247). Although Erbakan and the Islamist movement in Turkey 

pointed out joining a Christian block like the EU is harmful and impossible for Turkey, 

Kemalist seculars failed to understand that Turkey’s “European identity is judged by religious 

criteria” (Neumann&Welsh, 346). Hence, a Muslim Turkey will always be an other to Christian 

European identity, even if it is a secular republic.    

Figure 1 Political parties with National Outlook and related Parties (1970-2020)  
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Erbakan used religion in his discourse to explain and justify the contemporary political, social 

and economic issues. However, his actions are not strictly relied on dogma but political Islam, 

therefore pragmatism. Even though Erbakan’s speeches can sometimes sound like hard-edge 

Islamist and rightist nationalist due to his vocabulary with regards to his claims of the Turkish 

nation is glorious with its religion, his actions are mostly pragmatic rather than Islamist. This 

complexity made Erbakan a controversial figure, but this also allowed him to seize power. His 

pragmatic approach to the politics allowed him to form a coalition with the Kemalist party, 

Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi) under Bülent Ecevit’s leadership in 1973. 

Erbakan served as a minister and vice-Prime Minister under this Kemalist government.  

Understanding of Hak and Batıl According to Erbakan 

Erbakan carefully uses the Islamist self in Turkey to construct a new economic order based on 

the “Hak” against the “Batıl”.  He defines these terms as follows:  

“Dictionary meaning of hak is ‘unchangeable’. The technical term is ‘Something that is correct 

in every circumstance’. Dictionary meaning of batıl is ‘inexact, wrong’. The technical term is 

‘Something that is wrong in every circumstance’” (Erbakan, 1991, 14).  

Erbakan constructs the Turkish imagined economic self on these two terms. He argues that the 

current slave system is “batıl”, therefore wrong and must be abandoned because it is based on 

power relations rather than justice. He suggests a just economic system which prioritises “hak” 

which aligns with his Islamist discourse due to the meaning of the word “hak”. While arguing 

the “batıl” is due to the power, majority, privilege, benefit, advantage and interest [My 

translation.] (Erbakan, 1991, 15). Erbakan’s Islamist tenet relies on the “hak” on  four main 

reasons:  

First and foremost is the equal fundamental human rights given by God; which are the right to 

live, protection of the generation, chastity and honour, proprietary right, protection of mental 

health and protection of the belief. The most important factor for Erbakan’s just economic order 

is to have the unchangeable and always correct approach to the economy through the “hak”. 

The just order system also provides the rights due to labour, contract with mutual consent and 

the rights arising due to justice [My translation] (Erbakan, 1991, 15). Erbakan argues these are 

the necessary and natural items to reach the just economic order through “hak”. The just 

economic order can only be reached through the National Outlook Movement and only then 
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humanity can find felicity. Therefore, only the parties which follow the National Outlook 

Movement’s agenda can succeed it.  

Capitalism and Communism are the Western tools exploiting the Turkish nation due to the 

wrong usage. Yet, Erbakan claims that “Just economic order is complete and mature order and 

argues the order has the good sides of capitalism and communism. But, it has no place for the 

wrong and harmful sides [My translation] (Erbakan, 1991, 17). Erbakan’s constructed Islamist 

economic self contradicts itself by taking good sides of something he recognises as the other, 

“batıl” which he defines as ‘inexact, wrong’ and ‘Something that is wrong in every 

circumstance’ (Erbakan, 1991, 14).  This contradiction is not limited only to his discourse on 

the economy of Turkey but it can be also seen in his actions in foreign policy by forming trade 

and military agreements with west and Israel.  

Erbakan’s discourse on the economy is not a hard-edge Islamist approach even though it is 

based on God-given rights,  it also has a Western ideology as stated above. Erbakan uses good 

sides of capitalism and communism, taxing, Western banking, and credit systems but he adjusts 

them under his National Outlook agenda. The Kemalist suppression of Islamism in Turkey has 

led to the creation of a new middle class with financial capacity. This class is mostly located 

in urban cities and contributed in the industry but they are not representing all Islamists in 

Turkey. However, the Islamist middle class was not entirely satisfied with the current economic 

and social system. Therefore, Erbakan addressed the dissatisfied part of the society through 

offering a system based on religious rights to gain support for his political party. So, it can be 

argued that Erbakan politicises Islam rather than endorsing pure spirituality or arguing against 

secularism. He uses religion to justify and strengthen his political economy plans.  

