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Introduction

During the NATO Summit in Istanbul in June 2004, downtown city life
was incapacitated, and most offices were closed due to the blocked traffic.
The shutdown—conducted by the Turkish military and the police backed
up by American air forces—was primarily a safety precaution against the
perceived threat of what was being called “global Islamic terror.” My
neighborhood in Istanbul,Tešvikiye, where most of my family lives, was less
than a mile from the NATO summit meeting. During those days, I spent a
good deal of time watching the American aircraft and chatting with local
people who crowded the Euro-cafés of Tešvikiye.The usual small talk on
fashion, leisure and Istanbul life seemed to be replaced by heated discus-
sions of Turkey’s potential membership in the European Union and which
role the Islamic party in government was to play in that process.

During the summit meeting, Tayyip Erdogan, the pro-Islamic Prime
Minister of Turkey, and the President of the United States, George Bush,
shook hands and spoke on friendly terms. Bush looked at the picture on
the wall of the founding father of the secular Turkish Republic, Mustafa
Kemal Atatürk, and commented: “Very elegant man.” Dressed similar to
Atatürk in a Western-style two-piece suit, Erdogan replied: “He is our
leader.” During the summit, the neighborhood hosted political leaders
from across the world and local actors in close proximity, debating and
negotiating the future of Turkish society and polity.What was Turkey’s role
going to be in the world order? As a Muslim majority state with an au-
thoritarian secular state tradition and a procedurally functional yet illiberal
democracy, which direction would Turkey go? How was one to make
sense of the current pro-Islamic government that, as the secular founders
of Turkey did eight decades ago, was engaging Western democracies rather
than the Middle East?

Upon the fall of the Soviet Union, Islam began to be singled out as the
new source of fear in world politics. However, contrary to the expansion of
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political Islam as an anti-Western force in countries from Afghanistan to
Iran, Islamic social forces in Turkey began opening up to the West in the
mid-1980s, and became recognized internationally throughout the 1990s. In
the new millennium, they have appeared as supporters of both democratic
reform and Turkey’s entrance into the European Union (EU). After more
than two decades of global expansion of political Islam, was the staunchly
secular Turkish state democratizing under a pro-Islamic government?

The Turkish transition attracts particular attention from Western pow-
ers, which hope that Turkey will provide a model for democracy in the
rest of the Muslim world. Bush praised Turkey during the summit for the
example it has set on how to be a Muslim democracy and apply the rule
of law. However, his praise provoked a reaction among secular Turkish
patriots, who did not feel comfortable with—or were even insulted by—
the label of “Muslim” attached to their democracy.1 Why would Turkey be
characterized as a Muslim democracy, they questioned, if the United
States, with a largely religious society, was not referred to as a Christian
democracy?

The NATO summit was clearly a reminder of a developing dialogue
between the West and the pro-Islamic Turkish groups. Have perhaps
Western audiences more readily acknowledged the pro-democratic and
reform-oriented agendas of the Turkish Islamists than the secular Turks
have? A closer look at Turkish society suggests that this view misses the
other half of the story. Little attention has been paid to an increasing num-
ber of secular Turkish citizens who have been developing more accepting
and even sympathetic attitudes towards Turkish Islamic actors.2

The Islam-inspired Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkïnma
Partisi,AKP) came to power by fair and free elections in the staunchly sec-
ular Turkish Republic in November 2002. At the time of the victory, the
leader-to-be of the party, Erdogan, was banned from politics temporarily.A
speech that he had delivered during his term as the mayor of Istanbul was
believed to pose a threat to the secular state. On 12 April 1998, Erdogan was
found guilty of attempting to mobilize people for an Islamic state.3 When
his sentence ended a few months after the victory of the AKP, he was in-
vited to come back to the Party and became the Prime Minister of Turkey
on 13 March 2003.

Two years after he came to power, Erdogan’s name came to be associ-
ated with reform, democracy and dialogue with the West rather than
Islamism.4 When I referred to Erdogan as an Islamic leader in moderate
secular circles in Istanbul, I was corrected: “Why are you labeling him as
an Islamist? Is it just because his wife covers her head? Erdogan is not an
Islamist. He is our Prime Minister.”5 His Islamic identity was often denied
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while his modern and cosmopolitan characteristics were proudly high-
lighted.6 I was surprised by these comments, because the very same peo-
ple had been consumed with anxiety in 1994 when Erdogan had won the
local municipal elections in Istanbul. Later, in 1996, the fear of the secular
Turks had deepened and turned into hopeless pessimism when the Islamic
Refah (Welfare) party won the elections and came to power in a coalition
government. The majority of the secular actors feared that “Turkey was
becoming another Iran,” until the party was banned by the Turkish state in
1998. Despite (or rather, because of ) this deep-rooted prejudice against
Islam, there was little or no “curiosity about the long-range influence of
an Islamic ‘voice’ in Turkey,” but rather a denial that Erdogan was a prod-
uct of this voice.7

Since the late 1990s, Islam seems to have gone a long way from being
perceived as the main threat to Turkey’s secular heritage to being regarded
as one of the forces of reform and democracy. What has changed the
minds of many secular citizens about Islamic actors in such a short time?
Were they losing their collective memory? Chains of emails have been cir-
culated by patriots in order to remind the masses of what happened in
Iran and what Erdogan said and did until a few years ago. Clearly, nobody
could have forgotten Erdogan’s background in political Islam and the fact
that until recently he objected to Turkey’s entrance into the European
Union.Was he not also regarded as an opponent, or rather betrayer, of the
Republic and laicism (state control of religion), one of the main pillars of
the Turkish Republic? Obviously, the controversy was not due to the short
memory of the Turkish society.What, then, was at stake?

During my short visits in the Summer and Winter of 2005, the debates
over the AKP government were continuing.Yet those expressing their dis-
content were no longer substantiated by a strong secular opposition.
Secular citizens did not disappear, but their strong opposition weakened.
Fewer of them were complaining about the Party or Islam in general. As
the subject of discontent changed frequently from one controversial moral
issue to the other, at the time of my next visit it was about Erdogan’s new
policy against alcohol. In some smaller cities, the AKP forced bars and
restaurants that serve alcohol to move from city centers to the outskirts.A
few opponents of the Party insisted on the freedom to consume alcohol
in every corner. Other opponents were still thinking of Iran with fear and
were concerned that the party’s negative attitudes against alcohol were just
another sign that the “future of children was jeopardized by moral con-
servatism of Islamists.” Surprisingly, however, in every visit to Turkey, I
found an increasing number of educated people, professors, intellectuals,
artists and businesspeople from secular circles appreciating the AKP’s suc-
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cess in liberal economic and institutional reforms.A well-respected secu-
lar professor, known for his liberal views and life style, commented to me:
“While some narrow-minded people are still busy obsessing with the
details such as bars and liquor, the AKP speeded fast in economic growth
and political reform. We are a society stuck in details ignoring major
breakthroughs.”8

Clearly, it was not only Erdogan and the Islamic followers who have
changed in this short period from their confrontational Islamist position to
a moderate reform-oriented pro-Islamic mode.9 On the contrary, the atti-
tudes of a growing number of secular actors towards Islam have also been
moderating from intolerant forms of laicism to moderate secularism since
late 1990s.This change has been particularly hard and painful to acknowl-
edge for the majority of Kemalists, who were the supporters of official
ideology, laicism in particular. Committed to preserving not only the
state’s control over Islam but also state domination over society in general,
Kemalists have predominantly (mis)perceived this transition as a defeat of
secularism by a pervasive Islamization.

Popular Misconceptions and Prophecies of a Clash

One of the main pillars of the “Republican project,” the making of a
Westernized, secularized and modern nation and its state, was laicism.10

This overarching grand project had not only pushed religion to the pri-
vate sphere but also repressed and marginalized Islamic actors since the
early 1920s.The secular Republic was consolidated out of the remnants of
an Islamic Empire, in which the rulers gained legitimacy from religion.11

Unlike in the Persian Qajar Empire, where religion and state were inde-
pendent of each other, religion was a part of the state in the Ottoman
Empire. After the decay of the Empire, the establishment of the secular
Turkish nation-state relied heavily on the integration of religion into the
state machinery.This task was accomplished mainly through the formation
of Diyanet Išleri Müdürlügü (Directorate for Religious Affairs). However,
the question of religion has proved much more complicated throughout
the history of the Republic than the founding fathers had envisioned.12

The Republic has displayed ongoing swings of the pendulum between
repression and toleration of Islam.13 Each time Islamic social forces gained
power and were thought to pose a threat to the secular state, the Turkish
military, the staunchest protector of laicism in Turkey, intervened in the
political process through a coup d’etat.

My ethnographic research started when the military intervened in pol-
itics again in February of 1997.Typically, the state put an end to the toler-
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ation that Islamic social forces had enjoyed since the mid-1980s and
banned the Islamic party Refah, which was argued to threaten the secular
tradition, in 1998. Religious associations, sects and centers were being
monitored and sporadically attacked by the police.

My research started with numerous informal conversations with both
Islamic and secular actors from a large spectrum. For several months, I
free-floated among these groups until the focus of the research was nar-
rowed to a specific topic.The most common question I received from the
secular individuals was, “So, what did you find out about the Islamists?
What are they hiding? What is their secret agenda?” Not only did the sec-
ular actors distrust the Islamic actors but they also disliked their life styles
and headscarves. However, the secular actors have also increasingly fallen
into conflict among themselves in their views of, and attitudes towards,
Islamic movements.The late 1990s seemed to be an era of ongoing dis-
agreement and discontent. Like every transition period, it was unsettling
and troubling for all social actors.

Soon, I collected a good number of stories of despair and fear.As gen-
uine as these views and feelings of Islamic and secular actors were, they
were mainly myths of clash and confrontation, which my research even-
tually discredited. Neither of these groups may cherish this book, as it
does not share either the predominant perceptions of a clash or the festive
perceptions of diversity and multiculturalism in Turkey. In contrast to what
is in vogue in current scholarship, this book is about the demise of con-
frontation in the Turkish context. It reveals the limits of disagreement and
the boundaries of diversity. It tells the story of a rising agreement, coop-
eration and a growing sense of belonging between the secular state and
Islamic actors.

Several myths of the clash between the Turkish state and society have
circulated since the 1980s and clearly predated Huntington’s prophecies of
clash between civilizations.The first dominant view, which I refer to as the
“oppression prophecy,” was that the Turkish state was so inherently author-
itarian and illiberal that it was doomed to repress and eventually obliter-
ate Islamic movements.“No opposition was strong enough to challenge or
even survive the Turkish state’s repression.”The advocates of this prophecy
about the “strong state and weak society” understandably reached this
conclusion by looking back at the Republican history and the state repres-
sion of social actors, Islamists and ethnic minorities in particular.The vic-
tory of the AKP has largely challenged this prophecy since 2002.

The second view, which I call the “threat prophecy,” has made the
opposite claim.Accordingly, the rise of Islam and the victory of Refah in
1996 showed that Islam was a real threat in Turkey.14 Allegedly, Islamic
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groups were so powerful that they would gradually penetrate political
institutions and undermine the Republican project in order to “conquer”
the secular state (devleti ele geçirmek). The people most concerned about
this “strong society and weak state” thesis were a large group of threatened
secularists in late 1990s, who were fearfully anticipating the decay of
Atatürkism and the defeat of official secularism. Their numbers also
shrunk dramatically at about the turn of the millennium due to the per-
sistence of the secular regime under the pro-Islamic government.

Paradoxically, these seemingly opposite views converged in their con-
clusion with Huntington’s thesis of the clash of civilizations. In the first
scenario, the secular institutions would wipe out the Islamic social forces.
In the second one, Islamists would conquer and defeat secular institutions
and the state.As simplistic as these prophecies of state-society interaction
may seem, they played a great role in maintaining Turkey in the league of
the so-called “gray zone” or “sustained transition” countries along with
Egypt, and even akin to failed “political openings” together with Iran. Like
other prophecies, the aforementioned views suffered from partisanship
and a lack of analytical distance. More importantly, they suffered from the
absence of empirical sensitivity to contemporary patterns of social change.
This ethnographic study challenges these views, in which the secular state
is juxtaposed against Islamic social forces in explaining social change.

Due to the highly politicized nature of the debate on Islam and
democracy both in and out of Turkey, it is often assumed or even expected
that the author, like most other citizens of the Republic, takes sides in the
opposition between Islamism and secularism. It has not been an uncom-
mon practice to assess scholarship in the field according to the ideologi-
cal side it takes rather than for its scholarly contribution to the under-
standing of a phenomenon beyond ideology.15 Contrary to this unspoken
expectation, this study is not motivated by a commitment to the defense
of any group or ideology. It does not seek to support either the secularist
Kemalist or Islamist point of view. Hence, the absence of advocacy is likely
to render this book unappealing to ideologically motivated audiences,
Islamist or secularist.The disengagement is caused not only by the author’s
analytical distance from both but also by a critical analysis of both—rather
than one—of these camps. More importantly, the lack of advocacy is not
merely a matter of choice, strategy or methodology. The evidence pro-
vided by this work renders the rhetoric of advocacy redundant by empir-
ically revealing the demise of the confrontation and emergence of coop-
eration between Islam and the secular state in the Turkish context.

Few scholarly works have moved beyond the dichotomy between
authoritarian states and good Muslim societies.16 Even fewer have criti-
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cized the predominant representation of Islamic social forces as con-
frontational and oppositional to the states.17 There are, of course, good rea-
sons for the wide appeal of this dichotomy between state and society in
the Turkish context. For a long period,Turkish society was characterized
by the gap between the center and the periphery.18 The unbridgeable dis-
tance between the dominant state and over-defiant Muslim masses was
seen largely as an effect of the absence of institutions that were supposed
to link the state and society.19 Similarly, the Westernized political elite had
no sympathy for the periphery and mistrusted the Muslim masses.
Although the center-periphery gap gradually diminished, the distance
between the Westernized Kemalist elite and the marginalized masses has
persisted for a longer time.

Recently, Islamic actors have become more vocal in their demand for
more recognition for faith-based and morally conservative ways of life,
which have been looked down upon by the Westernized elite. Until
Islamic actors started to contest the accepted norms, the secularist elite
claimed to have a monopoly over national education, markets, corpora-
tions, the media, civil society, nationalism (even patriotism), and politics in
general (and gender and ethnic politics in particular).The secularists’ claim
reigned until moderate Islamic actors accumulated social, economic and
intellectual power, and emerged as an alternative pro-Western and secu-
larization-friendly social force.

The shifting relations between the new Islamic actors and the Turkish
state are very important, partly because they inform us about the demise
of a gap between the state and society. Interestingly, this transformation has
preceded and even facilitated institutional reform by, I argue, creating alter-
native linkages and affinities between the state and Islamic actors. This
book documents the everyday manifestations of this transformation. It is
not a process of “fusion” of the state and Islam. Put differently, it is not
about unification between them, whether in the form of Islamization of
the state or the defeat of Islamism by secularism. Nor does this study illus-
trate a process that blends Islamism and secularism. In contrast, this is a
modest attempt to capture and analyze the contemporary everyday set-
tings that have allowed Islamic actors and the state to interact and reshape
each other. The study has no pretension of providing a historically or
ethnographically exhaustive account of these meeting points. Rather, it
provides an in-depth analysis of the shifting dynamics between Islamic
ways of life and the state’s conduct.

The literature has not yet sufficiently acknowledged this current trans-
formation of the interaction between the state and Islamic actors in Turkey.
A few ethnographies have pointed to an emerging convergence between
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Islamists and secularists, while focusing mainly on the diversity of Islamic
voices.20 There is a shortage of historical approaches that account for the
background of what Mardin refers to as the “setting where secularism and
Islam interpenetrate.”21 Instead, many studies have pitted Islam against the
state in the Turkish context and have regarded confrontation as a force of
democratization.22 The emphasis has remained on the ways in which
Islamic actors struggle with, confront and seek to replace the state’s func-
tions, whether politically, culturally, discursively or through alternative
ways of life.23 The juxtaposition of Islam against the secular state has been
reinforced further by the representation of Atatürkism as an ideology of
the Westernized elite that has either excluded or failed to appeal to
Islamists.This was the case for most of the Republican history in Turkey.
However, contemporary social research has not yet fully acknowledged
the parallel transformations of Islamism and Atatürkism—or the mutually
changing views of Islamic and secular actors.

As a result, emergent non-confrontational forms of interaction and
cooperation between the state and Islam have gone largely unnoticed.24

Similarly, while the focus has remained on oppositional forces, which
challenge authoritarian regimes, the agency of the non-defiant social
actors has been almost completely neglected.The Middle Eastern context
has reinforced these prevalent tendencies in the literature. Not only has
Islamic action been largely associated with insurgence but also authori-
tarianism in the Middle East has been seen as curable only by the con-
frontational forces.25 As a result, the non-resisting Islamic actors, who have
come to terms with several codes of conduct of the secular nation-states,
were denied both power and agency. Regardless of the large variety of
non-defiant actors, all fell under the broad category of the “co-opted”—
if not the “oppressed, repressed and silenced”—without a second thought
being given to the consequences of their non-confrontational action.

The aim of this book is to examine the matter from a different per-
spective. Rather than portraying the Islamists’ resentment towards and
struggle with the Republic, this work captures the emergence of Islamic
agency at a certain historical moment, a moment of transition when it
starts to reach out to, engage, negotiate and even associate with the state.
I specifically explore the sources and outcomes of this changing energy
between Islam and the most secular state of the Muslim world. This
dynamic has often been misinterpreted as a new statism of Islamic social
forces. Instead of denying Islam its agency in this process, I explore the
contemporary specifics of what Mardin calls the “primacy of the state in
the Islamic voice.”26 Moreover, a particular interest of this study is how
shifting dynamics of state-Islam interaction transforms the bitterest ex-
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pressions of state laicism into much more tolerant forms of secularism.27

Put differently, changing attitudes of the state as a social actor is a major
concentration of this work.

Considering the hostile separation of Islam and the state in the early
Republic, the worldwide interest that the AKP’s victory attracted should
not be surprising.Was this victory informing a new page in Turkish his-
tory? In fact, the conditions that prepared the rising popularity of the AKP
and the state’s accommodation of it have been maturing outside tradi-
tional institutional channels, state policies, party politics and deliberate
forms of political mobilization. In order to explore the broader scope of
contemporary dynamics, this study looks beyond the actions and agendas
of political leaders and the party agendas and delves into the heart of
everyday life.

The Scope

This ethnography follows the everyday encounters between the state
and Islamic actors. Here, the state is seen as a multi-layered social organi-
zation made up of branches, officials, offices and diverse agendas.28 By
treating the state as an everyday actor, I aim to overcome the prevalent
split in the literature that sets in opposition not only cultural processes
against political ones but also civil society against the state. Moreover, the
civil society literature itself has also differentiated social actors and associ-
ations from political parties, by assigning them different roles. Unlike these
approaches, this study bridges these separate yet interacting realms of cul-
ture and politics, as well as social movements and political institutions.

Recently, the AKP has almost come to be seen as the icon for reform
and democracy, not only in Turkey but also in the Muslim world. How-
ever, contrary to what has been often presented in the literature, the party
is not metamorphous, that is, it is neither an object without a history nor
a simple break from the past. By tracing the shifting state-Islam interaction
within the last decade from local, everyday life to the macro-institutional
level, this study reveals a largely neglected continuity between state and
non-state actors. I pay attention to the convergence between the Islamic
actors outside and inside the government. Specifically, I trace state-Islam
interaction in everyday sites, from those in the largest and most influential
Islamic movement, the Gülen movement, to those in the AKP govern-
ment.The political ethnography explores how the social movement’s net-
work and activities have translated into political terms and political
dynamics.

The Gülen movement emerged out of the fragmentation of another
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Islamic movement, Nur, in the 1980s and expanded internationally across
the continents throughout 1990s.29 The exact size of the movement is not
easy to guess. In addition to a fast-growing Diaspora across the world, it is
estimated that there are approximately six million followers of the Gülen
movement within the national boundaries of Turkey.The movement, un-
like Islamic sects, does not have formal membership. On the contrary, the
fuzzy boundaries of this diffuse movement attract a diverse constituency.
Affiliations range from the devout and benefactors, who are uncondition-
ally in service, to distant admirers and sympathizers. The inner kernel is
often referred to as cemaat (Gemeinschaft), while the loosely connected
outer layers of the movement are seen as a cemiyet (Gesellschaft). Similarly,
the AKP government (2002–?) attracts a larger base from both Islamic and
secular circles. Interestingly, there are an unknown number of secular
Turks who either refused to vote at all in 2002 or voted for the AKP with-
out admitting it publicly.30

Except for their wide appeal across the old Islamic-secular divide, how-
ever, the continuity between the movement and the party is not of a direct
or cooperative kind. Unlike the close relation between diffuse social
movements and well-organized parties, such as that embodied by the
environmental movement, the Gülen movement and the AKP are indeed
disconnected. In fact, the leader of the Gülen movement, Fethullah Gülen,
has neither approved of the previous Islamic parties nor agreed with the
previous Islamist leader, Erbakan.The followers of the Gülen movement
refused to vote for Islamic parties, including Refah, and preferred the cen-
ter-right conservative parties to Islamic ones. This picture changed dra-
matically in 2002 when the AKP ran for elections. Upon the AKP’s dec-
laration of its break from Refah and its radical Islamist faction, Milli Görüš
(National View), most of the followers of the Gülen Party voted for the
AKP.31 Still, the Gülen movement and the AKP have remained organiza-
tionally independent and disconnected in their activities.

The parallel that this study draws between the social movement and the
party in power is not due to overlapping memberships, either. Put differ-
ently, the members of the party and the followers of the movement are
generally not the same people.32 Although they have both attracted fol-
lowers across class boundaries, there has been a major difference between
them in their appeal to different groups.The movement mainly appealed
to people who had bourgeois aspirations for upward social mobility, while
the party relied largely on the votes from the urban poor, residents of
shantytowns and economically lower status neighborhoods.33 Where, then,
is the parallel that this study draws between these distinct Islamic groups?

What made the Gülen movement and the AKP the subject of study
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among many other Islam-oriented groups and parties is an organic conti-
nuity between them.34 Both have displayed similar cooperative attitudes,
as opposed to confrontational ones, towards the secular Turkish Republic.
This shift in state-Islam interaction is the key to explaining a much
broader transformation in Turkey. Hence, my interest in this study in the
sources and outcomes of non-confrontational Islamic activities has made
the movement and the political party obvious subjects. Only a few stud-
ies in the literature have linked organizations in the realm of civil society
with political parties in the Middle East by tracing the continuity between
them.35 Even then, these studies have pointed to the continuity of oppo-
sition between the associations and parties to the authoritarian regimes. In
contrast, this work focuses on the continuity between the Gülen move-
ment and the AKP in terms of the absence of confrontation and the power
of non-defiant forces.

The Book

This study is an ethnography on how Islamic actors and the state have
transformed each other within the last decade.36 It reveals the dynamics of
the shifting relationship between the Turkish Islamic actors and the secu-
lar state from confrontation to cooperation. As a sharp contrast to their
historically confrontational relationship, I explore the sources, nature and
outcomes of emergent engagements between Islam and the state. Engage-
ments refer to a continuum of interplay between Islamic actors and state
actors, ranging from contestation and negotiation to accommodation,
cooperation and alliance.

Each chapter analyzes a different kind of interaction between Islam and
the state. Concretely, the new Islamic actors contest with the secular state
in the area of education (chapter 3) and moral ways of life (chapter 6).
They negotiate the boundaries between public and private lives, and
thereby the nature of secularism (chapter 2).They cooperate with the state
in promoting Turkic ethnic politics in Central Asia (chapter 4) as well in
promoting institutional reform and Turkey’s membership in the European
Union (chapter 6).They also ally with the secular male elite in gender pol-
itics (chapter 5). It is imperative to note that all of these diverse patterns
exclude clash and confrontation with the state.

Needless to say, none of these patterns of interaction can be captured in
a pure form in practice but are found only intermixed with other forms
of engagement in a given everyday setting. For example, even when
Islamic actors cooperate with the state in ethnic or gender politics, they
still do not cease to negotiate over their own Islamic agenda.Whether it
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is pronounced explicitly or not, their primary agenda remains the revital-
ization of faith, and acquisition of legitimacy for faith-based lives in the
secular institutional milieu of Turkey.

The Outline

Chapter 1 introduces the Islamic actors of engagement who are the
main subjects of this study. By discussing their relevance and importance
to the Turkish transition, the chapter situates their activities, networks and
organizations into the larger debate on Islam, civil society, state transfor-
mation and democratization.

Chapter 2 explains how the disputed boundaries between the state and
Islam have gradually transformed into sites of engagement through the
history of the Republic. I illustrate this macro shift through a micro-level
analysis of the readjustment that Islamic actors undertake in public and
private realms. Subsequently, I show how public activities of Islam have
provided the platforms of engagement with the state, while the private
Islamic sphere has expanded and transformed faith-based practices into
more legitimate activities.

Chapter 3 starts by analyzing the confrontation between the Gülen
movement and a consortium of secularist civil society organizations. At
one level, by revealing the secularists’ war against the movement, I show
the extent to which both associations and public debates can divide and
polarize, rather than integrate, the society. At another level, I discuss how
the legal scrutiny of the Gülen schools through the court system opened
the way for symbolic negotiations between the state and the movement.
More importantly, I illustrate how state actors contradicted each other in
their attitudes toward the movement, while the Islamic followers re-
sponded differently to the state’s various claims over the schools.

Chapter 4 follows the sites of engagement to Kazakhstan of the post-
Soviet Central Asia, where the movement has concentrated its activities
since the mid-1990s. I reveal the emergent Islamic sensibilities for national
and ethnic identity. On the one hand, I illustrate how national loyalties
currently help to facilitate the movement’s cooperation with the officials
of both the Turkish and Kazak states. On the other hand, I highlight how
the homogenizing tendency of Turkic ethnic politics contradicts the claim
of the movement to develop a pluralist civil society as it promotes ethnic
unity latent in both Islamic and secular nationalism in Turkey.

Chapter 5 compares the significance placed upon gender reform by the
early Republican male elite with the position of the contemporary Islamic
male actors. I reveal the overlap between their seemingly progressive gen-
der discourse, which aims to incorporate women into the public sphere
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without actually intending to empower them. The findings demonstrate
how the similar views of gender reform create a male bond between the
Islamic and secular elites, thus facilitating further cooperation. While
highlighting another dark side of state-Islam cooperation in sustaining
patriarchy, the chapter also notes that Islamic women may take advantage
of public participation as a means for further emancipation, as the secular
women had done in Turkey.

Finally, chapter 6 traces the engagement from the everyday sites of the
movement to the pro-Islamic party in the government.The continuities
show that the AKP’s significance lies not in its invention of engagement
with the state but in its “institutionalization” of it. I illustrate the AKP’s
leading role in undertaking economic and political reform. I argue that
the politics of engagement resulted in the formation of a limited consen-
sus between the Islamic actors, the Turkish state and the international
actors, especially the EU.

The conclusion explicates the nature of this minimum agreement on
the source of political authority, which, in turn, enables the toleration of
less fundamental disagreements between Islamic and secular actors on
such issues of morality and ethics. I conclude by discussing whether the
emergence of accord between Islam and the state may foster political plu-
ralism by facilitating negotiation between the state and society.
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In 1997 as the Turkish state was enforcing more rigid rules such as the
headscarf ban on Islamists, I met with three students involved in Islamic
activism in the Beyazït campus of Istanbul University.The university had
a long history of ideological confrontation between the left and right in
1970s, and continued to host opposition between Islamist students and
supporters of state’s laicism in the late 1990s.1 Each of the three students
was active in a different Islamic group: the Refah party (which was in
power at that time), the Gülen movement, and the smaller Yeni Asya
group.2 Because the increasing diversity of Islamic groups had been attract-
ing a lot of attention since the mid-1980s, my initial goal was to explore
the ways in which this diversity and the related public debate may have
been contributing to or undermining civil society and democracy. The
students did not know each other before this meeting. Still, I did not need
to ask questions that day, as they immediately engaged in a burning debate,
which soon turned into a battle.

Aysel, a history major, was a student representative of Refah. As a self-
defined “radical” and “fundamentalist,” she was devastated by the headscarf
ban in the university. She attacked Ali, from the Gülen movement, the fol-
lowers of which were mostly obeying the headscarf ban:“How could you
participate in a group that preaches passivity and conformism to a system
that has undermined Islam for so long? There is so much to revolt against,
and you guys just preach “dialogue.” How superficial! Wake up! We must
fight for our cause to “live true Islam.”

In sharp contrast to Aysel, Ali was very difficult to antagonize and
maintained his poised attitude during several hours of accusations. He was
in charge of supervising a student house, Išïk Evi (House of Light),3 of the
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18 The Politics of Engagement

Gülen movement. He listened with patience, without reacting or inter-
rupting.When she was finally finished accusing him of betraying Islamist
agendas, he smiled and talked very calmly:

Fighting would not help.Which revolution had a happy ending in history? All we
need is patience, mutual respect and understanding. If we could finally start lis-
tening, we might actually convince each other. Who will listen to you if you
attack and offend the people who disagree with you, as you are doing now. . . .
Besides, the Gülen movement is closer to what you call the “fundamentals” of
Islam.We believe in tolerance and peaceful ways of negotiation, and definitely not
in confrontation and blood.

Ahmet from Yeni Asya was disappointed with both Aysel and Ali:“It is
easier to talk when you have so much money or political power.You both
stand close to a corrupted system, whether it is through the corporate
world of the Gülen movement, or the political power of the Refah gov-
ernment.” According to him, Ali and Aysel were hypocrites who were
enchanted by material rewards. He thought they were “reinforcing the
system,” instead of challenging it. They were “playing the game by the
state’s rules,” he said,“at the expense of the ‘true Islam.’”The dilemmas of
these three Islamic students eventually became one of the main preoccu-
pations of this research.

Were Islamic social forces becoming a mere reflection of the authori-
tarian state, as Ahmet insisted?4 Or were the confrontational practices of
Islamic groups that Aysel advocated transforming the state by undermin-
ing its image?5 Although I have benefited immensely from the latter ap-
proach, the evidence provided by this work suggests a slightly different
take on the issue.This is a story, as promoted by Ali, of non-confrontational
interactions between the Islamic actors and the state. Moreover, this is also
a story of how these non-confrontational practices have transformed the
practices and images of not only Islam but also the state. Specifically, to the
extent that they ceased confronting each other’s hostile image and came to
terms with its practices, both parties started developing skills to engage and
shape each other in mundane everyday life.

Who Are the Islamic Actors of Engagement?

Having observed several disputes that were similar to the conflict
between Ali, Aysel and Ahmet, my initial research interest in the much-
celebrated concept of “diversity” and its presumed association with civil
society declined fast. Contrary to public opinion, mistrust was not a char-
acteristic defining only the relations between the Islamists and secularists.
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The Politics of Engagement 19

Diverse Islamic groups also became fragmented and ceased to cooperate
with one another. Increasing state repression and contradictory responses
by the Islamic groups turned some of these groups into isolated, and even
hostile, units.The divide was most unbridgeable between the followers of
the two largest groups, Refah and the Gülen movement. Similar to the
leaders of these groups, Erbakan and Fethullah Gülen, the followers of
each group disliked and mistrusted the other.6

As I was free-floating among Islamic groups, a rather unusual dynamic
between the Gülen movement and the Republic began to catch my atten-
tion. I became increasingly interested and drawn into in the emerging
non-confrontational patterns of interaction between Islam and the state.
These patterns sporadically presented themselves in my field sites when I
was least expecting them. While the resentment of other Islamic groups
and parties was peaking because of the state’s repression in the late 1990s,7

the followers of the Gülen movement were articulating wide-ranging loy-
alties to their country, the nation and its Republic, and even the military.
This new dynamic was surprising and difficult to make sense of. Salwa
Ismail critically notes a misleading tendency in the literature.The rise of
Islamic revival has often been associated with a crisis, in which “the state
fails to meet rising expectations [and] Islamist opposition emerges as the
expression of social discontent.”8 In the midst of all the discontent from
both Islamic and secular circles, the Gülen movement stood out because
it was clearly deviating from this generalization. Motivated by its affinities
to the state, the movement was mobilizing to make more space for the
faithful individual within the boundaries of the secular Republic.

The Gülen movement is the largest and most influential Islamic group
in Turkey and the most widely recognized one internationally.9 Because of
its fast-growing financial resources (since the mid-1980s) and the expan-
sion of its networks and schools abroad (since the mid-1990s), it has
rapidly become “the richest and most important offshoot of the Nur
movement.”10 Like other successors of the Nur movement,11 the Gülen
movement’s major dava (goal, issue) is to revitalize faith. Followers strongly
believe that faith has declined or almost become “lost” in the rigidly sec-
ular sociopolitical milieu of the Republic. Unlike other Nur groups, how-
ever, the Gülen movement has successfully negotiated the boundaries
between religion and the staunchly secular Turkish state in various realms
of social life.The movement has had several layers of leverage supporting
its success.

The main outlet, education—high schools, universities and dormito-
ries—and the secondary outlet, trade and business networks, both ex-
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panded first to Central Asia in the mid-1990s and gradually across the
globe.The movement’s international expansion has largely been accom-
modated by the host states.12 In the newly independent Muslim-Turkic
majority states of Central Asia, the movement has prioritized ethnic pol-
itics, revitalizing the “forgotten Turkic roots.” In the United States, on the
other hand, it has undertaken extensive interfaith activities. Along with
attending to the current American agenda, the followers have concen-
trated on religious identity politics, reconciling conflicts in the post-9/11
period, working on a dialogue between people from different religious
denominations.13 Thus, the locus of the movement’s activities in America
has been to reduce or eliminate sources of major conflict and achieve har-
mony and dialogue. In all these secular states, the followers have cooper-
ated with the host states in undertaking these context-specific activities
while mainly continuing to pursue their broader goal of reviving faith.

Similar to the Gülen movement, which has differed from other Islamic
groups by internationalizing its nationalist Islamic mission, the AKP gov-
ernment has become a globally recognized model of a “Muslim democ-
racy” in the new millennium. These Turkish Islamic actors have had a
strong ideal of service, not only to the community but also to the coun-
try (vatan) and nation (millet ). The nationalism of these Islamic actors
has reinforced their international undertakings. Parallel to the conflict-
diffusing attitudes of the Gülen movement,“the AKP avoids strong ideo-
logical commitments and open conflict and adapts its positions to the
expectations of other political leaders.”14 At a time when most Islamic
action reminds most Western observers of terror, both the Gülen move-
ment and the AKP have been generally recognized in the West, particu-
larly the United States, as moderate and pro-democratic forces.

The Gülen movement and the AKP are strong advocates of economic
liberalism and prosperity. The movement has taken full advantage of a
growing economy and has expanded its investments through corpora-
tions, private schools and media outlets, and the AKP has stabilized a pre-
viously fluctuating economy and has rapidly passed reform bills. The
growing economic and political power of these Islamic actors may have
created an elitist image, which represents the “polished” urban Islamic
social forces of high socioeconomic status. It is true that, unlike in Iran,
Islamic activism in Turkey does not come from a strong tradition of
Islamic leftism.15 However, Islamic action in Turkey is far from an elite
activity.This misunderstanding originates from two misconceptions.

First, the Gülen movement has been extremely successful in fostering
upward social mobility. It has attracted cross-class constituents who aspire
to the attainment of middle-class ethics and bourgeois life styles through
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education.The constituents include a large body of bright and promising
students from lower economic status, students whose education depends
on the funding from the movement’s foundations and individual benefac-
tors.With the exception of wealthy benefactors of the Gülen movement,
who mainly finance schools and students, most of the followers serve in
movement activities, education in particular, voluntarily or for very low
salaries.When I asked intellectuals, writers, teachers and the businesspeo-
ple in the Gülen movement how they would describe their background
and socioeconomic status, they often said that they were “the children of
Anatolia” (Anadolu çocugu), which stands for folk people as opposed to the
urban elite. Sencer Bey, a leading intellectual and writer, smiled and told
me:“My parents are farmers in Trakya [Thrace]. I was raised in a small vil-
lage and worked as a shepherd until I was twelve.” Another intellectual,
Bilal Bey, said that his father was a postman who looked after his mother
and four brothers and sisters. He was the only one of the siblings who
continued his studies after elementary school,“thanks to the movement’s
support.” His statement about the movement confirmed my own obser-
vations. He said that most of the people in the movement come from sim-
ilar backgrounds in small towns and villages of Anatolia.This explains why
the movement’s teachers reach out to, and enthusiastically serve, the youth
in the remotest parts of not only Turkey but also the world, in places such
as Siberia.

Second, the misconception also arises from the fact that the move-
ment’s major associations and foundations are based in large cities and
urban centers. In reality, however, the movement’s networks and activities
are diffuse.They are scattered not only throughout small towns in Anatolia
but also across the world. I accidentally came across these networks far
from major cities, not only in Turkey but also in European countries such
as Denmark. Similarly, upon my arrival in Amherst, Massachusetts, the fol-
lowers had heard about “the new Turkish faculty member” in town, and
invited me to their get-together. Both inside and outside of Turkey, the
networks of the movement and the “Risale readings”16 extend to neigh-
borhoods that range from lower to higher socioeconomic status.17 The
dispersed quality of these networks does not affect their efficiency and
effectiveness.

Similar to the Gülen movement, the AKP has flourished on the basis of
extensive and efficient networking. Although the party has relied heavily
on the votes of the urban poor, its economic policies and political agen-
das have attracted and pleased people from across class boundaries, includ-
ing middle-class and upper-middle-class constituents.This trend has been
criticized widely as a betrayal of the poverty-ridden base of the party.
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22 The Politics of Engagement

Making Sense of the Engagements

Originally, I observed engagements between Islam and the Turkish state
as they surfaced on a small scale in the dispersed sites of the Gülen move-
ment. Since then, I have traced the expansion of the sites of engagements
from the local to the national and to the international realm outside the
Turkish borders.The last decade has witnessed the gradual expansion of
engagements from the level of everyday life to the macro-institutional
level of the government.

The first signs of engagement surfaced when mostly educated, socially
conscious and faithful Muslims, whose parents and grandparents defined
themselves as loyal citizens through the values imposed by the early Repub-
lic, started to seek ways to revitalize faith in everyday life.The parents of
these newly engaged Islamic actors lived according to the secular Repub-
lic’s uncompromising principles toward Islam.They either kept their reli-
gious activities hidden underground or accepted privatization and mar-
ginalization of religion.18 Contrary to their Republican parents’ passive or
active acceptance of Muslimhood as a private matter of life,19 more and
more social actors have wished to practice and express religion freely in
their everyday lives, including in their public self-presentation, such as the
way they dress.

However, although they were in disagreement with the rigidity of
authoritarian laicism, they were convinced by, and supportive of, several
other values and characteristics of the Republic.20 They strongly associated
with the nation, and voluntarily participated in the democratic electoral
procedures as strongly as any other secular citizen did. In that sense, the
new Islamic actors probably felt more like the children of a secular nation-
state than their Muslim forefathers had in the early period of the Turkish
Republic. Clearly, the Turkish state was not the only secular state, which
had an impact on shaping the nature of Islamic action.21 However, it was
by far the most authoritatively secular one, controlling religion in every
sphere of life.22

With the state’s increasing tolerance of Islam in the 1980s, largely
encouraged by the Prime Minister at that time,Turgut Özal, Islamic actors
finally started to step forward and seek legitimacy in a way their parents
did not and could not. In a fast-growing free market economy and civil
society, they found economic, social and political conditions favorable for
the articulation of their needs and interests.They formed their own asso-
ciations, media outlets—including television stations, radio stations and
newspapers—as well as corporations and hospitals. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, they dedicated themselves to raising faithful and “morally superior”
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future generations, who would also be internationally competitive in sci-
ence, business and technology.The Gülen movement opened schools and
universities inside and outside of Turkey, while other Islamic actors per-
sisted in forming and joining successive Islamist parties each time their
existing parties were banned by the Turkish state. Still others formed
prayer groups, religious organizations and foundations.Turkey, like other
authoritarian states in the Middle East, has seen Islamic networks and
activities mushroom.23

Although the level of Islamic activism rose when the state loosened its
control over religion in the 1980s, the engagements of Islamic actors with
the state surfaced in the late 1990s, when the state repression peaked again.
Yet they remained rather timid and uneven until around the turn of the
millennium.The politics of engagement have gained momentum and have
started to permeate the political culture at large, and become institutional-
ized only when the confrontation between the Turkish state and Islam has
finally declined in the new millennium. Islamic actors and the state became
actual bargaining and even cooperating partners on issues like education,
ethnic politics and gender politics only after they began to recognize each
other’s autonomous sphere of action.The decline of the ideological clash
between official secularism and Islamism marked the beginning of more
democratic forms of negotiation between various branches of the state and
Islamic actors.24 This tells us two important things. First, the engagements
have clearly been the product of a long historical process, including, but
not limited to, the tolerant 1980s. Second, the fact that they surfaced in the
midst of rigid state control suggests that the engagements are directed to an
illiberal authoritarian state.The Gülen movement began to engage the state
when it was distrusting and temporarily disowning Islam.

The hostile separation between Islam and the Republic, a characteristic
of laicism, came under critique and questioning. At the same time, how-
ever, the basic idea of separation between religion and political sover-
eignty referred to generically as secularism has increasingly become
accepted by the new Islamic actors. Needless to say,Turkish Islamic actors
have put Gellner’s famous claim that Islam was inherently “secularization-
resistant” into question.25 They appeared to be resistant only to certain
ways of interaction between religion and the state, the ones that were
aggressive and confrontational.This reminds us that different patterns of
secularization have to be understood in their own right.26

Despite the gradual demise of sheer hostility between Islam and the
state, the broader question remains: have Islamic movements and associa-
tions been contributing to or undermining civil society and democracy?
A fast-growing literature on Islam has split into two polarized camps. One
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has taken a rather promotional edge and became a festive celebration of
the perfect fit between Islam and “elastic” definitions of pluralism, civil
society and democracy.27 In the wake of 9/11, the other has waged a war
against Islam, condemning it in every form, not just fundamentalist.28 As
mentioned before, the Islamists and Kemalists in Turkey participated fully
in the war between these universally polarized camps.

