How Turkey Transformed: Exploring
the Relationship between
Modernity, Islam, and Secularism

Over the past century, Turkey has experienced a dramatic transformation in its
political and social landscape. From its early days as a devoutly Islamic Ottoman
Empire to the establishment of the modern secular Republic of Turkey, this nation
has undergone profound changes that continue to shape its identity today. In this
article, we will delve into the intricate interplay of modernity, Islam, and secularism
in Turkey, exploring how these concepts have influenced and shaped the

country's trajectory.

The Dawn of Modern Turkey

Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, the founding father of modern Turkey, played a crucial
role in shaping the nation's identity by spearheading a comprehensive program of
secularization. After the fall of the Ottoman Empire, Atatlrk led efforts to
transform Turkey into a modern and progressive state based on the principles of

secularism, civic nationalism, and Westernization.

Atatirk's reforms were highly ambitious and wide-ranging. They included the
replacement of the Arabic alphabet with the Latin script, the adoption of a new
civil code based on Swiss law, and the emancipation of women through granting

them equal political and legal rights.
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The Clash of Traditions and Modernity

Despite the modernization efforts, a significant portion of Turkish society holds
deeply rooted Islamic beliefs and values. This has created an ongoing clash
between traditional and modern values, as well as a struggle for the definition of
the Turkish identity.

Secularists argue that Turkey should remain firmly anchored in the principles
established by Atatirk, viewing strict separation of religion and state as essential
for democracy and progress. On the other hand, some segments of society
advocate for a more Islamic-oriented approach, calling for a greater role for

religion in public life.

Islam's Resurgence in the Public Sphere

In recent decades, Turkey has witnessed a resurgence of Islamic influence in the
public sphere. This can be attributed, in part, to the growing popularity of political
parties with Islamic backgrounds, such as the Justice and Development Party
(AKP). The AKP has been successful in implementing policies that address the

needs and aspirations of a religiously conservative segment of society.
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Consequently, religious expression has become more visible in public life, with an
increase in the number of women wearing headscarves and a rise in mosque
construction projects. However, these developments have sparked a lively debate
over the boundaries of religious expression and its potential implications for

Turkish society.

Secularism as a Safeguard for Democracy

Proponents of secularism argue that it serves as a crucial safeguard for
democracy and human rights. They contend that the separation of religion and
state provides equal opportunities for all citizens, regardless of their religious

beliefs, ensuring a level playing field for diverse populations.

Furthermore, secularism is viewed as a mechanism to protect individual freedoms
and prevent the rise of religious authoritarianism. Critics, however, argue that
secularism can sometimes be used to suppress religious expression or

discriminate against religious communities.

The Future of Modernity, Islam, and Secularism in Turkey

The ongoing interplay between modernity, Islam, and secularism will continue to
shape Turkey's future trajectory. As the country faces new challenges and
embraces globalization, finding a delicate balance between these competing

ideologies is crucial for its political stability and social cohesion.

Turkey has the potential to serve as an important model for other Muslim-majority
countries seeking to reconcile their religious heritage with the demands of the
modern world. Overcoming the dichotomy between tradition and progress can

pave the way for a more inclusive, dynamic, and prosperous Turkey.



The relationship between modernity, Islam, and secularism in Turkey is complex
and multifaceted. Turkey's journey from a traditional Islamic empire to a modern
secular republic exemplifies the challenges and opportunities of adapting to a

rapidly changing world.

As Turkey continues to navigate this intricate terrain, it must find ways to honor its
Islamic heritage while embracing progress and ensuring equal rights and
opportunities for all citizens. By striking this delicate balance, Turkey can forge a
unique path towards a future that harmonizes tradition, modernity, and the values

of democracy.
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What would an Islamic modernism look like? The question is a pressing one, as
cultures rebel against modernity in its almost exclusively European forms. Alev
Cinar's groundbreaking examination of contemporary Turkey, which stands at the
threshold of East and West, of religious and secular nationalism, explores
modernity through daily practices and the social construction of identity and
political agency in relation to nationalism, secularism, and Islam. Focusing on

developments of the 1990s, Modernity, Islam, and Secularism in Turkey argues
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that Islamist ideology generated an alternative modernization project, which
applied the same strategies and techniques as that of the modernizing state to
produce and institutionalize its own version of an equally thorough nationalist
program. Using local details and debates - including a fascinating discussion of
veiling as symbolic of both the "liberation" of Western appearance and the
Islamists' struggle to rescue their nation's culture - Cinar reveals modernity as a
transformative intervention in bodies, places, and times.Bringing a much-needed
critical theory approach to bear on the politics of an Islamic nation, Cinar's work
introduces a new way of conceptualizing modernity based on the analysis of a

non-Western context.
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hidden realm that few know...
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