For example, Erbakan supported the state intervention of economic policies but he promoted 

equal opportunities to all groups. He advised that the state should act as a banking system, 

providing credits according to the regulations of the just economic order and profiting only by 

participating in economic activities instead of collecting taxes. “In Just Order, the banking 

services are generally provided by the state, individuals can form banks, run the banks without 

interest and it is possible to make a profit to its depositors” [My translation] (Erbakan, 1991, 

34). Erbakan is against the credit and interest systems because he believes it is how Zionist and 

Imperial states turn the Turkish nation into slaves. Hence, the state should act as a guarantor in 

banking, interest and credit systems to avoid exploiting the system and creating an equal just 

order for everyone. Despite his anti-Zionist and anti-Western claims, Erbakan continued to 
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benefit from the systems practised by the secular Kemalist governments and proven as 

pragmatic.  
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Turkey’s relation with the West and Domestic Opportunity Spaces for the 

Islamist Movements 

Kemalist seculars wanted Turkey to have an agenda in the global world as well and they tried 

to forge alliances with the West to strengthen Turkey’s international prestige. For example, 

NATO is found in 1949 and soon after its foundation, Turkey joined the alliance in 1952. 

Turkey has long and continuous relations with the European Union and the European Economic 

Community (EEC), to have a common market and a strong industry. It started in 1959 with 

application to ECC and continuing to the present day. On April 1987 Turkey submitted its 

application for formal membership into EEC and received its full membership in 1989. 

However, Turkey’s relations with Greece and the conflict with Cyprus created a disadvantage 

for the EU accession.  

As explained previously, Erbakan claimed that closer relations with countries and ideologies 

which are completely different in social structure, world view, historical consciousness, 

culture, population, religion and economic power may result in a complete disaster. These 

relations will place Turkey into an inferior position to the West as it would “make Turks as the 

labourers of the West”. Instead of approaching the foreign West for the common market and 

further alliances, Erbakan suggested establishing the alliances with the Muslim countries of the 

east which Turkey shares a similar history, culture, world view, social structure and religion. 

His approach to the current political issues, like the EU membership, EEC, NATO and Cyprus 

by using religion as a pragmatic tool for unifying and justification of his political agenda found 

a response from the dissatisfied part of the nation so, he was able to gain crucial political 

support.  

Most of Erbakan’s supporters were from the new middle class, therefore they had concerns 

regarding Turkey’s economical standing. So, Erbakan had to convince this new class to support 

him by using Islamic rhetoric to address the economical issue. He promised an equal and just 

economical order to construct an Islamist self to legitimate his political claims. “The new 

export oriented economic policy of the 1980s led to liberalization, economic development, and 

the emergence of an Islamic communal discourse. Sufi orders and Islamic groups were the 

vehicles for the formation of an associational life through the financial resources they derived 

from the capitalist market” (Yavuz, 82). One of the emerging power dynamics later led to the 

foundation of an Islamist party the National Order Party (Milli Nizam Partisi—MNP) in 1970. 
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Erbakan used National Outlook ideology in Welfare Party’s (Refah Partisi) election campaigns 

which led to its success. According to Erbakan: 

Turkey’s religion, social structure, historical consciousness and culture are inconsistent 

with Turkey’s membership of a political entity of Western States. There is a 

disproportion in material possibilities and population numbers. Such unification will 

result in Turkey being subsumed by the community of Western states … A common 

market between Turkey and Western States would result in Turkey’s colonization and 

would make Turkish people labourers of the West42. 

He also claimed: 

“If Muslim Turkey joins to a group which is mostly consisted of Christians and 

resurrected the crusader mindset within them due to the Cyprus subject, like a province 

of the group, it will mean to destroy Turkey’s great history and identity which is very 

important for humanity. It is incompatible with the history, culture and belief, 

independence and sovereignty of our noble nation and the inclination of the power of 

the national will, inclining to such an enterprise may be the work of those who do not 

know the power of the national will. Our nation is completely and strongly against such 

behaviour. There can be all sorts of trade relations formed with the West. However, this 

noble nation cannot be assimilated in Christian melting pot, cannot be stripped of the 

right of sovereignty by a Christian group”[My translation] (Erbakan 1975, 247). 

“Instead of a common market with the EEC, Erbakan suggested the establishment of a common 

market between Muslim states and Turkey” (Doğan, 424). Erbakan’s suggestion of an 

undiscovered market which offers cheaper resources was appealing to the dissatisfied part of 

the nation, which was the targeted new middle class, the core supporter of the National Outlook 

Movement. Due to the market dominance of the new middle class and Erbakan’s political 

success, they were able to gain political power rapidly and much more than any Islamist could 

have before in the history of the modern Republic of Turkey. Erbakan used this opportunity 

 
42 Erbakan, Necmettin Milli Görüş “Ortak Pazar ve Türkiye” 
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space to shift the self from the Kemalist secular nation to Islamist National Outlook. He tried 

to make the former other into the new self of Turkey. 43  

Welfare Party successfully gained the support of those who were dissatisfied with the present 

system by criticizing the authoritarian Kemalist tradition which alienates the nation to itself. 

Therefore, it can be argued that the Welfare Party cleverly addressed the religious aspect of 

the nation while promoting their policies even if they are not Islamic. “The RP proposed two 

solutions for Turkey’s underdevelopment: revitalizing cultural bonds in order to ground 

modernity in authentic Islamic values and industrializing Turkey in order to secure political 

and economic independence” (Yavuz, 224). Their proposal to approach the East, rather than 

the West, was an example of returning to the cultural, historical and Islamic values. Use of 

religious propaganda allowed them to create a homogenous identity among the diverse 

identities living in Turkey. Examples of such identity building can be found in the early 

Republic practised by the Kemalists, which was to highlight the Turkishness of the society.  