Despite the unproductive extremes of the debate, civil society has also
been constructively redefined in the Muslim context.29 Three major
strengths of civil society in the Muslim context were highlighted: the
scope of local (grassroots and communal) networks, the vitality of the
public sphere and the power of social capital (interpersonal ties, reciproc-
ity, trust relations). Not surprisingly, the Turkish Islamic actors have
become major players in all of these realms of activities.

Have the Islamic actors in Turkey been friends or enemies of civil soci-
ety and democracy? This study does not pretend to have an easy answer
for this question. It also does not strive to provide “consistent” evidence
that supports the claims of one of the aforementioned camps. In contrast,
it illustrates and analyzes paradoxical evidence. Diverse Islamic practices
and organizations have had both liberating and restricting tendencies
along with civil and uncivil outcomes. Clearly, civil society does not em-
brace each and every act “outside” and “against” the authoritarian state.30

“Not all social associations are part of civil society; some organizations
contribute to its growth and others do not.”31 Organizations that demand
unconditional commitment to group agendas and collective interests may
easily violate individual liberties and harm civil society.32

I argue that both outcomes of Islamic action, whether they advance or
undermine civil society, are primarily shaped by the shifting dynamics of
state-Islam interaction, an issue largely neglected in the debates on civil
society and Islam.33 This claim, in turn, requires a narrower definition of
civil society in the Middle East, which brings the understudied illiberal
and authoritarian states back into the heart of the debate.34

Distinguishing Civil Society 

from Project-Based Undertakings

For a better understanding of Islamic activities, networks and organiza-
tions, I asked Sedat Bey from the Gülen movement for a term that could
cover the scope of the movement’s Islamic endeavors. Sedat Bey is a promi-
nent intellectual who played a pivotal role in the formulation of the Gülen
movement’s motto “Dialogue between Civilizations.” He did not immedi-
ately answer my question. After thinking for a few days, he called me at
home in Istanbul and said:“We work on civil society projects such as opening
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schools, the research center called Akademi, publication houses and foun-
dations, such as the Journalists and Writers Foundation. These are ‘civil’
undertakings that are organized by diverse individuals regardless of their reli-
gious orientation. . . .You should call us a ‘civil society organization.’”

When the followers brought up civil society in my interviews, I asked
them what made the movement a part of civil society.They mostly stated
that the movement’s associations, organizations and all activities were trans-
parent, accountable and visible both to the public and the state. Some fol-
lowers emphasized that the movement’s schools were scientific rather than
religious and that the teaching in these schools was largely conducted in
English “rather than in Arabic.” Overall, the civil society that the followers
referred to consisted of a multitude of small-scale projects connected through
dispersed yet efficient networks across the globe.35 These international net-
works of schools, companies, media outlets, hospitals and associations rec-
oncile faith with education, business, science, and Western technology.

Not only the followers of the Gülen movement but other Islamic
actors in Turkey have also looked up to these Islamic activities as projects
of civil society. In its reform-oriented undertakings, the AKP has also
aimed at strengthening civil society vis-à-vis the state.36 Civil society has
become a motto for Islamic reformers across the Muslim world who push
for project-based change. Similarly, Mohammad Khatami in Iran exten-
sively used and misused the term civil society to mobilize support for his
projects and agendas.37

Not surprisingly, scholars have also represented the Islamic revival as
either the sum of small-scale projects or a universal scheme. It was often
seen as a systematic and coherent plan presumably aiming to connect the
Umma (Muslim community of believers).38 Similarly in Turkey, Islamiza-
tion has largely been regarded as a “pragmatic project of civilization,” an
“effort to build Islamic ways of life” that was organized around a political
project to set the moral standards of society.39 Subsequently, the emphasis
on the project-based aspect of the Islamic revival has created a major con-
cern about pluralism in the minds of secular citizens. Could this project
possibly accommodate cultural and moral pluralism?40 From this perspec-
tive, pluralism has been seen as the main test for these projects. Unless the
projects passed this test, they apparently could not “contribute to the
democratization of the state apparatus.”41

However, a closer look reveals that the sharp focus on the deliberate
project-based aspects of Islamic action obscures its unintentional and
unplanned consequences.The Islamic networks of both the Gülen move-
ment and of the AKP have facilitated democratization not deliberately
through their presumably pro-democratic projects but mostly accidentally.
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The fact that the Islamic political and moral projects are diverse does not
correlate with their pluralistic attitudes within each project.42 Yet, ironically,
democratization occurs despite the homogenizing agendas and goals of
Islamic action.The planned short-term projects of Islamization have been
superseded by their unintended long-term outcomes of engagements with
the secular state.43 Put differently, Islamic activities have had an indirect
impact on transforming the state, especially when they were not really
aiming for it.44

In order to capture the transformation of Islamic social forces and the
state, we need to see beyond the idea of Islam as a project. The grand
design of the Republic has been transformed into a new and previously
unforeseen direction, as new forms of state-Islam interaction have had a
transformative effect on the main pillars of the Republic. This kind of
dynamic, which has linked Islamic actors to the state, has been scarce in
most Muslim contexts in the Middle East.45

Distinguishing Civil Society 

from the Public Sphere

Both in the premodern and modern contexts, the public sphere has
offered the most attractive places to look for diversity and public debate
in Islam.46 The difference in the recent revival of Islam from the Islamic
past was that its entrance to the public sphere (and stepping out of the pri-
vate sphere assigned to it by secular regimes) was celebrated as the devel-
opment of civil society and democracy.47 As many scholars have suggested,
Islamic activism in Turkey and elsewhere has been diverse, and it has either
expanded or strengthened the public sphere further.48

Yet the new Islamic actors in Turkey and elsewhere have worked
towards making more space for faith, not only in public but also in private
and political realms.49 When the followers of the Gülen movement opened
science schools and taught a secular curriculum, for example, they made
sure that boarding was obligatory.This was their access to the private lives
of the students, through which they socialized them not only into Islamic
ways of life but also into discipline. The private sphere has not only
included extracurricular activities in schools, but most of the charity work
and fund-raising have also taken place in the private lives of social actors.
Despite the multi-sited nature of Islamic revival, the deep interest in pub-
lic Islam has rendered civil society and the public sphere as almost inter-
changeable terms in the Islamic context.50

During my fieldwork, I found that the appeal of public sites has
obscured our understanding of broader processes such as democratization,
which cannot be limited to one sphere of social life while being missing
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in other realms.The probing of private sites, from which I might have eas-
ily been distracted by the predominance of the Islamic public sites,
revealed an important trend. I found that Islam has gone public by min-
gling with secular idioms and a variety of practices.The Gülen schools had
“Atatürk corners,” in which Atatürk’s statues, pictures, sayings and other
symbols of the secular Republic, such as the flag, were exhibited. At the
same time, however, I found an explicit contrast between the liberating,
pluralist and tolerant tendencies of Islamic public sites and the pious uni-
formity and rigid morality in the domestic and communal sites of the
movement. Similarly, the tolerant pro-democratic discourses and reform-
oriented actions of the AKP clearly have contradicted what happens
within the party itself.51 Paradoxically,“the homogenous inside” of Islamic
groups has had less space for disagreement and differences than “the
diverse outside.” Not surprisingly, the former was left understudied,
whereas the latter attracted most of the attention.52

At first, public sites and projects of the Gülen movement and the AKP
may seem to be obvious forces of democratization. However, the ways in
which actual projects are pursued beyond these public sites of display
often contradict the highly valued discourses of toleration and pluralism.
For instance, the seemingly progressive gender politics that the Islamic
public sites promote has a dramatically different color in the private lives
of the Islamic actors.

This study illustrates that the success of Turkish Islamic actors lies in
their potential capacity to reconcile these explicit tensions, not only be-
tween the public and private spheres but also between the state and Islam.
Islamic activities in the domestic realm have been separate from the pub-
lic sphere yet are no longer in opposition to the secular state. Concretely,
there were no Atatürk corners in the Islamic actors’ homes, but the actors
were also not hostile or fearful of the secular heritage, as Islamists in the
1960s and 1970s were.

Only a few recent ethnographies have explored the continuities and
discontinuities between public and private realms and the state in the
Turkish context.53 However, even fewer studies have explored the con-
nections between the public sphere and broader transformations in his-
tory.54 There is clearly no inherent link between the public sphere and
democratization. Similarly, public religions are not inherent propellants of
liberal democracies. In order to contribute to a broader transformation
towards a liberal democracy, the public sites must be not only independ-
ent from the state55 but also in contact with political institutions and the
state.56 How were the Islamic actors in Turkey, who have voluntarily
differentiated their activities in the public and private spheres, able to cre-
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ate alternative pathways to reach out to and negotiate with political insti-
tutions and the state?

Distinguishing Civil Society from Social Capital

Similar to religious actors elsewhere,57 Turkish Islamic actors have been
remarkably resourceful and efficient in their local networks and participa-
tion.58 They have been particularly praised for the strength of their face-
to-face relations based on trust and interpersonal skills of interaction,
referred to broadly as “social capital.”59 Tocqueville’s America in the nine-
teenth century has provided a reliable model for civil society, in which
religion served as a force of cooperation, an “infinite art to fix a common
goal.”60 Yet Tocqueville praises religion in nineteenth-century America,
not simply for reinforcing local organizational skills but for the role it
played in interacting with the institutions of liberal democracy.61 How-
ever, unlike Tocqueville himself, most recent studies of social capital have
failed to pay attention to the role of political rule and the state in shaping
the nature of local participation.62

If social capital and associational life was a propellant of democracy, as
Putnam argues,63 how do we explain the persistence of autocracies and
dictatorships in the Middle East, where social capital is argued to have
been abundant?64 Could informal Islamic associations and networks pos-
sibly fill the vacuum left by inefficient political organizations and author-
itarian states in the Middle East?65 Okan Bey, of Gazeteciler ve Yazarlar
Vakfï ( Journalists and Writers Foundation) of the Gülen movement, said:

We serve our people, not just the Gülen Community, but also our nation in all
spheres of life ranging from education to health.We are mobilized purely by self-
organized and autonomous acts of the people.We do not ask for anything but the
state’s accommodation of our activities. If this is not civic initiative, then what is?

As Okan Bey emphasized, the Gülen movement is indeed economi-
cally and organizationally independent of the state.66 However, the orga-
nizational capacities of Islamic networks should not be interpreted as
major sources of broader transitions from authoritarian rule.The nature of
local Islamic activities is widely shaped by the nature of their links, or,
often by the absence thereof, to the states in the Middle East. Okan Bey
continued:

Challenging the state means “we can do better than you”. Nobody is claiming
that our civic initiative can replace the state. You cannot compare apples and
oranges. Everybody fulfills their own duties. . . . Confrontation with the state is
motivated by greed for power and self-interest.You can see examples of this in
neighboring Muslim countries. This is contradictory to the principles of Islam.
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The followers share Fethullah Gülen’s views on the state. Fethullah
Gülen is in favor of a strong state that “protects” one’s honor, dignity,
property and religion.67 Paradoxically, although he is the leader of a social
movement with rich sources for social capital, he does not give much
credit to the interactions among non-state actors to maintain stability and
progress. He believes that religious groups and sects would fall into deep
conflict that would lead to chaos in the absence of a legitimate state. His
dislike and fear of social disorder underlies his preference for a responsi-
ble state that citizens can trust.This aspect of his approach to the state has
been widely misunderstood as his and the followers’ total agreement with
the state on every issue. As I will discuss in chapters 3 and 6, neither the
Gülen movement nor the AKP agrees on everything with the state, but
instead of confronting it the followers create alternative patterns to nego-
tiate their own terms and demands.68

Engagement: From Horizontal to Vertical?

The politics of engagement refers to the process by which horizontal
activities organized among Islamic actors have provided the platforms of
vertical commitments between Islam and the state. Across the Muslim
world, Islamic groups and movements failed to “muster enough support to
gain power through revolutionary means, but are also blocked by govern-
ments from transforming their societies through elections or persua-
sion.”69 Unlike the majority of Islamists elsewhere, the new Islamic actors
in Turkey have actually come to the forefront of a transition from an
authoritarian Republic to a liberal democracy.The followers of the Gülen
movement stated consistently in my interviews that they wished “to
revive Islam under secular democratic political institutions, not in the
mosque or a theocracy.” Clearly, they were cognizant of the fact that their
faith-reviving activities in education, business or media required a more
responsive and tolerant state that would accommodate rather than crack
down on Islamic action.

As Turkish Islamic actors have started to search for ways of articulating
their discomfort with the intolerant faces of the Republic, they have come
to proactively reflect upon and critically rethink the Republic. I asked Hilmi
Bey, a spokesperson from the Journalists and Writers Foundation, why the
movement would not fight back and contest the state’s authoritarian acts
against Islam.As he smiled and remained silent, I probed further:“Change
requires challenge,” I said. “Says who?” asked Hilmi Bey. “Challenge does
not often result in constructive change. On the contrary, it divides, es-
tranges people . . . and cuts the bridges of dialogue and undermines the

The Politics of Engagement 29

SUP_Turam.qxd  9/22/2006  10:11 AM  Page 29



potential for negotiation. If you think reform can be attained by mere con-
frontation, you are wrong.We think independently, but work collectively!”

This constructive attitude differentiated these new actors from Islamists
of the 1970s, who were mobilized by Erbakan against the secular state.The
new Islamic actors have engaged the state more powerfully than most of
the secular actors have ever done in Turkey.This is how they have become
instrumental in a larger transformation from authoritarian rule.

By linking civil society to the state, Skocpol argues, civic groups in
nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century America were not merely local
but highly political.70 Many were linked to translocal organizations,
national leaders and formal organizations that were influencing state poli-
cies. Unlike in the West, however, the nature of the links between social
forces, associations and the states in the Middle East has remained largely
understudied.71 As a result, there has been a remarkable split in the litera-
ture between festive theories of vital civil societies and pessimistic
accounts of the failed attempts of democratization in the Middle East.
Instead of complementing each other, cultural accounts of Muslim soci-
eties and political accounts of institutions and the states have remained
largely disconnected.They even grew at the expense of each other in the
Middle Eastern context.72 This highly problematic divide in the literature
blurs the close connection between the transformation of social forces and
the states in non-Western contexts.73 What remains to be further studied
are the manifestations of these broader transitions in the everyday life of
ordinary social actors. Until the renewed ethnographic interest in the state
as a research site, little attention was paid to the manifestation of formal
political institutions and states as social actors in everyday life in Turkey.74

Were civil societies really growing while authoritarian states, regimes
and rulers were persisting in the Middle East and, if so, how? Were civil
societies flourishing as a result of the deliberate actions of social actors, as
it has been widely argued, at the expense of authoritarian states and rulers
and, if so, how? The main challenge for the Middle East has been the
difficulty of transferring the resourceful horizontal networks formed
among social actors to the vertical interaction between society and the
state.75 Conventional political channels between the state and people have
often failed, or have been totally absent in Middle Eastern states. Despite
its functional procedural democracy and free and fair elections,Turkey was
not a real exception to this dark picture. The ban of Islamic parties in
power as well as periodic military interventions sporadically illustrated the
fragile nature of democratic institutions.

The politics of engagement explains the emergence of alternative verti-
cal channels, which link rather than divide or antagonize Islamic actors
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and the state.76 More importantly, this study shows that these alternative
linkages preceded and facilitated institutional reform and the consolida-
tion of a liberal democracy in Turkey.Accordingly, the analysis of engage-
ments requires a narrower definition of civil society, which incorporates
the availability and nature of avenues of interaction between the state and
Islam.77

Civil society is neither the sum of networks, projects and public sites
nor a collection of settings and designated places. It may entail, embrace
and nourish any of these, but it cannot be reduced to any one of them.
Civil society manifests itself in the overall “quality of social life.”78 It is
empowered by the achievement of neither homogeneity nor diversity but
by the development of skills, ways and legitimate frames of both agree-
ment and disagreement.79 The analysis of the politics of engagement sug-
gests that civil society is the fine balance between contestation and coop-
eration that connects independent social actors and an autonomous state.
Clearly, this balance cannot be constrained to a specific venue or arena of
social life while it is lacking in others. This explains why authoritarian
states in the Middle East have selectively accommodated Islamic public
spheres, social capital and strong local participation by Islamists but not
strong civil societies.

Civil society yearns for liberal democracy.80 It cannot be fully comfort-
able, and remains weak and fragile, until it attains a liberal democracy. It
does definitely struggle to exist at different capacities and scopes in unde-
mocratic and autocratic regimes in the Middle East.81 However, unlike
local horizontal networking, which can expand in the private or commu-
nal sphere under authoritarian rule, the effective and strong existence of
civil society depends primarily on its interaction with a responsive state.82

Hence, the flourishing of a strong civil society (distinct from the public
sphere, local participation and social capital) cannot be envisioned with-
out the transition from authoritarian rule to liberal democracies in the
Middle East.83

Politics of Engagement Must Not Be Reduced 

to Political Inclusion

Authoritarian states of the Middle East have largely integrated Islamic
social forces throughout the 1990s and put an end to the radical and rev-
olutionary spirit of Islamism.84 While incorporation of Islam has clearly
not led to democratization in the region, the wide-ranging practices of
states and rulers suppressing Islamists have often undermined and post-
poned transition from authoritarian rule.85 Islamic social forces were
either co-opted, as in the case of Egypt, or their revolutionary spirit was
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repressed and routinized, as in the case of Iran.86 Interestingly, however, the
integration of Islamic social forces into the secular Turkish Republic has
rendered Islamic actors one of the negotiating partners of the terms of
democratization. How and why has the integration of Islam brought
about such different outcomes?

Political scientists have distinguished Turkey from other Muslim major-
ity states for its routinized procedural, though illiberal, democracy, that is,
the functional competitive multi-party system.87 They have made a strong
case for the “democratization of the political system” as the key to the
moderation of Islamic social forces.88 Similarly, a comprehensive secular-
ization of law, including the civil code, has been highlighted as the major
force of compatibility between Islam and democracy.89 Other approaches
from political science have explained the distinct trajectory of Turkey by
strategic convergences between the Islamist and secularist political elites
in Turkey.90 Although the political system and political integration has
been the focus of social research on Turkey, not much has been said on the
quotidian extra-institutional ties between the Turkish state and Islamic
actors.

As conventional political channels have continued to fail in accommo-
dating the rise of Islamic social forces in Turkey,91 the centrality of alterna-
tive channels that link social actors with the state have become evident.
While political inclusion through the conventional institutional channels
actually played a major role in containing opposition and moderating
Islamic social forces, this explanation falls short of explaining the recent
centrality of Islamic forces in transition.Why have the historically margin-
alized Islamic actors engaged the state more effectively than many non-
religious secular forces, which were fully incorporated by the Republic?

Moreover, conventional approaches to political processes have also de-
coupled the AKP’s clear positioning within the formal political sphere from
the presumably “apolitical” nature of the Gülen movement.92 Whether the
Gülen movement was seen as a friend or enemy of civil society, its place
outside the political field was often taken for granted.This view assumes
that the political realm consists of only the state organizations and the
political elite.93 The in-depth ethnography of this study selectively focuses
on Islamic action that is separate from the state but that interacts, shapes
and also becomes transformed by it. From this perspective, the Gülen
movement and the AKP have had a lot to share. Similar to followers of the
AKP, which was formed much later than the movement, the followers of
the Gülen movement have simply had a lot to gain from any political
reform and EU membership that would curb the state’s authoritarianism.

It is important to note, however, that neither the leading figures of the
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Gülen movement nor those of the AKP have had the goal of reducing the
state’s power or delegitimizing it, as is often suggested.94 To the contrary,
they have recognized and understood the nature of state power perhaps
better than many non-religious social actors. What Islamic actors have
yearned for is the decline of a specific kind of power, the despotic powers
of the Turkish state, which had repressed and marginalized Islam in the
past.95 After all, would not the new Islamic actors benefit more from a
powerful yet responsive and accommodating state than the secular Turkish
majority of the country would?

The terms of liberal democracy were originally negotiated in everyday
life as a space where Islamic actors and state actors learned how to accom-
modate and cooperate with each other. In these sites of engagement, pre-
viously marginalized Islamic social forces have created ties and linkages to
the state, connections that have provided an alternative to the periodically
failing institutional channels. These alternative ties are imperative for
democratization, not only in Turkey but also in other parts of the Middle
East. During the transition period, these linkages may temporarily become
more helpful than the conventional institutional channels of political in-
clusion. Indeed, for a long time, political inclusion through a competitive
multi-party system benefited selectively the secular Turks while marginal-
izing Islamic actors and ethnic minorities. Inclusion depended on the
condition that social actors were fully committed to, and did not question,
the main pillars of official ideology.96 Unlike the politics of inclusion, the
politics of engagement was not bound by this condition. On the contrary,
it flourished among the marginalized.

So, are the Islamic actors the new democrats of Turkey, as it has been
widely argued?97 The politics of engagement suggest neither that the
Islamic actors are democrats nor that Islam in Turkey is liberal. As a mat-
ter of fact, anti-democratic forces can also engage, and even cooperate
with, states, as the fascists of Europe did during the Second World War.
Zubaida correctly argues that “few Islamists are principled democrats, [so]
they are not unlike the great majority of political activists of all persua-
sions” in the Middle East region.98 Can the Turkish transition be com-
pletely entrusted to these “Muslim democrats,” as they call themselves?
Can the transition rely completely on Islamic mobilizational skills in cre-
ating a strong civil society and consolidating a liberal democratic state?

Although Islam, like any other religion, is not an intrinsic spur to lib-
eral democracy, Islamic social forces may temporarily stand close to or even
collaborate with democrats under certain conditions. Islam-oriented so-
cial forces already have become major players in the transformations in the
Middle East by occasionally allying with the pro-democratic forces.99 The
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main goal of this study is to identify the specific historical and sociopolit-
ical conditions and cultural venues that enabled Turkish Islamic actors to
cooperate with pro-democratic forces in negotiating the terms of liberal
democracy with the Turkish state.

National Loyalties and International Undertakings

“States are not distinct from the rest of the social life,” argues Michael
Mann.100 Hence, it is highly problematic “to locate freedom and morality
in society, not the state.” In sharp contrast to his view, authoritarian states
and Muslim majority societies in the Middle East have often been decou-
pled in both practice and analysis. Have Islamist actors in the Middle East
really been radically different from the state actors in authoritarian states?
Similarly, have not Turkish Islamic actors been influenced to a certain
extent by the overarching design of the Republic? As they come to advo-
cate freedom of faith-based ways of life and religious association, have
they not inherited any characteristics from the nation-state? One of the
goals of this study is to illustrate the resemblance of the attitudes, agendas
and rhetoric between state actors and Islamic actors. These similarities,
which surface consistently in the sites of engagement, by no means deny
or cancel out the differences and distinctions between Islamic social forces
and the state. On the contrary, by legitimizing the differences, they facili-
tate negotiation between Islam and the state.

A striking characteristic of Islamic actors in Turkey is the efficiency and
success they have achieved within the framework of the most staunchly
secular state in the Middle East.101 Although this was the result of a tur-
bulent process of learning, a sense of familiarity has gradually developed
out of continual interaction within the boundaries of the Republican
project. Even when the walls between the state and Islam were rather
uncompromising and hostile to Islamic social forces, the availability of
meeting points in everyday life has sporadically familiarized the Islamic
actors and the state in the long run. Familiarization is a peculiar process of
continuous query. Its implications are paradoxical. On the one hand,
familiarity facilitates and nurtures a feeling of belonging, whether in the
imagined or face-to-face form. On the other hand, it also endows one
with the capacity to criticize and the wish to dissociate oneself from the
familiar. The predominant focus on the former, the national belonging
aspect of state-society interaction, has often ignored or underestimated the
urge and capacity of nationalist social actors to mold and transform their
own nations and states.

In contrast to strategic and tactical alliances, the feelings of belonging
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inform us of a sensibility between Islamic actors and the state. Concretely,
they notify us about “elective affinities,” a new kind of chemistry, between
them.102 Although nationalism of Turkish Islamic actors and other forms
of religious nationalisms elsewhere have a long history,103 the elective
affinities between the Turkish state and Islamic actors are a relatively new
phenomenon. This is the outcome of an organic process of interaction
between them within the bounds of an institutionally well-defined frame,
the Republic. Hence, it should not be mistaken as either co-option of
Islam by the state or dissimulation (takiye) of Islamic actors. Unlike poli-
cies and pacts, affinities are not planned or strategic, and are, therefore,
more difficult to note and acknowledge.104

Engagements between Islam and the state are largely an effect of emer-
gent feelings of belonging to the “nation and its state.”105 They link national
belonging and loyalties to the nation-state.106 Interestingly, this dynamic
can best be captured in the international sites of Islamic action. It is man-
ifested more explicitly outside the national borders, such as in Gülen
schools across the world and in Erdogan’s progressive speeches in North
America. Tracing the sites of engagement, this ethnography follows the
adherents of the Gülen movement to Almati, the largest city in Kazakhstan,
where the activities of the movement have been concentrated. In Almati, I
found that the followers were heavily involved in ethnic politics, aiming
not only to revitalize faith but also to disseminate Turkish Muslim ways of
life to the Central Asian Muslims. Affinities between the state and Islam
surfaced both in practice and rhetoric.They were manifest in the cooper-
ation between the Islamic actors and state officials in Almati (chapter 4).
Affinities also arise in rhetoric, such as in the overlapping gender discourses
of Islamic and state actors (chapter 5). This book illustrates how these
affinities have emerged, flourished and come to overshadow deep conflicts
by facilitating bargaining between Islamic actors and the state.

The international activities of Islamic actors are primarily based on
their commitments for the “nation,” not above or beyond it.107 When I
asked the followers of the Gülen movement why they organize interfaith
activities in the United States, their answers were in agreement: “We
would like to show the world and the United States that ‘Turkish Islam’ is
peaceful and pro-democratic.” In this sense, the international exposure of
Turkish Islamic actors challenges a growing literature on the transnation-
alization of Islam.108 Once translated into an international context, the
Islamic actors reformulate what constitutes a nation in cooperation with
state actors.109 This new collective effort has had a smooth transformative
effect on the main characteristics of the Republic.As a result, the Repub-
lican project becomes an everyday process, rather than a fixed abstract
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plan. It is constantly being transformed through street-level negotiations
between the state officials and Islamic actors in the international arena.110

This edge of the study, in turn, sheds light on both the dark and bright
faces, as well as secular and religious forms, of nationalism in relation to
civil society. Similarly, I explore the positive and negative implications of
the affinities and cooperation between Islamic actors and the Turkish state
for the future of liberal democracy in Turkey.
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During a conversation over a cup of tea with a teacher in one of the
Gülen movement’s schools in Turkey, I asked him if they were teaching
Islam in these schools. He said:

I am a mathematics teacher. . . . I believe that is why they wanted me to teach in
this highly competitive school.Well, of course, I am also a faithful believer and live
according to the principles of Islam . . . like many of us who are in the service of
the movement. . . . However, this would not qualify me to teach Islam. . . . But to
answer your question, there is no space in our classrooms for Islamic teaching.We
are science schools. The place for worshipping is the home or mosque, not the
classroom.

My conversations with the devout teachers made me question if we
were witnessing one of the most glorious victories of secularization in the
Muslim world. Did privatization actually win in Turkey, pushing religion
behind the walls that the Turkish state had originally set?1 But did not
Islamic actors go public after 1980 and become popular in public and
political realms? How did they accomplish this without really confronting
and threatening the secular order in Turkey? Before joining the festive cel-
ebration of public religions, we need to explore further the kinds of diver-
sity and homogeneity they foster.2

Ethnographic evidence discussed in this chapter suggests that the tradi-
tionally hostile fences between Islam and the Turkish state have gradually
been replaced by hospitable boundaries that link the state and Islamic
actors. Although the apparent function of the fences was supposed to
divide religion and the state, originally they actually served as guards of
the state.They enabled the state to take precautions against Islam, to con-
trol it, to enter and invade its sphere when it was deemed to be necessary.

Chapter 2
From Fences That Divide to Boundaries 

That Link the State and Islam
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This hostile dynamic at the fences has recently changed into one with a
much more neighborly tone. Here, it is useful to remember Migdal’s
remark that boundaries designate more than “lines of dividing spaces as
represented on the maps. . . . Boundaries signify the point at which the
way things are done changes, at which ‘we’ end and ‘they’ begin.”3 As
boundaries have become friendly markers of autonomous spheres of both
the Islamic actors and the state, they have begun to tune Islam and the
state. They have become the sites in which Islamic actors and the state
adjust to each other’s different ways of doing things.

As Mardin brilliantly argues, the ability of Islam to operate within the
framework of the state was not a “present day development” but a result
of a longer process.The breadth of this historical process cannot be cov-
ered by the scope of this chapter.4 Instead, this chapter provides a brief
overview of the historical background, which made the recent engage-
ments possible.After a long history of tense encounters between Islam and
the state, loosened state control in the post-1980 period facilitated Islamic
actors’ voluntary rearrangement of their everyday life.The long-lived fear
of secularists has been that Islamists would demolish the boundaries that
separate the state and the mosque. In fact,Turkish Islamic actors have read-
ily compartmentalized public and private faces of Islam in pragmatic but
creative ways. To the extent the Turkish state has accommodated the
Islamic actors’ reorganization of their lives, the actors have reshaped the
nature and the actions of the state toward Islam. The details of this
dynamic are manifested at the “micro-boundaries,” the ad hoc miniature
markers of territory between Islam and the state in everyday life.At these
micro-boundaries, numerous Islamic actors interact constantly with the
state as a social actor, which has operated on the basis of an overarching
Republican project.These spontaneous encounters are particularly impor-
tant for our understanding of the trajectory of the Turkish transition.

Roots of Tension between the State and Religion

Not only Islam but all modern-day religions are located between the
public and private realms and the political field.5 Although this strategic
location of religion is originally determined by the founding fathers of the
nation-states, the actions of religious actors do continually reshape the
original design of the state. “No single integrated set of rules, whether
encoded in state law or sanctified as religious scriptures, [remains uncon-
tested] for guiding people’s lives.”6

The contestation between state and religion pre-dates the formation of
the secular Turkish Republic. The tensions originated in the nineteenth
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century in the Ottoman Empire. Contrary to the separation of the church
from the state in medieval Christianity, Islam was a central part of the
Empire.Although the ruler was the highest political authority, he needed
the support of Ulama (the learned men of Islam), to ensure his sovereignty
and the state’s legitimacy.7 This scenario changed in the nineteenth cen-
tury when the Ottoman state encountered the rise of the West, an en-
counter that was “bound to lead to some modernization in the concep-
tion and organization of government.”8 State-induced change was a
novelty in the Muslim world.“Islamic societies and their theoreticians had
a tendency to see the state as an extension of the religious community, existing
for the protection of the community.”9 In the case of the Ottoman state,
the emphasis on the “life of the community” shifted to “the life of the
state” long before the formation of the Turkish nation-state.

The state legacy became one of the most striking characteristics that
distinguished the Ottoman Empire from the rest of the Muslim world. A
centralized legal-rational tradition was accomplished in the Empire as new
ideas of the rule of law and lawmaking were initiated during the early
reform period, referred to as the Tanzimat (1839–1876).10 As the earliest
constitutional document in any Muslim country, the Tanzimat Charter11

opened the first formal breach between the temporal and religious.12 As
religion became a bureaucratized department of the state, state-led re-
forms led to a dual system, split between religion and various spheres, in-
cluding administration, law and education.13

As a result of top-down reform and Westernization, Ottomans did not
experience a smooth and clear separation between religion and the state
but a split between Islamic traditionalists and Westernist secularists. The
Young Ottomans, reactionary conservatives, attacked the authoritarianism
and superficiality of Westernizing policies.14 They called for a synthesis
between progress and the Islamic state by insisting on basing modern con-
stitutionalism upon the tradition of Islam.15 Challenging the young
Ottomans’ idea of political unity based on Islamic tradition, the Young
Turks called for a secular conception of unity based on “rationality.”The
swinging pendulum between Islamization and Westernization swung again
towards the reform attempts of the Young Turks.16 The Turkish masses
acted politically and not religiously for the first time when the constitu-
tional regime (Mešrutiyet) was restored in 1908.17

The founding fathers of the Turkish nation-state were not simply reac-
tionaries who positioned themselves against the Imperial past and Islam;
they also had strong roots in the Young Turk movement and carried along
certain aspects of the Ottoman legacy. This gave Atatürk a considerable
advantage in comparison with other Westernist founding fathers such as
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Reza Shah of Iran. Several tenets of modernization, such as bureaucracy
and communication and “a secular judicial system (except for the family
law),” were already initiated by the end of the Ottoman Empire.18

However, despite the fact that the followers of Atatürk, the Kemalists,
matured out of the Young Turks’ ideas and controversies, the consolidation
of the Turkish Republic in 1923 changed the relations between religion
and state dramatically.

Although state-led reform and a centralized rational-legal tradition
continued in the Republic, there was a clear rupture between the Empire
and the nation-state in terms of the institutionalization of state-Islam
interaction.While the bifurcation between religion and politics led to dis-
agreement in almost every sphere of life in the Empire, the authoritarian
imposition of laicism in the Republic silenced the disagreement and dis-
sent of the religious masses.

The Birth of the Overarching Republican Framework

The main challenge of nation building was to unify a highly heteroge-
neous society divided across the lines of ethnicity, religion, class and cul-
tural life style.As Kasaba argues, the authoritarian attitudes of the Republic
split the state and society in the early years of the Republic by repressing,
alienating and marginalizing social forces that resisted the grand design of
the secular Republic.19 Although the majority of the population came out
of the war of liberation too exhausted to resist the imposition of a new
order, some—such as wealthy families, who controlled economic networks
in the southeast and the religious orders and movements, the Nur move-
ment and Said Nursi in particular—still resisted and opposed Atatürk’s dic-
tatorial rule.20

However, while most projects of state formation in the Middle East
were accompanied by the aloofness, if not cruel, images of the ruler,21

Atatürk strategically avoided an unbridgeable hierarchy, or distance,
between the ruled and the ruler. He established the idea of the “oneness
of chief and nation” ( šef-millet birligi ), the “unity” of the state and the soci-
ety.22 Indeed, this seemingly populist notion of the inseparability of the
ruler and the nation facilitated his claim for absolute powers and legiti-
macy.Accordingly, there could be no conflict of interest between him and
his people, as the leader convincingly claimed to know the collective good
and to be unconditionally committed to achieving it.23 “The chief-nation
identification was not only a myth of political legitimacy and a subjective
psychology of the charismatic leader, it was also a sociological circumstance, a
collective psychology of crisis periods, a societal state of mind.”24
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Not only in the Middle East but elsewhere, there is a clear disparity
between the image and practices of the state.25 The image of Atatürk’s
nation and state appears in perfect harmony embodied in the overarching
framework.26 This framework, often referred to as Kemalism, was a non-
systematic, pragmatic collection of codes of conduct and rules of life that
penetrated and forcefully transformed all spheres of life, including cloth-
ing, alphabet and measurement.27 Only a minority elite group accepted
Atatürk’s reforms initially, while the masses were largely reluctant. Yet
Atatürk effectively denied the vocabulary and possibility of difference and
opposition.28 Political and social dissent was blocked throughout the 1930s
and 1940s, that is, until the multi-party regimes were introduced.

Although the commitment to republicanism and a secular conception
of the rule of law constituted the cornerstone of the Republican project,
nationalism became the most successful pillar of Kemalism.29 Atatürk
stated,“Sovereignty belong[ed] to the nation. It [could not] be segmented
or divided. Not even an inch of it [could] be spared.”30 To the extent that
the source of political sovereignty was the nation, that is, the rule of peo-
ple as opposed to God, it was secular. One of the long-lived successes of
the Republic was the eloquent intermingling of secularism with national
sentiments of the people. In the long run, strong national loyalties have
kept the discontents of secularism within the bounds of the Republic.

Authoritarian Secularism: Divided beneath the “Unity”?

Despite intolerance for any kind of opposition to his rule, Atatürk
treated the religious sensibilities of the Muslim people with strategy and
caution. Although he eliminated any potential Islamic political dissent in
the secular Republic, he did not attack the Muslim faith.After population
exchanges and the elimination of the Armenians, the majority of the
remaining population was Muslim. Atatürk believed that “the modern
state would be shored up by civic religion” and used it as another force to
glue the nation together.31 In sharp contrast to the Shah’s estrangement of
the clergy by his anti-religious arbitrary rule,Atatürk often used religious
idioms in his discourse and refrained from anti-religious attitudes and dis-
courses.32 Delaying the abolition of the Caliphate for four years, he waited
for the right moment to initiate reform in the sphere of religion.33 Instead
of denying religion, he emphasized the incompatibility of the nation-state
with the idea of a unified Muslim community, Umma. Hence, any argu-
ment that pits the Republic against the Muslim faith misses the contingent
relationship between them.34

However,Atatürk’s understanding of laicism encompassed more than a
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mere differentiation between state and religion. He aimed at a broader
societal and cultural rationalization.35 In order to “rationalize” the public
sphere, he eliminated symbols of religion from it and relegated religion to
the private sphere. Moreover, by establishing the Directorate of Religious
Affairs as an organization subordinate to the state, he placed religion under
the control of the state.36 Starting from this early Republican period,
Turkish history has been an experiment in integrating Islam into the secu-
lar institutional milieu rather than totally abolishing it or merely separat-
ing from it. Until the 1950s, this process repressed and silenced Islamic
social forces and eliminated religious freedoms.

Although the fear of freedom in public spaces can be traced back to the
Ottoman Empire,37 the effectiveness of the Republic in controlling it was
rather new. As the state’s intolerance for religion in the public realm in-
creased, the boundaries of Islamic activity in the private sphere expanded
to accommodate the organization of secret Islamic movements.38 Said
Nursi, who was trained by the Nakšibendi sect, became the leader of the
most prominent of the Islamist movements, the Nur movement. Initially,
he was close to the Young Turks. He supported nation building and
opposed the ethnic resurgence by Šeyh Šaid. Even though he participated
in the new parliament, his relationship to the Young Turks remained
largely inconsistent and mostly rough. He soon became alienated from
both the Republic and politics.39 He advocated a “return to Islam,” a move
that contradicted the principles of the authoritarian state. As a result of
successive lawsuits, he spent the rest of his life in exile, and his followers,
the Nurcus, were stigmatized as an Islamist threat to the Republic.
Mardin’s inspirational study Religion and Social Change in Modern Turkey
portrays Said Nursi as an Islamic figure who tried very hard to come to
terms with the Westernist and modernist faces of the Turkish Republic.
However, despite his nationalist inclinations, Nursi did not have readily
available the opportunities and platforms to reach out to and interact with
the Turkish state during his lifetime (1876–1960).

As the secrecy of Nur activity during the early period of the Republic
demonstrates, the private sphere was also not a free realm or a comfort
zone for Islamic activity. Privatization of religion in the early Republic
required that religious practice and faith be confined to the boundaries of
the personal as opposed to the collective. Collective religious practice and
the sharing of the religious text, ideas or even the faith became suspected
and stigmatized. Subsequently, Islamic activities in the private realm, un-
less confined to the individual, gradually came to be seen as subversive.
Numerous sects, Islamic orders and religious associations were closed
down and went underground, where they survived as secret societies.The
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leaders of religious sects were punished, imprisoned, killed or kept under
strict surveillance.The expanded realm of the private also became illegit-
imate from the state’s perspective if it hosted any kind of Islamic collec-
tive activity.

The consolidation of the boundaries between the state and religion was
overall a deliberate and central part of nation building. Due to the author-
itarian images of the Middle Eastern states, these boundaries may seem
impenetrable by social forces.40 States’ tendency to invade, repress or co-
opt Islamic social forces in the Middle East may have given the wrong
impression, that the realms of states and society permeate each other.41

However, in the everyday life of social actors, these realms remain dis-
tinctly separate. As a result of continual interactions, the boundaries
between the state and Islam may move, transfigure, become temporarily
abolished, as in the case of the Iranian Revolution, and be reinstalled by
military forces, as in the case of Algeria. Depending on their nature and
infrastructural capacities, states have different ways of penetrating social
life to different degrees and with various levels of success.42 No matter
how boundaries between states and social forces alter (and become rigid,
blurry, leaking or moving), the fact that they exist in one form or another
indicates that states and societies must be treated as analytically and onto-
logically separate entities.43 This becomes more evident when the shifting
linkages between Islam and the state are traced historically.

Failed Initial Attempts at Political Pluralism:
Multi-party Politics

Although he repressed dissent and undermined prospects of a civil soci-
ety, Atatürk “left the political institutions—national assembly, the party—
sufficiently alone to allow them to develop a solid identity. Unlike the
Shah in Iran, he allowed the regime to be institutionalized to the extent
that it could continue without major disruption after his death.”44 While
the omnipresent image of the state has eventually become the major
obstacle to the consolidation of liberal democracy in Turkey, the durabil-
ity of formal political institutions has helped to contain opposition and
disagreement within a democratic polity.45 This outcome distinguished
Turkey from other cases of authoritarian modernization and top-down
secularization in the Middle East.

Unlike the dynastic rule of the Westernist Shahs in Iran, Atatürk’s
authoritarian rule (1923–1938) was followed by the adoption and institu-
tionalization of competitive multi-party politics in 1946. In contrast to
most of the elections held in the region, which are conducted by unde-
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mocratic means or unfair procedures, the introduction of the multi-party
system into Turkish politics set the stage for free and fair elections.46

Throughout Republican history, the success of pluralist politics has often
been tested by its tolerance for Islam and has periodically been ruptured
by state repression and military coups.Although the competitive political
system has always been restored rapidly, military domination over politics
has harmed civil and political liberties in the long run.