Another example can be found in Yusuf Akçura’s Üç Tarzı Siyaset which essentially gives 

three types of identities that can be constructed in the Ottoman Empire for its survival. It can 

be argued that to successfully transact political policies and the development of the country, 

one must find a common ground between the existing self and the other in Turkey. Control of 

the media and education play a significant role in constructing a new identity. This often leads 

to certain shifts and switches between the existing self and the other. This results in the creation 

of a more inclusive version of the existing self or the other which can be a mixture of the two. 

It can be seen in the case of Erbakan suggesting to create an Islamic economy but also including 

the good sides of capitalism and communism. However, it can also lead to the creation of a 

more restrictive version of the self as it can be seen in the case of the authoritarian Kemalist 

nationalism.  

 

 

  

 
43 There had been social and political Islamist movements in the history of the modern Republic of Turkey. 

However, first successful attempts were carried out by Necmettin Erbakan. The clear political success of Islamists 

was achived when Erbakan became the first Islamist prime minister of Turkey.  
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Different Approaches of Ecevit and Erbakan to Turkey’s Economy and 

Foreign Policy  

Unlike the Kemalist approach, Erbakan disagreed there are similarities between Turkey and 

the West. For example, even though he was unsuccessful, Ecevit sought to find a common 

ground with the United Kingdom and tried to solve the problems peacefully with help of a 

Western State in Cyprus44 while Erbakan insisted on immediate military intervention45. 

Erbakan came to the premiership with a hardline reputation over Cyprus. He had been Deputy 

Prime Minister in 1974 when the Prime Minister Bulent Ecevit had ordered the military 

intervention of Cyprus and was therefore closely identified with the policy. “Indeed, Erbakan 

had been happy to glory in it, claiming - without any apparent evidence – that it was he who 

had made the decision to send in the troops while Ecevit vacillated. Indeed, Erbakan was even 

reported in 1974 as favouring annexing the Turkish-occupied part of the island” (Robins, 87). 

However, due to Erbakan’s aggressive oppression to the Cyprus issue and his persistence on 

military operation at Cyprus and taking over the whole Island led to the Republican Party and 

National Salvation Party to disassemble the coalition government.  

Erbakan showed that he is determined to make Cyprus a Turkish island. Although the situation 

in Cyprus was stable for more than 20 years, the issues re-emerged in 1996 by the Welfare 

Party (Refah Partisi) under Necmettin Erbakan’s leadership. Erbakan’s well-known protest 

against the EU and the customs union led to re-emerging of the concerns regarding the stability 

of the island. Robin explains that these issues occurred because of the increasing tension 

between Turkey and Greece, two of the three guarantor powers in Cyprus. The two countries 

had been close to war in January 1996 over the disputed barren Aegean outcrop of Imia/Kardak. 

There had been increasing military tension between the British UN peacekeepers, Greek and 

Turkish Cypriot border guards in the buffer-zone. In addition to the tension in the field, 

politicians were also heating up the situation in Cyprus (Robins, 87). 

Erbakan’s reactions to these events in 1996 – 1997 echo his statements in his book Milli Görüş 

which he wrote in 1975, a year after the Turkish Invasion of Cyprus46:  

 
44 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XRzgPx6XeI8&ab_channel=ChrisKrzentz  
45 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gjFBtC1N2dU&ab_channel=TVNET  
46 Turkish Invasion of Cyprus in Turkish Kıbrıs Barış Harekatı, is not considered as an invasion by the Turks. It 

is considered as an invasion by the UN Security Council, the US and Greece because they were against Turkey’s 

military intervention. However, Turkey carried out this military operation to bring peace to the suffering Turkish 

Cypriots and the Island. Hence, it is called Kıbrıs Barış Harekatı, Cyprus Peace Operation.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XRzgPx6XeI8&ab_channel=ChrisKrzentz
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gjFBtC1N2dU&ab_channel=TVNET
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“Our views on Cyprus is obvious and clear: Insight of the events that have been experienced at 

the Island until today, to do anything to maintain a continuous peace and to guarantee rights of 

the Turks form the base of our view” [My translation] (Erbakan 1975, 234). So, it can be argued 

Erbakan has a consistent political standing which is Islamic in vocabulary but limited to the 

interest of the nation, therefore pragmatic.  

On one hand, Ecevit chose to form better trade relations with the West, especially the US. “He 

was hoping to secure an increasing trade quotas for Turkish exports to the US” (Çakır, 2024). 

However, it was also not his top priority. He first aimed to strengthen Turkey’s economy 

(Çakır, 2024) but he also wanted to form strong relations with the West to further develop 

Turkey’s economy. Like the secular Kemalist trend, Ecevit also believed the development can 

be achieved through good relations with the West and westernization. “Turkey’s development 

of a capitalist market economy, institutionalized rules of law, and increased acceptance of 

liberal values—and its membership within European organizations—have created new 

opportunity spaces for the understanding of the “self” within a broader community” (Yavuz, 

31). Ecevit formed coalition governments, hence he had to address a broader self than the 

secular or Islamist national self. He tried to achieve this by finding the self within a broader 

community as Yavuz claims. As a Prime Minister, Ecevit also signalled EU that he formed a 

European Oriented government (Nadolski, 84). So, it can be said that Ecevit intended Turkey 

to have a West oriented standing in the international field, form good relations and trade 

agreements with the US, the EU and NATO. His peaceful approach to Cyprus issue by trying 

to settle things internationally is also an example of Ecevit’s approach to the West.  

On the other hand, Erbakan claimed that closer relations with countries and ideologies which 

are completely different in social structure, world view, historical consciousness, culture, 

population, religion and economic power, like the US, may result into a complete disaster. 

These relations will place Turkey into an inferior position to the West as it would “make Turks 

as the labourers of the West”. Instead of approaching the foreign West for the common market 

and further alliances, Erbakan suggested establishing the alliances with the Muslim countries 

of the east which Turkey shares a similar history, culture, world view, social structure and 

religion.  

Yavuz argues the attempts to become more active in international stages created opportunity 

spaces for new aspects of the self to appear (Yavuz, 31). This means the Turkish national self 

requires to be more adaptable to include the values of the broader community such as capitalism 



44 

 

 

and liberalism to be part of this community. Islamist groups created a new middle class to take 

advantage of the opportunity spaces. They were able to have an active role in the developing 

Turkish market which gave them the chance to obtain political power. That is one of the reasons 

why Necmettin Erbakan and Bülent Ecevit both focused on the economy.  

Erbakan is also known for his strong argument against Turkey’s membership application to the 

European Union and the customs union. He claimed that if Turkey joins the EU and signs the 

customs union, it will only lead Turkey to be assimilated in a Christian Club. Necmettin 

Erbakan states his concerns on this subject by giving the populations and numbers of the seats 

some European countries have in the EU council and he comes the data to Turkey’s population.  

In his book, Milli Görüş Erbakan summarises his claim under the title “Turkey will become a 

colony of the West if it forms a Common Market with the West” [My translation]. Erbakan 

explained why Turkey must not join the EU because of the number of the members the 

parliamentary council has and the population difference between the whole union and Turkey. 

He argues joining the EU will lead Turkey to become a labour force of the European countries 

and be assimilated by the Christian mass, the population of 200 million while Turkey is only 

35 million people47.  

However, he also supports to have trade relations with the West if it is beneficial for Turkey48.  

Erbakan studied mechanical/engine engineering in Germany. Therefore, he had first-hand 

experience and knowledge of German industry. He argued that the Western industry is superior 

compared to Turkish industry. The West would only be interested in buying cheap resources 

from Turkey to use in production and then sell expensive products into the Turkish market. If 

Turkey had alliances with the East instead of the West, Turkey would have the superior 

industry. Turkey would buy cheap resources from the East and use them in production and then 

sell products into the Muslim Market of the West. Establishing alliances with the East would 

be more profitable for Turkey than the alliances with the West. Erbakan justified his opposition 

to the West through economical and industrial superiority of the West to Turkey. Therefore, it 

 
47 “Common Market still has a parliamentary council consisted of 142 members. Three of the largest are Germany, 

Italy, France. Each of them has 36 members, Belgium and the Netherlands have 14 members and Luxemburg has 

8 members in this council.  

It seems that the council is under control of the big states. Turkey with a population of 35 million people, will be 

in a Christian mass of today the population of 200 million, tomorrow the population of 400 million, if the 

protestants join, and it will only obey its elders. [My translation] (Erbakan 1975, 240). 

48 There can be all sorts of trade relations formed with the West. However, this noble nation cannot be assimilated 

in Christian melting pot, cannot be stripped of the right of sovereignty by a Christian group” [My translation] 

(Ebakan 1975, 247). 
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is not directly an Islamist debate. However, he used Islamic vocabulary especially for Cyprus 

and membership for international groups and organisations. He was not strictly following an 

Islamist argument so, he even suggested to have trade relations with the West. All these indicate 

Erbakan’s pragmatic side to the political issues, the economy in this case.  

Ecevit proposed the Turkish villagers can be encouraged to contribute to the economy. He gave 

examples of how the villagers and agriculture can be encouraged compared to European 

countries like the Netherlands, France and Germany. Like Erbakan, Ecevit also promoted the 

state’s support in investments. Ecevit claimed that in Europe cooperative unions support the 

rural investments, therefore the farmers can reach cheaper resources. Hence, he suggested if 

Turkey to use the same system the villagers may be able to reach even cheaper resource than 

the European villagers which will lead to industry to be developed for agriculture as well. 

(Ecevit 1968, 153)49. Ecevit’s concern here is not secularism or Westernization but simply 

taking the good parts of the West to improve the Turkish economy. So, like Erbakan, Ecevit is 

also a pragmatic political leader.  