Once Atatürk’s single-party rule by the Republican People’s Party
(CHP, Cumhuriyet Halk partisi ) was changed to allow for opposition par-
ties, the Democrat Party (DP) gained popularity and won the elections in
1950.The DP’s main accomplishment was its integration of marginalized
social forces into the system.Along with the party’s economic policies in
the 1950s and 1960s favoring provincial and rural areas, its more tolerant
attitude toward religion soothed the discontent of alienated religious
masses.47 The Nur movement was accommodated in this period, as Said
Nursi’s sentence was cancelled temporarily. As Kasaba argues, the 1950s
can be seen as the first time attempts were made to bridge state and dis-
senting social forces.48 In that sense, the DP can be compared to the AKP’s
attempts for reform. Similar to the AKP’s policies, the DP’s ethnic and
international policies were in line with the Kemalist establishment, and
the party remained pro-Western. During its rule,Turkey became a mem-
ber of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the Organi-
zation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).

Despite the DP’s loyalty to the Republic, however, its critical attitudes
came to be seen as a threat to Atatürk’s legacy and turned officials against
the party. As the DP’s inclusiveness and tolerance started to decline, its
popularity decreased, not only among the rural masses but also among the
intellectuals in the large cities. The political opening in the 1950s was
interrupted by the military coup in 1960, which resulted in the executions
of the Prime Minister and several other leaders of the party.

The political opening was clearly a failed attempt at political pluralism
and liberal democracy. However, it opened the way for long-term “orga-
nizational space” for the Islamic social forces, space that has eventually
contained and moderated dissent within the system.49 More importantly,
despite the failure of the conventional political channels, the 1950s and
1960s introduced new meeting points between Islamic actors and the
Turkish Republic.The gap between the elite and the people decreased due
to broader diffuse changes outside the institutional realm.The new media
particularly, and especially the introduction of television, helped the spread
of the Islamic voice.50
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The Illiberal Democracy and Its Discontents

State repression and intolerance played a major role in promoting the
growth of Islamism as a political ideology in Turkey. In order to impose its
principles, the Turkish state “relied on a dedicated generation of teachers
and bureaucrats who spread across the country and served as the bearers
and implementers of modern ideals”.51 Most of the current followers of
the Gülen movement, who had lived in small towns of Anatolia before the
1970s, were previously adherents of the Nur movement. Life stories of
elder followers of the Gülen movement show the extent to which the
overarching design of the Republic gradually reached out to the remotest
towns of Anatolia.Throughout their lives, they encountered hostility, not
only from the authoritarian state but also from a society and their families
that denied them recognition for their Islamic identity. One of these for-
mer Nurcus, Ayše, who became a contemporary follower of Gülen, re-
called those days with sorrow:

From the moment I was introduced to a group of Nurcu women who secretly
were gathering to read Risales, my whole worldview began to change radically.
It was the beginning of a new journey to a deeper inner-life for me. . . . Un-
fortunately my inner spiritual development had to remain hidden. . . .There was
no way that I could share it with any of my friends or family members. The
majority of people in our town were Kemalists, who associated with “Atatürk’s
party,” the CHP.As we were living in one of those little towns of Anatolia where
almost everybody knew each other, our Risale readings had to continue with
incredible secrecy for years. Can you imagine that reading an Islamic publication
was the biggest crime? Set aside forming religious associations, we were scared to
be caught reading Islamic books. Like the other women in town, my mother was
a traditional Muslim woman who wore a little, symbolic headscarf just for her
respect for tradition—rather than for her “educated faith.” In time, my life became
a torture and a hypocrisy, tearing me apart between my forced secular appearance
in public and my growing devotion to God. . . . I lived in agony and pain for years
until I had the courage to start wearing a bigger scarf and admit my true feelings
and faith. . . .And then I became a shame for all my family.

The rule of fear governed the Nurcus’ lives for a long time.After mov-
ing from town to town in Anatolia and participating in Risale readings in
different secret groups, Ayše eventually met her husband, who had gone
through similar humiliating experiences. The couple’s close friendship
with Fethullah Gülen and his family flourished in Erzurum. She still
recalls “the warmth and distinguished quality of Islamic life” she felt in the
household in which Hocaefendi52 was raised. Currently, the couple lives in
Istanbul, where their Islamic orientation and active participation in the
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Gülen Community are no longer a threat to their security.To the contrary,
they are a highly respected couple, both in the Gülen Community and in
society.Ayše is a housewife who is highly involved in charity organizations
of the movement. Her husband is an internationally recognized Professor
of Islamic studies. They are also often invited to other countries, where
Ayše’s husband teaches or gives lectures as a visiting scholar.

In my interviews with them, both separately and together, they recalled
memories of their “fugitive past,” and “the pain of hiding the most inti-
mate parts of their self-identity.” Then they thanked God that they had
found a space and recognition for their faith in contemporary society.Ayše
said:“It feels like our past was another century, but in fact that was only a
few decades ago. It is only because of God’s justice that we reached to
today’s peace and freedom.”

Another follower, Mualla, told me her story of how she was marginal-
ized when she decided to wear a bigger headscarf after her exposure to
Risales. She was encouraged to read the Risales by her brother, who was a
medical student in Ankara at the time.The most aggressive reaction to her
radical decision to join the Risale readings came from her secularist
Kemalist parents, who were also voting for the CHP. She recalled:

Our parents were wondering what kind of a mistake they made in raising us, and
how they could straighten us up, their disloyal children, betrayers of the Atatürk’s
reforms. Indeed, Islamism was the strongest stigma at that time. My situation was
definitely more difficult than my brother’s. He was at least away from home in
Ankara, the capital city. He was a part of a circle of Islam-oriented medical science
students, who were sharing Nur teachings and philosophy. I was confined to my
little town and the local fans of Atatürk. . . .With my new tesettür (veil), I became
one of those marginalized women.This is how my husband, a wholehearted fol-
lower of Said Nursi, noticed me as a “properly covered” woman [she smiles]. . . .
It was so rare and unacceptable that we were just a few people who easily noticed
each other. . . .Very different from today’s reality, where you see women like me
everywhere. It took us years to gain public recognition. . . . It took years of
conflict and embarrassment to feel comfortable with who we are, how we feel and
what we think.

Risale networks all over Anatolia were organized secretly but very effi-
ciently beyond the visible sites of the public sphere.Although the readings
were conducted in secrecy, it was easy for insiders to locate and join these
groups in every town through the tight-knit underground networks.
“The most obvious way to be connected was to stop by a bookstore and
ask for Risale volumes.The person at the bookstore would often know the
Nurcus in town and whisper their location,” said an older man from the
Gülen movement. Another woman, Zeynep, told me similar stories with
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regard to the reactions against the spread of the Nur movement:“When I
decided to marry my husband I was secretly told that he was participating
in the Nur activities. I was so scared, because, by that time, all we knew
was that they were dinci (people associated with religious bigotry) who
would get organized for illegal, anti-state purposes. For me, there was no
difference between a witch or magician and a Nurcu until I got to know
my husband closer and was initiated to read the Risales.”

All my informants who were a part of the Nur movement before the
late 1970s had a hard time understanding why they were hated and ostra-
cized because of their Islamic faith, which, according to them, was a
source of good morals and civic virtue. One major reason why religious
associations were suspected in secular societies is the ascriptive status of
membership in these associations.53 However, a closer look at the follow-
ers’ lives shows that their affiliation with both the Nur and the Gülen
movements was by no means inherited from their families. In other
words, rather than being born into these networks, most of the Islamic
actors that I interviewed had voluntarily joined them, often against the
will and approval of their secular families and at the cost of hatred by their
neighbors and the society at large.54

Under authoritarian political rule, social networks and local participa-
tion fragment rather than integrate the society.55 By undermining trust,
both within and between social actors and the state, authoritarianism may
also place social groups in the service of non-democratic goals, and turn
them against each other.56 It is not surprising, then, that the Turkish soci-
ety was polarized into extremist left-wing and right-wing ideologies and
violent struggle in the 1970s.

As a counterpart of rigid state laicism, radical Islamism made its first
formal political appearance in Turkey in 1969. Necmeddin Erbakan
(1926–), who was a mechanical engineer, formed successive political par-
ties mobilizing political Islam.57 Milli Nizam (the National Order Party)
was formed in 1970 and closed down by the military coup in 1971.
Similarly, Milli Selamet (the National Salvation Party) that was formed in
1972 was terminated by the 1980 coup. In 1983, Erbakan founded his last
Islamic party, Refah, and became the Prime Minister in 1996 in a coalition
government formed by Refah and Dogru Yol (True Path). Refah not only
opposed Turkey’s membership in the EU but also hosted a radical Islamist
faction, referred to as Milli Görüš (National View).58 The party leadership
failed to moderate the party, as its main position remained against the sec-
ular state.59 As the chairman of these successively banned Islamist parties,
including Refah, he challenged the secular state tradition by his advocacy
of an Islamic state.After the closure of Refah in 1998, he was banned from
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politics. Nevertheless, he acted as a mentor and informal adviser to the
Fazilet (Virtue) and Saadet (Felicity) parties, the mass appeal of which
remained marginal.

The initial radicalism of Islam in Turkey was partly shaped by the rigid
laicism of the Republic and partly by the personality of Erbakan. In my
interview with Süleyman Demirel, a center-right contemporary of
Erbakan, I asked him about his views on Islamism in Turkey.60 During his
long years of leadership as Prime Minister, and later as the President of
Turkey, he showed considerable tolerance, sympathy and recognition to
Islamic groups, but never to Erbakan and his parties. He said, jokingly:
“Erbakan’s Islamic appeal remained always marginal in Turkey. Has he ever
got to stay in power? Not that I can remember.And also, where is he right
now?”61 Demirel emphasized that Turkey was a secular Republic, where
the principle of separation of Islam and politics has always been non-
negotiable. Erbakan’s confrontation with the secular foundations of the
Republic, until his ban from politics in 1996, has been associated with his
shortsightedness.

However, despite the seemingly stormy past, the accounts that oppose
Islam and the state in Turkey misunderstand the nature and extent of the
disagreement. As Heper correctly argues, “from 1969 to the present, reli-
giously oriented political cadres in Turkey have increasingly adapted
themselves to the secular and democratic system.”62 The rocky encounters
between secular and Islamic actors were enveloped by relatively strong
political institutions of a functioning competitive electoral democracy.
Moreover, they were embedded in a widely shared frame of belonging, the
national culture. Multi-party politics contained Islamic dissent within the
political institutional framework. Even when there was not enough space
in the public sphere for the expression of Islamic symbols and identities,
low-key Islamic party politics provided Islamist actors with a limited voice.
Radical Islamists remained a marginal group.63 Islamic parties did not
appeal to large masses until the 1990s. The existence of a strong center-
right and its appeal for conservative Muslim voters has also limited the
popularity of Islamic parties for a long time.

Despite their fragility due to periodic interruptions by the military, the
formal institutional channels that were available differentiated the Turkish
case from that of other Middle Eastern countries, where street protests
have remained as the most common, if not the only, option.These chan-
nels have prevented insurrection from becoming a historical pattern of
Islamic action in Turkey. Consequently, exiting the system by overthrow-
ing it has never been an attractive option for Turkish Islamic social forces,
as it was in Iran.
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Post-1980: Public Islam and Its Limits

The military coup in 1980 not only ended the ideological confrontation
but also demolished individual and political freedoms. Paradoxically, in
sharp contrast to the anti-democratic enforcements of the coup, the post-
1980 period witnessed a remarkable turn in state-society relations. The
Turkish society and politics have gone through multi-layered transforma-
tions in the post-1980 period.“A relaxation of the secularist stances of the
state during Turgut Özal’s leadership has led to the admission that Islam too
is an essential component of Turkish national identity.”64 Prime Minister
Özal’s efforts (1983–1991) to reconcile neoliberalism, the free market and
increasing tolerance for Islam definitely contributed to the expansion of
the public sphere in multiple directions.65 In sharp contrast to the leftist
overtone of Islam in Iran (led by Shariati), Islamism in Turkey developed in
tune with, and along with, an expanding free market in this period. In the
early 1980s, the military rule also supported tolerance for religion in its
fight against the ideological extremes of the 1970s, communism in partic-
ular.66 While Islamic associations mushroomed at a dramatic pace, secular-
ist associations also mobilized widespread support for Republican senti-
ments.Associational life expanded horizontally—and this time legitimately
in the public sphere.67 Loosened state control led to a dramatic reexamina-
tion of the persistence and rigidity of Kemalism as an official ideology,
which came to be accused of creating a barrier to liberties and liberal
democracy.The most vocal critique of the rigidity of Kemalism came from
the non-religious Westernized, educated, urban elite, mostly intellectuals
and businesspeople, who came to be referred as “Second Republicans.”

Beyond an increasingly vivid public sphere, the 1990s also witnessed the
rising popularity of Islamic politics in Turkey.The Refah party displayed an
exemplary grassroots mobilization by reaching out, recruiting and serving
people across the lines of class, occupation, gender and age. However, the
victory of Refah, led by Erbakan, in the local elections in 1994 and in
national elections in 1996 sparked widespread public fear and suspicion by
the state and secularists.This was partly caused by historically rooted mis-
trust between Islam and the state and partly by the radical faction, inspired
by Erbakan’s anti-system attitudes, that called for an Islamic state. Due to
the limits of the state’s tolerance for public Islam, the effectiveness of
Islamic networking and grassroots participation also met its limits.
Regarded as a threat to secular tradition, Refah was banned in 1998, and its
successor Fazilet (Virtue) was banned in 2001. In sharp contrast to the
Islamic party’s armed reaction against the military intervention in Algeria,
religiously oriented masses in Turkey did conform to the state’s ban.
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Fethullah Gülen and the New World Order

As Charles Tilly successfully argues, modern political regimes could not
survive without incorporating the “trust networks” that had previously
existed as clandestine groups.68 Western democracies found themselves in
a situation in which they had to “de-democratize” if these networks
extracted their resources from society and the polity.The transition of the
illiberal Turkish Republic into a liberal democracy has required an effort
to largely integrate the Islamic networks, which were previously pushed
underground.

As Islamic groups were mushrooming in the 1980s, the already appar-
ent cleavages in the Nur movement were transformed into fragmenta-
tions.69 In one of my earliest interviews with the Nurcus, a writer of the
movement told me that “the major disagreement is not on the content
and/or meaning of the Kuran, the Risales or any other religious text. It is
simply about life, power, money and politics. . . . Unfortunately, this is the
last thing Nurcus want to hear.”70

Along with national and global changes, the contemporary Gülen
movement differentiated itself from the Nur movement in numerous
ways.71 One of the followers who often visited the leader told me that
“although Hocaefendi is deeply influenced by the Risales, he also reminds
us that Said Nursi never demanded that people should agree with all of his
views at all times and places.”

Social movements cannot be understood independently of the broader
context and structural changes that they are embedded in.When I asked
Fethullah Gülen to name the people who influenced his worldview most,
he said that he adopted ideas from a wide range of scholars, both from the
Islamic and Western worlds, but did not agree fully with any of them. As
he made references to both Islamic and Western thinkers, he also men-
tioned Atatürk’s views, especially with regard to nationalism.

Fethullah Gülen was born in 1941 in Erzurum, one of the cities in the
eastern Anatolian part of Turkey. Because his mother taught Islam to the
children of the village, he was highly educated on the Kuran even in his
early childhood.72 His father was a vaiz (Islamic preacher). Some of the
followers who knew his parents told me that the depth of their Islamic
knowledge, virtue and personal charm were impressive.They observed to
me that Gülen’s household was hosting leading religious men of those
times and offering dinners where Islam was celebrated, discussed and
appreciated.73 During a time when Islamic public activity was strictly pro-
hibited, these private gatherings connected the leader-to-be with many
Islamic role models and their ideas.
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Fethullah Gülen started namaz (prayer five times a day), when he was
four. After attending elementary school for two and a half years, he was
already alienated and intimated by secularist teachers, who were irritated
by his namaz in school. Due to the inconvenience of religious practice, he
did not continue formal education when the family moved to another
town. Instead, he learned to read Ottoman and Arabic from his father and
had private tutoring from distinguished mentors, the Hoca. At that time,
Said Nursi was a very preeminent religious figure in Turkey. In his first
meeting with Said Nursi’s students,74 Fethullah Gülen was enchanted by
them and soon joined the movement.75

Fethullah Gülen lived and worked in several towns and cities in Turkey.
However, most of my informants’ stories about the Gülen movement
started in Izmir-Kestanepazarï, where Fethullah Gülen was teaching Islam
in a Kuran school. The Community around Gülen started to emerge in
Izmir in the late 1970s, which was long before the fragmentations in the
Nur Community became evident. His preaching started to not only have
mass appeal but also to attract prominent national political leaders such as
Turgut Özal. Özal was flying from Ankara to Izmir regularly to listen to
Hocaefendi, and when he became the Prime Minister in 1983, his increas-
ing incentives for export played an important role in empowering the
Anatolian industrialists who constituted a major segment of the growing
Gülen movement.The financial and intellectual centers of the movement,
including the media outlets, companies and foundations, moved to
Istanbul in the early 1980s.

While its forefathers, the Nurcus, experienced severe repression by an
authoritarian secular state, the Gülen movement has flourished in the
midst of a growing civil society and transition politics in the post 1980-
period.As one of my key informants said,“Nurcus encountered and strug-
gled with both the hostility of the Republic and materialism of the West.
Today, we see such an opposition irrelevant, as we are active, effective and
welcome in a growing market, both inside and outside Turkey.”76

Paradoxically, the impetus for joining the world market comes from
the leader, Fethullah Gülen, whose life and worldview display a consistent
asceticism.77 His “worldly asceticism” keeps him away from material
attractions in his personal life. Instead, he insists on a remarkably humble
life style and simplicity.78 He spends most of his time secluded in his
room praying and contemplating.At the same time, however, he has also
been a strong advocate of commerce and wealth production. Under the
political leadership of Özal and religious leadership of Gülen, the fol-
lowers have been encouraged to accomplish not only cultural but also
economic ties with Central Asia. The new Anatolian industrialists who

The State and Islam 51

SUP_Turam.qxd  9/22/2006  10:11 AM  Page 51



expanded their business to these places are grateful to Fethullah Gülen
for his ideas.

Clearly, the larger milieu that the Gülen movement relates to is a radi-
cally different kind of Republican project than the one the Nur movement
was exposed to up until the 1980s.While a central issue for the followers
of Said Nursi was to understand and adapt modernity per se in the 1940s
and 1950s, the Gülen movement is comfortably in tune with Western
modernity and up-to-date with the latest international trends. Its major
dava (issue or goal) is the spread of Turkish Muslim ways of life within and
outside of the Turkish Republic.They see this goal as part of an expansion
of civil society and democracy that is more tolerant to Islamic ways of life.

Unlike Said Nursi, Fethullah Gülen relates to and addresses a Republi-
can project that has gradually come under reconstruction by diverse social
and political actors.This is neither a smooth nor a finished process of tran-
sition. Both the leader and the movement occasionally come under attack
from secularist groups and different branches of the state.

In March 1999, Fethullah Gülen moved to the United States for med-
ical treatment of an ailment. Since then, he has resided in seclusion in a
house in northern Pennsylvania surrounded by the houses of the few fol-
lowers who accompany him there.79 He rarely leaves the house and spends
most of his time reading. As a nationalist, he expresses deep sorrow and
nostalgia due to his homesickness.80 As his guests told me during my visit,
he said once sadly that as all his eš dost (friends) were in Turkey, he was liv-
ing far from them in company of çoluk-çocuk (young people) of the age of
his grandchildren. Although he is legally permitted, he has not returned to
the country at the time this book goes to press.When I asked him why he
has stayed in the United States, he answered that he did not wish to cre-
ate another disruption and deep conflict in Turkey.81

Fethullah Gülen genuinely despises confrontation and conflict and
admires moderation and harmony. Despite ongoing contestations and
sporadic attacks against the movement, Fethullah Gülen has not changed
his idea about the importance of “toplum-devlet išbirligi” (cooperation
between the state and the society).82 He believes that social problems
should be dealt with and coped with through cooperation between the
state and the society. He sees this cooperation as the basis for progress
towards a pure (temiz) and moral society. I asked why he insists on advo-
cating non-confrontation and not recommending any form of vocal cri-
tique.When I brought up secularists’ attacks on the movement, he smiled
and repeated his worldview of non-confrontation:“One must open arms
to the people even if they come with a knife. Only then, you have a
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chance to change their opinion.”When he left after our conversation, his
followers told me one of his favorite jokes.

Two mothers-in-law (kaynana) in a small village used to fight across the river by
saying the meanest words and throwing stones at each other.This continued until
one of them gets sick one day. This time, she sends her daughter-in-law and
instructs her to swear twice for every insult she hears from the other side. The
daughter-in-law goes to the river, meets with the other woman, and does not
reply to any of her assaults from across the river. Being left without any response,
the woman at the other side of the river increasingly becomes infuriated and
“cracks” (çatlamak).The daughter-in-law goes back home.When her mother-in-
law hears what happened, she starts attacking the daughter-in-law. As the latter
refuses to reply, the mother-in-law also cracks from anger.

The Gülen movement has clearly diluted the conflict and gained
recognition from the Republic without fighting for it.The leader avoided
confrontation without denying the followers’ major needs or demands
from the state. His view of social and political change is clear:“Regardless
of the conditions, the legitimacy [of the state] must not be damaged. . . .
Anti-democratic interventions never worked, as we already experienced
in Turkey. . . . Problems have to be solved within the system.”83

He disapproves of both sectarianism and ideological confrontation.
Similarly, the followers are in a remarkable consensus on moderation in all
aspects of life. They share their leader’s dislike of factionalism and ideo-
logical extremism, a dislike that came up frequently in my interviews with
them: “Islamist, secularist, feminist, leftist . . . I am not any of them, and
that is why I find comfort with Gülen’s philosophy and insight. Enough
with pushing people into camps! We do not want these imposed polariza-
tions anymore.”

In line with Fethullah Gülen’s views, the movement not only de-
nounces collective representations and labels but also avoids erecting stout
boundaries of its own. The movement’s fuzzy boundaries facilitate free
access and exit. People from diverse backgrounds affiliate to different de-
grees with the movement.These affiliations range from sympathizers and
admirers to benefactors/beneficiaries and the people who are uncondi-
tionally in the service of the movement. Pragmatism is a central charac-
teristic of Gülen’s associational world, which facilitates the welcoming and
incorporation of supporters from diverse backgrounds. A businessman
who is a benefactor of several students in the movement’s schools told me:

I am not religious. I hardly have time to contemplate metaphysics or spirituality.
But I care for good education, scientific and technological progress.This is why I
appreciate the Gülen Community.They generate funds for poor bright students
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who do not have the opportunity to go to a good school. . . . Personally, I am
really tired of the cleavage between Islamists and secularists. I do not see why
there should be a split between the secular and Islamic businessmen associations,
TÜSIAD [Türk Sanayici ve Isadamlarï Dernegi (Association of Turkish Business-
men)] and MÜSIAD [Müstakil Sanayici ve Isadamlarï Dernegi (Association of
Muslim Businessmen)].

Similar to the AKP’s break from Refah, the dissociation of Gülen from
the Nur movement suggests that Turkey is witnessing a transformation
from radicalism to moderation.There is an explicit shift from Islamic pol-
itics to secular-friendly forms of Islam, and from parochial ties to the
Muslim community to national and international commitments.

Between the Zones of Comfort and Discomfort

When I visited the movement’s research center,Akademi, in Çamlïca-
Istanbul, it was still a project in process.84 I met with Ihsan Bey, who was
in charge of the center.When I explained to him my research on Islamic
movements, his immediate response was rather interesting:“So, how am I
supposed to be related with this subject matter? We are not organizing
Risale readings here. It is about science and knowledge.” I was puzzled. He
was an Islamic scholar who had studied theology and had also been a Nur
student. He was Fethullah Gülen’s close friend and a leading figure in the
Islamic movement. Ihsan Bey explained that religiosity was not primary to
most of the movement’s organizations, activities and projects. He said,
“Religion is a subtitle in our undertakings.”

Due to the popularity of the movement, it has been under continual
public scrutiny. Hence, public life has had to be thought of and fashioned
carefully. Ihsan Bey was skillful in impression management, to use Goffman’s
term. He was intimately involved in working on the self-presentation of
the movement in public life. He told me how hard he had to work on
“Hocaefendi’s image,” his clothing and his public appearance. He had a very
hard time convincing Fethullah Gülen to become used to Western clothing,
that is, the suit, after many years of wearing religious forms of clothing. He
said:“He really resisted strongly being a public figure in this sense. He was
a man of a deep inner world and preferred to be left alone there. . . . But
soon he found himself in front of the masses.” In addition to Ihsan Bey’s
efforts, the movement has also worked with a professional advertising com-
pany, which has organized public relations and the public images of the
movement.

“What kind of an Islamic movement would make religion a subtitle?” I
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asked. He answered: “The one that is a part of civil society and works on
developing it.” Islam and civil society had for a long time been regarded as
a “contradiction in terms” in the Republican context.85 This stood in sharp
contrast to the countries such as the United States that are based on the
idea of compatibility between religion, freedom, civil society and democ-
racy. Due to the Republican discomfort, there has been an unspoken self-
reflexivity and self-consciousness among the followers of the Gülen move-
ment.This awareness surfaces either in some form of passive uneasiness in
the lives of followers or proactive rearrangement of everyday life.

Cognizant of the heavy historical baggage of Islamism in the secular
Turkey, the movement has engineered a progressive, tolerant and thereby
pluralist image by highlighting its focus on science, knowledge, education
(mostly in English) and international commerce.The public self-presentation
has been achieved at the cost of under-representing the Islamic face, faith
and faith-based activities in the public sphere.86 Here, one issue is of great
importance to our understanding of the movement.Although image mak-
ing is a conscious act of adaptation, the feeling of discomfort is often a non-
deliberate and emotional response rather than a rational one. It reflects the
followers’ aspiration for recognition and for visibility as legitimate social
actors in the secular context of Turkey.

The self-presentation is the outcome of long-term individuation of the
movement through its interaction within the larger institutional milieu.
Despite this shared belonging and connectedness with the national, how-
ever, the fact that the movement stands separately from both other Islamic
groups and the secular Republic creates a good deal of discomfort in the
lives of followers.

Conditions of “Sharing” a Public Space

As the movement was not located in a single location, neighborhood,
city or country, I participated in the widely spread private and public sites
where the followers lived, socialized, ate, studied, worked and mobilized in
organizations. However, on one occasion, I invited a few young women to
my neighborhood,Tešvikiye.This part of Istanbul is filled with Western-
style cafés, restaurants, beauty salons and boutiques, which reflect prima-
rily the life styles of the secular actors. Although the neighborhood has a
highly secular outlook, it is considered liberal enough to accommodate
diverse social groups ranging from jet-set society to bohemian artists,
intellectuals, writers, students and human rights activists.There are also a
few students’ houses of the movement, Išïk evleri, that are shared by sev-
eral students of the Gülen movement in the neighborhood.When I met
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with a few female followers of the Gülen movement and started to walk
towards a café, the immediate symbolic interaction was smooth. My guests
seemed to feel comfortable.

Soon, one of the female followers, Fatma, stated that she “did not feel
comfortable walking in a group of covered women” on the street. She said,
“We must be looking as if we are Islamists ready for taking action rather than
ready for afternoon tea.We should have met in a café instead of walking
all together.” I asked if she received any negative vibes or looks from peo-
ple on the street. She said, “Well, we share the same streets, same public
space, you know. . . . I would be fine if I were alone, but I feel uncomfort-
able in public when I realize that we may attract too much attention as a
group of Islamist-looking people. . . .We simply look different than every-
body else around us.” Fatma’s discomfort was clearly caused by not fitting
the predominant outlook of the public space.This was a clear difference
from the private and communal realm of her life, where I had met with
her several times in Üsküdar. It is important to note, however, that when
she was crossing the boundary between the zones of her self-comfort and
discomfort, she only became self-conscious. She and her friends did not
express any resentment or desire to change the way things were organized
between these two zones. On the contrary, she was willing to adjust the
difference between home and street by diluting a potential conflict and
distracting attention as much as possible.The incident helped me to gain a
deeper understanding of the public sites of the movement.After observing
many similar instances, I realized that conflict-avoidance and readiness to
adjust was not simply a strategy or a result of training but was also, and
mainly, an emotional response of the Islamic actors.

In one of my meetings with some of the male followers, I brought up
similar incidences of discomfort experienced mostly by covered female
followers.Talal Bey, who was in charge of public relations, told me:“What
is so strange about this? People avoid eating garlic in public places in order
to be considerate to others, don’t they? Public life is based on civilized
consideration of other people’s needs and freedoms.”

At the “Window Sites”: 

The Displays of Public Islam

Classic accounts have regarded the public sphere as a shared realm that
escapes not only state control but also religious censorship of the society.87

More recent approaches have highlighted the antagonistic nature of the
public sphere, where social actors and informal associations challenge the
formal political institutions and states.88 The fast-growing public exposure
of the Gülen movement cannot be explained by either of these views of
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the public sphere. First, these sites produce not confrontation but cooper-
ation. Second, they do not avoid or escape from state monitoring but
overtly invite its gaze.The movement engineers “window sites” (vitrin) in
the public realm. By “window sites,” I refer to the movement’s numerous
public events inside and outside of Turkey that ensure transparency and
accountability, both to the public and the state. Not surprisingly, they are
very hospitable to the media channels and the researchers who wish to
study them. Moreover, like the schools of the movement, these sites invite
and welcome a wide range of visitors, including state and military officials.
The purpose of these sites is to exhibit the movement’s civic goals, pro-
democratic undertakings and increasing appeal of the movement. Despite
their wide dispersion across the globe, the window sites are a perfect
example of efficient collective action.They are more organized than they
appear.89

The movement entered the public sphere with a strong motto for tol-
eration, referred to as the “Dialogue between Civilizations.” The public
sites have been fashioned accordingly to appeal to diverse groups and to
accommodate individual and group differences. The ultimate goal was
passing the long-due test of pluralism.This goal has been remarkably facil-
itated by the fuzzy boundaries of the movement in the public realm.
Blurry boundaries not only intertwine Muslim and secular symbols, iden-
tities and practices but also facilitate free access and exit for diverse con-
stituents.The diversity of associational life proactively encourages tolera-
tion between the old enemies, the Islamists and secularists. It also
mobilizes cooperation across the lines of class, gender and religious and
political orientation, attracting even Jewish businesspeople.These are the
sites where you may see an Imam next to a Jewish businessperson dis-
cussing a new school project in one of the African countries.The public
sites and associations accommodate people with very different degrees,
and types of, affiliation. In addition to devout followers, I met individuals
ranging from curious celebrities, such as pop singers and film actors, to
benefactors, such as businessmen and public intellectuals.

In some window sites, a considerable amount of charity is collected
from a wide range of sources.The public events encourage the masses to
contribute to educational projects, to finance schools and to help students
to study and pay for their living expenses. Charity and fund-raising events,
which are often by invitation, aim to accumulate more funding through
endowment. Other window sites also bring Turkish and foreign scholars
from different religious orientations together and encourage the discus-
sion of laicism, democracy, religion and other topics. Followers and sym-
pathizers in North America transfer funds from foundations in order to
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provide interfaith activities and dinners.90 The funds are also used to build
mosques where Muslim religious practice is taught to people who are
either interested in Islam or converting to it. Hence, the public sites of the
Gülen movement in North America are even more pluralistic than the
ones in Turkey, especially in terms of the participants’ religion, nationality
and ethnicity.

The public sites qualify as civic associations by creating a public spirit
of tolerance and cooperation.91 They have promoted Turkey’s specific
goals, such as membership in the European Union and alliance with the
United States, as prerequisites for opening to Western democracies across
the world. Except for the strikingly Western look, the movement’s public
sites display a pattern that is hardly unique in the Muslim context. In
many respects, they resemble Islam-motivated “civic engagement” in other
Muslim countries, promoting similar—although not identical—goals in
the public sphere, such as pluralism and tolerance.92

However, what distinguishes the Gülen movement from similar Islamic
projects in the Middle East is the unintended outcomes of these public
activities. Ironically, these Islamic sites display more loyalty to the secular
republic and Atatürk in Turkey than several other secular organizations do.
The movement displays a secularized outlook at the associational level.
Most of the Gülen schools inside and outside of Turkey have Atatürk cor-
ners. Many public events reiterate famous quotes from Atatürk.As one of
the leading figures of the movement stated: “I may be religious, but our
companies, schools and other associations are not.” Similarly, one does not
need to wear a headscarf in the public sites of the movement. Considering
the heterogeneity of constituents these sites attract, this is not at all sur-
prising. As Fethullah Gülen emphasized clearly, faith (iman) could not be
reduced to such politicized Islamic symbols as the headscarf. He preached
that these “details” should not prevent or discourage one from having faith
in modern times.

What, then, was the unintentional, unplanned consequence of these
planned beneficiary activities and project-based civil society action? These
window sites have provided platforms for dialogue with both the Turkish
state and the West.They have facilitated mutual recognition between the
state and Islam. They have mobilized a wide range of social actors to
address and actively take part in the rethinking and debating of the basic
principles of the Republic. Most importantly, by mobilizing and accom-
modating engagements with the “grand design” of the founding fathers,
they have provided alternative channels of communication with the state.
Hence, they have contributed to the proliferation of civil society, not just
by purposely creating horizontal networks and civic projects but also by
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unintentionally creating vertical ties to the state. State actors, even includ-
ing high-ranking military officials in Turkey, either visit these sites—the
events and schools—or observe them through the media and public
debates.

The window sites and the public events they host change from coun-
try to country. Their goals and agendas seem to be in complete accord
with the national culture of the host country and adapted to its broader
associational life in general.While most sites in Turkey accommodate pub-
lic discussions on laicism, the window sites in the United States consist
predominantly of interfaith and faith-provoking activities and seminars on
dialogue between civilizations. Not surprisingly, the latter nurture a
peaceful atmosphere between various religious traditions and groups—
especially Christianity, Islam and Judaism—as a solution to the global ter-
ror most feared by the United States.When I asked the followers in ser-
vice in Massachusetts what the purpose of the movement’s activities in the
United States was, they answered: “We want to show the Americans and
the American state that Turkish Muslims aim at peace in the world, and
democracy at home.We must clarify our distinction from terrorist organ-
izations before it is too late.”93

Similarly, in Central Asia, the window sites concentrate on the organi-
zation of cultural events that glorify the heroic past of the Muslim Turks.
A striking example of displays of belonging takes place in window sites
when the movement displays the success of the schools in the Turkic
Central Asian countries in Turkey. They show videotapes of the Kazak,
Kirghiz and Turkmen kids singing the Turkish anthem. This creates an
emotionally charged atmosphere, which often leads to tears and ecstatic
applause in the audience.

The goals of the extremely visible and highly advertised activities in the
window sites differ across the world. However, regardless of the nature of
the “civil society project” at hand, these sites provide the platforms for the
participants to engage the broader political and institutional frame of the
nation-states.

Invisible Boundaries between Front and Back

Stages: Limits of Toleration

During my travels between various sites, I realized that the window
sites differed from the followers’ undertakings in the private realm.This is
how I gradually discovered different levels of front and back stages in the
movement.The back stages were more intimate places in people’s homes
and dorms, where informal get-togethers among circles of friends and,
most importantly, community undertakings took place. I gained access to
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the back stages of the movement very slowly as the informants began to
trust me. Slowly, as they opened up, an entirely pious and moralizing
world opened its doors to me, a world that was dramatically different from
the secular face of the window sites.

Because the back stages were relatively less affected by the image-
making and project-based undertakings, they often lacked the commonly
shared discourses of dialogue and tolerance that the window sites pro-
moted.94 More importantly, the tributes to Atatürk and the display of
Atatürk’s corners and symbols did not translate to the private sphere
either.95 Hence, while window sites of associational life facilitated engage-
ments with the state, the private realm of domestic and communal life
mobilized extensive faith-based undertakings and moral ways of life. It is
important to note that the transparency of the window sites definitely
contributed to the increasing acceptability and legitimacy of the private
lives of the devout.

A good example of a back stage would be women’s Risale readings,
which brought female followers together for various kinds of sociability in
the domestic space. In contrast to the mixing of men and women in the
public sites, activities in the private and communal sites displayed consis-
tent gender segregation. Women’s Risale readings consisted of reading,
interpreting and teaching of the text among the female followers, during
which they also chatted, had tea and ate. Moreover, unlike the free access
to window site activities, these readings were taking place in the female
followers’ homes, where access was naturally limited to the insiders and
acquaintances. New participants could be incorporated through other
women in the groups and had to be invited by the hosts. Numerous
women’s groups gathered weekly in many neighborhoods across Turkey as
well as in many cities across the world. Spirituality, faith-based emotion-
ality and religiosity were the basic characteristics of these gatherings, in
which the devout shared their inner world and faith.These get-togethers
were clearly not seeking pluralistic constituents but aimed at strengthen-
ing the communal ties.96

I participated in various women’s Risale reading groups regularly. Unlike
in the public sites, I was soon encouraged by the women participants to
wear a headscarf and to start practicing namaz. Indeed, at one point I was
given a fancy handmade headscarf as a gift “from the heart of the women”
of the reading group.This was a striking difference from the window sites,
where a woman does not need to cover her head, practice religion or be
part of any religious activity. I slowly learned that in the back stages, the
“power of suggestion” (but not force) and the hold of the pious commu-
nity (even though not an ascriptive one) were stronger than individual
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inclinations.Although entrance was by individual choice, once one was in
he or she was expected to meld into the group. After a while, I could
clearly discern the boundaries that distinguished public and private activi-
ties in the movement.The differences also affected the role I was playing in
the followers’ lives. While I was recognized as a designated “participant
observer” and a sociologist in the front stages (window sites), in the back
stages (more private domestic and communal sites) I was seen less as a soci-
ologist and more as a follower-to-be in the eyes of the adherents. In con-
trast to the successfully engineered lightness of being in the front stages, I
could feel the tangible requirements and heaviness of being “inside.”

The Private Sphere: Uniformity 

and Its Illiberal Tendencies

Šerif Mardin, the prominent sociologist, noted in his classic study of the
Nur movement that the boundaries of the private sphere expanded in
Turkey to accommodate religious activities that had been banned or mar-
ginalized in the public and political spheres for a long time.97 When we
follow the Nur movement to its successor Gülen movement in the post-
1980 period, we see that the increasing visibility of Islam in the public
realm has not coincided with a shrinking of the private sphere of Islamic
activities.

In the public sphere, the meaning of freedom refers to individual free-
dom to be different, to be able to disagree and to experiment. In the pri-
vate sphere of Islamic actors’ lives, freedom is regarded as the free exercise
of religion and morality without having to downplay the central role of
religion in one’s life.The novelty and attraction of this kind of freedom
becomes obvious when we recall that this was not tolerated by the state
until recently.

The inner core consists of altruistic followers who are unconditionally
in service (hizmet ) of the Community inside and outside the national bor-
ders.98 They voluntarily serve the “common good” in the name of God
but also for their love and loyalty to the Community’s leader. Hizmet is a
broad term encompassing a wide range of activities of service and work
done for the Community movement. In the realm of education, hizmet
includes the work of teachers, mentors and staff in schools. Some follow-
ers have paid jobs in the movement’s organizations or schools inside and
outside of Turkey, and some do it as unpaid voluntary work and charity.99

The strength and efficiency of hizmet have been regarded very highly as
the cornerstone of networking for Islamic action in Turkey. However, as
communal service, valued often as “social capital,” is a common charac-
teristic in most Islamic movements in the region, it definitely does not
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explain the success of the Gülen movement and the AKP in becoming
participants in broader democratization.

The main characteristic of everyday life among those in the inner core
is communal order and discipline. There is no obligation to join and
remain in the inner core or to be in service. However, if one chooses to
be a part of it, there is not much negotiation over the ruling principles of
life and morality. It is an all-encompassing package deal that cannot be
chosen halfway.The uniform rule-bound piety in the private sites provides
an ambiguous contrast to the tolerant discourses in the public sites.The
pious private sites impose rigid restrictions on individual liberties.
Depending on the context, the control of the devout may include even
the arrangement of intimate issues such as marriage, friendships and
hygiene by the Gülen Community.The Community also imposes tradi-
tional gender roles and explicit gender segregation and inequality, restric-
tions that do not apply to the associational sites. For instance, marriage
with more than one woman is unseen and unheard of in the window sites,
but there are few instances of polygamy within the Community. These
cases are recognized and accommodated by the followers and leadership of
the movement. Liberal values promoted in the window sites, such as tol-
erance for individual freedom, are replaced by the rule-observing moral
life of the inner core.The communalistic overtone of these private sites is
clearly distinct from the public life of the Community, where contract-
based and impersonal ties reinforce respect for individualism.Why, then,
have the states accommodated the movement, despite this striking dis-
crepancy between front and back stages?

Reconciling the Tension between In and Out:The School Sites

The schools provided me with the most illuminating piece of evidence
to help understand how the tension between the private and public life is
reconciled in the movement. While curricular activity in the classroom
was secular and scientific, extracurricular activities in the dormitories
socialized the students into Turkish Muslim ways of life. Put differently, the
movement reconciled pious ways of life and secular institutional milieus
through the departmentalization of scientific teaching in the classroom
(perceived as public) and pious and moral life styles in dormitories (per-
ceived as private). Such pragmatic departmentalization can also be ob-
served in many other areas of activity of the movement, such as business,
trade and health and media outlets.

Ironically, there was nothing private about the dormitories. Private lives
were more communally shared than in the ostensibly shared public sites.100
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Here, the meaning of “private” needs to be redefined as not only domes-
tic, pertaining to the person and/or household, but also, primarily, com-
munal and therefore implying the privacy of the Community.Whether it
is domestic or communal, it remains outside the realm of window sites.As
I continued my journey towards more private lives of the staff and stu-
dents, another paradox surfaced.The everyday lives of the insiders revealed
that insiders accepted restrictions while at the same time agreeing to tol-
erate the freedoms in the public sites, especially for the outsiders. Indeed,
the insiders genuinely tolerated individual liberties in associational life.
However, their toleration is conditional.The more remote the affiliation
of constituents to the inner core, the more tolerance was shown to them.
As many informants agreed, the highest level of tolerance and openness
was offered to potential newcomers. This is why and how the solidarity
and commitment in the inner core of the Community, a Gemeinschaft
(cemaat ), enables the mobilization of a larger, diffuse and loosely organized
network of public associational life, a Gesellschaft (cemiyet ).