Similar to Erbakan’s approach, Ecevit also believed the current order is not correct. He names 

it as broken order (Bozuk Düzen)50. Ecevit claimed that foreign capital is scarce even though it 

is profitable. He argued the foreign capital in Turkey, meaning the West, especially the US, is 

not beneficial for Turkey (Ecevit 1968, 156). He explains this is due to many of the companies 

bringing foreign capital into Turkey: 

- Used up Turkey’s credit resources; 

- Causing Turkey to lose a large amount of foreign currency; 

- Cost is increasing in high rate;  

- Obscuring the real Turkish industry to develop severely. [My translation] (Ecevit 1968, 

159). 

Further on Ecevit pointed out CHP did not blindly support foreign capital because they were 

aware that it was not met the needs of the day (Ecevit 1968, 159). Ecevit also pointed out the 

risks of capitalism harming the able parts of the Turkish economy (Ecevit 1968, 160). It is seen 

that the foremost representative of the secular Kemalist ideology in Turkey, CHP, is not the 

hard-edge promoter of Westernization even if it is harmful to Turkey. They rather have a 

 
49 Ecevit, “Köylüler de Yatırıma Yönelebilir” Bu Düzen Değişmelidir  
50 Ecevit, Bülent “Bozuk Düzende Yabancı Sermaye ve Kalkınmamız” Bu Düzen Değişmelidir 
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pragmatic approach to the West, like the Islamists. Ecevit also showed the variations within 

the secular Kemalist block by criticising AP which is a nationalist party. “Justice Party claims 

to be a nationalist party. However, in today’s world and Turkey a person or a party which is 

not nationalist on petrol, boron, copper, (not nationalist on) tungsten, in short, if a person or 

party is not wholly nationalist on underground resources and economy cannot be nationalist in 

any sense [My translation] (Ecevit 1968, 169). 

Erbakan focused on many newly established Muslim countries in Balkans and after the 

disintegration of the Soviet Union and promoted business connections between Turkey. He 

claimed Turkey can be a leading country for the Islamic World Order to be formed and the 

Muslim countries can be an alternative to having relations with the West51. Meanwhile, Ecevit 

visited Western countries to promote political and economical alliances. Erbakan wanted to 

establish a new world, Islamic World Order, and a just order via refusing Western organisations 

like the United Nations, World Bank, IMF, UNICEF, UNDP but instead building the new and 

just equivalents of these organisations and using a new currency similar to Euro and Dollar. To 

do that he argues that to establish just order and felicity in the world; “we need D-8s. So, our 

first action was forming the D-8s as we started to serve as the 54th government. D-60s with 60 

united Muslim countries will join to this. D-160s, meaning 100 exploited countries will join 

them. Russia, China, India, Brazil, Mexico…”[My translation] (Erbakan 2019, 42). Erbakan 

wanted to form this new World Order not against Christianity but the communist and racist 

imperialist system. Therefore, Islam is not the single focus of these unions Erbakan wished to 

form. 

Ecevit did not propose trade relations with the East as Erbakan insisted. However, this does not 

mean he did not conduct any trade relations with the East or any other countries than Western 

states. Ecevit visited Libya in late January 1979 and managed to sign a successful agreement 

which promised to provide the Turkish industry with needed funds52 (Boll, 363). As Boll 

 
51 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l8wNqBu8KJM (05:00-6:10) 
52 The Libyan commitment, individually and in combina- tion with other Opee states, is estimated to be in the 

range of $1 billion, and will be used to fund a $252 million paper mill on Turkey's Black Sea coast, a light diesel 

engine factory, a $302 m. fertilizer factory, several tractor factories and a host of other, smaller, industrial ventures. 

Earlier Libyan pledges to provide Turkey with oil have been confirmed and expanded so as to cover the anticipated 

gap in Turkish oil imports in 1979 due to the Iranian revolution. In addition, Libya has offered to use its good 

offices to obtain funds from other Opee states to solve Turkey's balance-of-payment problems. Joint firms will be 

established, and the General Agreement for Development holds out prospects for a harmoniz- ing of the plans of 

both states. According to reports from Tripoli, steps have been taken to facilitate the remittances of Turkish 

workers in Libya in hard currency. Trade between the two countries is scheduled to double in 1979, and 

government-to-government agreements will be supplemented by future private ventures (Boll, 363). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l8wNqBu8KJM
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points out this progress is a good example of Turkey’s success in forming good relations with 

Muslim countries. Nevertheless, this good example did not mean Ecevit completely turned to 

the East and Muslim countries and disregarded Turkey’s alliances and relations with the West.  

Libyan leader, Colonel Qaddafi stated: “We want to draw closer to Turkey, but because oí the 

Atlantic Pact, it has not been possible. The Arabs and the Third World countries are suspicious 

because they fear they might come close to the Atlantic Pact countries. For this reason, the only 

thing our Turkish brethren can do is to leave the alliance” (Boll, 363). However, Turkey has a 

long-lasting and strong relationship with the NATO, hence this quote by Qaddafi was denied. 