Shared morality and pious ways of life are spread particularly through
obligatory boarding schools and summer camps, that is, in dormitories and
Išïk Evleri.101 The educational projects and extracurricular activities do
not leave private space for individual experimentation. Schools and a pro-
gram of moral education are major ways to recruit followers for hizmet,
whereas public events and the business world are the windows of the
Community to the “outside.”

The schools and dormitories were not reserved for, or chosen only by,
the followers and their children. Students from different backgrounds
attend the Gülen schools for different reasons. Some non-religious factors
that render Gülen schools attractive for parents are high standards of safety,
morality, cleanliness; the use of technology; the high quality of teaching;
and the availability of guidance.102 These qualities appeal to conservative
families from rural areas who wish to send their children to safe and good
schools in the city. Agabeys and ablas (advising brothers and sisters)103 fulfill
their hizmet as voluntary mentors.They help students academically as they
also supervise their lives. Once the students begin living in dormitories or
Išïk Evleri, they soon find themselves surrounded with the Community
and its absorbing world.There are varying degrees of control over what
the students do, learn and read; what they wear, eat and drink; and with
whom they associate. The movement also organizes summer camps for
religious training and intense worshipping. The camp schedules are
inflexible, and students’ lives are structured rigidly.

It is important to note that the discontinuities between public and pri-
vate are largely a matter of different manifestations of the Islamic way of
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life as experienced by Islamic actors, rather than spatial boundaries that
separate people into two realms or groups. Put differently, the Islamic
actors constantly cross these boundaries, which link rather than separate
their multiple affiliations, belongings and practices. Although the inner
core tends to curb individual freedoms, Islamic actors’ increasing freedom
of mobility between private, public and political realms leads to an emerg-
ing self-questioning. Self-reflection is more common among Islamic
women and among youth who reflect upon the discomforts that originate
from crossing boundaries (see chapters 3 and 5 for more on the tensions
experienced by the students and women).This self-questioning is clearly
an indicator of micro-transformations of Islamic ways of life, along with
broader sociopolitical transformations in Turkey.

Rethinking the Linkages between the State and Islam

The spontaneous reconfigurations of inside/outside, core/periphery,
private/public have put pressure on the insiders and created tension in
their everyday lives. However, at the same time, they have helped the
movement to adapt to the secular institutional milieu by facilitating inte-
gration into the Republic. Not only have the Islamic actors adjusted to the
secular institutional milieu but the state has also learned to accommodate
Islamic ways of life. The Islamic actors’ rearrangement of their everyday
lives has eased the state’s accommodation of the sizable public presence
and increasing powers of the Gülen movement. The smooth tuning be-
tween Islamic ways of life and the secular Republic should not be surpris-
ing. After all, “cultures and institutions belong together since institutions
are both carriers and reinforcing mechanisms of culture.”104

The movement has reconciled secular diversity in the public realm
with uniform morality in the private sphere. It is important to note that
these alternative rearrangements were caused neither by the state’s patron-
age of Islam nor by Islamization of the state. Some studies have interpreted
the increasingly non-confrontational overtones of Islam in Turkey as the
products of statism.105 There are a few analytical confusions that require
clarification here. The followers of the Gülen movement are neither
opponents of the state nor statist forces. First, etatism refers to the idea or
practice that advocates the control of economic and political powers by a
centralized state.This state-centered view leaves social actors with little or
no power and influence on the state.Although the shifting links between
the state and Islam in Turkey may seem as another incident of passive obe-
dience to the authoritarian states of the Middle East, a closer look at
Islamic agency suggests the opposite.106 The mutual recognition of bound-
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aries between religion and the state has provided autonomy for Islamic
actors. More importantly, the new forms of compartmentalization in
Islamic ways of life have endowed them with more freedom of mobility
to move between and excel in all spheres of life, such as education, busi-
ness, media and politics.

Second, the primacy of faith-reviving activity would be expected to
put the Gülen movement into a conflict-ridden antagonistic relationship
with the secular state, a relationship that would estrange the followers.
Contrary to this anticipation, faith-based activities have motivated the fol-
lowers to participate in rethinking the most rigid principles of the state
more constructively.This was definitely not one of the goals or agendas of
collective action at the window sites, which mobilized resourcefully for a
variety of faith-reviving activities. Diversifying the public sites, for exam-
ple, was one of the calculated pro-democratic ends that may have helped
Islam to pass the test of pluralism.107 However, the uniformity of the pri-
vate sites has contradicted the diversity in the public sites and put plural-
ism into question.108 Islam has contributed to democratization in an
unplanned way. The reorganization of Islam in the public and private
realms has had an unintended effect on broader transformations in Turkey.
By changing the nature of secularization from top-down forceful to a bot-
tom-up voluntary process, Islamic actors have eased the compatibility
between the secular order and liberal democracy in a Muslim context.

Zubaida correctly emphasized that secularization was an “irreversible”
process in the Middle East. However, he argued that “the recently resur-
gent political Islam [was] directed precisely against . . . the secularizing
reforms that have occurred extensively in the region for two centuries.”109

As discussed before, the firmness of the walls that the Turkish Republic set
between religion and politics have stood out among the inconsistent and
hesitant trajectories of secularization in the Middle East.110Yet, at the same
time, these secure walls also undermined the development of civil society
and a liberal democracy in Turkey. Indeed, contrary to the predominant
view of Islam as secularization-resistant in the West,111 most authoritarian
states of the Middle East have been forceful in separating religion and pol-
itics.The main problem has been that they have failed in creating friendly
boundaries and interaction between Islam and the state.

Where formal and informal channels of interaction between Islamic
actors and the state have been largely missing, public Islam may merely
intensify the conflict, and undermine rather than strengthen democratic
institutions in the Middle Eastern context. Indeed, public Islam and
Islamic political parties in the Middle East have largely failed to promote
democracies or have declined under authoritatively secular regimes.When
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Refah came to power in 1996 in Turkey, it displayed high skills of local
grassroots mobilization and horizontal networking. Similarly, Khatami's
government managed to instigate a reform movement by opening a pub-
lic debate on popular sovereignty, civil society and democracy in Iran.
Al-Azhar in Egypt also used to be one of the most effective centers of
Islamic knowledge and education that propelled civic participation.112

However, in all of these cases the anticipated success of public Islam was
blocked by authoritarian states. Refah was closed by the Turkish state,
which hampered the hopes of a flourishing democracy in Turkey. Khatami
lost his appeal as he surrendered to the orthodox clergy. Al-Azhar was co-
opted by the Egyptian state, which undermined the seeds of a fragile civil
society. Hence, whether or not public Islam can propel democratization is
conditional. In the Turkish case, discomforts felt by Islamic actors invited
them to separate and rearrange their private and public lives. Conse-
quently, these discomforts of public Islamic actors have set the stage for an
alternative secularization of Islam in Turkey.The 1980s and the 1990s have
seen increasing numbers of Islamic actors who have voluntarily adapted to
the secular institutional milieu. In turn, this voluntary secularization of
Islamic ways of life is contributing to the transformation of the authori-
tarian laicist Republic into a more tolerant secular democracy.
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The effective negotiation of boundaries between the state and the faith-
ful has not entirely saved Islamic actors from tension and conflict.As this
new turn endowed the Gülen movement with more public visibility and
power, it has further puzzled and irritated the hardcore secularists.
Following the soft military intervention in February 1997, the secularists
started to openly attack the Gülen movement for betraying Atatürk’s tra-
dition, abusing “civil society” and undermining democracy.When I asked
the adherents of the secularist organizations what they meant by “civil
society,” one explained to me eagerly: “Civil society in Turkey is the
waged war against Islamists, who threaten our Republic.” Another one
replied: “Civil society is the civilization that Atatürk left to us and what
Islamists are trying to ruin.”The secularists’ claims for ownership of “civil
society” were provocative enough to activate competition from Islamic
social forces.

This chapter analyzes selectively, not exhaustively, several instances and
sites of contestation, sites that range from bitter dispute to negotiation. On
the one hand, I analyze multiple layers of tension and conflict within and
between the Islamic and the secularist social forces. On the other, I explore
how the movement has negotiated over the schools without confronting
the secular state. More importantly, I will look at how the secular state
responded to these conflicts between the secularists and the followers of
the Gülen movement. An in-depth understanding of contestations can
shed light on the ways in which the political institutional framework
accommodates dissent and consensus.1

Due to the growing number and popularity of the movement’s schools,
the major area of contestation between the state and the Gülen movement
has been education. National education has been the main avenue of the
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nation-states to mold and unite the society.2 Standardized national educa-
tion is a powerful tool of nation-states for shaping fresh minds into a loyal
citizenry and for instilling a widely shared feeling of belonging. Similarly
in Turkey, secular national education has typically been one of the
strongest arms of the Turkish state, by which it has not only penetrated the
society but also demanded obedience to its staunchly laicist character.3

Clearly, it is not a coincidence that education has gradually become the
main area of activity of the Gülen movement, both inside and outside
Turkey.4 Contrary to the secularists’ common opinion, the Gülen schools
integrate faith not into the curriculum but rather into the students’ lives.
The movement aims at revitalizing faith without challenging the secular
character of national education. Contrary to public opinion, the most
contentious issue about these schools has been not their threat to the sec-
ular order.What has disturbed the secularists most has been the growing
influence of moral conservatism in Turkey in the last decades.The move-
ment’s remarkable accumulation of various sources of power has triggered
anger among secularist organizations.

Upward Social Mobility and Transfer 
of Social Sources of Power

The traditional distance between the state and society in Turkey was
not the only barrier to the development of a vital civil society in Turkey.
Civil society was also largely undermined by the absence of middle-class
ethics and “the timidity and the non-enterprising spirit” of the Turkish
entrepreneurs.5 The Gülen movement breaks both of these historical pat-
terns that had caused a great deal of dependency of social actors on the
state. Although the movement attracted people from various economic
and social backgrounds, all followers shared the same ideal.They aspired to
upward socioeconomic mobility and valued middle-class life styles and
ethics. More importantly, they all agreed that this mobility could be
attained through high-quality education. Their faith in social mobility
gave rise to a strong incentive for cross-class cooperation.The movement
attracted a large number of brave entrepreneurs, whose businesses ranged
from small to large in size.Their strong sense of initiative had been nour-
ished by Fethullah Gülen’s encouragement for international networks of
trade and business.

“One facet of Mr. Gülen’s success is wealth creation. Many of his fol-
lowers have become rich.”6 Since the mid-1980s, the movement has
flourished immensely by taking full advantage of a growing free-market
economy. Most followers are genuine proponents of economic liberalism.
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Associational life in the movement seems to provide an affirmation of
Adam Smith’s worldview that commerce is innocent and distracts atten-
tion from political conflict while bringing prosperity.7

Fethullah Gülen states that the müminler (Muslim believers) will be-
come increasingly influential in world trade and the global market. By
invoking the image of the Golden Age of Islam, a time of vigorous trade
when the Prophet Muhammad lived, he reinforces the expansion of net-
works at both the national and international levels.8 The movement is in
tune and actively involved with the global economy and international
politics. While schools educate “morally superior” and internationally
competitive generations, businesspeople create and strengthen interna-
tional ties of commerce. This is how a moderate Islamic movement has
found its way into the “international corporate bourgeoisie.”9 The new
Islamic bourgeois bridges the faithful individual with the secular state and
international world order. The Islamic businesspeople play an important
role in making the state and bureaucracy responsive to the movement in
particular, and the faithful in general.

The multiple spheres of activity and investments in the movement are
neither separate nor distinct from each other. On the contrary, one of the
greatest strengths of the movement is the smooth transferability of these
resources from one sphere to another.The movement transfers economic
power into human capital by connecting the capital accumulation of busi-
nesspeople and entrepreneurs with the knowledge accumulation of edu-
cators. Concretely, the adherents in the business community invest money
in the schools and scholarships, which contribute to the accumulation of
intellectual power, and that, in turn, produces more capital due to the aca-
demic success of the private schools. The increasing efficiency of the
Gülen movement both in Turkey and internationally can largely be
explained by the efficient connectedness of these separate outlets. The
movement’s networks facilitate cooperation between business, trade, edu-
cation and the media in particular.The followers and friends of Fethullah
Gülen own firms, hospitals, stock-holding companies, media outlets,
newspapers,TV and radio stations and supermarket chains .10 More impor-
tantly, these organizations voluntarily place their resources in the service
of the movement. Hence, the movement has considerable and growing
holdings of capital, both in the hands of individual followers and in the
associations and foundations of the movement. Contrary to public opin-
ion, the leader of the movement has nothing to do with this capital or any
ownership associated with the movement. He insists that the schools are
not his schools, saying, “I do not own them. Neither do I own anything
that is associated with the movement.”
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Fuzzy boundaries help to accumulate and transfer different sources of
power.The movement’s economic power has been fortified, for example,
through strong connections with national and local politicians in Turkey.
The followers of the movement have also established new ties with local
and national politicians in host countries, where it has opened schools. In
Almati, Kazakhstan, for example, the Kazak-Turk Education Foundation
maintains strong connections and close interactions with both the presi-
dent and local politicians. As I witnessed phone calls from Kazakhstan’s
president, Nursultan Nazarbayev, in the movement’s foundation, I also
observed phone conversations with other political leaders in the move-
ment foundations in Istanbul. Hüseyin Bey, a highly respected educator in
Almati stated: “The president of Kazakhstan would never disappoint us
and never turn us down.” The movement is “connected” in the fullest
sense of the term, as the Economist reported:“They are in the police, they
have judges, and nobody is stopping them.” The scope and influence of
movement activities is striking.This has contributed to the growing fear
of secularists that the movement has a conspiracy to take over the state
(devleti ele gecirmek).

More than five hundred schools, both high schools and universities,
were founded in the name of the Gülen movement around the world.
More than one hundred of these high schools are located in Turkey, and the
rest are in different countries and continents.The movement owns seven
universities, two of which—Süleyman Demirel University in Almati and
Fatih University in Istanbul—I visited during my fieldwork.The schools’
quality, competitive standards, technology and curricula are affirmed by the
distinct successes of the graduating students.11 The movement offers schol-
arships to outstanding students and prepares them for competitive exams at
the national and international levels.The aspirations for education in the
movement are high.The best students are encouraged to pursue graduate
studies in high-ranking universities in North America—such as Harvard,
MIT, Princeton, McGill, Boston University, and the University of Massa-
chusetts—and are supported in doing so.

The movement’s schools do not offer a religious curriculum or an
Islamic education. Science is taught almost exclusively, with the exception
of a history course that covers world religions. Instruction in movement
schools, both in and out of Turkey, is mainly in English and partly in
Turkish. The schools are equipped with modern technology. Books and
other course materials are imported from the West. Through education,
the movement aims to adapt to the information age and to be competi-
tive at the international level.

It is important to note, however, that scientific teaching in the class-
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room is accompanied by moral education in extracurricular activities. As
boarding is obligatory in all movement schools, students spend much of
their time in the dormitories, where a good deal of socialization and
acculturation occur. As a result, the extracurricular activities in the dor-
mitories effectively shape students’ worldviews, and their identities. Out-
side the classroom and scientific teaching, students are given structure in
their lives to save them from degeneration, immorality and decadence
through moral education and discipline. Providing the structure is the
responsibility of the devout teachers, who are unconditionally in the ser-
vice of the movement. Their loyalties are so deep that when they are
appointed by the movement, they voluntarily teach in high schools any-
where in the world. Often, these followers take their family with them.
They are sometimes appointed to places with harsh physical conditions,
such as Siberia, or to countries with limited infrastructure, such as in
Africa and the new post-Soviet countries in Central Asia.

The leader, Fethullah Gülen has often made assurances that the schools
are completely devoid of any traits of Islamism and fundamentalism and
operate in line with the national education of the states.12 Moreover, he
has made a promise to close them down if any features of the schools are
found to be against the secular Turkish Republic. By inviting high-ranking
military officials to the schools, the movement has avoided the expected
tension between the movement and the military. Several prominent politi-
cians and high-ranking retired military officials have been welcomed and
hosted by the movement schools.

Although the movement’s schools have largely been accommodated by
other host states, they have come under attack by the secularists in Turkey.
They soon became the focus of public attention as well as an object of
revulsion among hardcore secularists in Turkey.This dislike was intensified
not only by the Gülen movement’s increasing influence on education and
the growing number of its schools but also by its claims to be part of civil
society.

Contesting the Civilizing Project:
Monopolizing the Civil Society

The late 1990s witnessed a growing interest in civil society in Turkey.
On one side, secularists joined forces under the umbrella of “United Civil
Society Organizations” (STKB, for Sivil Toplum Kurulušlarï Birligi).13 The
STKB became the embodiment of a renewed enthusiasm for “rescuing”
the secular Republic from the presumed “Islamic threat.” On the other
side, Islamic organizations and associations grew rapidly.They claimed to
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act as promoters of civil society, by revitalizing faith and legitimizing faith-
based ways of life in the secular Republic.Whether through secularizing or
Islamizing projects, both camps claimed to play a role in promoting civil
society and democracy.The unspoken goal of each side was to shape the
nation according to its worldview. Without admitting it, they contested
the nature of the broader frame, the Republican project.

Although my requests for interviews were often rejected by leading
figures of STKB, I had numerous daily conversations and informal chats
with members in everyday sites. Art galleries, theaters and music halls—
such as Atatürk Kültür Merkezi and Cemal Resit Rey—Istanbul art festi-
vals, jazz clubs and membership clubs provided perfect opportunities to
run into the actively involved secularists.There was a striking continuity
between these conversations.The secularists expressed confidence in their
sense of belonging to the Republic, while at the same time consistently
excluding Islamic actors from belonging.Whether the framework was the
nation, the Republic or civil society, the boundaries and meaning were
defined and secured by exclusion of “Islamists.”

Secularists’ preoccupation with civil society echoed Atatürk’s vision of
progress and development as a civilizing project.Atatürk said:“Our think-
ing and our mentality will have to become civilized. . . .Take a look at the
entire Turkish and Islamic world. Because they failed to adapt to the con-
ditions [they] found themselves in such a catastrophe and suffering. . . .We
have to move forward.”14

The civilizing project meant a move toward Western civilization and
away from the Islamic ones.15 Like other secularists, the active members of
STKB felt confident in holding the tenure of the state tradition. Taking
over the role as guardians of the state, STKB felt very strongly that the
Republic had been left to their trust. My interviews with the secular
adherents of STKB suggested that they collectively shared a perception of
the state as a fixed and monolithic entity. Most were in agreement that
Islam was inherently an enemy of the secular state, and was therefore
incompatible with civil society and democracy.They were reluctant to dis-
cuss the issue any further.

Secularist Republicans regarded civil society as their own national
monopoly, which disqualified Islamic actors for civilizing projects. How-
ever the fast-growing Gülen movement provided a challenge to the self-
assured quality of this monopoly.The Islamic movement started to contest
the secularists’ presumed territory of not only civil society but also
national belonging. As Atilla Ilhan, a secular left-wing writer and public
intellectual, correctly stated,“Fethullah Hoca is the child of the Republic
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(cumhuriyet çocugu).”16 Feelings of belonging were non-negotiable, even
with the self-assigned guardians of the state.

The secularists were not threatened by the unbridgeable gap between
themselves and the movement. On the contrary, they were intimidated by
the proximity of this moderate movement—closer than any other Islamist
group in Turkey—to the Republican framework.This odd familiarity dis-
rupted the secularists’ comfort zone, the safe monopoly of the civilizing
projects. However, the historically rooted divide prevented each camp
from recognizing the proximity between them.

A closer look at the worldviews of Islamic actors and secularists unveils
similar sensibilities and mentalities with respect to progress and civiliza-
tion that can easily be traced to Atatürk’s view of civilization. Although
the Gülen movement and the STKB assume that they disagree on every-
thing, in fact they agree on a long list of issues of central importance for
the Republican project. They agree on the importance of science and
Western scientific education in English, on the view of progress that is
engaged with and inspired by the West, on civil society projects being at
the heart of social engineering, and on combining nationalist loyalties
with internationalist ambitions (which I analyze in the chapter 4) and on
the central importance of having a “strong state.”

The greatest difference between the secularist STKB and the Islamic
movement is that the latter regard Turkish Muslim identity and morality
as a central part of a civil society and the nation. Although the followers
reconciled their pious communalism with secular faces of individualism in
the public sphere, their alternative adaptations did not help to prevent
deep conflict with the STKB.With increasing state repression in the late
1990s, the legacy of distrust peaked between these groups.They continued
to fail to look beyond deep disagreements and long-lived hostilities.The
struggles were often mistaken as clashes between Islamist and secularist
ideologies, each having mutually exclusive agendas. In reality, however,
both Islamic and secularist civil society organizations were competing
over the authority and power in the same project—the transformation of
the Republic that has been under construction.

Does “Civil Society” Lack Civility?

Fethullah Gülen states, “Turkey is a candidate to be a world’s super-
power, based on its past and present situation.”17 He specifies his educa-
tional agenda as the “protection of national pride and credentials.”When
I asked why the movement founded schools in European countries such
as Switzerland, Germany and Denmark as well as in Africa, Australia and
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so forth, the followers gave similar answers: “Why would there be only
American schools in Western countries? Why would the West be led just
by American power and leadership? We do not want just to catch up with
the West, but we aim to be respected, recognized and appreciated by the
West.Were not our Ottoman ancestors the leaders of the world civiliza-
tion once upon a time?”

Not surprisingly, the secularists took issue with the movement’s repre-
sentation of the Turkish nation at the international level. They asked,
“Why would it have to be a “fundamentalist Islamist man” and “his brain-
washed servants” who represented the modern secular Turkey at the inter-
national level?”18 In their defense of Atatürk and Kemalism, the secularists
directed their discontents primarily against the Gülen movement. Despite
the conflict-avoiding attitudes of the movement, the STKB began to
undermine the movement publicly and through media channels. The
members called for the closure of movement schools “for the good of the
Turkish nation.”They presented it as a moral responsibility of every citi-
zen of the Turkish Republic in order to rescue the future generations.

The secularists’ main conviction was that the followers of the Gülen
movement were committing takiye (dissimulation).19 The former argued
that “Fethullahists’”20 secret agendas were so obvious that they would not
be worthy of social research.The fact that the movement could be stud-
ied as a research subject of a Ph.D. dissertation was very upsetting for the
secularists. It was simply not considered a worthwhile subject for scientific
inquiry. Most secularists tried to convince me not to waste my time on the
movement.When they failed to convince me, they excused themselves by
saying that they “cannot be helpful” for my research. I was told by leading
figures of STKB:“If you still could not discover the Community’s hidden
goals to overthrow the state, it is not your fault.They are professional liars
and traitors. Of course, they do everything to mask their true intentions.”

The secularists were in agreement that the movement, beyond the
facade of civil society organization, is the biggest enemy of the Turkish
nation. During my fieldwork, I found it hard, and often impossible, to dis-
cuss the issues about the movement freely and openly with the adherents
of STKB. My several attempts to schedule interviews with them failed
when they learned that I was studying “the Fethullahists.” STKB’s nega-
tive attitudes and discouragement of the study Islam, especially the Gülen
movement, stood in sharp contrast to the Gülen movement’s openness and
encouragement for being a subject of social research.They collected and
archived all of the news and research on the movement published in both
academic journals and newspapers.They also prepared archives of Ph.D.
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dissertations on Islam in Turkey. In addition, they shared these rich
resources with social scientists who wished to study the movement.

I had a short phone conversation with a leading figure of the secularist
civil society organization ÇagdašYašamï Destekleme Dernegi (Association
for Support of Modern Life) on 29 April 1998. When I mentioned my
study on the Gülen movement, her first question was “Have you seen
their real faces? Did they allow you in?” Her one and only motivation was
to clarify on which side of the battle line I was standing. Just as anybody
engaged in a war, she was distrustful and suspicious of anyone who did not
announce her allegiance.

I asked if we could talk face to face rather than on the phone. However,
she refused to share her “knowledge” with me: She told me to read the
book that STKB published on this issue. She also added that, of course, I
could communicate through fax if I happened to discover “the truth”
about the movement, the nature of which had already become evident to
STKB. After this failed attempt, I tried numerous times to get in touch
with several STKB organizations in order to hear their adherents’ views
and reflections on the issue. Like most of my calls, these efforts to com-
municate were often left without a response.The adherents were often too
busy fighting the movement, which did not leave much time, energy and
recognition for “understanding” it.

After receiving similar rejections, I devised a pragmatic solution to this
major barrier to my fieldwork. I decided to reach the adherents of STKB
through my informal personal contacts, friends, family and acquaintances,
rather than directly and formally through the associations of STKB.
Because I was born into a secular family myself and had close ties to sec-
ularist circles through my Atatürkist parents and other family members,
this solution worked efficiently.

A common response from the secularists was to informally attempt to
convince me to reveal the harm and the evil of the movement. Most of
them wished to validate and legitimize their own conspiracy theories
through my work. If my thesis were to fail in satisfying these demands,
they would be extremely frustrated and distance themselves from me.This
was the extent to which the issue was personalized.These attitudes pro-
vided plenty of firsthand source information on the secularists’ fears
regarding my research. In a private dinner party with a group of female
friends, I was attacked for purchasing and reading the Gülen movement’s
newspaper, Zaman. I attempted to clarify that I had to read it for my own
research and that it was data for me. My justifications were not listened to,
nor was there any sign they registered. Being unable to endure my socio-
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logical interest in understanding rather than judging, the host, who was a
friend of mine, left the table and never talked to me again. She, among
several other hardcore secularists, has chosen to cut all her ties with me
since my fieldwork. This is how I started to realize the extent to which
these contestations between Islam and secularism were deeply embedded
not only in politics but also in people’s personal lives.The depth of con-
testations transcended intimate relations, personal ties of friendship and
even family ties.

My study was simply one of the tangible objects of contestation among
many.Any potential knowledge to be produced about the movement was
fiercely contested in order to make sure which side it was taking, the
Kemalists’ or Islamists’. Due to the heated nature of the confrontation, it
has become difficult for the polarized camps to imagine a sociological
analysis that goes beyond ideological debates.To my surprise, the contes-
tations over the study between ideologically motivated audiences have not
remained limited to Turkey but have traveled with me everywhere.This
work has been questioned and pushed into taking sides in several interna-
tional contexts, including even wider academic circles in the West, in ven-
ues such as conferences, lectures, job talks, funding applications and other
competitions. Often implicitly and politely, but sometimes also explicitly
and bluntly, I was asked if I was “an objective outsider” as opposed to being
an insider.

Similar to social research, students became other “objects” of contesta-
tion.The following section narrates the story of how two of them were
caught by the clashes between these two camps and were pressured pub-
licly to take—or rather change—sides.These two students are the perfect
examples of scapegoats of the so-called public debates between self-
organized civil society associations. In order to critically assess mutual
accusations between STKB and the movement, it is necessary to under-
stand the rules of access to and exit from the movement, its schools and
the followers’ service.

Access to and Exit from the Movement’s Schools

I visited several student houses and dormitories in different neighbor-
hoods of both Istanbul and Almati where boarding was mandatory.
Despite the tight individual space in these back stages, exit from the
movement’s schools is free and depends on the choice of the individual. I
met several students who chose to exit from the movement and left the
dormitory or simply quit their service. Most of them left because of per-
sonal issues; some could not tolerate the extent of the Community’s con-
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trol over their lives.They explained to me that they needed more individ-
ual freedom to test different worldviews and experiment with different
life styles. Emine, a university student in history, discussed her discomforts
with the movement:

I need more room to explore. . . . Student houses create too many rules and dis-
cipline for my taste. . . .When I lived in the Išïk Evleri, I found it very hard to step
out of this well-protected, guarded space. It is weird, though, because the rules of
the household are only a part of the story. I think the rest is very informal and
perfunctory because without any further force you find yourself as a full member
of the communal life. Perhaps it is nothing to be surprised at. . . . It is a commu-
nity anyway. . . . I think I was not meant for any kind of community. . . . I just left.

It is important to note that Emine was a whole-hearted, radical Islamist
who criticized the movement for “standardized mediocrity and con-
formism” and for impeding passion and radicalism within “the” Islamist
movement. She was more an activist than a submissive follower of a non-
confrontational pacifist community. She did not like the “walls” of the
dormitories and the Išïk Evleri. After having spent several years in the
Community’s dershanes (private establishments preparing students for var-
ious exams), schools, dormitories and Išïk Evleri in different Anatolian
cities, Emine was highly critical of all the fences surrounding student life
in the Gülen Community.When she started to feel the implicit pressure to
marry within the Community, although there was no formal imposition,
she decided to leave. Shortly after her exit, she decided to marry an
Islamist man from outside the Community with whom she had fallen in
love. Emine’s case is similar to that of many other students who abandoned
the Community by their free will and who had various reasons for this
decision.

Another woman,Vahide, whom I met during my stay in Almati, told
me why she had to quit her service. She was the adviser abla of one of the
girls’ dormitories. She was a young, passionate and reliable woman in her
mid-twenties. She was responsible for the application of rules and the dis-
cipline and order of the social environment of dormitories. As Vahide’s
family was in Germany, she devoted all of her time to being an active par-
ticipant in the vital Gülen community in Almati. She had developed
strong friendships and bonded not only with the followers, the teachers
and other staff in Gülen’s associations but also with the students. During
my stay, she received an acceptance letter for a Ph.D. program in mathe-
matics from a German university. She told me that this had always been
her dream and that she was very excited about this new route. I asked if
her departure would create any problem in the Gülen Community and if
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they might mind it. She looked at me and talked sadly:“These people have
become my family, as my family is in Germany.They will be sad when I
leave. However, they will understand my choice of departure, since they
know how important it is for me to do a Ph.D. in mathematics.They can
replace me immediately with somebody else, who, I am sure, is going to
do her job very well.”

Because the followers were organized in Germany, too, I asked if she
was only leaving the dormitory or her service for the movement alto-
gether. Her answer was prompt: “I am starting not only a new career but
also a new life. I cannot be in service anymore.That is a full-time com-
mitment.You cannot do service as a part-time activity. Besides, a Ph.D. in
mathematics is pretty serious stuff in Germany.”

The choice of exit was not limited to the staff in residence and univer-
sity students but was open to anybody in service. Beril was a committed
follower of the movement who had been in service for a long time. Instead
of teaching in one of the movement’s schools, she was teaching in a pub-
lic Imam-Hatip (a religious high school that trains imams) in Eyüp, a rel-
atively religious neighborhood in Istanbul. Over tea in her place, she told
me that she was known as a very open-minded and tolerant teacher
among other teachers in this school. However, due to her liberal attitudes
towards the students, she was criticized by Islamists. She said, “They can-
not understand the worldview of the Gülen movement. No matter what
we do, we are too liberal for other Islamists. Even my relatively shorter coat
disturbs them.What can I do? Should I change my style to fit their Islamist
vision?” Beril was divorced from an Islamist man, who was from another
Nur group, Okuyucular. She said that their worldviews clashed all the
time. Becoming a single mother after divorce, she had a lot of pressure and
responsibility and could not continue her active participation in hizmet and
the movement’s undertakings. Hizmet was too demanding for a single
mother. She explained,“When you are in, there are high expectations and
certain ways of conduct. . . . It is a way of life, . . . a big commitment. . . .
I organized and coordinated educational and other public events for the
Community for such a long time. However, I can no longer afford the time
for it. I have to admit mine was not a smooth exit. Some friends were
upset, as they needed me. But my son definitely needs me more.”

When I asked Beril about relations between the movement and secu-
larist organizations, she said: “It has recently become even more rocky
than with our relations with the other Islamists.” On one side, Gülen’s fol-
lowers’ moderation and tolerant insights have estranged some of the rad-
ical Islamists. On the other side, the Islamic dava of revitalization of faith
has galvanized secularists, STKB in particular. Summarizing the discontent
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of both sides, Beril smiled and concluded: “Despite our efforts to com-
promise peacefully, I guess we are too difficult to fit in anywhere com-
fortably.The more we wish to avoid conflict, the more we find ourselves
in the midst of it.”

Contesting the Students

In 1998, STKB waged a war against the schools and associations of the
movement.The united force of self-organizations felt morally responsible
to fight against “Islamic indoctrination” in the movement schools. They
attempted to rescue several students from the “cages” of these schools, by
claiming that these young souls had been tortured by the movement.The
clash over students is extremely important to note, as it challenges the idea
that the public sphere accommodates increasing diversity and recognition
of differences. In contrast to this cozy view of a pluralistic public sphere,
the codes of conduct and manners in these contestations seem to discard
civility in the definitions of civil society.

Ongoing attacks reached a climax in February 1998 when the secular-
ists began contesting and claiming benefaction of several students in
Gülen’s schools. Fueled by a heavy historical baggage of distrust between
the Nurcus and early Republicans, the opposition between STKB and the
Gülen Community deepened rapidly. Seven Kemalist civil society organi-
zations came together to publish a book called Hoca Efendi’nin Okullarï
(Hoca Efendi’s Schools—or if you discard the o in Okullari, Hoca Efendi’s
Slaves).21 This term, kullar, was used to refer to the blind believers, the
presumably enslaved students.The book opened an intense public debate.
It consisted of interviews with two students of the movement, Ismail
Özdemir and Serhat Özkan, who “bravely” stepped forward and made their
shocking confessions about their experiences in the Gülen Community.
Although the students’ identities had been concealed for some time, they
were publicized in a press conference in which the students openly attacked
the movement. Both Ismail and Serhat had been the followers of the Gülen
Community for some time but left the Community when they found sup-
port, “shelter” and financial aid in a major STKB organization, Çagdaš
Egitim Vakfï (Foundation of Modern Education). Under the leadership of
Gülseven Yaser, a Kemalist member of the faculty at Istanbul University,
several other members of STKB pursued this book project and promoted
it by press conferences and television shows.They saw this as a moral duty
of saving not only the two students but also the youth in Turkey.

The discourse of the book was dramatic. It claimed to unveil the “hid-
den truth,” the agonizing events that Gülen students were subjected to in

Contestations over Education 79

SUP_Turam.qxd  9/22/2006  10:11 AM  Page 79



80 Contestations over Education

these schools. It was written in the form of questions and answers. The
students answered the questions, which were prepared by members of
STKB.The book’s primary agenda was to present the “outcry” of the stu-
dents. Its aim was to alarm the whole society about the evils of the move-
ment.The book starts with a dark introduction:“These students are only
twenty years old, but feel very old because of the painful times they spent
in the Community. However, they could not publish their stories in one
of the best-selling newspapers because the whole media was busy praising
the Community and its leader.”22

The Gülen Community was represented and labeled as a Šeriatçi (pro-
moters of Sharia) and anti-state on the basis of the students’ answers, sto-
ries and experiences.The students were quoted as they confessed the “hid-
den” aim of the Community, Ila-yi Kelimetullah (to spread Islam all around
the world). Ismail and Serhat described how the movement called for rule
of Sharia by presenting the Kuran as the main principle of both the sci-
ences and social life.23 Later in the press conference, they also confirmed
the claims that they made in the book.They reaffirmed the argument that
the non-confrontational and conformist outlook of the movement was a
facade.They claimed that the Gülen movement served a hidden mission of
Islamizing Turkish society as well as the whole world by overthrowing the
state.24

In the book, Ismail is quoted as denying differences between different
Islamic groups and various agendas.25 This denial is interpreted by the
STKB as dissimulation by the Gülen movement. As this issue lies at the
heart of the mutual distrust between Islamists and secularists, it requires spe-
cial attention. Ismail was quoted in his comparison of his years in Imam-
Hatip (religious high school) and in the Gülen’s educational institutions:

The aim of education in both Imam-Hatip schools and the Gülen schools was the
same, that is, to create an Islamic society and Islamic state. . . . However, the meth-
ods and paths to reach this goal were different.While the Refah party and politi-
cal Islamists presented themselves through their radical discourses and activities,
the Gülen Community tries to present itself as a mild, moderate movement.We
were taught a method, in order to avoid societal reaction, that is referred to as
“nabza göre šerbet verme.”26 For example, while other Islamists do not shake hands
with women, we were asked to shake hands, in order to receive recognition from
society.Another example would be Coca-Cola consumption.The students in Išïk
Evleri are not supposed to drink Coca-Cola, since it is haram (forbidden by
Islam). . . . But when we were in presence of other people who were newcomers
or potential newcomers, our agabeys would accept the Coke, before we did.27

As I discussed in chapter 2, the followers have strong sensibilities for
being accepted and recognized as members of society. Contrary to the
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accusation of dissimulation, however, the movement neither hides nor
denies this collective need. On the contrary, the importance of self-
presentation was often highlighted rather than denied in my interviews
with the followers.

Shortly after the book came out, two representatives, Gülseven Hanïm
and Hašmet Atahan, the latter a Kemalist lawyer from STKB, brought the
issue to a very popular late-night television show on 27 February 1998.28

The goal of the show was to illustrate Ismail’s and Serhat’s confessions, this
time in front of millions of opinionated and agitated people. Before and
during the show, my phone did not stop ringing.The majority of secular
people, by anticipating the end of the Gülen movement within the next
couple of hours, were expressing mixed feelings of curiosity and revenge.

The discussion went smoothly for the first few hours. Surprisingly,
however, after so many outspoken and bold confessions in the book and
in the press conference, the boys did not come to the show. Initially, the
idea was that they were late. In the absence of the students, the two rep-
resentatives of STKB discussed their success in the “rescue plan” with
pride. By also accusing the Community for Ismail’s depression, Gülseven
Hanïm directly attacked not only the movement but also the leader. She
spoke along the lines of the book: “The truth and the real faces (of
Fethullahists) had to be revealed. . . . These children are ours and expect
help from us. . . . This is going to be an awakening both for the parents
and children, . . . especially the revealing of the true agendas of a person
who presents himself as a representative of toleration and moderate Islam.”

Because they still hoped that the boys would come, they kept trying to
encourage the students on the air to come to the show. In their calls for the
students, they were assuring the students’ security, saying that the students
would be “under their protection.” Gülseven Hanïm’s and the lawyer’s
gradually increasing disappointment turned into anger and rough language
that was used against the movement. After Ismail called the show from a
cellular phone, the anger was also directed against the show itself.The audi-
ence heard Ismail talking on the phone, denying his confessions and accu-
sations of the Gülen movement. He denied not only the illustrations in the
book but also his own statements in the press conference. Surprisingly, he
made claims that totally contradicted the ones he had presumably made
before. He stated that everything Gülseven Hanïm and the lawyer were
saying were lies, that he had been forced to make false confessions about
the Community, and that they had imposed emotional pressure on him to
make him lie. He added that this was the reason why the questions were
asked in written form during the press conference. Ismail also accused
Gülseven Hanïm and her colleagues of fabricating the book by presenting
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their own ideas, convictions and arguments as if they were Ismail’s state-
ments. He claimed to be emotionally abused and pressured to pretend to
the public. Ismail bluntly confessed on the phone: “There is a disgusting
game on the stage.” He said: “Some people took our friendly discussions,
created a scheme and filled in things that we never said.The writer of the
book is neither I nor my friend.” Speaking also on behalf of Serhat, he con-
tinued: “They promised both material benefits and opportunities, such as
to study abroad, but they also coerced us by using pressure. . . .They cre-
ated such a scene and game that we could not find a way out.”29

In addition to STKB’s promises, Ismail’s initial motive in approaching
STKB has to be noted:

I entered Bogaziçi University in 1995–1996 through the national exam.The first
term, I stayed in an apartment of the Gülen Community. Then I left the place
because of personal problems. I underline “personal problems.” Because the
financial situation of my family was really bad, a friend of mine gave me the
STKB Foundation’s number and said,“If you want to have a scholarship from that
foundation, tell them that you wish to exit from the Gülen movement and that
you are in a difficult situation, and need their help”. . . . Indeed, when I explained
my situation, the STKB people showed great interest in my case. . . . Although I
was not registered in school that term, they gave me a scholarship.30

When Ismail called the show, he was asked whose cellular phone he
was using. He explained that one of the secularist businessmen gave him
the phone as a gift. As Ismail freely admitted, both camps used material
rewards and funding for education as a source of temptation for the stu-
dents. Put differently, both camps used similar tools and strategies to attract
the students.They tried to convince them about the good of their ideol-
ogy and the evil of the other’s, in order to shape these students according
to their vision and agenda. As a result, they politicized both schools and
students by locating them in the center of their own struggle. Although
both camps were initially accusing the other side of using material means
to tempt the students (such as money, accommodations, cellular phones),
they ended up blaming the students for accepting them. However, rather
than betraying each side, Ismail and Serdar were simply caught by the war
between these camps and became rather disoriented by the impositions
and demands of each group.

The surprising part of this incident is not so much the intensity and
nature of confrontations.The real irony is that the contestations evolved
around the discourse and the “virtues” of civil society. Both STKB and the
Gülen movement tested the limits of the public sphere, by referring to it
as civil society and pulling it in two different directions at once. Obviously,
there was nothing civil about the deep distrust, suspicion, insults and
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mutual accusation.The inner core of the Islamic movement is not differ-
ent from that of the secular STKB with regard to its tendency to stifle and
mold human souls and fresh minds. Both failed to provide the students
with individual space in which they could freely experiment and make
their own choices. Both the Gülen movement and the STKB proved that
they regarded education as a tool to fashion the future generations after
their own image. Instead of being treated as autonomous subjects who
have free will, both Serhat and Ismail were patronized and co-opted by
both of these groups.This has nothing to do with the essence of secular-
ism or Islamism but is more closely related to the illiberal faces and
authoritarian tendencies of the Republican project.