So, Ecevit tried to maintain a balance between Turkey’s relations with the West and Muslim 

countries.  

Turkey maintained good relations with the Soviet Union. Two countries planned to do several 

joint projects after the talks given by Turkish Deputy Prime Minister, Hikmet Çetin in 197853. 

Ecevit also visited Russia on several occasions and many Russian authorities visited Turkey. 

This increasingly good relations between Turkey and Russia alarmed many Western states, 

especially the US. There had been concerns risen about Turkey’s withdrawal from Nato. The 

US forced embargo on Turkey and Turkey suspended the US bases in Turkey54. However, 

Turkey’s overall foreign policy is to maintain and form good relations with all its neighbours, 

especially in the four key geographical areas in its immediate vicinity: the Balkans, the Middle 

East, the Eastern Mediterranean and Europe (Boll, 367). Therefore, Ecevit tried to keep the 

balance between the demanding West and the East while also trying to modernize Turkey 

following other Kemalist examples before him. This led to Erbakan’s concerns about Turkey 

becoming assimilated in a Christian melting pot and be part of the slave order of the imperial 

and Zionist powers. In the end, Both Ecevit and Erbakan tried to maintain good relations with 

the key four regions mentioned above because it was the most beneficial and pragmatic for 

improving Turkey’s economy. 

Ecevit’s and Erbakan’s Standing on Turkey’s relations with Israel  

Following Atatürk’s famous saying, “Peace at home, peace in the world.” Regardless of what 

kind of government it has, whether Islamist or secular, Turkey tries to conduct good relations 

 
53 …joint projects between the two states include the Orhaneli Power Station planned to generate 200 million 

watts of electricity upon completion, the Can Thermal Power Station to be rated at 600 million watts, a dobling 

of the capacity of the Seydişehir Aluminium Plant, a tripling of the size of the Iskenderun Steel Mill, and a series 

of other, smaller undertakings (Boll, 366) 
54 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2DPwRfiu_m8&ab_channel=BBCNewsT%C3%BCrk%C3%A7e  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2DPwRfiu_m8&ab_channel=BBCNewsT%C3%BCrk%C3%A7e
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with its neighbours and avoids conflict with the imperial and colonial forces. This is one of the 

core principles of Turkish foreign policy (Duran, 35). Turkey aims to be the leading country in 

its region as Erbakan tried to achieve by proposing to form a new World Order. Unfortunately, 

Turkey did not always meet up this core principle. There are several examples of Turkey’s bad 

relations with its neighbours, like Greece, Cyprus, Syria, Armenia and Iran throughout the 

history of the Republic of Turkey55.  

Turkey’s relations with Israel are important to look at. Two countries have many military and 

trade agreements. However, the two countries also delicate and tense relations. The incident 

happened to the humanitarian supply ship, the Mavi Marmara, for Gaza in 2009 is an example 

of the delicate relations between the two countries. “The civilian deaths sparked an angry 

response with Turkish official statements describing the interception as a ‘gross violation of 

international law’.19 The Turkish foreign minister Ahmet Davutoglu called the episode 

‘tantamount to banditry and piracy’ and ‘murder conducted by a state’” (Douglas, 174). The 

Mavi Marmara incident is one recent example of how all the relations between Turkey and 

Israel almost come to an end. However, it is not the first time Turkey and Israel had issues. 

Erbakan and Ecevit also commented on the problems with Israel before this famous incident.  

Erbakan’s Milli Görüş published in 1975, he talks about a group of people similarly as stated 

above as Zionist and Imperial states. He argued that there is a group of people in Turkey who 

are willing to form a Common Market. “Today, there is a group of people in Turkey who wish 

to join Common Market” [My translation] (Erbakan 1975, 242). Erbakan places the group of 

people in Turkey in the same position as Zionist, Imperial States and according to him, these 

are the imitators and the collaborators. He also considers the collaborator and imitator parties56 

as harmful as these foreign forces. Even though he does not explicitly name the Kemalist parties 

as one of the collaborator or imitator parties, he clearly states that any other party than his 

Felicity Party is harmful to Turkey. This group of people serve to the slavery system of the 

Zionist and Imperials by forcing Turkey into capitalism. Erbakan believes entering a Common 

Market is same as joining a Western, Christian group. Hence, having relations with Israel will 

result in Turkey to be harmed by the slavery of capitalism.  