The next day, I was having a long walk with Nurten, who was a close
friend of active members of STKB.When we began to discuss the nerve-
racking incident, Nurten shook her head and said:“We really believed that
STKB was doing the right thing you know. Perhaps what all this infighting
does is simply to confuse, hurt and disorient the youth. I felt embarrassed
yesterday, not because I question my faith in secularism but because I real-
ized that there is a problem with the way we handle it.”Although the inci-
dent instigated some degree of self-critique, most people remained simply
angry towards the so-called other side. Following the politicization of the
students, the schools came to the forefront of contestation.

Contesting the Schools: Symbolic Negotiations 
between the State and the Movement

A retired military officer who joined the movement after his retirement
told me:

The military has a serious concern about the fact that a religious community rep-
resents Turkey abroad. A good friend of mine from the military says that the
Community is “flirting” with everybody.According to him, this has to stop, as the
Turkish nation strongly refuses to be identified with this new “Ulama.” On the
contrary, I think they represent the Turkish nation better than any other Turkish
organization or school did before.Anybody who is not content with them should
have the power and ability to replace the schools. Otherwise, they should appre-
ciate and leave the schools alone, because they are doing a real good job.

Some branches of the state, the military in particular, have traditionally
agreed with the STKB’s position that Islam is essentially an enemy of the
Republic. As the secularists’ discontent increased, the public started to
question the schools and why the Gülen movement was allowed to repre-
sent the secular Turkey abroad. Eventually, the Turkish courts initiated a
close scrutiny of the schools, making the movement accountable for their
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finances and sociocultural agendas.The courses, curricula, and educational
goals of these schools became the subjects of long-term inspection and
evaluation.

Fethullah Gülen’s immediate response to the state’s inquiry was shock-
ing. He announced without a hesitation that the movement was ready to
decline its rights and transfer the ownership of the schools to the state.This
caused conflicting reactions and disagreement from within the movement.
The case was transferred to the highest advisory court, the National Secu-
rity Council (MGK, for Milli Güvenlik Konseyi), which was dominated at
that time by military officials. Fethullah Gülen announced through the
media that “MGK is a constitutional institution. . . . My only contribution
to the schools is encouragement and suggestions.They are under the state’s
control.”31

Conservative public intellectuals who have been sympathetic to the
movement, ranging from nationalists to Islamists, reacted against the
leader’s response. According to Nazlï Ilïcak, a right-wing conservative
journalist, the response was an explicit injustice to the movement.32 She
argued that the movement should keep its schools. She also explained that
Fethullah Gülen’s non-confrontational attitude originated from his Islamic
faith, tolerance, and patience. Many followers agreed that the transfer of
the schools to the Minister of National Education would be a mistake. In
my interviews, most argued that the staff in the schools were serving
(teaching, educating and so forth) in the name of God. Their voluntary
service was selfless and for no material return. It originated also from their
love and faith in Fethullah Gülen. Most of the beneficiaries and benefac-
tors stated that they were “voluntary servants” of only Hocaefendi and
would not serve anyone else. Not only Islamic actors but others, even sev-
eral prominent Jewish businesspeople, have supported the movement and
its schools. The followers doubted that this hybrid constituent could be
mobilized by anybody other than Fethullah Gülen.“How would the state
replace the movement and its mobilization and management of the inter-
national networks?” Others said: “We will follow what Hocaefendi says.
He is smarter than all of us.”

Contrary to the STKB’s expectations, the government and the military
agreed on 27 March 1998 that “the Fethullahists” were “sincere” Muslims,
and that they were entitled to maintain the schools.33 By “sincere
Muslims,” the state actors referred to the people “who regularly practiced
their religion in their personal and communal lives and acted according to
the moral principles of Islam but otherwise had a secular discourse and
praxis.”34 Having abolished Refah so recently and imposed a semi-military
intervention with cautious attitudes toward Islamist activities, the state’s
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final decision on the Gülen schools was interesting. Contrary to public
opinion, the movement was neither betraying the state nor was it co-
opted by it. Similarly, the state was neither attacked by the movement nor
crushing it.What was at stake then?35

Indeed, the encounters between the state and the movement designated
mutual recognition and readiness for negotiation.The issue of the schools’
potential transfer was only an illustration of shifting dynamics between the
state and the movement. Rather than a mere act of obedience to the state’s
control, the leader’s surrender was an intermixed outcome of both his
national loyalties and Islamic submissiveness. Similarly, the state’s inter-
vention was a symbolic act of reconfirmation of its authority and its reach
in society. It is also important to note the symbolic quality of the com-
munication between the state and the Gülen movement that is implicit in
the use of terms such as sincerity and loyalty.36 Symbolic negotiations
served both the state and the Gülen Community to reassure their unde-
clared, yet safe, spheres of influence and effectiveness. By experimenting
with each other’s limits of tolerance, they ended up mutually recognizing
each other.

Not surprisingly, the state’s responsiveness to and subsequent recogni-
tion of Gülen’s projects are conveniently omitted by public opinion as
well as the literature. Parallel to the media, most of my secular and Islamic
informants were quick to pick on the confrontations between STKB and
the movement, while they often disregarded the non-confrontational
quality of negotiations between the state and the movement. This pre-
dominant neglect has had a selective rationality. On the one hand, the his-
torically rooted distrust and fear between Islam and the state have
obscured emergent linkages between the Republic and the Gülen move-
ment. On the other hand, ideological motivation to maintain their image
as enemies has also shrouded the shifting linkages between them. Clearly,
the practices of both the state and the Islamic movement have deviated
from the images that they have had of each other. Could these shifting
practices potentially transform the mutually destructive perception of
Islam and the state as part of a broader transition?

Ongoing Contestations: Making Sense 
of the State’s Contradictory Behavior

Some social actors may find comfort in perceiving the state as a har-
monious entity, as is the case with the STKB’s symbiotic association with
the monolithic image of the state.37 However, neither the persistence of an
official ideology nor the widely shared tenets of secularism and national-
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ism of the state are indicators of the coherence of the state. Each of the
state’s branches—such as the military, parliament, gendarmerie, police and
courts—represents only one dimension of the state, dimensions that often
disagree and fall into conflict in their attitudes towards social forces.38

The military has been the most resistant branch of the state against
Islamic movements. Despite its high suspicion towards the movement,
however, high-ranking military officials such as General Karadayï have vis-
ited Gülen’s schools and have reported positive feelings and appreciation
for the successes of the schools.39 The Gülen movement has also attracted
a large group of retired military officials who have openly expressed their
appreciation of the movement. However, these friendly overtones have
been interrupted by the gendarmerie’s sporadic attacks on the movement’s
dormitories.While the movement has occasionally had friendly relation-
ships with several state actors, including the police, these attacks have con-
tinued well into the new millennium. Although it is far from clear what
the gendarmerie was searching for, they have not been confronted by
another branch of the state so far.

The courts have also demonstrated contradictory attitudes towards the
movement. On one occasion, for example, the courts defended the move-
ment against the police, which wiretapped the followers using illegitimate
methods. The chief police officer (Emniyet Müdürü) was expelled from
his position in 1999 as a result of this incident. He protested against the
courts’ decision and complained that the state was favoring and protect-
ing these Islamists at the expense of its own branches.“Any individual part
of the state may respond as much (or more) to the distinctive pressures it
faces in particular arenas as it does to the rest of the state organization.”40

In other instances, the courts charged the leader, Fethullah Gülen, with
illegal activity. A videotape of Fethullah Gülen was aired on television,
which gave rise to another broad discontent in society.The videotape dis-
played an earlier speech by him, in which he spoke to his followers about
his religious views on being patient before taking action. This advice
caused fear and reaction from secularists, who had anticipated dissimula-
tion and betrayal for a long time. Moreover, the religious clothing, a long
robe, that Fethullah Gülen was wearing upset the secularists as much as
the leader’s religious preaching.

Ankara State Court (Ankara Devlet Mahkemesi) filed a lawsuit against
Fethullah Gülen in 2000, accusing him of mobilizing to change the state’s
structure from a secular to an Islamic one.The court decided that he was
guilty and sentenced him to imprisonment for up to ten years. However,
at the time of the court decision, he was already in the United States, as
he had moved here in the wake of sporadic attacks in 1999. On 10 March
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2003, the courts made a new decision, referred to as šartlï salïverme (con-
ditional release).The decision removed legal barriers for Fethullah Gülen’s
return to Turkey with the condition that he was not to be charged with
the same or a similar crime within the next five years. Put differently, the
final decision was postponed (erteleme).

In 2005, the columnists of several newspapers started a new attack by
questioning why Fethullah Gülen was still staying in the United States
despite his permission to return. The leader told me, “I do not want to
muddy the water (suyu bulandïrmak) and cause another trauma by my
return.” It was clear that his potential return was going to provoke another
public outcry and more societal conflict, which both the leader and his
followers have always wished to avoid.

Since the time of his controversial preaching aired from a videotape,
the ideas and other aspects of the leader’s identity have changed dramati-
cally toward compromise.41 His traditional robe that he wore on the
videotape has also long ago been replaced with Western clothing.When I
visited him in Pennsylvania, he was wearing an ironed white shirt and a
fashionable jacket, tokens that met rather important criteria for the secu-
lar elite of Turkey.

During the recent changes in Islamic actors’ self-presentation and iden-
tity, the Turkish state has also gone through an intense reform period,
which I will discuss in chapter 6.As a result of the legal reforms relating to
the law of “counter-terrorism” (terörle mücadele yasasï), the Ankara Crimi-
nal Court acquitted Fethullah Gülen on 5 May 2006.42 He was found no
longer guilty of committing a terrorist act and forming an illegal organi-
zation that aims to overthrow the secular state.At the time this book goes
to press, the public curiosity and debate continues whether the leader is
going back to Turkey or not.

Although contestations over the movement continue, their subject
constantly changes. Recently, a prominent sociologist, Šerif Mardin, has
also become the object of contestation. He has not only been very influ-
ential in shaping Turkish sociology and Turkish studies but has also greatly
contributed to our understanding of Nakšibendi sect and the Nur move-
ment in Turkey, among many other subjects.43 In 2004, a columnist argued
that Mardin’s membership in the Scientific Academy of Turkey (Türkiye
Bilimler Akademisi,TÜBA) was rejected because of his sociological study
on the Nur movement.44 Criticizing the conduct of science and knowl-
edge production in Turkey, the columnist bluntly asked:“Böyle bir ‘bilim’i
ve böyle bir ‘akademi’yi kim takar?” (Who cares about science and acade-
mia like that?) Another columnist who participated in the recent disputes
on Said Nursi and Fethullah Gülen stated, “[The] good news for our
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country is that the military commanders finally acknowledge the fact that
they can love their country only as much as the other citizens do, and that
some of them can also make mistakes.”45

As attention is exclusively paid to the tension between Islamic social
forces and the state, the state’s accommodating attitudes have often been
left unnoticed by social actors. This neglect is reinforced further during
transition periods because, like other institutions, the state’s parts are
transformed often unevenly at different paces. Although the subjects of
contestations over the Gülen movement change, the sporadic nature of
these disputes does not. The disputes explode, especially at crucial
moments of uncertainty, as a broad transformation is taking shape through
public debates. In addition to the state’s multi-layered transformation, its
contradictory responses to Islamic actors are caused by the changes within
the movement itself.

What Turkish society is really debating through these sporadic contes-
tations is the future direction of the Turkish Republic.The Turkish state,
like many other centralized states, is indeed institutionally unified. How-
ever, it is a “unified disunity” to use Migdal’s term. Its strength largely
depends on the degree and capacities of cohabitation of different social
forces as well as different parts of the state. Not only the social actors but
also the state actors pull in different directions.“Resistance offered by other
social forces to the designs of the state, as well as incorporation of groups
into the organization of the state, changes its social and ideological under-
pinnings.” 46 These dynamics are as influential in the formulation of state
policy as political leaders’ decisions and legislative processes.

These changes triggered by the politics of engagement reshape the over-
arching framework of belonging. Contestations occur when the Republi-
can framework is shaken up in order to accommodate new Islamic iden-
tities and their sensibilities. While hardcore secularists misperceive these
contestations as a threat to the Republic, these disputes are often organic
extensions of a transition from authoritarian rule. Perhaps the Republican
project has never been so eager for reform since the nation-building
period.The balance between cohesion and disunity that the state is able to
accommodate will largely determine the limits of cultural diversity and
political pluralism in Turkey. I will return to this issue in chapter 6.
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The most illuminating piece of evidence on cooperation between
Islamic actors and state officials presented itself during my fieldwork in
Kazakhstan.After becoming familiar with all of the followers in the move-
ment’s central organization, the Kazak-Turkish Education Foundation
(Kazak Türk Egitim Vakfï, KATEV) in Almati, I started to notice some-
thing odd.A group of gentlemen were visiting the organization regularly.
Their visits were turning the center from a foundation into a community
center, or a social club, where they would drink tea, have friendly chats,
and laugh together. Despite the frequency of their visits, I was not intro-
duced to this group of regular visitors. Initially, I thought that my gender
could be a barrier and waited passively to be presented by a KATEV staff
member. Finally, I had to make a conscious effort to approach them, and
learned that these men were not from the Gülen movement.They were
the teachers of the Turkish state. They were appointed to Kazakhstan to
teach the Turkish language and history in Kazak schools and universities.
In Almati, they worked under the Council of the Turkish Ministry of
National Education (CTNE), which consisted of twenty Turkish teachers.
Due to the heavy historical baggage of tension between Islam and the
Republic, I initially expected some form of conflict, distrust or cleavage
between KATEV and CTNE. I anticipated that the state officials of
CTNE would monitor and control the movement’s KATEV. However, it
soon became clear to me that there was no such tension.A shared “unique
form of social consciousness”1 was overcoming any potential tension
between them.

Nationalism is the primary source of mobilization among the Turkish
Islamic actors in Kazakhstan. Once translated into an international con-
text, the strength and primacy of Turkish nationalism surpasses other loy-
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alties, such as the commitment to the Islamic dava, the Gülen movement
or even the family.When the need appears for service in Central Asia, the
followers, whether they take their whole family with them or leave them
behind, go to the “Turkic lands.”

The contestations within the national borders of Turkey translate into
the international domain in the form of smooth cooperation between
Islam and the state.This chapter demonstrates the major role that different
forms and degrees of nationalism play in shifting state-Islam interaction
outside the Turkish borders. The Gülen movement appeals to different
faces of nationalism in Central Asia. These nationalisms facilitate the
movement’s cooperation with the Turkish state in mobilizing effective
ethnic politics.The engagements in the international context reveal two
important issues. First, nationalism is the key to explaining the elective
affinities between the secular and Islamic Turks that overshadow the his-
torical cleavage between them. Second, ethnic politics in post-Soviet
Central Asia is the product of shared interests and agendas between the
state and Islam.2 Before illustrating how nationalism and ethnicity mani-
fest themselves in the daily lives of the Turkish Community in Almati, a
short background of Turkey’s official interest in Central Asia needs to be
introduced.

Central Asia and Kazakhstan

The official interest in Central Asia can be traced back to the Ottoman
Empire. Abdülhamit II used Islam both as a strategy to expand into
Central Asia and as a weapon against Western imperialism.3 Later, the idea
of a connection between the new and the old land of the Turks, that is,
between Anatolia and Central Asia, was clearly articulated by the Young
Turks.4

After the fall of the Empire, the founding fathers glorified the myths of
descent from Central Asia in the formation of Turkish national identity.5

The agendas for Central Asia took on a more state-framed form in the
Türk Tarih Tezi (the Thesis of Turkish History).This thesis was created in
the 1930s as part of the nation-building process and persisted as a corner-
stone of official ideology. It claimed that the Turks contributed to civiliza-
tion long before the Ottoman Empire, namely in Central Asia. Although
the term Turk had a pejorative meaning until the late period of the Otto-
man Empire, it became a source of pride to the Republic.6

In the early Republic, when Islam had become a national asset as op-
posed to being the basis of Umma, Atatürk glorified Turkic roots in Cen-
tral Asia and anticipated Turkey’s leading role in the future development of
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the Muslim majority in Central Asia. The early Republican elite recog-
nized that in the modern world “religions [were] losing their political
significance and power.”The Turkist group believed that “religions [could]
maintain their political and internal importance only by intermingling
with and backing up the races.”7

After the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the new states of Central
Asia gained independence from long-term “Sovietization” without having
the institutional, political and economic means to create democracies. In
all of these five states (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan
and Tajikistan) authoritarian regimes emerged that helped to perpetuate
the Soviet legacy of repression of religion to different degrees.8 The new
states are weak in infrastructure and authoritarian in their political rule.
They have little or no interest in interacting with the society and severely
restrict individual liberties and religious freedoms.9 As the Kazak state
continues to run elections through undemocratic means, the President,
Nazarbayev, maintains his power to remove and reappoint the Prime
Minister regardless of the outcomes of the elections.10 Time will tell
whether interaction with Islamic and other social forces may eventually
transform the rigidly authoritarian states of Central Asia.

Although the newly independent countries of Central Asia have expe-
rienced a different type of secularization from Turkey because of their past
under the totalitarian anti-religious Soviet regime, all of these countries
have recently witnessed the rise of an entwined ethnic and Islamic con-
sciousness.11 The Kazak state has been particularly cautious about Islamic
revival and has enforced rigid restrictions on the formation of religious
self-organizations and movements.12 Interestingly, however, while still
regarding many other forms of Islamic action as threats, both the Turkish
and Kazak states started to accommodate the schools and associations of
the fast-growing Gülen movement in the 1990s.

In the post-Soviet period, the secular Turkish Republic has come to be
seen as an obvious candidate to fill the power vacuum in the Turkic
region. In this secular corner of the Muslim world,Turkey and the Central
Asian countries were expected to opt for regionalization in order to estab-
lish an unshakeable buffer zone against the Islamic threat that Afghanistan
and Iran posed. Paradoxically, however, instead of secular civic forces, the
Islamic Gülen movement has attempted to build bridges between Turkey
and Central Asia. The movement’s projects have found fertile ground in
Central Asia, where newly independent states are in the process of
“nationalizing,” and the civil societies are rudimentary. In this chapter I
will discuss the ways in which national and ethnic sentiments have played
a role in the Gülen movement’s expansion in Central Asia. The move-
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ment’s primary interest lies in revitalizing ethnic identities and Muslim
ways of life among the Muslim-Turkic majority in Central Asia. Needless
to say, those in the movement see faith as a primary component of Turkic
identities.

It is extremely important to note that the post-Soviet period has wit-
nessed the formation of new relations between home countries and host
countries13 that share large populations of co-ethnic (Turkic) and co-reli-
gious (Muslim) people.This new situation has proved very beneficial for
the movement’s exposure in the region. Since the mid-1990s, the Gülen
movement has opened numerous schools and launched small- and mid-
scale business and trade networks in these host countries in Central Asia.

The movement has 29 schools in Kazakhstan, 12 schools in Azerbaijan,
13 schools in Turkmenistan and 12 schools in Kyrgyzstan.14 Uzbekistan is
the only country that is hostile to the movement’s schools; it has not only
repressed Islamic action as a result of fear of Islamic threat but also banned
the movement’s schools since 1999. Among the Central Asian states, the
Gülen schools in Kazakhstan are striking both quantitatively and qualita-
tively. Five out of 29 schools in Kazakhstan are located in Almati.15 In
addition to the striking number of schools, the quality and popularity of
the Gülen schools has opened the way for a large-scale accommodation of
Turks as well as for a vibrant business interaction between Turkey and
Kazakhstan.

The high concentration of the Gülen schools in the Turkic Muslim
world presents a sharp contrast to their weak presence, and often absence,
in the Arab Muslim world. This is a strong indicator of the primacy of
national loyalties and ethnic sentiments in the mobilization of the move-
ment. When I asked the followers in Almati about the reasons for their
presence in Kazakhstan, most answered that Fethullah Gülen had encour-
aged “the relations with the Turkic brothers” since the late 1980s. The
leader himself told me that he always felt empathy for his soydas (people
from the same ancestry), whose faith had suffered under Communist rule.
“However,” he said,“I have not much to do with these schools in Central
Asia. Unlike you, I have not even visited them.”

Ethnic Politics by Nationalist Islam

Outside the national boundaries, the Gülen schools have broader cul-
tural and political agendas than the dava of revitalization of faith. While
the schools in Europe attract Turkish immigrant families who aspire to
raise their children in “the Turkish way,” the appeal of the schools in the
underdeveloped or developing countries of Africa and Asia originates
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from the quality of teaching, the technology, and the high standards of
education. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the high concentration
of the movement’s schools in Central Asia is part of the ethnic politics in
the region.

The Gülen schools, which originally aimed to revitalize Turkish-
Muslim ways of life, have also helped to create business networks between
Turkey and Kazakhstan.The schools have become hospitable and accom-
modating to both Islamic and secular businesspeople who visit Central
Asian countries from Turkey.The schools have provided different kinds of
connections between the Turkish visitors and the locals.The Turkish com-
munity is linked with the parents who send their children to the Gülen
schools and with others who develop personal or contractual ties with the
followers. The Turkish businesspeople and entrepreneurs that I inter-
viewed in Almati stated that they contribute to the finances of the schools
in one way or another.They provide them with their products (most of
the time equipment or food), offer scholarships to students and/or con-
tribute to the salaries of the teachers.

A follower who owns a medium-size business,Yahya Bey, indicated that
“Hocaefendi was the motivating force behind this Turkish exposure to
Central Asia for a long time.” He continued: “We have just followed his
advice and tried to create a Turkish community here.The schools are the
cornerstones of this community. Certainly, we do our best to support
them.” However, others, who were not the followers of Fethullah Gülen,
also supported the schools.Vahid Bey was one of the presidents of a large
Turkish firm in Almati. He was not a follower but was simply sympathetic
to the activities of the Gülen movement in Central Asia. During my con-
versation with him, he explained his rationale for the charity:

The Kazak-Turk high schools mean human capital for me, for my business for the
future of my enterprise. If I wish to transfer the same quality of human capital
from Turkey to work in our firm in Almati, I have to pay much more. Besides, she
or he will come here without knowing Kazak and Russian, probably not even
English. These schools produce a well-educated, hard-working reserve army of
labor. . . . I may be calculating my own interest. Obviously, my interest definitely
does not contradict but fosters our national interest.

The national feelings of the Turkish community in Almati are closely
tied to the idea of economic interest, which they see as part of national
interest.As Greenfeld argues,“Individualism (as a moral and philosophical
position) and nationalism (as a form of social consciousness) may be per-
ceived as contradictory only if the individual is believed to be pre-social.”
Contrary to this view, she argues that individuality is the product of cul-
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ture, not nature. “The individualistic ethic is the core and distinguishing
characteristic of that communal identity.” Greenfeld sees this type of
nationalism as the “original inspiration for the economics of sustained
growth.”16

In the international realm, the Islamic movement smoothly transforms
national affiliation into nationalist identities.17 The Islamic actors find
motivation in the ideal of the Turkish nation as a means to expand eco-
nomic and sociopolitical agendas outside of Turkey. Similar to Vahid Bey,
most followers that I talked to in Almati did not see any conflict between
the individual’s welfare and the nation’s.This is why they object to almost
all collective identifications in the forms of “isms” (sucu bucu olmak), while
they only embrace all kinds of nationalisms. During our long conversation
about nationalism, Fethullah Gülen told me that nationalism is benign.
Unlike other forms of ideologies, he said, nationalism “connects individu-
als rather than dividing them.”

The Gülen Community in Almati aspires to be an ethno-religious
community that welcomes and tries to incorporate the so-called Muslim
“Kazak Turks.”This should not be surprising if we note the irony of the
“inclusive” nature of Turkish nationalism as opposed to “exclusive” ethnic
nationalisms.18 The nation is imagined as inclusionary of other ethnic
groups and nations, such as the Kurds, in Turkey. However, this inclusion
“happens” only if they comply with the tough condition that they assim-
ilate and define themselves as Turks. Put differently, this “warm and neigh-
borly welcome” to belong coincides with an implicit denial of the other’s
distinct ethnicity. This is a contrast to exclusionary ethnic nationalisms,
which leave out and explicitly segregate other ethnicities that are per-
ceived as a threat to a utopia based on ethnic election.19

Interestingly,Vahid Bey’s business partner, Kaan Bey, said that he did not
know much about the company’s contribution to the Gülen schools. He
suggested that I direct all of my questions about the “Fethullahcis” to
Vahid Bey.When I probed further, he told me,“Look, I love my country,
as do many other people who come to Central Asia.As much as I appre-
ciate the Turkish community here, my partner and I share different views
about ‘the Islamists.’ Quite honestly, they are free to do whatever they
wish, and my business partner is free to support them as long as it benefits
everybody. I just do not wish to hear about it.”

However, when I brought up the movement’s goal of reviving the
Turkish-Muslim morals among the Kazak youth, Kaan Bey became
immediately defensive of the movement.“They are not trying to consoli-
date the Kazak Islamic Republic. We are simply trying to fix a very degen-
erated society. It is hard to believe what the young are up to here.”
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While nationalist sentiments seem to bond Islamic and secular Turks,
their wish to cooperate with Kazaks definitely does not cross religious
lines. Specifically, the glorification of Turkic roots is addressed to Muslim
Kazaks, not the Soviets or other non-Muslim groups in Kazakhstan.The
Gülen movement tries to participate as effectively as possible in the
nationalization of the post-Soviet Central Asian states by reconnecting the
people with their “Turkic-Muslim origins.” Within the bounds of this
aspiration for unity, religious myths of ethnic election and national myths of
shared destiny converge.20

Nevertheless, national loyalties and ethnic consciousness overshadow
the Islamic undertone of the movement in the international realm.This is
clearly reflected in the ways in which the followers of the movement
emphasize their national loyalties more vocally than their Islamic agendas.
In Kazakhstan, the fuzzy boundaries of the movement acquire a territorial
consciousness of “we, the fellow Turks,” which often dilute conflicts
between Islamic and secular Turkish citizens.

Everyday life in the Turkish community in Almati revolves around the
emphasis on ethnic pride in Turkicness.The Gülen movement glorifies—
and to some extent invents—myths and symbols of commonality between
Kazaks and Turks. One hears a generic and implicit reference to the
myths, symbols and memories of common ancestry between Turks and
Kazaks in the marketplace, on the street or in the corridors of the Gülen
schools:

Tüpümüz bir (We have the same roots, in Kazak).

Aynï anadan süt emdik (We were nursed by the same mother, in Turkish).

Kankardešiyiz (We are blood bothers, in Turkish).

The claims to a common pre-modern past are expressed through lan-
guage and heroic stories as well as through customs, food and drinks, such
as kïmïz.These elements, which constitute the “ethnie” in Smith’s terms,
are seen as the basis of a sense of solidarity between the Turks and Kazaks
in Almati.21 This solidarity based on imagined commonality appeals to and
accommodates a remarkable diversity of ethnic and national sentiments
under the roof of KATEV. The organization serves as a culture club, or
rather a coffeehouse, for a vivid community in Almati. One of KATEV’s
primary duties is to coordinate and to organize cultural events.

Islamic and national loyalties often not only intertwine but also re-
inforce each other in the movement’s educational projects. In the rather
areligious context of post-Soviet Central Asia, the movement continues to
attract sympathy for its Islamic goal of revitalizing faith.When I asked the
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followers in Almati what “the nation” meant for them, most followers
emphasized that the nation is a sovereign collectivity of people who are
“free to live their faith.”As nationalism was incorporated into their faith-
based projects, their dava was nationalized in the international realm.

Different Faces of Nationalism

The international sites of the Islamic activities not only prioritize but
also politicize national affiliation.22 In my interviews in Almati, all follow-
ers stated that their major aim was to “bring the Turkic cultures closer.”
However, how they wished to work on this differed dramatically. Many
articulated this goal in terms of a multiculturalist identity politics, which
supposedly calls for a peaceful recognition of differences.23 But there is a
paradox in the followers’ communitarian claims for diversity. On the one
hand, the followers believe in the unifying power of Muslim faith and
Turkic culture. This belief aspires to bring homogenization rather than
diversity to the region. On the other hand, their projects create the plat-
form for various nationalist agendas and attract a broad range of nation-
alisms. At one end of this spectrum, everyday life in the Turkish commu-
nity in Almati nourishes voluntary patriotism and individualistic forms of
civic nationalism. This may propel not only capitalist growth and civil
society but also democratization in the region.24 On the other end of
the spectrum, however, one finds clear expressions of collectivist ethnic
nationalism and even ultra-nationalism that trace national belonging
through the bloodline or biology of race rather than through one’s will.

One of the teachers stated:“The aim is not to Turkishize Central Asia,
as some of the locals have speculated, but to bridge a variety of the Turkic
cultures and their resources.” However, when further probed about this
multiculturalist discourse, he added,“We do not simply teach the Turkish
language but also the Turkish culture. . . . When the students are asked
about their national affiliation, they say they are Kazak. They really lack
‘ethnic consciousness.’ In the future, they will define themselves as Turks,
Kazak Turks. It only takes a decent education for them to realize their
roots and how much we have in common. Is not education all about self-
awareness and self-realization?”

At the extreme end of the continuum of ethnic nationalisms in Central
Asia, one finds pan-Turkists who unconditionally support and finance the
schools. One of my respondents, a Turkish restaurant owner in Almati,
explained to me that he was moved and inspired by the encouragement of
the leader, Fethullah Gülen, “to go back” to his Turkic roots in Central
Asia. He was born into an ultra-nationalist family and thus was raised with
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this utopian view. Yet his vision has found expression only through his par-
ticipation in the Gülen movement’s undertakings in Central Asia. He
stated:

My kin came from Central Asia, and I am so proud to be back to where I
belong. . . . All these lands are sacred Turkish lands. . . . We are getting our land
back with a huge Muslim population in it. . . . However, these things take time. It
may take at least fifty years if we try to türkleštirmek (Turkishize) them through
nationalist education. But if a smart political leader appeared who would cooper-
ate and agree to consolidate Kazaks under the Turkish rule, we would save time.

Although this ultra-nationalism is not uncommon among the Turkish
Diaspora in Central Asia, it must not be identified with the movement, its
leader and organizations. Fethullah Gülen favors a mild form of patriot-
ism, as he clearly expressed during our chat.While the extremists consti-
tute a minority in Almati, moderate forms of nationalism are the main
motivation of the loosely connected Turkish Diaspora in Central Asia.

“International Education Is Inherently Secular”

Linked to another organization, General Directorate, in the capital city,
KATEV’s major function is educational: it supervises the Gülen schools,
teaching staff and curriculum.25 It coordinates the teachers, experts on
education, principals of the schools and the heads of the dormitories.The
Turkish staff is fluent in the Kazak language as well as in English, the main
language of instruction.

KATEV also forms extensive networks between the teachers, the par-
ents of the students, the alumni and the businesspeople and entrepreneurs
who financially support the schools and who provide scholarships to stu-
dents. Consequently, the schools provide the students with relatively bet-
ter standards of education, equipment and technology.All of the schools in
Almati are considered to be highly prestigious. A nationwide exam is
organized in order to select the best students in Kazakhstan. Moreover,
during the orientation week (the first week before classes formally start),
the staff identifies those students who have difficulty in adapting to the
schools’ norms and who display discipline problems.They refuse to enroll
them in these schools.

The followers emphasize that “English is the universal medium of edu-
cation and science.” The openness to the West makes the schools more
attractive for Kazaks.Along with the movement’s recognition of universal
principles of science, their goal is to make the Turkish language an inter-
national means of communication and science.As my chats with the stu-
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dents and the graduates of the Gülen schools illustrated, the students grad-
uate with a proficiency in Turkish.The principal of the boys’ high school
in Almati stated that after graduation some alumni work for Turkish com-
panies in Kazakhstan. Others become closer and friendly to the Turkish
culture and consider moving to Turkey and searching for work there.The
principal proudly stated that the graduates were “the bridges between
Kazakhstan and Turkey.”

Along with the secular curriculum and teaching, the movement’s
schools follow an overtly moralist and nationalist agenda in education.The
educational project is divided into two parts that are implemented by two
departments of KATEV, egitim (education) and ögretim (teaching). The
Teaching Department coordinates the courses, schedules and the curric-
ula in collaboration with the Turkish and Kazak states, whereas the
Education Department takes the initiative in resocialization and identity-
formation of the students.

As in other Gülen schools, boarding is mandatory in the schools in
Kazakhstan. Obligatory extracurricular activities aim at discipline and
resocialization. The teachers do not compromise on disciplinary issues,
either with students or parents. Students are taught Turkish-Muslim ways
of life, customs, traditions, values and sanctions. Some of these activities
intervene directly in students’ privacy and personal habits, even including
Muslim rituals of hygiene, bathing, clothing and so on.The students are
made familiar with Turkish customs, traditional values, cultural codes and
sanctions and the meaning and importance of Turkish national holidays.
They are invited and encouraged to celebrate these customs.The aim of
these activities is to spread a certain morality and culture of “Turkish
Islam” to Kazak youth, who are viewed as the offspring of a society that
morally degenerated under the so-called wicked Soviet rule. Moreover,
the teachers take pride in sheltering the youth of the Turkish Diaspora,
among a people who had been suppressed for many years under Soviet
rule.

The schools have a distinct philosophy of education: they try to recon-
cile moral education with rationality.26 Teachers see morality as rational.
They all seem to agree with Durkheim’s notion of moral education, that
morality “sets in motion only the ideas and sentiments deriving from rea-
son.”27 The goal is articulated as creating morally superior and interna-
tionally competitive youth. One of the teachers stated, “Turkish Muslim
education helps the students to be internationally competitive. How
would they study in self-discipline unless they are disciplined to respect
the elderly and their customs?” Another one stated that “international
education is inherently secular. . . . It simply has to be secular if we wish
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to join the global competition in science.” In other instances, however,
authoritarian tendencies surpassed the liberating agendas in my inter-
views. Over tea, another teacher told me, “These kids need discipline.
What an unlucky destiny that they were born into a complete immoral
disorder. . . . The anti-religious Soviet rule . . . cut people off from their
spirituality, faith and morality.We know that it will take time, but they will
gradually acquire the Islamic sensibility for moral order and discipline. . . .
We have already started to see the change in their attitudes.Their parents
report the rapid effects of our education and thank us.”

Clearly, an ethnically conscious Islam is advocated, one that seeks
“moral regeneration of the religious community,”28 an Islamic cure for
rootlessness and moral degeneration.These disciplining voices contradict
the statements that emphasize international secular education. On the one
hand, the success of secular teaching and its effects on revitalizing business
life in Almati confirm Greenfeld’s claim that nationalism is secular and
propels capitalism. On the other hand, the collectivist Turkist teachings
undermine individual liberties in education.The outcomes of nationalist
projects depend on the “type of and specific character of nationalisms.”29

Like all other nationalisms, Turkish nationalism displays ambivalent ten-
dencies when it is followed from the textbook definition of ethnic groups
as “monoliths” to the messy realities of everyday life.

Parent-Teacher Collaboration in Discipline 
in the Private Sphere

As it does in the domestic and communal sites in Turkey, the movement
has a clear interest in disciplining the private sphere of Kazak people’s
lives. Parents are encouraged to collaborate in this ambitious “educational”
project.The parent-teacher collaboration is one of the most striking indi-
cators of the “individualized” aspect of the Gülen schools.30 The educators
and teachers visit students’ homes and monitor students in their family life
and follow their progress by psychological tests and counseling.They not
only make sure that the home environment does not contradict the disci-
pline in schools.They also interfere with “order” in the private sphere if
they do not find it conducive to the moral education that they are
attempting to implement. It is an all-encompassing educational project
that extends to all spheres of the students’ life. Liberal concerns of freedom
of experimentation and individual space to develop one’s own path and
identity are of no concern in this educational project.

Not surprisingly, the initial responses of the local people to the schools
were negative.They were suspicious about the aims of the schools. Some
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thought that the Turks were “replacing the Soviet hegemony” and taking
advantage of the power vacuum to dominate Kazaks through their mis-
sionary agenda.Their initial concerns made a rather minuscule difference
in the movement’s agendas.To relieve the locals’ discomfort, the name of
the schools was changed from Turk-Kazak to Kazak-Turk schools. I was
told that the initial backlash and suspicion were soon replaced with “the
trust, appreciation and cooperation of the parents as well as that of the
Kazak state.”

“The Schools Are of the Nation and for the Nation!”

The teachers have diligently worked on developing trust relations with
host countries.31 Their service abroad involves a high degree of self-
sacrifice and self-denial.32 The nature and degree of commitment are
rather dramatic. Some of these teachers left everything behind and came
to Central Asia to serve under harsh conditions. The legendary teachers
who died for this goal in Asian countries are recalled often with pride and
gratitude. Death appears as “the most radical manner possible” in which
“the ideal pertaining to the unity of state and nation is realized.”33 In the
idealization of this unity, service to the Gülen Community and the nation
reinforce each other in the international domain. The majority of my
informants stated, “If it were not for the nation, the difficulties we faced
abroad would have been impossible to overcome.” Here, it is important to
note the homogenizing quality of modern nationalism, which not only
fuses cultural communities with the political community of the nation but
also integrates political and cultural identities.34

Modern nationalism intertwines incentives that are “from below” with
“top-down” state-framed agendas.“By focusing only on certain aspects of
nationalism, both culture- and state-framed views . . . underestimate the
interplay between cultural aspects and political institutions.”35 The binary
thinking “deflects attention away from engagements” between secular
states and Islamic actors.36 On the basis of empirical evidence from the
Kazak context, I will illustrate below that Turkish nationalism is “not one
object, but two; at best it can be described as a dual . . . structure,” top-
down and from below.37 This dual structure of nationalism is an important
factor that soothes state-Islam relations.

The Gülen movement tries to appeal to a culturally diverse “Turkic
people” in Almati, people who also have diverse political orientations.As
it does in its domestic patterns of public mobilization, the movement dis-
plays a high capacity to connect a heterogeneous constituency for com-
mon goals and projects—ethnic politics and moral education—in Almati.

100 The Appeal of Cooperation

SUP_Turam.qxd  9/22/2006  10:11 AM  Page 100



This success has partly qualified the movement as a recognized interna-
tional actor. However, it drives pro-democratic credentials largely from
the unplanned outcomes of this ethnic politics. The movement’s under-
takings in ethnic politics help to mobilize a rather diverse collectivity for
engagements with the nation-state.

A progressive daily newspaper, Yeni Yüzyïl, reported: “Four thousand
teachers of Gülen schools operate like diplomats abroad.”38 Zaman, the
movement’s daily newspaper also applauded the teachers for their success-
ful representation of the Turkish state.39 “An international network in
Central Asia would only strengthen our Turkic nation-states,” said one of
the KATEV’s distinguished administrators, Hüsamettin Bey. He was a
whole-hearted supporter of the ultra-nationalist party in Turkey.After serv-
ing as a teacher and later as a principal in the movement’s schools, he was
granted an award for being a “distinct education specialist” by the Kazak
state. During my fieldwork in KATEV, I had several chances to observe his
unconditional service to the Diaspora Turks,“the real Turks,” as he referred
to them.The families of these people had moved to Kazakhstan before the
Soviet regime closed down its borders, and after the closing, they could not
come back to their homeland. Mainly through his educational projects and
community work among those who were part of the Turkish Diaspora,
Hüsamettin Bey was connected to the leading politicians and bureaucrats
in Kazakhstan, including the president of the country.

In my interviews, the teachers identified themselves not only as fol-
lowers of the movement but also as “loyal servants of the nation,” and
good citizens of the Turkish Republic. More importantly, the schools in
Almati are presented simply as “Turkish schools”—and not as the move-
ment’s schools—by KATEV and its followers. In the U.S., I met several
alumni of the Gülen schools in Central Asia.They were often admitted to
prestigious universities and had scholarships.They also referred to Gülen
schools as “Turkish schools” and closely associated and socialized with
Turks in America. Benefactors of the schools, both non-religious and reli-
gious, stated that they felt flattered and proud when they watched Kazak
students, who were singing the Turkish national anthem and speaking
proper Turkish fluently.They asked,“Who would not feel proud seeing the
Turkish flag in the schools abroad?”

National culture is continually reshaped in reference to the “state of the
nation.”40 As everyday life practices intertwine cultural and political forms,
the preconceived idea of the nation by the founding fathers becomes a
process that is constantly “happening.”41 The followers and the movement
organizations participate in reformulating the nation by articulating a
shared sense of belonging.This ordinary practice repositions the movement
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in relation to the nation-state.The ethnic affinities that the Turkish state
and the movement share transform the interactions between them from
contestation to cooperation in the international realm.

The followers of the movement are careful not to intimidate students
and parents who already perceive Islam as a threat to Kazak society.The
officers of KATEV and the teachers explained that they do not want the
schools to lose their credibility because of the “Soviet-inflicted negative
feelings against religion.” In this rather sensitive post-Soviet context, the
strong association with the nation and “its” secular state is not only com-
forting but also conducive to the movement’s activities abroad. Some of
the Kazak students and parents that I interviewed were not informed
about the movement and its Islamic association.The new ethnic sensibil-
ities nurtured by Islam were much easier to mobilize as they were legit-
imized by an adherence to the ideals of the secular state and rule of law.

The strong national feelings of the movement directly translate into
commitments to the state institutions, including even the military. As a
nationalist, Fethullah Gülen believes in the military for the security of the
Turkish nation. During my interview with him at his current home in
Pennsylvania, he told me that the state and the military were informed
about the schools right from the start and that they approved them.42 I also
asked the leader about his personal feelings about military service. He
smiled and explained to me that there was a special pleasure in serving as
a soldier to one’s country. Despite the burden and difficulties of the ser-
vice itself, it was one of the most worthwhile endeavors of his life.
Although his ideas on several issues have changed since the mid-1980s, his
strong faith in the military can be traced back to pre-1980: “There are
people who are born to be soldiers.They are soldiers by birth . . . and die
as soldiers.They love their military duties, . . . the sacrificing . . . and the
battles. In their everlasting struggles, . . . they reach from one continent to
the other.”43

Not surprisingly, the followers’ usage of millet (nation) in the interviews
was usually interchangeable—or almost identical—with the use of devlet
(state) in Almati.As Beissinger argues, there are strong incentives for indi-
viduals “to accept dominant notions of nationhood and to work within
the given parameters of the state. . . . States also shape imaginations about
boundaries directly through their ability to inculcate ideas and shape
expectations.”44 The quotations from Nutuk (Atatürk’s speeches), which
hang on the walls and doors in the schools in Central Asia, are indicators
of the state’s impact in shaping forms of belonging. At the same time,
however, by embracing the state’s image and the imagined community,
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previously marginalized Islamic social forces engage and reshape the state
through everyday practices.

The political community is nationalized and the nation is politicized
through the miniscule encounters where the movement engages the sec-
ular Republic. In this sense, Turkish nationalism has been the most suc-
cessful, and the only complete, tenet of Kemalism.45 The effectiveness of
the Gülen movement’s ethnic politics in Almati confirms not only the
success of secular nationalism but also the alignment between Islamic and
secular nationalisms.

Institutionalizing the Cooperation between Secular States 
and the Islamic Movement

In addition to the movement’s loyalties to the nation and its state, it is
also necessary to grasp the state’s view of the movement and its schools. I
focus on two organizations of the Turkish state that are responsible for
the relations with the new states of Central Asia, the Council of the Turk-
ish Ministry of National Education (CTNE) and the Turkish International
Cooperation Agency (TICA).The state’s teachers in CTNE explained in
my interviews that they felt at home in KATEV and that they see it as a
base for community. The interaction between Islamic teachers and state
teachers is based neither on a civilized tolerance nor a calculated strategy.
On the contrary, it is based on similar worldviews that originate from their
shared belonging to a broader framework. One of the state’s teachers in
CTNE explained that “these schools do not undertake subversive activi-
ties. . . . Nobody can deny the advantage of having six or seven Turkic
states in the United Nations that support and favor each other.We agree
with KATEV that Turks deserve such an international privilege. . . .This
cultural interaction . . . is accomplished not only by KATEV but also with
the cooperation of the Turkish Embassy in Almati, and us, CTNE.

The yearnings for regionalization often came up in my interviews, both
with Gülen’s followers and with the state officials. The Turkish state’s
teachers expressed their appreciation for what KATEV does for the
Turkish nation: “KATEV makes us recall our past and refreshes our his-
torical memory.” The director of CTNE chastised me for imposing
“artificial cleavages between the state and the society. . . . These are the
schools of the Turkish state. Nobody is teaching Islam in the Turkish
schools . . . . Their mission has nothing to do with fundamentalism but
everything to do with national loyalties.”

The state officials are neither uninformed nor in denial of the Islamic
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basis of the schools. Similar to the followers, however, they highlight the
primacy of national loyalties over other commitments, some of which
they see as dividing forces in the society.The evidence speaks to the fact
that the myths of descent have constituted the primary motivation for
both Islamic teachers and the secular teachers of the Turkish state for their
undertakings in Kazakhstan. They both inherited these myths from the
founding fathers of the Turkish state. The affinities between Islamic and
secular nationalists is manifest in their faith in the national myths, which
reinforce the image of the state.This facilitates their yearnings and under-
takings for political regionalization. Emphasizing the need for gradual
reform and cultural changes, both Islamic teachers and teachers of the
Turkish state underlined that schooling is the best and most direct way to
shape fresh minds. It is the very nature of these overlapping agendas that
have overshadowed the presumed hostility and/or tension between them.

More importantly, the movement has cooperated both with the Turkish
state and the host states in Central Asia. The secular host states and the
movement collaborate in establishing an international curriculum that fits
each country’s national education system. In Kazakhstan, KATEV collab-
orates directly with the officials of the Kazak state, who provide the build-
ings, the infrastructure and other facilities for the school. The followers
indicated that they were on good terms with both low- and high-ranking
officials of the Kazak state.

The accommodation of Turkish Islamic actors in the international
order, especially in Central Asia and the West, suggests that modern forms
of nationalism serve as successful forces to integrate Islamic social forces
into the international world order.As Nairn suggests,“internationalism is
an organic part of the conceptual universe of nationalism. . . . Inter-
nationalism has to be seen as a function of this principal’s victories, rather
than vice versa.”46 The Gülen movement became recognized as an inter-
national actor not only because of its capacity to engage the Turkish state
domestically, but also because of its alliances with other secular states.
Contrary to public opinion, these alliances have been facilitated by its
nationalism, not by its abilities to overcome or supersede it. “The cos-
mopolitans . . . are not beyond the nation; and a cosmopolitan . . . will
always depend, in the end, on the capacity of nation-states to provide
security and civility for their citizens.”47

Another institutional link between the state and the movement is the
Turkish International Cooperation Agency (TICA). After the fall of the
Soviet regime,TICA was founded in 1992 under the auspices of the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs. It was eventually transferred from the Ministry to
the direct control of the government, which endowed the ultra-nationalist
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party in the coalition (1999–2002) with a greater grip on TICA. Its proj-
ects aim at the socioeconomic and political development of the Turkic
region. Similar to KATEV’s performance in Kazakhstan,TICA has facili-
tated the activities of Turkish businesspeople in Central Asia. It has been
particularly active in the sphere of banking, the training of officials and
establishing computer networks.48 In a recent academic publication by a
TICA-funded research project, Gülen schools have been referred to as the
“Turkish schools.”49

The linkages between the secular state and the movement are facili-
tated largely by their overlapping ethnic discourses and nationalist agen-
das over Central Asia. The same issue came up in an interview with a
hardcore secularist Turkish diplomat who was on duty in Central Asia. He
admitted, with a subtle degree of discomfort,“As long as the state does not
position itself against the Gülen movement, why would we?” In the inter-
national realm, several branches of the Turkish state perceive the so-called
Turkish Islam as an international actor or an ally rather than as an enemy.

Needless to say, the cooperation of Turkish Islamic social forces with
secular states challenges the prevalent dichotomy between religious and
secular nationalisms. More importantly, it challenges the view that Islamic
revival is an outcome of the failure of secular nationalism of the nation-
states.50 In contrast, the Gülen movement has excelled in the international
realm to the extent that it has associated and collaborated with secular
nationalists and the states.This suggests that the centrality of nation-states
in the international world order persists in a world where several trends,
such as globalization and the rising voices and demands of minority
groups, provide challenges to the nation-states. “As far as political repre-
sentation at the global level is concerned, nation-states are still the relevant
units for the negotiation of transnational issues. . . . Political actors that
engage in these treaties and organizations are still the formerly sovereign
nation-states.”51

It is important to note that collaboration with the nation-state does not
undermine the movement’s autonomy or weaken its Islamic character.To
the contrary, the cooperative practices in the international sphere legit-
imize the movement’s Islamic identity within the Turkish borders.While
elective affinities between state and movement prevent confrontation and
facilitate cooperation, Gülen’s faith-based undertakings flourish inde-
pendent of, but not in opposition to, the state.52 The followers who are
teachers enjoy a considerable degree of autonomy to implement the cur-
riculum and full autonomy to conduct extracurricular activities in the
host countries. First, the non-confrontational nature endows the move-
ment with enormous bargaining latitude with secular states.This is clearly
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reflected in the movement’s fast-growing international networks. Second,
international recognition in turn increases the movement’s bargaining
power with the Turkish state.Third, by translating the capital from entre-
preneurs and businesspeople into the schools and students, the movement
creates its own resources, funding and financial independence. The out-
standing accumulation of social, political and economic power inside and
outside of Turkey also provides a conducive situation for the movement’s
autonomy from the state.

The Nation-State between 
Religious and Secular Nationalisms

Rather than simply pursuing a cohesive group identity (ethnic, civic or
ultra-nationalist), the Turkish actors display a wide range of individualist
forms of nationalism in Central Asia.These nationalisms are independent
of, and cut across, group identification.53 Although each and every person
from CTNE and KATEV came to Almati upon appointment by either the
Turkish state or the Islamic movement, a closer look reveals that their own
personal ties to their nation and the state provided a strong motivation for
their exposure and undertakings in Central Asia. Even the strong com-
munal ties of the Islamic actors to the Gülen movement are diluted by
their individualized attachments to the nation. I argue that the very
diverse nature of nationalisms cuts across the Islamism-secularism divide
and facilitates cooperation between the state actors and the Islamic actors.

In the Central Asian context, the spread of “Muslim-Turkish” ways of
life provides a shared goal of education between the teachers of the Gülen
schools and the teachers of the Turkish state.This should not be surpris-
ing, since Muslim ways and Islamic faith have appealed to many state lead-
ers, including even such leading members of the military elite as Kenan
Evren.54 The myth of an ethnically unified Turkish state triggers feelings of
belonging and familiarity between Islamic actors and state actors.Accord-
ingly, the image of the state is reinforced by the shared consciousness
between them.The evidence supports Gellner’s claim that national edu-
cation and the universalization of high culture shape the conceptions of
nationhood. Moreover, states also introduce their preferred conceptions of
nationhood “through their ability to dominate the public discourse and to
enforce international norms.”55 In this way, they mold symbols of belong-
ing and identification with them.56

The implications of the state’s scope and influence over society have
been perceived as the dark side of modernity.57 Without denying the dark
sides of the story, this study illustrates the unintended consequence of shar-
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ing some of the state’s myths and committing to its image. Social actors’
practices, which collude in the myth of the state, may also transform the
state’s image and its practices.The Islamic actors’ loyalties to the nation-
state have facilitated their collaborative practices with the Republic. Fortu-
nately, this collaboration has extended the realm of the ethnic politics in
Almati into unforeseen avenues.These loyalties have enabled the Islamic
actors to cooperate with secular state officials as individuals in reimagin-
ing the nation and negotiating the framework of the Republic.

State-Islam cooperation unintentionally fosters individualistic ties be-
tween the state and social actors, Islamic and secular.The power of indi-
vidualistic forms of nationalism renders intermediary forms of associations
and non-governmental organizations almost redundant, even for Islamic
actors, who have excelled in this realm. Whether Islamic or secular, the
project-based undertakings—the underlying agendas and ideologies of
non-governmental organizations—cannot fully account for the engage-
ments between state and Islam. Clearly, this cooperation is not generated
by inherent characteristics of either Islamism or secularism. To the con-
trary, as discussed above, both have had various illiberal authoritarian ten-
dencies of their own. Here it is extremely important to differentiate the
affective ties between Islamic actors and the state from the organizational
strategies and preplanned projects of both.While educational projects of
the movement that wish to “moralize” the society may have homogeniz-
ing and authoritarian tendencies, the spontaneous and unplanned state-
Islam cooperation is likely to propel transition from authoritarian rule.

Why, then, have Islamic and national identities come to the forefront of
transitions from authoritarian rule if they still maintain illiberal tendencies
themselves? The relationship between religion, nationalism and democra-
tization is contingent upon conditions, historical and contemporary. In
times of political openings, Islamists and secular nationalists may come
closer and even ally with pro-democratic forces as democracy becomes a
common goal for these otherwise divided groups. Rather than providing
a shared ideal, the anticipated promises of democracy appeal to and benefit
these social forces in different ways. Still, an important question remains to
be addressed. Did not fascism also expand by cooperating with the state?
Indeed, cooperation with the states is not a guarantee of democracy. If we
consider alliances such as the ones between the Mafia and the state, the
cooperation between state and society may even seem to be an obstacle to
democratization.

As Brubaker argues, there is nothing inherently wrong with state-
framed nationalism, which simply designates the “congruence” of the
nation with the state.58 There is no intrinsic harm in Islamic actors’ align-
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ment of their national loyalties with secular nationalism. However, the
intended and/or unintended consequences of these nationalist alliances
will depend on two conditions.The first condition is that the “engaged”
Islamic actors continue reconciling several types of nationalisms and inter-
nationalisms with moderate and tolerant forms of Islam. Second, the
broader outcomes of the cooperation depend on its potential effect on the
state’s capacities to accommodate other marginalized groups, such as
Islamic women and ethnic minorities in Turkey. The politics of engage-
ment suggest elective affinities between Islamic actors and the secular
Republic. However, it is still to be seen whether the shifting linkages
between Islam and the state will facilitate the formation of other channels
of interaction between the state and other underprivileged social actors.
Until these conditions are fulfilled in the long term, there cannot be talk
of a direct causal link between engagements and liberal democracy. I will
discuss the improved treatment of minorities in recent years in Turkey in
chapter 6.
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The secularist founders of the Republic initiated gender reforms more
than seventy-five years ago by handpicking and “inserting” Turkish
women into the public sphere and politics. Considering the widely shared
belief about Islam’s “low score” on gender reform,1 Atatürk and his fol-
lowers seemed to distinguish themselves from the majority of male Mus-
lim leaders by their “pro-women” attitudes.2 Time has not really left them
behind, either, as women’s situation has worsened in recent years in
Islamic states such as Afghanistan and Iran.3 Nevertheless, the dispute has
not been resolved as to whether Turkish women have ended up bene-
fiting, either from the original intentions of the secularist founders of the
Republic or the outcomes of their own actions that were mostly unfore-
seen by these gentlemen. Although the debate on the nature and out-
comes of state-framed gender reform has continued in Turkey, this exclu-
sive focus has left a recent trend largely unnoticed.

This chapter illustrates the ways in which the “engaged” Islamic male
actors have recently inherited certain characteristics of male-initiated gen-
der reform from the early Republic. First, despite many differences and dis-
agreements, the “civilizing projects” of the secular and Islamic actors over-
lap in the way they locate women’s public visibility at the heart of their
agendas.Whereas the founding fathers were “nationalizing” secular ways of
life, contemporary Islamic actors are nationalizing their faith-based ways of
life. Second, women’s place and role in society have played a major part in
legitimizing both of these national projects that were engineered exclu-
sively by men. Similar to the founding fathers, the Islamic male actors have
not only inserted women into the public sites, these men have also proved
to be successful in this endeavor.The continuity between the making of
the state and civil society is most remarkable in the shared emphasis and
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prioritization of women’s education. Interestingly, in line with their goal of
enhancing Islamic female actors’ public visibility and education, the male
elites of the Gülen movement and the AKP have displayed a rather lethar-
gic attitude toward challenging the state’s headscarf ban.

Third, there is a national history behind male actors’ attitudes. Male
actors seem to determine women’s interest by compromising women’s
agency for the sake of broader projects.The shared attitudes of Islamic and
secular men have facilitated the formation of bonds between them in the
short run. The flourishing ties between these Islamic and secular male
actors emerge as another level of interaction between Islam and the state,
a fundamentally cooperative one. However, these ties have left Islamic
women out of the politics of engagement, and thereby outside of power
structures. Women’s remarkable presence in Islamic public sites conflicts
with severe gender segregation and subordination in the private lives of
Islamic actors.The evidence sheds light on the complexity of the link be-
tween transition politics and women’s participation in the public sphere.4

It is yet to be seen how these seemingly progressive gender reforms may
benefit Islamic women in the long run. Specifically, the unintended con-
sequences of the new cooperation between Islamic and secular males for
the empowerment of Islamic women needs to be explored further.

Like most other nationalists, most Islamic and secular male actors in
Turkey have shared a rather positive and benign view of the state in regard
to gender relations.5 From this perspective, the state is regarded as a force
for gender reform, whether it was modernizing at the time of nation
building or democratizing later during transition politics. Clearly, this
view assumes that “women,” like “the nation,” was a category with unified
interests. Feminists have rightly criticized these male-dominated projects
for drawing a direct relationship between gender reform and broader
political transformation.6 There is no direct correlation between women’s
participation in transition politics and what they gain out of this partici-
pation. Quite to the contrary, women have participated both in revolu-
tions and under and against authoritarian regimes, participation that did
not reward but often undermined them.7

How do contemporary Turkish Islamic female actors relate to these
overarching projects, the Republican and Islamic? Does their remarkable
participation in the public sphere benefit them separate from national
agendas? Does their public participation translate into the politics of
engagement, and thereby their own independence and empowerment?
Clearly, gender orders are embedded in the national culture, reinforced by
national loyalties. Like nationalisms, they are the product of neither
Islamic nor secular practices but are the outcome of interpenetrations
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between the two.8 In order to explore the early historical legacy of the
relationship between the Turkish state and women, I first discuss briefly
the interactions between the early Republic and secularist women of that
period.These earlier interactions shed light on the current and prospec-
tive situation of female Islamic actors in Turkey.

The Nation-Building Elite and the State 
as “Gender Reformers”?

For the founding fathers, women’s public visibility designated a clear
break from the Islamic Empire and its Islamic association with subordina-
tion of women. Gender equality was used for making the nation-state and
legitimizing its modernity.9 Although women in the West have struggled
for their own emancipation and empowerment, Turkish women were
inserted into the public and political sphere in the 1930s and were granted
their political rights by the modernizing male elite. As early as 1925,
Mustafa Kemal said in a talk in Inebolu, “Let women see the world with
their own eyes and let the whole world see their faces.”10 Although the
defense of women’s freedom against the Islamic tradition is clear in this
statement, the method of “letting women out” has not proved to be
sufficient for women’s emancipation.

Atatürk stated in his speeches that “Turkish women shall be free, enjoy
education and occupy a position equal to that of men, as they are entitled
to.”11 According to this modernizing mentality, women’s freedom and
empowerment was a direct result of their participation in the public
sphere.12 Paradoxically, there was no room for women’s agency and a
women’s movement in this male-initiated gender reform. Not surpris-
ingly, contemporary Turkish feminists refused to acknowledge the
women’s movement as an effect of the Republican male elite’s incentive.
Instead, they highlighted the origins of women’s self-organizing in the late
Ottoman Empire.13 Women’s sovereignty and the sources of their political
power were easily traceable to the Imperial Harem, the so-called Sultanate
of women of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.“The women of the
Imperial Harem, especially the mother of the reigning sultan and his lead-
ing concubines, were considerably more active . . . in the direct exercise of
power . . . [and] in what we might call the public culture of sovereignty.”14

Despite the roots of the women’s movement in the Empire, however, it
should be noted that the secular Republic promoted women’s rights dra-
matically in the 1920s and early 1930s. Major progress was accomplished
in the areas of educational opportunities, marriage, divorce, inheritance,
and property ownership.This progress was mainly the result of a compre-
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hensive secularization of law, especially the adoption of the Swiss Civil
Code in 1926.With the introduction of the concept of citizenship, women
acquired civic and political rights that were relatively equal to those of
men. In 1934, suffrage was extended to women, and Atatürk encouraged
women to participate in the elections of 1935. They received formal
equality under the legal framework, although the Constitution itself con-
tinued to discriminate against women in both explicit and implicit ways.15

Turkish women entered not only the public sphere but also the govern-
ment and the parliament earlier than female citizens in many other coun-
tries,Western or Muslim. However, gender equality was engineered at the
mercy of a reform-oriented male elite. Not surprisingly, women’s cele-
brated place in politics remained marginal and symbolic.16 Very few
women played politically significant roles, and even fewer acquired the
sources of political power.

The male-initiated project for women’s public visibility was an integral
part of Turkey’s commitment to Westernization and secularization as well
as to nation building.17 “The image of emancipated women [had to be] in
line with ‘true’ identity of the collectivity—the new Turkish nation.”18 The
Republican nation-building elite equated the interest of the Turkish
nation with Turkish women.19 However, neither the actual reforms nor
the image of emancipated women led to a genuine empowerment and
liberation for women.20 This is mainly because gender reform led by the
state was not really concerned with women’s private lives21 or genuinely
supportive of women’s empowerment in politics.22

As Yešim Arat argues, the condition for women’s introduction into pol-
itics was their exclusion from competition within power structures.23 The
legal system has been reformed only to recognize the basic equality of men
and women, while it has continued to discriminate against women. “In
this male-dominated society, women representatives benefited from men’s
power until they competed for office. . . . Once in politics, women con-
fronted many problems because of their gender.”24 Moreover, the women
who were initiated into this male-dominated realm needed “supportive
husbands and fathers” at home in order to survive in politics, where the
unequal distribution of power and discrimination against women was very
explicit and persistent. Gender reform in Turkey has largely benefited elite
women, while leaving out the majority of the female population from this
privileged status.

It is important to note the voices of the Kemalist women of the early
Republican period. Calling themselves the “women of enlightenment”
(aydïnlanmanïn kadïnlarï), these women of the older generation still iden-
tify entirely and passionately with the Republican project.They truly have
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faith in its universally emancipating nature for both men and women.25

There is still a strong consensus among this older generation that they
were much more equal than the new female generations, as they see the
current Islamization as an attack on the equality that was granted to
Turkish women by Atatürk. These “women of enlightenment” disagree
with contemporary feminist critiques of Atatürk’s gender reforms. Necla
Arat cites Abadan-Unat, one of the leading female figures of that era:“All
the progress I accomplished in my life was realized thanks to the civiliz-
ing reforms of Atatürk. That is why I call myself Kemalist.”26 Unfortu-
nately, in assessing women of enlightenment, it is often disregarded that
these women were the privileged female elite of their time, mostly pro-
fessors and writers.

These women express their disappointment with the new generation
of feminists’ lack of appreciation for those reforms.27 One of the female
adherents of Kemalist civil society organizations answered my question
about the rights and freedoms of Islamic women:“How unlucky that your
mothers were born into an era of gender equality, and you, the children of
those emancipated women, are searching for feminism in the bigotry of
the actions of Islamist women.”28 The generation gap reveals an ongoing
dispute among feminists with regard to their view of both the secularist
founders of the Republic and the recent Islamization.What is even more
important to note is that the deep loyalties of the women of enlighten-
ment with the Republican project have not declined so far. Despite the
declining numbers of the Republican feminists, they still see no difference
between the Republican interest and their own. However, in the long run,
the children of these women of enlightenment stood up and negotiated
for their own rights.29 As Yešim Arat argues,

The relationship between the state and women in Republican Turkey has changed
substantively since the early decades of the Republic. . . . By the 1980s and there-
after the defiant daughters of the older generation demanded liberation; they
sought autonomy from tradition and the right to speak up as individuals. . . .
Women have developed a language with which they can now redefine their rela-
tionship to the state as individual women who want to articulate their needs and
priorities, independent of the state.30

For a long time, secular female actors have experimented within—and
expanded—the tight boundaries of public and political realms that were
granted to them by the Republican male actors. Clearly, this was not an
intended or pre-determined consequence of the nation-building project.
On the contrary, the women’s movement took advantage of male-initiated
reforms and rights and used the early Republican gender reforms to their
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own ends. Unlike their mothers, they at first distanced themselves from
the Republican project and saw it with critical eyes. However, contrary to
what their mothers’ thought, they did not betray or attack the project
itself. After all, they were also the children of the Republic, hence still
attached to it.They engaged the illiberal authoritarian state in an effort to
turn it into a liberal and tolerant one.

Not surprisingly, the engagements of the secular women have excluded
Islamic women and their interests.31 Nor have many secular feminists been
supportive of the Islamic women’s demands, needs and rights, such as the
right to wear a headscarf. Although engagements take shape in the form
of collective action, people do not engage as unified categories of sex, eth-
nicity or class.They engage as individuals. Evidence speaks to the fact that
the conventional Islamic-secular divide has often cut across the lines of
gender, ethnicity and class. Moreover, groups of individuals come to en-
gage the state according to their own demands and interests and on their
own clock. Engagements do not take place before individuals come to
terms with the broader project that envelops them. Individuals engage
once they sufficiently reconcile their sense of distance and connection to this
overarching framework.

Conditions of Islamic Women’s Public Participation
Women’s Omnipresence in Public Sites

As did the early Republican male elite, the male followers of the Gülen
movement value and promote women’s public participation and visibility.
They prevent segregation of the sexes in the public sphere, as they per-
ceive segregation as contradictory to the “civilized image” of public life.
However, this has little or nothing to do with their pro-women agendas.
Similar to enabling Turkish women in the nation-building period, having
women in Gülen’s public sites complements a certain civilized image. For
the Gülen movement, the public sites are an obvious way of distinguish-
ing their own Islamic projects from other ones and displaying that dis-
tinction to the outside world, both the Turkish Republic and the West.
Indeed, in tune with the diversity in these window sites, they welcome
women from different occupations, ages and religious and political orien-
tations.The women-friendly nature of these sites completes the image of
diversity in these public sites.

A leading male figure in the movement told me,“the women were en-
abled to be involved in most of the movement’s projects as equal partici-
pants.” Another male follower who was in charge of organizing some of
window sites said,“what is left of civil society, if it consists of only men?”
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The diversity of active, educated and professional women in these window
sites echoes Atatürk’s desire to make women a part of public life.This is
consistently manifest in the movement’s events, debates, charity dinners
and conferences. Indeed, the Gülen movement encourages the education
of girls as much as it does the visibility of women.When the headscarf ban
prevented most of the covered girls from going to school, the Gülen
movement was the first to insist on girls’ schooling at the cost of compro-
mising their headscarf. This issue will be discussed further later in this
chapter.

In the window sites I met career women, academics and intellectual
women who were giving speeches.Women were being allocated awards at
ceremonies. These sites were hosting female celebrities such as actresses
and singers who were wearing striking and extravagant outfits. Some
women in these sites were wearing headscarves (in different styles), and
some were uncovered. I also chatted with numerous working Islamic
women who were doctors, nurses, teachers, writers, journalists, engineers
and so forth. These women were the public faces of the Gülen Com-
munity, which legitimized their claim to be a civil society entity.

During my participation at those sites, the movement attracted several
secular women who were passionate female sympathizers and defenders
and who promoted the movement and the leader in the public debates
and the media. One of the most vocal promoters was Nevval Sevindi, a
journalist. When a video clip was released that showed Fethullah Gülen
giving a provocative speech in traditional religious clothing, Sevindi, in
her rather daring red evening dress, defended the leader openly in media.
On one occasion she attacked the opponents of the movement by yelling
at them on a TV show. Her highly dramatic devotion and emotionally
driven defense of the Community has drawn a lot of attention for some
time.

At the window sites, there was no pressure on the women with regard
to their clothing, life style and political orientation. A variety of female
actors were welcomed at numerous public events without feeling obliged
to adhere to religious conduct or faith-based ways of life. Each time I
would ask if it was necessary to wear a headscarf in order to participate in
the events, the answer was, “No, no, not at all.You should behave as you
feel and as you are. Covering is just a visual detail that may or may not
express true faith.” I also hesitated before shaking hands with men. Many
other Islamists in Turkey would refuse to shake hands with members of
the opposite sex.After a while, I realized that male followers in these pub-
lic sites would even give friendly hugs to female colleagues, friends, or
guests. A few of the leading male figures explained to me that “all these
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instances of restrictive conduct do not represent true Islam but are misin-
terpretations of it.”When, with a glass of wine in my hand, I ran into a
male follower in a bar and felt uncomfortable, he explained that he was
used to the “night scenes” of Istanbul. Because he worked in public rela-
tions in one of the movement’s foundations, he was used to dealing with
a variety of celebrities in Istanbul nightlife.

During my fieldwork, the followers seemed glad that I, a secular
Turkish woman, was studying the movement. Furthermore, they appreci-
ated the presence of other secular or non-religious women in the public
sites.These women expressed their appreciation of the movement’s toler-
ant and accepting attitudes toward themselves and stated that they were
impressed by the civility and open-mindedness of the movement. By
bringing people from opposite worldviews together, these public sites
have effectively diluted hostilities and overcome biases of secular actors.

When I asked my mother, a secularist and a lawyer, to accompany me
to one of the movement’s charity dinners in the Polat Rönesans Hotel, she
was reluctant at first. As a strong defender of the impact of Kemalist
reforms on women’s emancipated status, she was deeply suspicious of
Islamic social forces. Like many secularist women of her generation, she
regards the headscarf as a betrayal of Atatürk’s legacy to Turkish women.
When we entered the huge ballroom in the five-star hotel where women
and men were mingling and having dinner, she was not only surprised but
also comforted.

Window sites are imbued with variety of symbols that pay tribute to
Atatürk and the nation. A picture of Atatürk was projected on a huge
screen. A documentary displayed the schools of the movement, in which
could be seen quotations from Atatürk that expressed loyalty to his tradi-
tion and the secular state. Soon my mother started to relax. It was only
then that she started to show interest in the Islamic women sitting at the
same table with us. She was very happily surprised to find out that two of
the covered women at our table were practicing doctors who had gradu-
ated from the medical school. According to the Republican mentality,
women with careers were one of the most convincing proofs that
Atatürk’s reforms were still effective.After the dinner she told me that she
was impressed by the tolerant way her questions were answered by the
bright women whom she had met.Although she said that “they seem like
open-minded people,” she still disapproved of the headscarf because it was
“so unaesthetic and visually awkward.” “Surely, their faith deserves re-
spect,” she said but “why would a modern career woman wear this ‘sym-
bol of bigotry?’” She also disliked the promotional nature of the event,
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which seemed to pressure participants to join and/or support the move-
ment financially or otherwise.

Similar to numerous other women at these sites, I was treated with
respect as their bacï (sister).32 This assigned gendered role proved advanta-
geous to me in various ways. Despite the wide range of my questions and
my extensive participation in the movement, my inquisition has been per-
ceived as non-threatening. Contrary to my male colleagues’ experiences in
conducting their research in the movement, I was made very welcome to
these public sites and was treated politely, albeit too protectively in some
situations.33 This caring, protective and patronizing attitude became more
visible in Kazakhstan, where I was far away from both my country and
family—the two basic preconditions for a woman’s security, according to
the male followers.

Similar to the early Republican male’s wish to break away from the
Islamic Ottoman Empire, Islamic male followers wish to dissociate from
the predominant Western, and also Republican, view of Islam as a source
of women’s repression and oppression. Not surprisingly, public sites
become the cornerstone of this illustration.

Gender Segregation in Private Lives

and Domestic Sites

Despite the wide appeal of the women-friendly public sites, my fasci-
nation with them did not last long. I soon discovered that the welcoming
attitudes in the public sites were limited to female outsiders. During one
of my interviews with Ahmet Bey, I was inquiring about his wife. I asked
if I could meet her at the charity dinner that night. The answer was
prompt and expressed a subtle tone of sarcasm: “Who . . . Ayše? . . . Oh
no, Ayše does not go out at night,” he replied with a smile on his face. I
was confused because I had been told a few minutes earlier that she was
“equal” to him.Trying to hide my astonishment, I asked if she attended
communal events during the day. Apparently she was busy with the chil-
dren. Besides, she did not want to participate in those events, either.“What
would she have to do with that ‘business’ anyway?”At that time, I was not
quite sure what business we were talking about. Digging further into this
issue for a while, I soon discovered a long line of paradoxes about gender
order in the movement.

The “business” meant the affairs of the Community, which took place
in the non-private sphere where the wives and daughters of the followers
did not necessarily belong. Indeed, most of the wives and daughters were
regarded as irrelevant to the worldly pursuits of the movement. Similar to
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the male followers’ statements, most of the wives also stated that they were
“not interested in men’s business” and justified their responsibility in the
private sphere as a sacred duty of womanhood and motherhood. As the
male followers claimed, women stated that they were not coerced to
accept their “sacred duties.” They simply preferred their kids to the
crowded events of the movement.Very few female followers complained
or showed a negative reaction to their absence in the window sites. Most
of them seemed even to be content with and supportive of the segregated
gender order.They appreciated having autonomy in the domestic sphere
and enjoyed “a separate social life” with other female followers and their
children. While they were voluntarily organizing the ways of life in the
private sphere, they were also organizing communal activities among
female followers that were separate from the projects led by men.

Gender segregation was a central part of social life on the “inside” of
the movement.After many years of service for the movement, Osman, one
of my interviewees, ended up working in one of the movement’s organi-
zations. I was very curious as to whether his wife ever participated at those
activities. The moment I asked this question, he became defensive and
mentioned the “good” qualities of his marriage and wife: “My wife is
more beautiful and virtuous than all those celebrities that I work or social-
ize with. Her qualities, her virtue, her moral standards do not compare to
any of my friends and colleagues.” I asked him,“Does she accompany you
anywhere? Can I meet her at one of the Community’s events?” He said,
“Serap does not like Community events. Besides, we have two little chil-
dren.They take all her time.”

In the middle of our conversation, his phone rang, and he started a
conversation with a famous pop singer who, I understood, was going to
sing at an upcoming public event. After his call, he continued talking to
me. “You should understand. This is my work; I work for the Gülen
movement. Serap should be, and actually is, proud of it.” He said that all
he was doing was “separating his work from home life.” Many male fol-
lowers made similar statements on separating the private and public
spheres, statements that were actually setting severe gender segregation in
motion.

Similar to the self-identification of the women of enlightenment with
the Republican project, the female followers have completely identified
with the so-called civil society projects of the movement.They have not
only accepted ways of life that are based on gender segregation but have
also voluntarily participated in compartmentalizing the public and private
spheres accordingly. During my visits to their homes, I realized that
women only socialized with other women. When their husbands came
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home after work, the women would close the doors so that there would
be no contact between the sexes. Even if I had met the husband first and
interviewed him several times before in the public sites, there would be
little or no contact in the private sites.A close friend of mine told me that
during her stay with a family from the movement in North America for
two weeks, she did not see the male members of the family even once.34

Men and women in the movement organize the degree and nature of
gender segregation in the private sphere, often collectively. Similarly, the
gender segregation can be observed in other organizations of the move-
ment, such as the radio and television stations.The arrangement of space
in the movement’s organization differed from other Islamic organizations
such as Refah. For instance, the television station of Refah incorporated
women physically and socially into the organization. Although there has
been a slow change in some of the organization of the Gülen movement
within the last few years, the women who were integrated into these
organizations were often “outsiders.”

The Power of the Elite Women in the Movement

The very few exceptions to gender segregation were the female fol-
lowers of the movement who were from higher social or economic stand-
ing. These women were either major benefactors of the movement’s
undertakings or the wives of relatively open-minded intellectual figures,
such as famous professors, in the movement. Šahika Hanïm, who was the
wife of a prominent entrepreneur, supported the movement financially.
She and her husband owned several companies and real estate. Despite her
husband’s affiliation with the Refah party rather than the Gülen move-
ment, she was recognized as a powerful individual in the movement. In
addition to her strong presence in the private lives of female followers and
at Risale readings, she was also a highly respected public figure.

Other privileged women, the wives of the leading figures of the move-
ment, were occasionally permitted to watch the meetings of their hus-
bands while segregated in a different room. On one occasion, they
observed—on a huge screen in the studios at Samanyolu, the Commu-
nity’s television station—a meeting in which Fethullah Gülen took part.
The women told me: “It felt like the same as being there in the meet-
ing, . . . even better, because we feel more comfortable among women.”

Public sites have mostly accommodated women of privileged status
who already have had the means and access to engage the state as individ-
uals if they wished. How, then, can movement activities be conducive to
reform and democracy if they exclude the majority of female insiders of
the movement from the politics of engagement? In a few cases, I met and
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talked with men who acknowledged the contradiction between gender
inequality and their civil society projects. An intellectual figure discussed
the issue with me for hours. His positive attitude towards women’s partic-
ipation was a part of the “nice and neat” presentation of the movement’s
discourse on civility, progress and reform:“Women’s situation is important
to us.We know that we have a long road to walk.There are problems, but
we have already achieved progress.We have high-standard schools for girls
and encourage them to go to university. Change comes slowly and grad-
ually.All we need is patience.”

My insistent questions as to why there were no women in the produc-
tion of ideas and projects was answered by men in similar ways:“It is not
because women are excluded. . . . Did you ever think that women might
simply not be interested in this business of ideas? Aren’t we tired yet of the
imposition of Western feminist discourse on our women? Can’t they
choose to be different?”

These arguments of relativism embrace a contradiction. On the one
hand, the movement’s civil society projects embrace Western practices in
numerous realms, such as science, education in English, capitalism and the
free market,Western goods and technology. On the other hand, the ways
of life reflect a rather critical view of feminism, which is perceived to be
Western.

Do Female Followers’ Service and Work 

Lead to Empowerment?

Are all the female followers constrained to the domestic sphere? Are the
public sites open only to elite women or women with lesser or no ties to
the Community? The answer to these questions is a clear and obvious
“no.” Although most female followers were primarily identified with the
private sphere, not all of them were housewives. Some female followers,
indeed, participate in the communal and public sites and organizations.As
Walby argued in her brilliant work on the multi-faceted nature of patri-
archy, it is particularly important to capture the interaction—similarities as
well as tensions—between different manifestations of “patriarchy.”35

Women are believed to possess inherent female qualities that enable
them to educate the youth and to persuade benefactors for charity.36

Hence, male followers particularly welcome female participation in spe-
cific areas such as teaching, educational advising and moral supervision in
the dormitories. Female actors are particularly active in any form of
unpaid service, voluntary work and cheap labor. While these jobs bring
women into the public sphere, they hardly empower women either
financially or socially.Traditional ways of conceiving femininity as inno-
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cent, pure and altruistic encourage people to see women as more appro-
priate to collect charity, as they are seen as the opposite of male followers,
with their marketing strategies and business dealings. These conceptions
render female participation in the public sphere as a valuable asset to the
movement.The young female followers, most of whom were students in
Gülen schools, work actively in the domestic, communal, and public
spheres.This is often voluntary work such as undertaking small surveys in
the households to find out who buys the movement’s newspaper, journal,
magazine, and so forth. It is labor-intensive in the sense that these girls are
expected to enter people’s private lives and visit homes. Their access to
other people’s private sphere is seen as easier for charity collection, as girls
are regarded as more trustworthy and less threatening for most families.37

Female followers’ participation clearly blurs the boundaries between pub-
lic and private, as they enter other people’s personal spheres and are con-
nected with others’ domestic lives.38 Moreover, they are expected to use
their “female intuition and sensibilities” in order to reach out and connect
with other people and expand networks. Usually, the female participants
have no utilitarian expectation from these works, which are considered an
altruistic service to the community.

Junior and single women participate in service in different fields. As
already mentioned, some that I met were ablas (advising sisters), who
supervised and helped the high school students, particularly the ones who
were preparing for the university exam. Others worked in the associations
and institutions of the movement “for the good of the Community.” One
of these duties is the promotion the movement. Female followers show
videotapes or distribute textual documents that display the accomplish-
ments and schools of the movement.These young women’s skills are used
to acquire and accumulate an enormous resource of economic and social
power for the Community, although they get hardly any for themselves as
individual female followers.

Although women are active in intellectual activities and in the
ideational world, they share ideas and interpretations of the Risales mainly
with each other. Due to gender segregation, their intellectual input often
remains marginal.Women, their daughters, daughters-in-law, and friends
gather periodically to read and discuss religious texts, especially the Risales.
During my participation in the Risale readings, I observed a high-level
awareness and sensitivity to the text among women’s Risale groups.These
women learn, discuss, explain, and teach each other and the younger stu-
dents without making claims for power based on expertise.Women spe-
cializing in the texts say that they leave economic, organizational and
political matters to their husbands. Put differently, while men concentrate
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on the formation of power networks, women develop expertise in the
Risales as a daily activity.

My informal group interviews and participant observations among sev-
eral male followers showed that they prefer to regard women’s Risale read-
ings as a sort of leisure activity along with tea, cookies and pastry as
opposed to the men’s organizational activities with substantial returns. In
general, women’s religious and spiritual activities were underrepresented
in the movement.The Gülen school of thought was developed exclusively
by the male intellectuals, particularly the circle around Fethullah Gülen
and his best friends. As they do not collaborate with female followers in
the private sphere, there are not many opportunities to exchange ideas
between the sexes.

In addition to meeting women who were participating in women’s
local networks, voluntary work and service, I also met with a few work-
ing women in the Gülen Community who were pursuing a career. Most
of them were single and therefore not yet bound by the sacred duty of
motherhood. Their wages were strikingly low due to their unprivileged
status in the workforce as “Islamist” women who wore their headscarves
or prayed five times a day. In my interviews, these working women re-
ported deep discomfort in the workplace, due to their exclusion from
high-ranking offices and jobs of status, lack of trust, discrimination, and
underappreciation for the work they undertook. Such treatment was
justified because these women were regarded as temporary labor, who
would soon leave their jobs for permanent maternal duties.

Other women who worked in the movement’s organizations and
schools also felt discriminated against. Nalan, an intellectual woman, was
writing for one of the magazines of the movement thanks to her husband’s
tolerance and support. Despite her privileged situation at home, she
expressed despair for her career and working conditions:

We are only a few women working in the production of this magazine. It is only
me who struggles with the oppressive and unequal working conditions for
women here. Other women comply. I have been confronting the managerial
board for quite a long time for freedom of thought and expression. I want to write
about women’s situation in the Community. My years-long struggle has been
futile, whereas men can write about anything they wish. There is strikingly less
supervision and censorship on what they research and write. My husband is a very
liberal, practicing Muslim who has nothing against my career. . . . But his positive
support does not change the reality that my colleagues at work will not support
or promote me.

Most of the time, women refused to acknowledge, let alone question,
severe gender segregation in the movement. Only a few women expressed
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uneasiness about their situation.They stated that they had no female sup-
port or empathy from female followers, especially in cases where the
women’s interests explicitly conflicted with the movement’s interests. In
those rare cases in which women acknowledged that the situation was not
fair, they eventually gave up. It was too hard to face the disapproval of
both men and women.

Meral, a young graduate from medical school, told me about the job
proposals she was receiving from several private hospitals. She had a hec-
tic schedule because of her desire to be helpful to people. However, the
Community was putting enormous pressure on her to continue with her
service. In one of our meetings over coffee, she opened up and said that
she really liked her profession and that her professors found her future
options very promising. However, other female followers stated that her
contributions to the movement were irreplaceable, and that “it would be
a sin if she pushed the Community away for her own career ambitions.”39

She was one of the very few women who admitted that her devotion for
the movement and her need for space and for individuality severely con-
flicted with the gender order of the movement.

In general, service seems to be a voluntary job for both men and
women in a presumably equal way. But my interviews revealed that ser-
vice is a gendered practice that disadvantages women. It is important to
note that the male followers did not report any tension between the
Community’s demands and their own space and business.This is because
their wives and families accommodate and support men’s service uncon-
ditionally. In contrast, women’s work outside the home is not recognized
as essential. Regardless of their participation in the public sphere, women
are excluded from networks of power. Exclusion is facilitated by the
emphasis placed on motherhood and the arranged marriages for girls at
relatively young ages.