 
55 İnat, Türkiye’nin Ortadoğu Politikası 2005 
56 Erbakan calls some political parties imitator parties. He claims these parties pretend to be Islamic or West-like 

but they are not. These parties are supported by the imperial and Zionist forces (Erbakan, Adil Ekonomik Düzen, 

2).   
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Erbakan further on elaborates that these racist imperial powers serve to the Zionist cause and 

their one purpose is to create a slave order to exploit people. “The already existing “Slave 

Order” in Turkey’s economic field has not occurred on its own. It is a result of the conscious, 

planned and programmed “Modern Colonialism” practices of the powers of “Imperialism” and 

“Zionism” in the world (Erbakan, 1991, 1). Erbakan claims that these powers are supported by 

the imitator and collaborator parties in Turkey (Erbakan, 1991, 2) and in order to reach felicity 

his new world order and just economy must be established. However, when Erbakan became 

the prime minister, he continued to have military and business agreements with Israel while it 

was in his power to cancel them. Erbakan chose to be pragmatic over Islamist on this issue 

despite his argument on the effects of Zionism in Turkey. He chose not to cancel the agreements 

because having them would benefit Turkey more than cancelling them.  

Erbakan also contradicts his Islamist stance by having military and trade agreements57 58 with 

the Zionist Israel, which he was always strongly opposing throughout his entire political career. 

“Despite the RP's record and the opportunity afforded by the chorus of Arab criticism, Erbakan 

in power made no moves to downgrade the relationship with Israel, let alone torpedo the 

military agreement” (Robins, 84).  

After the long period of the secular Kemalist rule in Turkey, as the first Islamist Prime Minister, 

Necmettin Erbakan evoked foreign concerns, especially from the West and the US. Erbakan’s 

rhetoric is against cooperation with the West and Israel, due to the religious and cultural 

differences. However, his actions indicate the opposite in some cases as Robins points out. 

Erbakan maintained the Kemalist built foreign policy of Turkey while also trying to develop 

good relations with Turkey’s neighbours and the Muslim world. He did not act strictly with 

dogma but he took pragmatic approaches to the issues concerning Turkey’s foreign policy as 

well as the domestic issues. Therefore, Erbakan’s contradictory character and policies cannot 

be simply categorised as an example of hard-edge Islamism but rather a pragmatic leader who 

tried to maintain the existing good relations and build strong new ones. He also promoted his 

 
57 In February 1996, the Turkish armed forces concluded a military-training agreement with Israel. It was the high 

point of a bilateral relationship which had been improving since the late 1980s, and accelerating rapidly since 

1993 (Robins, 83). 

58 The two countries had been discussing a contract award for upgrading Turkey's 54 F-4 Phantom fighters since 

1994. By 1996, the protracted dispute over the type of radar system to be installed and the balance of work between 

facilities in the two countries had been resolved and the accord was ready to sign. With Erbakan by now in power, 

a last-minute hitch over credit terms led to suspicions that the Prime Minister was using this issue to procrastinate. 

But Erbakan went ahead and signed the $600 million deal on 5 December (Robins, 84).  



50 

 

 

Islamist discourse and tried to improve Turkey’s relations with the Muslim world. Erbakan 

contributed to the occident, modern, Kemalist state discourse while addressing the orient, 

backward, Islamists in Turkey via campaigning as a pious Muslim and Islamist politician. 

Ecevit had a milder tone while talking about Israel at first. He believed that Israel can set an 

example for Turkey to help develop rural areas and villagers (Ecevit 2008, 32). He used the 

examples of Israel and China to promote and criticise his other leftist opponents that the 

development must start with villagers, not the villages (Ecevit 2008, 25). In that sense, he 

followed up the secular Kemalist tradition of educating and developing the villagers, in other 

words, Anatolians. He criticized the leftist parties which do not side with and defend the 

villagers and workers. He claimed these leftists are not true leftists and CHP must not take part 

in such contradictions within the left. He continued to give examples of the industrial and 

agricultural developments in 1976 and 1977 in Turkey. He further praised Israel in its 

development plans and suggested Turkey take Israel as an example (Ecevit 2008, 11,12,13) So, 

he did not criticize the Islamist rightists but conflicting leftists and he praised Israel instead of 

criticizing it as Erbakan did. However, Ecevit’s standing on Israel drastically changed during 

the time of the Israeli Palestinian crisis59.  

 

 
59 When Ariel Sharon visited Ankara in 2001, he was greeted by crowds chanting "butcher of Palestine, go 

home!" When four Turkish journalists covering the conflict were apprehended in Ramallah and temporarily 

detained by Israel Defense Forces (IDF) in March 2002, the Turkish press was outraged; Prime Minister Bülent 

Ecevit went so far as to attack Israel's actions as being "unacceptable with respect to freedom of the press," and 

suggested that a lack of progress in the peace process might negatively affect Ankara's policies vis-à-vis 

Jerusalem. In April 2002, Turkish foreign minister İsmail Cem and his Greek counterpart visited Arafat in his 

besieged headquarters in Ramallah, and Cem openly chided Jerusalem for blatantly disrespecting human rights.  

Another diplomatic frenzy was created in April 2002 when Ecevit accused Israel of carrying out genocide against 

the Palestinian people in an address to his political party. Outraged Israeli leaders demanded an immediate 

explanation, and several prominent Jewish lobby groups in Washington angrily voiced their discontent. Some 

observers predicted that this stir would even trigger a change in Israel's policy regarding the question of Armenian 

genocide. Ecevit managed to quell the storm by apologizing profusely and repeatedly to Israel and to Jewish 

Americans.  