Preservation of Traditional Female Roles

While the women-friendly public sites of the Gülen movement res-
onate with the Republican insistence on women’s public participation, the
movement has also inherited another view of the founding fathers. As
both associate women primarily with the collective good, women’s tradi-
tional roles in the private sphere are primary in each case.

Arat argues that the entrance of women into the public sphere in the
early Republic took place simultaneously with the redefinition of tradi-
tional roles of women within the private sphere.40 All women of the
Republic, Islamic or secular, were expected to fulfill their sacred traditional
roles and duties.The organization of the private realm and related domes-
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tic issues seem to be immune to any exemption.41 Due to the strong asso-
ciation made between reproduction of the nation and nurturing in the
domestic sphere, it is not surprising that the Islamic and secular men agree
on associating women primarily with the traditional gender roles. This
shared attitude may endow Islamic women with more authority in shap-
ing Islamic ways of life in the domestic and communal sphere.At the same
time, however, it leaves them out of the politics of engagement with the
state. The only exceptions to this, as I discussed above, have been the
Islamic elite women. Similar to a minority of secular elite women who
benefited from the nation building, a few Islamic elite women benefit
from the movement’s activities.These cases of exception must not be gen-
eralized as “women’s status” in Turkey.42

In this respect, the Gülen Community is not that different from the
society at large in its view of motherhood. Fethullah Gülen states,
“Women’s responsibility is to fulfill the domestic work, whereas men’s
responsibility is to undertake the work in the non-private domain: The
woman raises new generations. She raises all the important figures of
human history. If the woman contributes with these capabilities and the
man with his abilities, this togetherness would create a family and virtu-
ous society in a heavenly climate.”43

Islamic and Republican male elites share and promote the idea that new
generations should be raised by educated mothers. Clearly, rather than see-
ing women’s education as an end for their individual development, liber-
ation and empowerment, they see it as a means for them to become bet-
ter mothers and educators.

According to the Islamic worldview in the movement, romance should
also not be the goal of marriage.The real goal is faith, and real love is love
for God. Marriage is seen as a responsibility to the collective good. It is
regarded as necessary for a secure home to have “companionship for a
lifetime” and reproduction of the next generations (nesillerin devamï).44

Fethullah Gülen argues that there is a contemporary trend of romantic
marriage in society, which results in frustration and divorce. He claims that
marriage has to be based on reason and rationality and not on emotions.
Moreover, the idea of hizmet has to be primary and must not be over-
shadowed by the worldly passions such as the physical demands of the
body.45

While marriage is regarded as a natural destiny and duty for every
woman, the Community reserves tolerance and reverence for the men of
Islamic knowledge and of extraordinary Islamic qualities who choose not
to marry. Fethullah Gülen and Said Nursi avoided marriage purposely and
rationally and avoided any romantic relationship with the other sex.Their
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rational choice is very highly respected as they both justified this decision
by arguing that their love for Islam and for their nation would not leave
any space for marriage.Thus, it would be a sin to make a woman suffer
because her husband’s whole life was devoted to a sacred mission.
However, it would be beyond imagination that a woman might choose a
similar path, namely refusing to marry, for the same cause.

There is no strict age for marriage for girls, but if they do not go to
university, it is likely to take place at any time after high school gradua-
tion. Even if the girl continues to study after high school, it is very likely
that a match would be arranged with someone from the Community.
Exogamy is discouraged so that one of the partners would not wish or try
to give secondary importance to service or the good of the Community.
It is for the Community’s advantage that there is unity and agreement in
the family.The most striking example of this was a young woman, Fatma,
whom I met at one of the Risale readings. I saw her only once because, at
the age of eighteen, she was always busy with her two babies. She told me
proudly that she was married to Imam Hasan of the movement, who sup-
posedly was known and respected by everyone.

Hasan was the Imam of a very large geographical area and thus respon-
sible for never-ending sacred duties. Fatma told me that her husband was
so busy that she might see him only once a week, or even less frequently.
He was traveling very often and thus could very rarely sleep at home.
Knowing that she was much younger than her husband, I was curious why
she would choose this kind of marriage. Other women at the Risale read-
ing explained that “he is a holy man of great importance for the Commu-
nity. It is a great honor to be chosen as a wife for him. . . . Everybody
would like to be in her place.”

Moreover, a woman’s association with the private realm is justified
mainly by her physiology. Fethullah Gülen states that

a man can spend the whole year actively. Sometimes he works difficult and heavy
jobs. Physiologically and psychologically, he is always stronger.The man is used to
having more demanding jobs. . . . But a woman must be excluded on certain days
during the month. After giving birth, she sometimes cannot be active for two
months. She cannot take part in different segments of the society all the time. She
cannot travel without her husband, father or brother. . . .The superiority of men
compared to women cannot be denied.46

According to this perspective, gender segregation is the result of the
Truth of Creation: women reproduce, nurture and mother, while men
deal with worldly matters and earn money.While Fethullah Gülen’s ear-
lier emphasis on the biology of the sexes reflected his vision of gender
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segregation, his more recent views highlight that there is no reason why
women cannot work outside the home.47 In my interviews with his close
associates Emir and Selçuk, they told me that their wives completed their
undergraduate degrees in the department of divinity and were currently
teaching in high schools. Both emphasized the fact that their wives were
independent and powerful figures at home and career oriented at work.
However, it is important to note that these career women still remain the
privileged minority of the female population in the movement. Most
female followers have conformed to the segregated gender order.

New Ties of Compromise between the Secular State 
and the Islamic Male Leaders

Atatürk and his followers advocated gender reform and female public
participation in their attempt to import Western civility. Among many
Islamic symbols, the headscarf was seen as a major contradiction to this
goal and was discouraged.The state’s official attitude towards the headscarf
was rarely challenged until the mid-1980s. As Arat correctly observes,
“when women began attending universities with covered heads during
the 1980s, it was duly interpreted as an act of protest that triggered a tug
of war between the secular state and Islamist women.”48 It is important to
note, however, that these women were supported in their ongoing fight,
demonstrations and boycotts by Islamist men.The Islamist men who gave
real support to this cause were radical Islamists, who confronted the state
and the laicist policies under the leadership of Refah and Fazilet. In 1984,
the Council of State claimed that the headscarf was “no longer an inno-
cent habit, but a symbol of a world view that opposes women’s liberty and
the fundamental principles of our Republic.”49 These girls’ expulsion from
the university would not contradict the ideals of the Republic, since their
act was seen as against the secular state tradition.50

The official view of the headscarf as the symbol of an ideological war
also regards veiling as evidence of women’s subordination, and therefore as
a handicap for gender equality.This male-dominated view, which does not
take into account the agency of female Islamic actors, has been criticized
widely as patriarchal, especially contributing to the persistence of the
institutionalized gender inequalities.51 Feminists highlighted men’s wish to
open the veil as an extension of a colonialist or orientalist attitude.52 Göle
sees veiling as the expression of an active engagement of Islamist women
within the context of the Islamist movement.Veiling becomes a represen-
tation of “public and collective affirmation of women who are searching
for recognition of their Muslim identity.”53 Accordingly, she argues that it
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endows them with social status, space and “autonomy” of action and a way
to assert their difference.54 While Göle was mainly interested in veiling as
an alternative manifestation of modernity, Arat explored the female fol-
lowers of Refah by focusing on their participation in urban setting and
universities. She argues that their activism in Refah has an emancipating
and empowering effect on these women’s lives.55 Another study under-
taken by White in Ümraniye, a neighborhood of lower socioeconomic
standing in Istanbul, showed that veiling did not have any effect on the
“actual social and economic position of its wearers.”56 She also found lit-
tle or no support from Islamist men in Ümraniye for veiled women’s
causes, as “men envisioned an ideal in which women were wives, moth-
ers, and homemakers.” However, while highlighting the patriarchal impli-
cations of the veil, White does not deny its effect on facilitating Islamic
women’s access to public life and political activism. Veiling, she argues,
“established a kind of mobile honor zone from within which young
women could interact with male students and teachers without feeling
loss of reputation.”57 However, other feminists have disagreed on the issue
of women’s freedom and equality and veiling for different reasons. Some
have defended universalistic views against relativistic and multiculturalis-
tic approaches. They have argued that the latter might seem to tolerate
women’s veiling, although in reality it reinforces women’s oppression in
Islamic contexts.58

When Özal was the Prime Minister, between 1983 and 1989, his
approach to the headscarf was more tolerant.The Constitutional Court,
the parliament, parties in government, presidents continued to discuss the
headscarf issue until covered students were expelled from universities in
1998. In the late 1990s, the Turkish state, with the cooperation of the
Turkish army, tried to cleanse the public offices of veiled women, as they
were perceived as the most striking symbol of Islamism. In the Fall term
of 1998, threats of a headscarf ban led to severe enforcement at all univer-
sities, albeit with varying degrees of intensity. These enforcements dis-
criminated against Islamist women, whereas they conveniently continued
to overlook Islamist men who had a similar political orientation. Unfortu-
nately, the ban forced Islamic women to make a difficult choice between
giving up an important part of their identity, their headscarf, and giving up
their university degree.

Interestingly, almost three-quarters of a century after Atatürk’s secular-
izing reforms, another path-breaking gender statement came, from
Fethullah Gülen. Rather than seeing veiling as a cultural right or an
avenue for women’s action or mobility, he popularized the idea that the
headscarf was not the primary requirement of religion, and thus not
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mandatory in Islam. He justified his interpretation of the Kuran by
explaining that the most important issue is faith, and there are many ways
of expressing faith besides veiling. The movement’s compromise on the
headscarf, which predominantly affected young female university students,
must be understood in the context of a non-confrontational politics of
engagement.The Gülen movement avoided conflict between the state and
female followers. During our chat about women’s position in society, I
asked the intellectual followers of the movement why the movement
refuses to criticize the Republic. Male followers of previous Islamist par-
ties, especially Refah, have supported the female followers in their resist-
ance and protest to the state. In a context where secular feminists learned
to criticize the state and negotiate for their rights, I asked, why would the
movement not support the female followers’ cause? Celal, a teacher in
Gülen schools, answered my question: “Neither secular feminists nor
Refah’s male followers open schools for girls, but we do, and we would
like to keep them open.”

The Gülen movement’s compromise eliminated a major barrier to
Islamic women’s and girls’ participation in educational institutions and
public offices.Along the lines of Republican mentality, the public faces of
Islam were revised and “reformed” to fit a Western liberal image.Women’s
perspectives, feelings, interests, rights, and identities appear to have re-
mained conveniently irrelevant in this seemingly pro-women act, while it
brought Islamic and secular men closer together. Subsequently, the over-
lapping attitudes of the secularist and Islamic male elites in maintaining
the “civilized image” has reinforced patriarchal practices. 59 However, this
result is not caused by an anti-women action or conspiracy by these men.
Neither should the consequence of this be seen as the ultimate defeat of
Islamic women. Patriarchy defined as fixed relations of power fails to
incorporate the concept of social change, as it disregards women’s poten-
tial power and agency to transform social reality.60

In most cases, female student followers of the movement were given
the choice of whether or not they were ready to take off their headscarf.
However, most female followers smoothly internalized the movement’s
compromising attitude.The women at one of the Risale readings told me:
“True faith is inside, in the soul and mind, and not in the outfit.”When
the headscarf ban was issued, I was working as a research assistant in one
of the private universities in Istanbul, where the ban was enforced very
strictly.The staff was obliged not to permit students with a headscarf into
the university. As one of my respondents, a father of two female students
with headscarves, said, “One must adapt to the requirements of modern
times. My daughters will not give up their future careers to fight a cause
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that has not much to do with true Islam.These are the daughters of the
Turkish nation, not of Iran.” When I talked to the daughters, Sema and
Selda, however, they did not express much excitement to continue school-
ing or willingness to give up their headscarf.They simply reiterated their
father’s idea that Turkey was different from other Muslim countries in
supporting women’s education.While still wearing their headscarf outside
the university, they told me that their faith was not going to change if they
took it off in the classroom.

Others convinced themselves not to cover until after university gradu-
ation. Günseli, a fourth-year psychology student, told me that “it felt naked
and silly” when she was forced to take her scarf off by the authorities in
the university. I reminded Günseli of other students who had protested the
state’s enforcements and/or left school. She indeed had a choice between
quitting and protesting or conforming to the system. She expressed her
sadness for many of her friends who did not have the flexible and “liberal”
perspective on the issue that the Gülen movement advocated. She contin-
ued: “I was lucky. My family is enlightened by Hocaefendi’s open-mind-
edness. But some students had to give up their education just because they
did not have this vision of the Gülen movement.”

In sharp contrast to the Gülen movement, the male elite of Refah sup-
ported confrontation between Islamist women and the state. Islamist fem-
inists from the party criticized and attacked the “secular republican con-
cept of women’s citizenship” and asked for special rights.61 As White
noted, female followers of Refah were interested in the means by which
the Islamist movement could allow them “to challenge the status quo.”62

Not surprisingly, Refah gave rise to a remarkable Islamic feminist con-
sciousness and action through women’s self-organizing, while the Gülen
movement and the moderate and engaged AKP did not. I met, at the cam-
pus of Istanbul University, with female followers of Refah who refused to
take their scarves off.They were critical of the compromising attitudes of
the Gülen movement:“We have been treated like terrorists.The state does
not care about our education . . . and about women’s equality. . . . It is
very hard for me to understand the students who easily gave up their
headscarves.They did not even protest.This is what we have been taught
by this society.When it is about women’s rights, we are told we should be
patient and quiet.”

When the AKP came to power in 2002, it displayed similar attitudes to
the Gülen movement with regard to the gender order in the Republic.
Diverging from gender politics of previous Islamic parties, Refah and
Fazilet, the AKP has remained silent, rather than being forceful on the
issue of the headscarf ban. Similar to the Gülen movement, the party
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incorporated secular and uncovered women from conservative-right cir-
cles into its body. Female elites from privileged circles have been hand-
picked and invited to become active in the party. A few female Ministers
of the party were “inserted” again into the political sphere, as long as they
did not bring in feminist agendas. The AKP avoided any potential con-
frontation in the realm of gender politics. In contrast, Refah was harmed
by the confrontational attitudes of its female representatives such as Merve
Kavakçï, who insisted on wearing a headscarf in the parliament and as a
result was expelled from the party and stripped of her citizenship.63

A female Minister of the AKP told me that she was surprised when she
was invited to join the party, as she was neither an Islamic woman nor
involved in Islamic politics. However, she explained to me that because
the AKP brings together different interests, her secular background was
not a problem for her participation. In my interview with her, rather than
challenging women’s traditional roles or the headscarf ban, she presented
a conservative view of gender roles. Gender politics advocating traditional
gender roles becomes increasingly the meeting point between the conser-
vative right wing and Islamic social actors, whether they justify it by reli-
gion or not.

Islamic Women:The Politics of Engagement and Transition

Female participation in Islamic networks, like any other form of local
participation, is a complicated concept.While it may appear as a progres-
sive step towards female emancipation, in reality it often disguises the
exclusion of women from the sources of power in the movement. Hence,
local and civic participation should not be mistaken as engagement with
the power structures, and eventual empowerment. Islamic women’s active
participation in the movement often does not liberate or empower them
as individuals, since they are strictly identified with the collective good.
They are excluded not only from networks of economic power but also
from decision making. Consequently, Islamic women’s public participation
often remains at the local and horizontal level. It has not yet translated to
vertical interactions with the state in order to negotiate gender issues.

Nor do male-dominated “civilizing” projects have feminist agendas or
primary aims of women’s empowerment.The success of these separate but
interpenetrating gender regimes—early Republican secularist and con-
temporary Islamic—resides in their similar ability to present themselves as
the basis for pro-women reform. In the Turkish context, their major
accomplishment, female public visibility, has primarily fulfilled a role in
completing the “civilized” image of these projects.Women’s participation
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in these broader “national” projects, secular and Islamic, has delayed their
organizing separately for their own interests. Although these projects
(state-making and Islamic civil society projects) have benefited some elite
women, they have temporarily disadvantaged the majority of the female
population.

While submitting to the male-dominated agendas, the early Republican
women and contemporary Islamic women were absorbed totally into
these overarching projects. More importantly, men’s exclusion of women
from the politics of engagement coincided with women’s reluctance and
disinterest in all forms of political activity. In my interviews, they explic-
itly stated that they were not motivated to take part in any form of poli-
tics, communal or national. Similar to the women of the early Republic,
the female followers of the Gülen movement and the AKP do not seem to
engage in a dialogue for any gender-specific cause but leave the gender
regimes in the hands of the male engineers of Islamizing projects. None
of these women have expressed resentment over these projects that they
are part of. On the contrary, they mostly agree on and commit to these
projects without questioning them in terms of their own benefits and
rights.64 They are often convinced that they are better off than their con-
temporaries, as they belong to overarching “civilizing projects” of some
sort, whether secularizing or Islamizing. I argue that while some histori-
cal continuity in terms of gender orders facilitates engagement between
the Islamic and secular male actors, it keeps Islamic women momentarily
disinterested in negotiating for their own terms, either with the state or
the Islamic male elite. 65

In contrast to moderate collective action, radical movements, as in the
case of Refah, incorporated women into their struggle. However, this
inclusive attitude was not a real sign of their feminist inclination, either.
Anti-system movements, which envision transforming the social and/or
political system, need women’s collaboration. However, once the battle is
won, and women’s cooperation is no longer necessary, the male elite usu-
ally abandoned their women-friendly agendas.This has applied not only
to the Muslim context but also to the West, as witnessed in the case of
Eastern Europe. All revolutions were patriarchal in their betrayal of
women’s expectation and failed to replace the old order with a fresh
democracy that benefits women.

Unlike radical movements, moderate movements, which engage rather
than confront the system, do not need a great deal of women’s coopera-
tion. Hence, their primary need becomes to maintain women in their tra-
ditional role of serving the broader collective agendas.Accordingly, in the
short run, moderation of Islamic action has benefited male Islamic social
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actors.Their shared views of gender issues have aligned secular and Islamic
men, who historically have been enemies.The apparently pro-women dis-
courses have diminished conflict between them, strengthened trust net-
works and reinforced their shared project of pro-democratic “reform.”
Regardless of the immediate returns of women, the overlapping parts of
their gender politics have facilitated engagements between these histori-
cally divided male elites.

Despite their support for women’s education and visibility, these seem-
ingly pro-women projects have discriminated against women by keeping
them outside of the politics of engagement and power structures.This side
of the story is dark.There is no inherent link between procedural democ-
racy and “democratization of the relations between men and women.”66

Just as illiberal democracies can survive simply by authoritarian rulers,
women’s participation and enfranchisement can be initiated and main-
tained by patriarchs. In contrast, a genuine gender equality requires insti-
tutionalized power sharing between women and men. Stated more
specifically, gender reform necessitates women’s engagement with power
structures and their negotiation of their own terms.

However, there is also a bright side of the story. The cooperation of
Islamic and secular men in undertaking reform is more likely to be favor-
able for Islamic women in the long run. Considering that these engage-
ments are currently a major force of transitional politics in Turkey, if and
when liberal democracy is consolidated, it is likely to benefit Islamic
women.This bright side of the story remains to be realized, but if it hap-
pens it will result not from the male elites’ presumably pro-women actions
and projects but from the unintended consequences of their engagement
with the state.

Hence, the male-initiated gender reform may potentially become use-
ful for women. Similar to the secular Turkish women, Islamic female
actors may find a way to turn this gender order to their own advantage in
the future. As the density of communal life and networking among
women blurs the boundaries between public and private, the strength of
female bonding and trust are strong sources of power among female fol-
lowers. Eventually, women have the potential to transform these horizon-
tal strengths into the vertical politics of engagement. As striking progress
has been achieved through the campaigns of secularist women’s groups
and movements in Turkey,67 there is no reason to believe that genuine
empowerment and equality for Islamic women cannot be achieved.

Certainly, whether female participation may or may not actually trans-
late into women’s empowerment also depends on their willingness to take
advantage of the democratic processes and institutions.68 Put differently,
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Islamic women’s empowerment depends ultimately on their own engage-
ments and not on men’s initiative. Hence, rather than focusing on the
project-based undertakings and male-initiated gender reform, we must
look closely at the historical and current nature of Islamic women’s every-
day life and activities. This may give us a better idea about prospective
avenues for women’s engagement and empowerment in the future.As dis-
cussed before, engagements are the outcome of a rather long-term exper-
imental process, through which the individuals reconcile their sense of
belonging and distance from the broader project, be it Republican or
Islamic. Given the historical, cultural and political settings and conditions,
there is no reason why women from the Gülen movement or the AKP
would not in the long run translate their private and (limited) public par-
ticipation into engagements with the state.The secular Turkish women’s
progress in empowerment provides support to the liberals’ view on gen-
der questions.“Women’s movements are best advised to take on the state
since it is there rather than in social relations as whole that progress can be
made.”69
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Although engagements originated and ripened in historically specific
contexts of the Republic, their success in several spheres of everyday life,
unforeseen by the founders of the Republic, has had a transformative effect
on the political processes and the state:“The new political rules are not so
much invented de novo as translated, so to speak, from meta-rules of social,
economic and cultural life. . . . Civil society, thus, plays a central role prior
to and throughout the process of transition and consolidation. It is from
this civil realm that the meta-rules of the political game emerge.”1

The politics of engagement have become a pivotal force in the Turkish
transformation into a liberal democracy. As formal political channels have
continued to fail, which was evidenced by the ban of Refah in 1998, alter-
native codes of conduct have been formulated between the state and
Islamic actors.Although the engagements originated in the midst of every-
day life, where Islamic actors have created alternative ways to speak to and
cooperate with the state, they have gradually expanded beyond the extra-
institutional realm of daily life.Tocqueville provides the most illuminating
analysis of the links between associations and political rule. However,
although his theory of civic participation and associations as a cornerstone
of civil society has echoed in the halls of academic institutions, the clear-
cut link he drew between political rule and civic associations has not
received the attention that it deserves.2 Following Tocquevillean sociology,
this chapter will examine the way in which the central role of religion in
associational life and national culture links with institutional political
processes.

As the diffuse patterns of engagements have penetrated the lives of
both non-state and state actors in Turkey, they have smoothly transformed
worldviews and ways of life at large.3 The new codes and norms of non-
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confrontation have gradually transformed the political culture until they
have finally been institutionalized by the AKP government. The pro-
Islamic AKP government and the state have replaced the previously adver-
sarial tones between the state and Islam with a new partnership and dia-
logue. In the face of EU pressure on Turkey to democratize, even the
attitudes of the military, which was the most resistant branch of the state,
towards Islamic actors have been changing.

As the engagements have shifted the power dynamics at the institu-
tional level spontaneously and sporadically, their manifestation at the
macro level has been not systematic but most uneven. Subsequently, insti-
tutional transformations have been noted and acknowledged by different
social forces in varying degrees. No matter how erratically, both the
staunchly secular political institutions and previously radical Islamists have
gradually rethought and adapted their attitudes towards each other.

While the motivating forces of the broader transition are multi-faceted,
Islamic actors have definitely come to the forefront of pro-democratic
reform due to their engagements. Noticing the increasingly overlapping
discourses of Fethullah Gülen and Erdogan, I have followed the engage-
ments from everyday life to the AKP government.4 The continuity of the
politics of engagement becomes clear when we compare the attitudes of
the AKP and the Gülen movement. Here, it is particularly important to
note the recent transformations of Erdogan’s identity and his rhetoric
from one that was confrontational to another that is cooperative.

Linking Everyday Life in the Gülen Movement 
with the AKP’s Party Politics

Fethullah Gülen strongly agreed with Said Nursi that Islam should not
be a part of politics. Both leaders refused to form parties or to become
part of a political party. However, their followers still “participated politi-
cally” by voting as citizens of the secular Republic. Dissociating from
Erbakan and his Islamist vision, the followers of both movements have
generally voted for moderate center-right political parties.5 The main
attraction of these parties for the Gülen movement has been their defense
of a softer understanding of secularism against the rigidity of laicism.6

While the followers disagreed with Erbakan’s anti-system and anti-secular
attitudes, they also dissociated from radical Islamic parties and social forces
across the Muslim world that had a claim for state power. Not surprisingly,
the movement’s non-cooperative attitudes towards Erbakan and Refah
have attracted a lot of reaction from Islamists who disapprove of Gülen’s
moderate position.7
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When I interviewed Fethullah Gülen in his house in Pennsylvania in
May 2005, we had a three-course dinner prepared and served by his com-
panions. During our dinner, Gülen referred to Atatürk’s ideas more than
he did to any Islamic scholar from the Middle East.When I brought up
Said Qutb and asked Gülen for his views, he said,“I find him too radical
in his ideas that bring Islam into the center of politics.”8 He also explic-
itly referred to Erbakan in negative terms while expressing admiration for
Turgut Özal (former Prime Minister from the conservative center-right
ANAP) and appreciation for Bülent Ecevit (former Prime Minister from
the center-left) and Süleyman Demirel (former Prime Minister and Presi-
dent from the center-right).

Up until the “soft” military coup d’etat in 1997 banned Erbakan, the
dissociation and dislike of the Gülen movement for Islamist parties con-
tinued consistently.This recently changed. A large majority of the Gülen
movement’s followers voted for the first time for a pro-Islamic party, the
AKP, in the 2002 elections.9 Yet Fethullah Gülen explained to me that he
had not had any contact with Erdogan since he came to power.

Until he became the Prime Minister, Erdogan (1954–) had already
made a reputation as an Islamist.After being educated at a religious Imam
Hatip high school, he studied economics and business at Marmara
University in Istanbul. He started his political career in 1969 by joining
the radical Milli Görüš, which was a think-tank of Erbakan’s Islamist Milli
Selamet (National Order). Later, he became a very popular politician
under the roof of Refah and served as the mayor of Istanbul (1994–1998).
With Refah’s closure, he was banned from politics and sentenced to
prison. When he became Prime Minister in 2003, he dissociated from
Islamist organizations that he had participated in previously.

Throughout his political career, Erdogan’s discourse has changed and
become not only more politically expedient but also more moderate.The
most striking turning point in Erdogan’s position can be observed in his
break from the Islamist faction Milli Görüš.While these changes are often
associated with his personal experiences, such as his prison term and his
current proximity and accountability to the West and the EU, we must also
note that Islamic identities in general have changed along with structural
transformations in Turkey.

The Minimal Consensus

After two decades of experimenting with the politics of engagement,
at the turn of the millennium Islamic social forces and the Turkish state
came to a partial agreement.Through their engagements and negotiations
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with the state, the moderate Islamic social forces have recently come to
selectively agree on a few basic principles of the Republic.While still con-
testing matters relating to moral order, such as alcohol restriction, the AKP
has started to engage various branches of the state. Rather than inventing
the politics of engagement, the AKP has merely attempted to institution-
alize the fine balance that already existed in society between negotiation
and cooperation.

Prime Minister Erdogan declared to the West, in his speeches in New
York and at Harvard University, that his party relies on the “power of the
secular regime.”10 The political leaders of the party, including Erdogan,
clearly stated that the AKP agrees on and respects fundamental character-
istics of the Turkish Republic. Mainly, they agree on three major issues.
Following Atatürk’s tradition of national sovereignty, they agree on the
secular source of political authority. This alone ensures the party’s con-
sensus with the state on the nature of the political community, which is
the nation as opposed to the religious community, Umma. Similar to the
Gülen movement, the AKP agrees on the need to reform (not to attack
and abolish) the Republic. Finally, the party shares cooperative attitudes of
the Turkish state toward the West, particularly the European Union and
the United States. It promotes Western liberal democracy, science and
technology.

Erdogan is known to have objected to some, if not all, of these issues a
few years ago.What caused this change at this particular time in history?
Was it predictable, or random and accidental? When explanation of events
become difficult, social science either tends to describe them as unpre-
dictable or portray a big unforeseen break, which selectively ignores
history.

Similarly, the new convergence between the AKP and the secular forces
is often represented as being the result of a new behavior of the political
leaders.Accordingly, the political elite bridges the gaps through a process
of electoral competition.11 Notwithstanding the importance of leaders and
the political elite in bringing about short-term change and enforcing poli-
cies,12 I argue that diffuse patterns of engagement between Islamic actors
and the state preceded and facilitated the so-called elite convergence.The
engagement with the state strengthened visibility, accountability and
thereby legitimacy of Islamic actors, by also facilitating their dialogue and
cooperation with a wide range of circles of secular actors.

Non-confrontational attitudes of Islamic actors have first soothed the
conflict and bridged the divide between the secular state and Islam. 13

While this has minimized the distrust and content of disagreement be-
tween them, it has also expanded a limited consensus to the level of the
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nation at large.The formation of vertical links between civil society and
the state has set the stage for a broader national spirit of societal compro-
mise. Before changing the policies and strategies by the prominent polit-
ical elite, the politics of engagement has diffusely transformed both non-
state actors and state officials in the realm of everyday life.

The Inner Transformation of Islam:
From Everyday Life to Political Institutions
Conflict Avoidance and Liberal Democracy

Similar to Fethullah Gülen, Erdogan is known for his commitment to
the community.After his successful service as the mayor of Istanbul, it was
largely acknowledged that he cared for and served not only the religious
community but also the nation. Just as Fethullah Gülen is the ideational
father of the Gülen schools, which came to be referred to as the “Turkish
schools,” Erdogan often envisions and proposes grand projects such as the
building of a large mosque in Taksim square. However, when attacked by
either the secularists or a branch of the state such as the military, neither
of these religious leaders has insisted upon these projects. Submission, a
core idea of Islam, appears to be a strong motivation for their non-
confrontational attitudes. Throughout his political career, Erdogan has
learned to submit to the common will.14 This has enabled him, like Gülen,
to avoid conflict and to be able to align his ideas and worldview with
broader national and global changes. Heper, a prominent political scientist
stated:“Erdogan’s conception of a properly functioning democracy is in-
formed by the Islamic institution of shurah, or consultation, . . . an ex-
change of ideas.”15

Secularism and Freedom of Religion

Both Gülen and Erdogan are proponents of the secular state, “pro-
vided . . . that the state in question [does] not discriminate against believ-
ers.”16 Neither Erdogan nor Gülen challenges or disagrees on secularism
as long as it does not pose a threat to religious freedom. This is a clear
indication of two parallel transformations at the turn of the millennium in
Turkey. As the rigidity of laicism is in the process of being replaced with
more tolerant forms of secularism, Islamic social forces are moving from a
marginal and counter-culture position17 to a relatively more cooperative
and mainstream one in Turkey. Similar to Gülen’s respect for secular
democracy, Erdogan openly announced that his reference to Islam was at
the personal level. He distinguished his political commitment to the sec-
ular constitution and democratic principles from his personal faith in
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Islam.18 Clearly, both religious leaders strongly yearn for a moral, virtuous
and faithful society, but not an Islamic state. As my interviews with the
voters of the AKP also suggested, the adherents of the party from wide-
ranging political backgrounds share this secular (as opposed to laicist)
understanding of the state.

Just as the Gülen movement has compartmentalized religion and
scientific teaching between the classroom and the dormitories, the AKP
has expressed loyalty to the principle of separation between religion and
the state in its party program. Put differently, in the same way the Islamic
movement adjusted to the secular order in the area of education, the pro-
Islamic AKP adjusted to the secular institutional political milieu. The
party’s program depicts secularism as “an assurance of the freedom of reli-
gion and conscience” and rejects “the interpretation and distortion of sec-
ularism as enmity against religion.”19 In his speeches, Erdogan often sug-
gests that Turkey could serve as a model for the rest of the Muslim world.
Not surprisingly, he also defends a softer and more tolerant secularism
fashioned after the model of the United States, which does not restrict but
nourishes the religious freedom of individuals.

This turning point in Islamic party politics has been interpreted in sev-
eral ways. Some argue that Erdogan’s AKP was signaling the end of
Islamism in Turkey.White, for example, sees the AKP as the inventor of a
new Muslimhood model, which replaces the Islamists’ communalism with
new forms of individualism of Muslim actors.20 The depiction suggests
that new forms of individualism and communalism are mutually exclusive
in religious ways of life.21 Similarly, the terms “Muslim democrat” and
“conservative democrat” have come to suggest in the Turkish context that
the AKP is not only a temporary force of democracy but that it also has
democratic ideals and worldviews. As a major characteristic of a democ-
rat, the new Islamic actors have also been labeled “liberal.”22 From this
perspective, the AKP appears metamorphosed, an entity that has under-
gone a complete change to the extent there is no continuity or even back-
ground to its transmutation.These views discard not only the sociocultu-
ral and historical background of the Islamic actors but also fail to situate
them in the broader context that has accommodated the shifting power
dynamics between the state and Islam in the post-1980 period.The AKP
has not metamorphosed but is the result of decades of encounters be-
tween Islam and the state.

Some of the denial of the Islamic and community-oriented character
of the party originates from the fact that the party has attracted people
from diverse religious and political orientations. However, the denial is
also derived partly from the Republican discomforts discussed in detail in
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the introduction and chapter 2. Just as the secularists refused to accept
compatibility between Islamic actors and civil society, the coupling of a
pro-Islamic party with reform has been difficult to swallow for many
Kemalists and Western observers. Accordingly, unless Islamic actors aban-
doned their Islamic identity for a “Muslim” one that was in line with the
Republican character, they could not participate in the transition to a lib-
eral democracy. Although the numbers of hardcore secularists who insist
on seeing the AKP as a continuation of Erbakan have decreased dramati-
cally, some secularists at the extreme end of the spectrum still do think
that the AKP hides its true agendas.

The European Union and the West: are islamic actors

the new designated democrats of turkey?

Although reform towards liberal democracy is likely to benefit all citi-
zens, the Islam-inspired social forces in Turkey have definitely more to
gain from the transition from authoritarian laicism.23 Not surprisingly,
they have become major forces of institutional reform, collaborating with
the Turkish state, the EU and the United States in a joint effort for reform.
There is no doubt that the interest of the international community in
Turkish democratization has proved timely for the AKP. In my interviews,
the voters of the AKP stated that the West’s pressure on Turkey has played
a role in the expansion of “reform-minded” Islam both inside and outside
of Turkey. Notwithstanding the importance of international players, it
would be wrong to attribute the source of contemporary transformations
in Turkey exclusively to the EU’s demands on Turkey. This EU-centric
explanation of democratization neglects the historical and internal
dynamics of the transition. Although EU membership has provided
another major common goal for Islamic actors and the state on which to
cooperate, this study has shown that Islam and the state have sponta-
neously cooperated in other realms that the EU could not influence or
would not approve of.24 Moreover, the current friendly terms between
Islamic and state actors have also played a pivotal role in the EU’s consid-
eration of Turkey as a prospective member.Although Western powers have
always had an impact on the Turkish transition, the cooperation between
the state and domestic social forces has a longer history that goes beyond
aiming solely at Turkey’s integration to Europe.25

Much like the DP in the 1950s, the AKP aligned with the West in a
limited way in terms of pro-democratic reform.The AKP attracts people
from wide-ranging political backgrounds and bridges the gap between
state and society. However, although the party pays lip service to the
amendment of human rights and liberties in Turkey, its major interest is in
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reform for religious freedom. In its rhetoric, the AKP makes reference to
the United Nations Charter of Human Rights by advocating human
rights and basic freedoms. In practice, however, similar to the ethnic pol-
itics mobilized by the Gülen movement, as discussed in chapter 4, the
party’s views on ethnic politics and the rights of ethnic minorities merge
with the Turkish state’s attitudes. For instance, the “nationalists” of the
AKP government blocked the first attempt at a conference in Istanbul on
the Armenian genocide.

Although the Islamic actors of engagement are defenders of religious
freedom, they are not fond of all liberties, individual or communal.
Similarly, in spite of their current cooperation on pro-democratic reform
and democratization, their appeal for liberal democracy is selective and
limited.The fact that the Islamic actors of engagement have come to play
a major role in the transition does not render them either democrats or
liberals at heart.Their current proximity to the liberal democrats is moti-
vated by their contemporary needs, demands and expectations from the
secular Republic.This temporal cause also renders them best friends to the
Western forces that pressure Turkey for reform.

Skills of Negotiation 

and Limits of Disagreement

Despite the agreement and cooperation, the consensus between Islamic
social forces and the state is partial as opposed to complete.While this par-
tiality is largely regarded as a flaw by the Kemalists, it is in fact the key to
the flourishing of a liberal democracy. Because this limited agreement
leaves space for disagreement between Islamic actors and the state, it also
facilitates the articulation of partial discontents. Similar to the Gülen
movement and its contestations, discussed in chapter 3, the AKP govern-
ment negotiates controversial issues. In the process of rethinking the
Republic and Atatürkism, both Islamic and secular forces continue dis-
agreeing and developing different worldviews on ways of life, morality,
and the role of faith in everyday life. However, unlike in Iran, Indonesia
and Algeria, the disagreement in Republican Turkey does not extend to
the fundamental principles of the Republic, particularly the secular polit-
ical source of sovereignty.

The AKP continues to disagree with secular actors about what is moral
conduct of life. In September 2004, shortly before the bill for legal reform
was to be passed for Turkey’s membership in the EU, a major disagreement
took place between morally conservative Islamic actors and the secular
actors (who were in favor of moral liberalism) over the criminalization of
adultery. The legal reform of the penal code,Türk Ceza Kanunu, has been
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postponed as a result of the actions of the AKP’s moralist factions, who
wanted adultery to be included as a criminal act.This faction in the AKP
should not be underestimated, as their moralist views are shared by a large
base from not only Islamic but also conservative non-religious social
forces. Not surprisingly, most of the followers of the Gülen movement
supported the criminalization of adultery.

In response, a large liberal secular majority has bonded together to bit-
terly oppose what they see as the moral impositions of Islamists. During
these debates, Erdogan bluntly warned the EU not to interfere with the
domestic affairs of Turkey and told the liberals not to use the EU pressure
for their own agendas. These moral disagreements create large public
debates and discontent between Islamic and secular actors.Although these
social actors have agreed on the basics of political processes, they certainly
do not wish to compromise on matters such as the terms of adultery and
alcohol consumption.Turkey provides a contrast to the contemporary sit-
uation in many other Muslim and Arab countries, where controversy
about political processes and the source of political authority continues
while consent and compromises are largely reached over moral matters.

Both the Turkish citizens and the EU have great hopes for the party, as
they have associated it largely with institutional reform. However, like
every great expectation, this puts great pressure on the AKP. On the one
hand, secular actors often conflate and misperceive the party’s negotiation
over moral issues as its failure in pursuing reform. On the other hand,
Islamic actors have often seen its compromising and cooperative attitudes
towards the state as evidence of a lack of strong leadership or passivity.The
party fails to please both Islamic and secular actors in the fullest sense.This
is because it is seeking a balance between contestation and cooperation
within and between the society and the Republic. Hence, it is not sur-
prising that it fits comfortably with the expectations of neither the secu-
lar or Islamic actors. In this search for balance, it occasionally hits the lim-
its of agreement within the party, and the boundaries of disagreement
within the bounds of the Republic.The AKP encounters and experiments
with the borders of an overarching framework, the nation-state, in its
negotiations. These experiments are often left unnoticed by the Islamic
and secular critiques of the party. It is not the liberal democratic character
of the party that makes it a force of transition but these widely neglected
exercises of negotiation and cooperation. What differentiates the party
from previous Islamic parties, including the Refah, is its negotiation and
engagement skills rather than its liberal or pro-democratic character.26

The issues of contestation are many. These issues include, but are not
limited to, states’ accommodation of Imam Hatip schools and the lifting of
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the headscarf ban. Because the Constitutional Court used the headscarf
issue as one of the justifications for closing Refah and Fazilet, the AKP has
not pushed this matter too far. Although a large part of the AKP’s con-
stituents wish to see the abolition of the headscarf ban, the AKP has not
been as assertive as the victims of the headscarf ban expected.The head-
scarf issue has remained unresolved, as the European Court of Human
Rights (ECHR) upheld the state’s ban of headscarves in June 2004.27

Another issue that the AKP is expected to fix is a dispute over the
Imam Hatip schools. By extending compulsory primary school education
to eight years, the Turkish state strategically diminished the years of edu-
cation in Imam Hatip high schools. Moreover, although these high schools
offer a similar curriculum to other schools (with the exception of addi-
tional courses on the Kuran), the graduates of Imam Hatip schools are not
allowed to compete with the graduates of other schools to enter univer-
sities.The majority of Islamic actors have placed a good deal of pressure
on the AKP, expecting the party to change what they see as an unfair state
act. However, the party has not endorsed a change of policy so far.28 In
pursuing such controversial issues, the AKP government has experienced
a good deal of bureaucratic resistance to reform.The difficulties that the
AKP have encountered in negotiating with staunchly secular branches and
officials of the state continue to raise further questions over the future of
the party.29 Can the AKP possibly continue diffusing tension between
Islam and the state while also keeping its diverse constituents happy?

Within the party, the cooperative attitudes with the state have been
marginally challenged only by a rather small radical group, the Milli
Görüš (National View), which persisted from the Saadet (Felicity) party,
mentored by Erbakan, to Erdogan’s AKP. While reinforcing the disputes
on issues about moral order, the Milli Görüš group in the AKP refrains
from upsetting the consensus on either the source of political authority or
the nature of political community.

I argue that a shared frame of belonging and shared goals between tra-
ditionally opposed social forces facilitate capacities of minimal agreement
not only within the state, but also between the state and society.This basic
accord between the state and religious actors is a prerequisite of political
pluralism and competitive politics. The absence of this minimum agree-
ment on the political authority undermines the accommodation of cul-
tural diversity and dissent. Different from cultural diversity, political plu-
ralism is even more directly affected by the achievement of this minimum
consensus on the fundamentals. In its absence, the political field often
takes the form of societal fragmentation under an authoritarian and/or
autocratic rule that imposes strict homogeneity by force. This kind of
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homogeneity must not be confused with the minimal harmony achieved
through the platforms of engagement between the state and society.