Israeli historian Yair Auron, an advocate of the Armenian issue, believes that "the chances that Israel will, in the 

near future, recognize the Armenian genocide are more remote than ever."  Nevertheless, when in April 2002, 

Turkish prime minister Ecevit accused Israel of genocide against the Palestinians, he provoked many Israelis into 

questioning whether Israel had not humiliated itself by ignoring and even defending Turkey's record on the 

Armenians. This symbolic issue is at the bottom of the list of potential spoilers of Turkish-Israeli relations, but in 

combination with another issue, it could contribute to a downward spiral. (Burris, 67, 80) 
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Conclusion 

Turkey is a nationalist, secular and democratic republic. The Turkish constitution does not have 

or promote any religious beliefs. It established the secularism through a militarist and 

authoritarian state system, which was named after the founder of the republic, Mustafa Kemal 

Atatürk, therefore Kemalism. However, Turkish identity cannot be defined without Sunni 

Islam as an impeccable part of it. So, the Islamist movements were inevitable when the 

opportunity spaces were granted. Necmettin Erbakan’s National Outlook Movement is a 

successful example of the Islamist movements in Turkey. Turkish politicians traditionally used 

Islamism and secularism as political identity markers to mobilize crowds into groups, which 

became millet later, of their supporters to legitimize their political power. Therefore, Turkish 

nationalism is subjected to the politician’s pragmatic use and creation of the political identity 

markers. The variables politicians address in the public, like their religious belief or secular 

tendency allow them to construct a national self and place everything else as the inferior other. 

The discussion of self and other brings a broad perspective to the Turkish nationalism because 

it creates a ground for comparison between different identities, ideologies and policies. In 

Turkey, several different identity markers are contributing to the construction of the national 

identity, which makes it beneficial to analyse through the self and the other dichotomy. This 

dichotomy allows the researchers to identify and categorise the differences and similarities of 

political figures who are contributing in constructing a national identity, millet, like the leftist 

secular Bülent Ecevit and rightist Islamist Necmettin Erbakan. It is important to determine 

distinctive figures like the two in order to provide a clear discussion. To determine the figures 

the researcher may look into the figure’s speeches and writings as well as what their peers or 

other researchers categorise them as. In Ecevit’s case, he claims himself to be leftist secular 

both in his speeches and writings. As for Erbakan, he had a clear Islamist discourse in his 

speeches. He was defined as an Islamist politician by his peers and the West. 

One could argue the self and the other discourse may create polarisation and discrimination 

within the society. The self prioritising itself can lead to political favouritism and 

discrimination against the other. However, in Ecevit and Erbakan’s case, it did not because 

both of them focused on similar issues even though their political ideology were different. They 

both tried to improve the economy, welfare and Turkey’s international prestige. Ecevit focused 

on improving relations with the West and Western international unions while Erbakan focused 

on the East and forming new alliances with the Muslim world. Nevertheless, this does not mean 
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they disregarded the possibility of having both. Ecevit did not dismiss all the relations with the 

East, on contrary, he improved relations with Qaddafi which Erbakan failed to do. On the other 

hand, Erbakan also did not dismiss all relations with the West. He took Germany’s industry as 

an example to modernize Turkey’s industry. He promoted having trade relations with the West 

while arguing against the Common Market. He suggested taking the good sides of Western 

ideologies which Turkey can benefit. Hence, even though their methods and approaches to the 

issues were different, their goals were similar, if not the same. Therefore, the self and the other 

they constructed are not completely opposites, but they share certain values.  

Aytürk argues the Turkish leftists did not have problems with the Islamists during the 1960s 

and 1970s (Aytürk 2015, 36), which is the period Ecevit and Erbakan formed a coalition. So, 

even though it creates a contradiction, the self and the other as the leftist, Kemalist seculars, 

and the rightist, Islamist National Outlook Movement do not polarize each other entirely. While 

the Islamist movement in Turkey is dissatisfied with the false adaptation of the Western 

ideologies and modernization through westernization, they do not dismiss or refuse them 

completely. The secularists also avoid arguing against Islam. Therefore, they can contribute in 

a politically pragmatic setting like Ecevit and Erbakan’s coalition government. Moreover, these 

contradicting identities breed to pluralism rather than polarization which result in a more 

inclusive understanding of the millet. Hence, it can be argued Turkish nationalism is not limited 

to race, ethnicity, religion or kinship but it is a reciprocal relationship between the self and the 

other and how politicians mobilize it. National Outlook Movement has created the opportunity 

space for future Islamist movements in Turkey60. So, further research on Islamist movements 

and political Islam in Turkey will be necessary.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
60 “On the contrary, we will face the issues as results of other styles of political organizations just like nation-

state, differences and identity politics just like nationalism, Islam, Islamism just like secularism, civil politics just 

like the military [My translation] (Aytürk 2020, 119). Consequently, more research on topics Aytürk mentions 

are expected in Turkish studies. 
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