The Inner Transformation of Atatürkism:
From Secularists to the State

At the turn of the millennium, the decline of the radical voices of both
Islamism and laicism opened the way for a constructive reinterpretation
and adjustment of Atatürkism. Kemalism that was largely associated with
the official ideology of the state has come to be replaced by society-
framed forms of Atatürkism. On the Islamists’ side, Erbakan’s withdrawal
from the political realm coincided with some of his followers’ revision of
their agendas and worldviews. Erdogan’s leadership has guided them to
adapt to the secular order. On the secularists’ side, even the leading mili-
tary officials have started to loosen up their rigid understanding of laicism
and Atatürkism.30 General Özkök, the chief of staff, for example, men-
tioned the need for “reinterpreting Atatürkism.” He stated that he “takes
Atatürkism, the guiding light of the Turkish military, as a world view open
to change, and not as an ideology, i.e., a closed system of thought.”31

Though uneven, these instances render the distinction between
Atatürkist thought and the distortion of it by the post-Atatürk bureau-
cracy imperative.“By converting Atatürkist thought into a political man-
ifesto, [the bureaucratic intelligentsia] proved themselves less ‘democratic’
than Atatürk.”32 The recent changes even in high-ranking state officials’
attitudes towards Atatürkism suggest that there has been a fresh rethinking
of Atatürkism within and between state and society. In contrast to the
intolerant top-down imposition of Kemalist principles, the post-1980
period witnessed the participation of many formerly excluded social
actors in this debate. Different facets of Kemalism and laicism, and their
presumably “unquestionable” quality, have been the subject of heated crit-
icism. Interestingly, this critical public debate revived a voluntary bottom-
up advocacy of Atatürkism.This can be observed by the increasing display
of its symbols in both the public and private spheres.33

The more the rigidity of old-school Kemalism has weakened, the more
the tolerant faces of Atatürkism have crossed the lines of class, ethnicity,
age, gender and the urban-rural divide. Gradually, Atatürkism has even
reached out and cut across the lines between pro-Islamic and secular cir-
cles. Clearly, Atatürkism was not abandoned as a result of these debates.
Nor did these public discussions open a new post-Kemalist era, as some
have suggested. On the contrary, these public debates have translated
Kemalism from a rigid grand design to a more flexible frame of belong-
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ing.To the extent its legitimacy in Turkish society expands beyond its pre-
sumed confines among the secularist “Westernized” elite, 34 it facilitates
the transformation and adaptation of the Turkish state to a rapidly chang-
ing world. Rather than abandoning the Republican project, diverse social
forces have come to an unspoken agreement to “fix” it. Islamic and secu-
lar actors have joined forces in the formation and re-formation of a shared
frame of belonging, by using the idioms of a liberal democracy.

Whether criticizing or defending the Turkish state, both Islamic and
secular groups have addressed this overarching sense of belonging. Along
with nationwide moderation, some radical secularists and Islamists have
also come to share the very basic sensibility of belonging. More impor-
tantly, the call for a better democracy has increasingly become a collective
endeavor.This has happened partly because of (and not despite) the highly
contested nature of Kemalism and partly because of the disputed nature of
Islam in Turkey.This is how the politics of engagement with the Republic
has propelled the inner transformation of Kemalism along with an inner
transformation of Islamism. While the transformation of Kemalism and
Islamism has been noted separately in the current literature, the intercon-
nectedness between these processes has been mostly neglected. A major-
ity of historically divided people in Turkey, Islamic and secular, have con-
verged through their shared interests in diverse matters.They have started
to care collectively, for example, about the initiation of a mortgage system
for homebuyers, and have become increasingly distracted from waging
war against each other. Consequently, secular and pro-Islamic actors have
joined forces on the streets to celebrate the beginning of the EU mem-
bership process for Turkey.

The portrayal of Turkish society as deeply divided along the lines of
Kemalism and Islamism is becoming a problematic overgeneralization,
which misses their parallel historical transformations.35 Although Kemal-
ism might have remained a persistent source of cleavage in Turkish soci-
ety, a closer look reveals that the adherence to Atatürk—separate from the
official ideology of Kemalism—has remained dynamic enough to adapt
itself to changing conditions.

It is becoming less and less surprising to the Turkish society and the
West to see Atatürk corners in the Gülen movement’s schools, and to hear
Fethullah Gülen and Erdogan referring to Atatürk over the course of a
conversation. The process cannot be explained by a one-dimensional or
unilinear transformation, such as secularization of Islam, Islamization of
nationalism, or the end of Kemalism or Islamism. The process must be
understood as an outcome of multi-dimensional engagements between
increasingly autonomous forces of a society and an increasingly responsive
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state. However, the uneven and multi-layered nature of these engagements
makes it difficult for social actors to acknowledge them on a day-to-day
basis.

Differentiating Cultural Diversity from Political Pluralism

The outcome of the politics of engagement is twofold. First, I argued
above that the engagements have resulted in a “thinner” agreement—a
consensus on a limited number of fundamental issues.This thinness facil-
itated its appeal for increasingly diverse social forces and state actors and
enabled the agreement to stretch across the divide between Islamic and
secular actors.

Second, the engagements have also led to increasingly legitimate dis-
agreements, which have not amounted to fragmentation and polarization
in society. Diverse societies are not intrinsically pluralist, as differences do
not automatically translate into civilized and democratic modes of cohab-
itation.36 Pluralism is not an inherent quality of a society with religious and
ethnic cultural or group differences.37 It needs to be achieved. Although
diverse societies may not be more prone to become divided than homo-
geneous ones,38 their solidarity depends more directly on a sense of public
spirit or the achievement of public goals.39 Whether diverse or homoge-
neous, societies become pluralistic and develop into democratic polities
when a considerable level of cooperation is accomplished across the lines of
differences and conflicts. Ethnic diversity and the primacy of local loyalties
have led to fragmentation in Afghanistan,40 whereas ethnic and national
diversity among the people of Canada have formed the basis of political
pluralism. Clearly, the linkages between social actors with the state are dra-
matically different in these two cases.While local affiliations with the tribes
or warlords have preceded national loyalties and ties to the Afghan state,41

Canadian citizens have associated and interacted with the Canadian
government without contradicting their wide-ranging nationalities and
ethnicities.

Although Islamic political opposition in Turkey has been contained
institutionally in the competitive party system since the 1970s, and
although elections have been free and fair, cooperation between the
Islamic and secular actors remained impossible until the 1980s.After many
decades of failure of the political system to accommodate this diversity, an
emerging accord between Islam and the state brought secular and Islamic
actors closer. 42

Nationalism and shared international agendas have reinforced the dia-
logue and trust relations between Islamic and secular actors. Although
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increasing national sentiments have played a large role in the formation of
cross-ideological cooperation, it was by no means the only affinity be-
tween Islam and the state. As discussed above, other public agendas also
bridged the old Islamic-secular divide, particularly the membership of
Turkey in the EU, democratization and economic liberation.The politics
of engagement with the state encouraged societal compromise and coop-
eration to fix these goals collectively.

The moral, economic and political ties of the secular and Islamic actors
surfaced in the Özal-led ANAP throughout the 1980s. Eventually, the plat-
forms of Nezaket (politeness) in Fethullah Gülen’s terms appealed to both
moderate Islamic and secular actors, who developed cross-ideological
cooperation. This cooperation can be observed explicitly in the Gülen
movement’s annual Abant meetings. Politicians, scholars, writers, journalists
and intellectuals from a wide range of political spectrums and religious ori-
entations come together to discuss major issues of Turkish politics. Not
surprisingly, the problematic relation between laicism (as opposed to secu-
larism) and democracy continues to occupy the center stage in these
Abant discussions.

At the turn of the millennium, the cross-ideological and cross-class
scope of these platforms of dialogue expanded dramatically.The political
leaders of the AKP and the leading intellectual figures from the Gülen
movement were not the only participants in these Nezaket platforms. Many
prominent secular social actors from diverse political orientations, includ-
ing even Marxism, also joined these circles of societal compromise.When
I asked one of the highly respected Turkish public intellectuals, known for
his leftist politics, why he regularly participated in and even led discussions
in Abant meetings, he answered:“This is what this country needs most.We
can finally talk and listen respectfully without carving out each other’s eyes
(göz oymadan).” The growing appreciation of these Nezaket platforms is re-
inforced by their historical absence in Turkey. This cross-ideological co-
operation often appeals to individuals who suffered from the deep cleav-
ages and ideological extremism that peaked during the 1970s in Turkey.

In the Abant meeting in Washington, D.C., in 2004, the Minister of the
State, Mehmet Aydïn, of the AKP delivered one of the most provacative
speeches.With his eloquent English and his sophisticated reading of, and
reference to,Western philosophers, Aydïn argued that the secular state of
Turkey was in a rapid process of democratization. He also detailed the
AKP’s active participation in this transformation.While clearly disagree-
ing on a variety of issues, the majority of participants from both Islamic
and secular backgrounds talked within the boundaries of civility and
agreed on the conditions of liberal democracy in the Abant meeting.
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The Transformation of the Turkish State
The Military

The politics of engagement endorse the agency of peaceful and non-
confrontational social actors, who are able to enact and influence the soci-
ety and polity.These politics are a major difference between the AKP and
the DP of the 1950s.Although both parties wished to break the unbridge-
able distance between the state and the masses and tried to link diverse
social groups to the political party in government, only the AKP suc-
ceeded in this without being regarded as a threat to the system.The DP
government aimed at endowing the civilian rule with the upper hand over
the military. However, it attempted to “divest the military of all author-
ity.”43 The DP did not have a chance to learn from the two military coups
(1960 and 1980) that the AKP’s members witnessed. The military coup
that overthrew the DP government in 1960 changed the civilian-military
relations in favor of the absolute advantage and domination of the latter.
Military domination over politics continued until the 1980s, when an
expanding civil society under Özal’s government started to challenge and
transform this dynamic.

In contrast to the DP, and similar to the Gülen movement, the AKP
reached a concordance with the military officers.The AKP acknowledges
the autonomous sphere and central role of the Turkish military in terms of
national security, as long as the military does not undermine the political
autonomy of the government. Similarly, the military acknowledges the
primacy of the government in political decision making, as long as the
Islamic actors pursue secular politics. It is important to note that this con-
ditionality of the concordance resonates with the partial nature of the
cooperation between Islamic and secular actors. Although the AKP did
not turn the military against it, as the DP had done, the cooperation
between the AKP and the military is still fragile.As always, maintaining the
sensitive fine balance takes constant work, communication and mutual
compromise.

At the same time the Islamic actors have come to both negotiate and
cooperate with the military, the military has started to rethink and adjust
its inner workings. General Özkök has questioned the long-lived tradition
of military intervention in politics in Turkey and has praised more demo-
cratic solutions. He has concluded that “military interventions are not
panacea.We should have greater trust in people’s judgment.” 44

Clearly, after agreeing on the basics, the AKP has gained more leeway
to negotiate institutional reform with the secular Turkish state.With the
support of the European Union, the AKP has launched a plan that calls for
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a series of institutional reforms in the legal, political and economic
spheres, referred to as uyum paketi (package of harmony). The military’s
dominant role in politics has been restrained.A major decision was made
to change the general secretary of the National Security Council, MGK,
from a military official to a civilian council. The state security courts
formed by the military were abolished.

Other Institutional Reforms

The AKP’s program makes a serious commitment to the principles of
democracy by improving and extending basic rights and freedoms.45 This
commitment requires an amendment of several articles of the 1982 con-
stitution, which was a product of the 1980 military coup.The AKP gov-
ernment revised the penal code by taking a radical stance against torture
and giving more protection to women against violence. The Criminal
Code was improved further by banning capital punishment. After the
changes in the counter-terrorism laws, the Ankara Criminal Court acquit-
ted Fethullah Gülen.The activities led by Fethullah Gülen were declared
to be legal.Although discrimination against ethnic minorities is not thor-
oughly resolved, the Kurds and other minorities were permitted to learn
and speak their own languages.

The AKP has made remarkable advances not only in domestic politics
but in foreign policy and economics. The perennial issues over Cyprus
seem to have come to an end. The AKP has been keen on maintaining
good relations with the United States. Following the program imple-
mented by the International Monetary Fund, the AKP reduced inflation to
below 10 percent for the first time in twenty-eight years. After the eco-
nomic crisis in 2001, the economy grew by 7.8 percent in 2002, 5.2 percent
in 2003, and 9 percent in 2004.46 After these economic advances and insti-
tutional reforms, the EU has finally acknowledged that Turkey has made
sufficient progress to qualify for further negotiations for membership.

To what degree, then, have the “game rules” of the Republic either
been reformulated or nullified? Migdal uses the term “game rules” to refer
to a broader term than constitutional principles and law.47 Game rules
embrace acceptable attitudes and legitimate rhetoric toward the state. All
Westernist architects of modern states—such as Nasser of Egypt, the Shah
of Iran and Atatürk of Turkey—came under attack from dissenting social
forces, which deviated from the founders’ original plan.The grand mod-
ernization projects of the founding fathers have been criticized and dis-
credited as authoritarian schemes discriminating against repressed and
marginalized social forces. Similarly, the Republican project is perceived to
be under attack by dissenting masses.48 Contrary to this predominant view,
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I argue that the game rules are transformed more effectively by the non-
resistant and non-confrontational social actors than the previous con-
frontational ones. Rather than attacking the Republic, the reform-oriented
social actors have transformed the state’s practices by agreeing selectively
on its most fundamental principles.As long as there is room for coopera-
tion, conflicts are not threatening to the system, whether they cause con-
testation in religious, ethnic or gender politics.

The engagement of the non-confrontational actors was also facilitated
by the state’s historically ambivalent attitudes towards Islam. Contrary to its
monolithic laicist image, the Turkish state’s practices have not always pulled
in a unilinear direction of laicism. Different state leaders and various
branches have pulled in multiple directions, swinging periodically between
periods of repression and tolerance of Islam. Hence, a close look at Turkish
Islamic actors suggests that they are far from delegitimizing the game rules.
On the contrary, by activating a process of rethinking and readaptation of
these codes of conduct, and by prompting institutional reform, they have
contributed to the current push towards liberal democracy.
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At a time when “the acceptance of democratic principles is still growing
across cultures,”1 democracy has increasingly come to be seen as a univer-
sal value.2 Challenging the clash of civilizations thesis, a 2003 survey
showed that the attitudes of Islamic and Western peoples were converging,
especially towards the appeal of representative democracy.3 However,
despite the increasing consensus on the appeal of democracy both the
practice of democracy and the challenges encountered in the democratiza-
tion process have globally diverged.4 The promising news about the global
expansion of democratic values does not change the fact that the majority
of the states in the Middle East have been the tardiest in terms of transfor-
mation from authoritarian rule.5 Despite an increasing yearning for civil
society and democracy, the future of the Middle Eastern states remains
uncertain.The percentage of autocracies in the region is still the highest in
the world.6 It is even more unnerving to witness the persistence of rulers
in maintaining their crowns for so many decades while civil societies
remain fragile and weak under their dictatorships.The few cases that are
considered to be in transition also seem to go in vicious cycles. One of the
most promising political openings, led by President Khatami in Iran in
2002, came to an end as the ultra-religious forces were elected in 2005 with
the presidency of hardcore conservative Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Due to
the dark political scene in the Middle East, the so-called Turkish model has
become increasingly popular as a potential solution to the “Middle East
problem.”The recent steps that Turkey took towards a liberal democracy
brought the country back to the center of attention.The studies that jux-
tapose the Turkish trajectory against the political stagnation in the rest of
the Muslim world have become fashionable as a search has started for ways
to export the Turkish model to other Muslim majority states.

Conclusion

Reflections on Democratization in the Middle East:
The Ambiguities of Promoting the 

“Turkish Model” for Democracy
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As political scientists have discredited cultural arguments for their essen-
tialist tendencies—as was explicit in Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations—
they have replaced them with political arguments.7 Contrary to Hunting-
ton’s warning that the West must not interfere with the menace of the
Middle East,Western intervention has become increasingly deliberate in its
attempt to “implant” democracies there.

Not surprisingly in the wake of 9/11, the Western fascination with
Turkey, Atatürk and Atatürkism revived in a new form.Whereas Turkey’s
rapid and top-down modernization of the 1950s had previously captivated
universalist modernists,8 the transition in the new millennium appealed to
a broader audience interested in the so-called globalization of democra-
cies. Put differently, even though the fascination with modernization was
replaced with a fascination with democratization, the idea of modeling the
Middle East after Turkey seems to have persisted. Since we have learned in
the meantime that modernities were multiple and that the Islamic Middle
East redefined its modernity in alternative ways, perhaps democracy could
provide a universal cure to the Middle East. As the ghosts of moderniza-
tion theory have revived in the wake of growing American fear of Islam,
the secular state tradition in Turkey and its “soft” Islam are turning into
tourist attractions.

Among the many paradoxes of this idea of making a model out of
Turkey, the most ironic one is the association, if not conflation, of the ear-
lier top-down modernization and the current democratization. If Atatürk
succeeded in modernizing Turkey from above, why cannot the United
States democratize the Middle East from above, as it has already attempted
in Iraq?

First, the current transition in Turkey is not an inevitable result of
Atatürk’s brand of authoritarian modernization.Atatürk’s vision of a strong
sense of belonging and indivisibility of Turkish society was undermined by
the authoritarian characteristics of the Republic,9 characteristics that even-
tually divided and polarized the society into many camps, including the
Islamist and secularist ones. Hence, it is not a coincidence that the decline
of authoritarianism coincides with the demise of polarization and rise of
cooperation between state and society. Democratization is the product of
the failure and decline of the authoritarianism of the Republican project.
The current transformation is an effect of shifting dynamics between the
state and society.As discussed at length, most of the underlying motives of
these shifts have been unintentional, accidental and spontaneous.

While Atatürk’s dealings with religion must be understood in their his-
torical context, the complex evolution of the relationship between
Islamism and secularism must be seen as a deviation from—as opposed
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to an extension of—Atatürk’s original design for the Republic. Put differ-
ently, the current shape of state-Islam relations was not planned or fore-
seen by the founders of the nation-state or former politicians. It was not
the unfolding of a determinate or predetermined path. This makes the
idea of modeling a remote dream. Like any nation-building, this nation-
building took place at the junction of several historical and sociopolitical
realities; liberal democracy cannot be transplanted from any time to another
time in history or from any place to another place across the world.Top-
down modeling is unlikely to work in building nations and democratiz-
ing their states, especially the ones in the Middle East, which have a long
history and collective memory. Because “models” are static, they cannot
incorporate historically shifting power dynamics at the national and global
levels and the unforeseen trajectory of state-society interaction into their
scheme. Modeling the Arab world after “Atatürk’s Turkey,” in order to
democratize the former, suffers from analytical confusion, empirical flaw
and theoretical ignorance. While repudiating cultural essentialism, social
research must be careful not to overestimate and essentialize the role of
political engineering designed by the political elite, both indigenous and
foreign.

Second, the idea of the “Turkish model” has gained popularity not only
among Western powers but also among some Turkish social actors and
scholars whose nationalist feelings were touched by it. Religious or secular
nationalisms discussed before have converged in this regard, too. A strong
argument along these lines has come from proud secularists, who insist on
not tolerating Islam or compromising laicism.According to these secular-
ists, the secular state tradition must be the basis of the model, as democra-
tization depends on the state’s success in controlling and taming Islam. In
contrast, this study shows democratization as an effect of the gradual tam-
ing of authoritarian laicism into more liberal forms of secularism.

While some built the “Turkish model for a Muslim democracy” on the
power of the secular state, others explained the Turkish trajectory as a
product of its culturally specific Islam, the so-called “Turkish Islam.”10

Following Yavuz’s line of thinking, scholars argued that Turkish Islam,
unlike any other, was liberal, tolerant and inherently pluralist and pro-
democratic.11 Aras, for example, attributes the success of the Gülen move-
ment in re-creating “a legitimate link between state and religion” to its
Turkish-Muslim identity, as distinct from other Muslim identities.12 In line
with the nationalist assertions of Islamic actors, it is believed, as illustrated
in chapter 4, that Turks share this “better” form of Islam with Central
Asians of Turkic origin.This ethnic inclination has been so explicitly essen-
tial that it has made some of the Islamist intellectuals uncomfortable.13
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Another attempt to justify the uniqueness and usefulness of the “Turk-
ish model” is embodied by the idea of a specific kind of “Muslimhood.”
Accordingly, as Islam is a universal religion based on a universally shared
text, the deviations across the Muslim world must be explained by Islamic
ways of life and cultural differences.14 Along these lines, the “Muslimhood
model” of Turkey is argued to delineate the end of Islamism and the
emergence of secularized Muslim actors. Put differently, the presence of
pious Muslims in both the public and political spheres in Turkey is distin-
guished from other Muslim countries by their “individual personal prac-
tice.”15 However, when we look at daily manifestation of “secularization”
in other Middle Eastern states, including even the theocracy of Iran, we
see uneven yet similar patterns of secularization.As recent empirical stud-
ies show, the majority of Iranians prefer to separate religion from the state
and to confine it to their personal lives in the private sphere, where they
can experience it individually.16

In general, the idea of Turkey as a model for the Middle East suffers
from far too many flaws to be covered fully here.The Turkish trajectory
cannot be explained by either the unique characteristics of Islam and
Islamists in Turkey or by Atatürk’s heritage of authoritarian modernization
and the laicist Republic. Similar to the prophecies discussed in the intro-
duction to this book, these approaches fail to incorporate the shifting
power dynamics between state and society, dynamics that have been very
uneven in the Middle East. Instead, they advocate for either society-
centered or state-centered explanations. On the contrary, I argue that the
source of change was the shifting linkages between the state and Islam,
shifts that have motivated both sides to revise and readapt their attitudes
and responses towards each other.

Similar to the multiple manifestations of Christianity from the United
States to France, manifestations of Islam in Turkey differ from those in the
rest of the Muslim world. However, the distinction of Turkey does not lie
in the specific merit of Turkish Islam or the monolithic image of a time-
less and staunchly secular Turkish state.As Zubaida correctly argues, polit-
ical Islam is “integrated into national histories and cultures.”17 The nature
of Islamic social forces cannot be analyzed independent of the shifting
attitudes of the nation-states and changing political cultures.

The Neglected Agency of the Non-defiant Social Actors 
and the Illiberal States in Democratization in the Middle East

The politics of engagement is the outcome of continual experimenta-
tion between the state and social forces.The feasibility of this experimen-
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tation depends on the availability and characteristics of settings that bring
these forces together. Hence, the dynamics and channels will vary across
time and space in the Muslim context. So, is every case an exception? Can
we not hope to develop a theory of Islam and democratization on the
basis of in-depth understanding of case studies? Put differently, are we
doomed to collect separate, disconnected evidence of multiple trajectories
of transition, trajectories that cannot be compared and contrasted?

The Middle East has suffered from the absence or weakness of the
communication and interaction between Islamic actors and the authori-
tarian states. Despite highly vibrant local participation and expressions of
discontent, the vertical channels that link states and societies have histor-
ically been cut off in the region. The majority of states have not only
obliterated institutional channels of interaction with Islamic and other
social forces but have also persistently undermined alternative pathways of
negotiation. In the shadow of authoritarian rule, the Islamic actors were
either muted or left only with the option of insurgency in order to make
themselves heard by unresponsive rulers.This unequal power dynamic has
created a selective focus on confrontational social actors as potential forces
of change. The negative consequence of this focus has been a prevalent
neglect, if not denial, of the agency of non-defiant social actors.

Indeed, did only the insurgent actors deserve agency in the authoritar-
ian Middle East, while the non-confrontational ones were rendered pas-
sive? Contrary to this view, the revolutionary spirit and confrontational
attitudes of the Islamic actors have been largely demolished by the dicta-
tors and autocrats in the region. No wonder that stagnation has been
prevalent. The social and political transformations have often been en-
trusted to the failing attempts of the radicals and revolutionaries to fight
against harsh political rule. Here, it is useful to remember Montesquieu,
the father of the concept of separation of powers, who was a foe of both
harsh rule and fanaticism and a fan of moderation.18

Some Muslim majority states, such as Jordan and Tunisia, have at-
tempted to tolerate and incorporate Islamic social forces into the system.
Although some states have moderated Islamic social forces, none of these
states in the Middle East have transformed from authoritarian rule yet. In
trying to incorporate Islam, Egypt largely co-opted Islamic social forces
by depriving them of their autonomy and power.19 The clergy in Iran also
routinized and terminated the revolutionary and democratic spirit of the
Islamists by institutionalizing an Islamic state.20 Clearly, integration has
proved to be a complicated project, as it has often undermined the agency
of social and Islamic forces and their skills to negotiate.

Unlike the cases of co-option and authoritarian integration of Islam,
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the “politics of engagement” in Turkey has originated from unintended
interactions between two separate groups of actors, the state and Islam.
This does not by any means suggest that such engagements have gone
smoothly in Turkey. On the contrary, they have had a stormy past and still
continue to go through periods of instability. However, by keeping the
state and social forces separate yet in touch and in tune with each other,
everyday sites have offered a temporary alternative mechanism of interac-
tion between them.These spontaneous encounters have created elective
affinities between Islam and the state, and have facilitated cooperation
between them. In the long run, the accepting attitudes and non-defiant
characteristics of these actors have enabled them to actively participate in
the transformation of the state from authoritarianism.

Hence, I have argued that Islam’s major contribution to democratiza-
tion has not been Islamic horizontal networking. I have highlighted the
illiberal and authoritarian tendencies of the projects in which Islamic
actors actively participate. I have also argued that although Islamic parties’
participation in procedural democracy has played a role in their modera-
tion,21 the major contribution of moderate Islamic actors has been pre-
pared by their unintended engagements with the state in everyday sites.
The moderate Islamic actors have formed alternative vertical channels be-
tween society and the state. Similar to Turkey, other Middle Eastern coun-
tries may temporarily substitute alternative pathways for the absence or
weakness of formal political channels between the state and society. The
centrality of these channels is temporary, as the engagements eventually
lead to a “marriage of convenience” in a formal contractual institution.

The key to the flourishing of these alternative vertical patterns is
clearly the non-confrontational social actors, who have the potential to
make sporadic changes in authoritarianism without threatening the sys-
tem.22 Although largely neglected so far, non-confrontation is the major
characteristic of engagement and potential transition from authoritarian
rule in the Middle East. However, engagements cannot be “made” or
“engineered” beyond the historical spontaneity of the settings that the
social forces and state actors participate in.23 Although the terms of
engagement cannot be strategically designed like the projects of civil soci-
ety and the models of democracy, they can certainly be facilitated and
encouraged through a better understanding of the power and agency of
non-defiant social actors.The cooperative attitudes of Islamic actors, re-
inforced by their faith in submission to the collective good, are a con-
ducive force to reach out to illiberal states.

I have illustrated several ways in which these vertical pathways of
interaction gradually transform both authoritarian states and social forces.
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Some—but not an exhaustive list—of the venues of state-Islam interaction
that this book has discussed are national loyalties, ethnic politics, educa-
tion, gender politics and international politics. I have identified these
realms of activity as the meeting points of state and Islamic actors, in
which they have developed the skills to talk to each other, as opposed to
talking past each other.

A related problem in studying state-Islam interaction appears to be
methodological. How do we study state-Islam interaction when most of
these states are far from available or open for social inquiry, let alone
accountable to society? How do we gain access to these states in which
both the access to high-ranking political leaders and the availability of
archival materials are limited by the authorities? Political ethnographies
are imperative in these contexts to gain deeper understanding of how
illiberal states and social actors meet each other in everyday life, in venues
ranging from the streets to the households.

In the introduction to this book, I questioned the scholarly neglect of
illiberal authoritarian states in the studies of civil societies and public
sphere in the Middle East. I argued that this neglect originates from the
divide between the political scientists’ emphasis on political institutions and
the political elites24 versus the sociologists’ and anthropologists’ main inter-
est in local grassroots and cultural aspects of Islam. This explains why
Huntington’s old thesis still remains the major source cited when theoriz-
ing about the link between political participation and macro institutions.
Huntington argues that increasing political participation does not translate
into democratization but rather feeds authoritarianism, which results when
political institutions cannot keep up with the pace of mass participation.25

The argument may still seem to hold when we consider the gap between
vibrant public spheres in the Middle East and the stagnant political institu-
tions. However, as it has been almost forty years since Huntington made
this argument, it is time to rethink this old thesis in the light of fresh
empirical evidence from the Middle East.

There is a widespread tendency in the literature to hold onto the con-
tinuities of authoritarianism and the failures of democratization in the re-
gion.This insistence clearly leaves the debate at the stage of never-ending
“transition” by overshadowing the pro-democratic changes outside the
formal institutional channels. In other words, the exclusive focus on the
persistence of authoritarianism prevents research and scholarship from
moving on and capturing emerging manifestations of democracy in the
Middle East.26 Sociological imagination needs to shift from the old habit
of reiterating the failure of democracy towards the new reality of the fail-
ures of authoritarianism.27 The Turkish case is a rather tough example, as
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it is the first liberal democracy yet to be consolidated among the many
persisting Muslim-majority autocracies of the Middle East.The discourse
of repressed and oppressed Islamic social forces by the authoritarian state
has to be rethought and revised in the light of new evidence, such as that
provided by this study, even if it may be too early to judge the consolida-
tion of liberal democracy as of yet.

This ethnography has illustrated both the bright and dark sides of
cooperation between Islam and the state and has discussed both the
prospects and challenges. The fact that the shifting dynamics of state-
society interaction have been largely neglected in the context of author-
itarian regimes creates the illusion that this dynamic occurs only in
Western liberal democracies. Similarly, from this perspective, the engage-
ment with an illiberal authoritarian state may puzzle observers if it is seen
mainly as a menace rather than as an accomplishment. However, it is
absurd to assume that people do not have affective ties—positive or nega-
tive feelings, national loyalties and discontents—for the states that are not
fulfilling the requirements of Western liberal democracies.The praising of
Muslim societies, civil or not, at the expense of the authoritarian states of
the Middle East helps neither the actualization of reform nor the devel-
opment of theoretical insights on democratization.

The Partial Nature of the Accord between the State and Islam

Among the most important missing linkages between states and soci-
eties in the Middle East have been the distance and tension between the
Islamic actors and the authoritarian states.The Middle East displays vari-
ous patterns of discord between Islamic actors and states. Interestingly,
however, this dissonance has often been regarded as impetus for a transi-
tion from authoritarian rule.28 Moreover, the positive image of discord has
become completed by a negative image of accord between states and
social forces. Whereas disunity is associated with diversity, the “unity”
between the state and society has been associated with co-option and state
repression of social forces.29 Moreover, the harmonious nature of these states
has been associated with the persistence of authoritarianism in the Middle
East. Is the persistence of autocracies actually a correlate of the harmo-
nious nature of the states of the Middle East? Are these states in harmony
in their actions within and between social forces and state actors?
Furthermore, does accord between the state and society indeed originate
from, or indicate, authoritarianism? Here, the nature and implications of
state-society accord must be qualified further before we jump to quick
conclusions.
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Tocqueville’s Democracy in America provides a useful insight—and defin-
itely an alternative to the aforementioned one—on the accord between
religion and politics. His analysis of the United States in the early nine-
teenth century provides a compelling insight into the role that religion
plays in linking and aligning the state and society. While his contempo-
raries, other scholars of the Enlightenment, anticipated and collectively
celebrated the unilinear decline of religion, Tocqueville emphasized the
importance of the synchrony between faith and political institutions in
propelling democracy and protecting freedoms.30 He strongly believed
that under certain conditions, religions could support freedom rather than
undermining it.31 Specifically, religions promote democracy only when
they remain institutionally separate from politics, and support political insti-
tutions and values of freedom. Under these conditions,“religion increases
its power over some issues and loses the hope of reigning over all.”32 This
mutual understanding between politics and religion is the key for the
accord between state and society.

Because Tocqueville experienced the consequences of the absolutist
ancien régime during his life, his reading of the United States was against
the background of France. He contemplated the nature and the impact of
discord between the state and French society. He argued that distant and
adversarial relations between the state and social actors was the outcome
of authoritarian rule, which “divided and ruled” the society.33 As a result,
the French lost their ability to cooperate not only with each other but also
with the state.Tocqueville’s story of the ancien régime is a reminder of the
clear-cut difference between “deeply divided” and “diverse” societies.The
former results from failures of political processes while the latter is a char-
acteristic of an accommodating democracy. Tocqeuville’s analysis clearly
illustrates that democracy is undermined by the discord between the state
and society. Contrary to the separation in the American case, the split
between religion and politics in France was hostile and resulted in resent-
ment between state, society and religion. While religion declined in
French society, the American society has remained distinctly religious,
mainly because religion was perceived as a friend—not an enemy—of
democratic institutions.

Competing visions of society and polity may propel democratization,
but only when there is a minimal consensus on the nature of political
authority. The minimum agreement on the secular (rather than divine)
source of political sovereignty is imperative for the partial accord between
state and society. Similarly, in the Muslim context a limited consensus on
the national (rather than religious) basis of the imagined community fos-
ters harmony between the state and Islamic social forces. Muslim major-
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ity states can tolerate disagreements and accommodate differences much
more successfully after attaining a consensus on these basic principles of
political rule.

As discussed in chapter 6, the degree of accord between the Turkish state
and Islamic social forces plays a major role in translating sociocultural diver-
sity into political pluralism. Here, it is important to note that neither in the
Middle East nor in the West have the states and societies been in total
accord or discord. Discord and harmony are matters of degree rather than
defining characteristics of state-society interaction. Accordingly, instead of
celebrating consensus or disagreement, social research must explore the
nature and the limits of dissent and consent between states and social
forces.These limits largely shape the nature and scope of political pluralism.

Chapter 2 pointed to other political openings in Turkey, such as the one
led by the DP in the 1950s and the Refah in the mid-1990s.These politi-
cal openings seemed to temporarily overcome the conventional discon-
nectedness between the government and social groups. For a limited time,
the dogfights between the political elite made some space for the bridges
between the masses and the state.34 Why, then, were both of these experi-
ments interrupted by military intervention? Both the DP and the Refah
largely failed in communicating and negotiating with the state and the
military. The distinction of the Islamic social forces represented by the
Gülen movement and the AKP is that both have mobilized people from
diverse backgrounds to engage the Republic.

This analysis follows Tocqueville’s anticipation of the increasing role of
religion in balancing state-society interaction in democracies. However, his
optimism about the accord between religion and state has to be taken with
some reservation.The nature and scope of cooperation between religion
and politics must be rethought critically in light of current world politics
and with historical and cross-cultural sensitivity. In Tocqueville’s view, the
alliance between state and religion propels democracy, provided that they
remain separate and autonomous. Unlike Tocqueville’s nineteenth-century
America, however, the increasingly strong alliance between religion and
the state raises new questions and concerns about whether it creates dis-
sonance, and even polarization, in American society in the twenty-first
century.

Although a certain level of harmony between the state and religion
plays a positive role in broad transformations such as nation building and
democratization, the persistence of a strong alliance between them may
undermine democracy in the long run. Similar to nationalists, who “can
stand close to liberalism when they struggle against a despotic regime,”35

religious actors can occasionally temporarily join forces with democrats
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and help compel a transition to democracy. However, it is rather unlikely
that the long-term implications of a strong and permanent alliance between
the state and Islamists may propel democratization in the Middle East.

“Familiar theses in American cultural history go beyond cooperation, and
propose the democratization of religion in America and the religiosity of
American democracy.”36 At one level, the democratization of religion indi-
cates the voluntarism of religious membership. At another level, the reli-
giosity of American democracy reflects the strikingly high numbers of
faithful citizens who organize politically on the basis of religion. In Amer-
ican history, the religiosity of democracy has not been seen as a major
threat to secular institutions and the separation of church and state. It has
rather been considered a matter of widely shared moral values embedded
in the political culture.As Tocqueville clearly pointed out, religion reigned
less as a doctrine and more as a common opinion in the United States.
The question is would the American case travel to the Middle East and, if
so, how? Does the contemporary engagement between the Turkish secu-
lar state and Islamic social forces also go beyond cooperation and indicate
religiosity of Turkish democracy?

Although compared increasingly to religion in the United States, Islam
in Turkey does not simply enter the public sphere to “Muslimize” the
Turkish democracy and the political field. Rather than Islamizing the
polity, Islamic actors acquire leeway to negotiate their religious freedom
and to legitimize faith-based lives. Hence, Islamic actors’ experimentation
with the secular milieu correlates with the state’s experimentation with
liberal, secular democracy.Accordingly, I have argued that the sporadic dis-
agreements between Islamic actors and the state must be seen as poten-
tially valuable assets to liberal democracy in Turkey. As these discontents
prevent the state and Islam from attaining complete agreement, they limit
the nature and scope of cooperation between them.

Does State-Islam Accord Facilitate Cooperation 
between Islamic and Secular Actors?

Because despotic and authoritarian rule has a strong tendency to frag-
ment and polarize social forces, people under despotic regimes often display
anti-democratic or totalitarian tendencies.37 Hence, neither the states nor
Islamic social forces can be seen as the inherent enemies or friends of civil
society and democracy in the Middle East. Islam and/or states may come to
support democracy for different reasons that have little to do with demo-
cratic values or their genuine desire and inclination for democratization.

By endowing the Islamic social forces in Turkey with legitimacy, trans-
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parency and accountability, the politics of engagement set the stage for
cooperation between social actors across the Islamic-secular divide.
Parallel to the partial nature of the cooperation between Islamic actors and
the state, the alliances between non-state secular and Islamic actors are
temporary and are limited to some shared goals.These shared goals have
enabled the two sides to transcend their group-specific agendas, world-
views and conflicting political and moral orientations.These goals include
Turkey’s membership in the EU, economic liberalism and the transition to
a liberal democracy. Clearly, these shared agendas are specific to a certain
moment in the history of the transition. Is, then, the achievement or aban-
donment of these goals likely to weaken, if not obliterate, these ad hoc
alliances? While these shared interests have provided an impetus for coop-
eration during a transition period, they definitely do not suggest a per-
manent alliance between Islamic and secular social actors.When I asked
one of the leading intellectuals from the Gülen movement if cooperation
was an ultimate end in itself, he told me:“There is no such a thing as ‘ulti-
mate cooperation.’ One cannot cooperate with ‘a somebody’ and expect
constructive change and reform.We cooperate only if it benefits the nation
and advances the national interest.”

What, then, makes this type of cooperation different from other kinds
of overarching alliances between diverse social forces such as the ones that
typically take place during revolutions? First, compared to the collective
upheaval of the society against the state, as experienced in Iran in 1979,
the contemporary cooperation between Islamic actors and the secular
actors remain a relatively weaker bond in Turkey. It is not a trust network,
as it still entails distrust with regard to several contested issues, which were
discussed in chapters 3 and 6.

Advocates of social capital theory have often explained democratiza-
tion and its failures by the rise or decline of a trust culture.38 They have
emphasized trust as an important asset of a democratic society. If that is the
case, does the ongoing distrust between Islamic and secular actors under-
mine democratization in Turkey? Challenging this view, other scholars
have argued that the lack of trust and even distrust might render demo-
cratic institutions necessary and indispensable.39 Similarly, this study has
suggested that the transient nature of alliances and temporary cooperation
across the Islamic-secular divide have contributed to the institutionaliza-
tion of engagements by rendering it indispensable. Because these tempo-
rary bonds do not correlate to a “generalized” trust between diverse social
actors at large, people need to invest in and trust the political institutions
of a strong democratic state.40

Aside from persisting distrust between Islamic and secular actors, there
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is another factor that prevents the alliance between them from strength-
ening. Despite the engagement with the state and cooperation with secu-
lar forces, Islamic actors have remained enemies of hardcore secularists,
who still defend state control of religion in Turkey.The shrinking group
of secularists has not changed its hostile attitudes and hatred towards
Islamic actors, the Gülen movement and the AKP in particular.

After attending a talk at Harvard University in February 2005, I was
invited to a dinner with the speaker and a few other Turkish scholars. I was
seated next to a retired high-ranking bureaucrat who was in charge during
the soft military coup in 1997 and who played a leading role in initiating
the headscarf ban in universities. After a long and rather blunt discussion
about the current situation in Turkey, he expressed his hatred for Islamists,
especially followers of the Gülen movement. Disappointed by my detached
and rather analytical approach, he said, “Do you know why your genera-
tion fails to have the insight that your parents’ generation had? It is because
our own kids are too apologetic to see the truth, the threat of Islam and
how it is undermining a sound tradition of democracy in Turkey.”

Heper anticipated in the late 1990s that “a marriage between Islam and
democracy in Turkey can be consummated if the radical secularists stop
trying to impose their preferred life-style and set of values upon the
Islamists, and if the latter do not undermine by word or deed the basic
tenets of the secular democratic state in Turkey.”41 As illustrated in chap-
ter 3, the hardcore secularists are holding onto their antagonistic position
while most of the moderate secular actors have either softened their
views, or sympathized and cooperated with Islamic actors.The politics of
engagement have transformed the Turkish state but largely failed to affect
the hardcore secularists, such as the members of United Civil Society
Organizations, STKB.42 Ironically, however, their non-compromising atti-
tudes and radical laicism may not necessarily be a barrier to democratiza-
tion after all. Under the conditions of partial accord between the secular
state and Islamic social forces, distrust between hardcore secularists and
Islamic actors may even be beneficial for democratization.The hardcore
secularists not only maintain a bitter opposition, but their intolerant
antagonism also renders the institutional reform imperative if Turkey is to
consolidate liberal democracy.

The key to cross-ideological cooperation is that, regardless of the atti-
tudes and feelings towards each other, the collaborating parties must have
a certain degree of trust in the state. Currently, a “marriage of conven-
ience” between the state and the Islamic actors is in process, although the
hardcore secularists have not ceased their imposition of laicist ideology on
Islam. Rather than remaining as the state ideology, however, laicism has
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become a group ideology of the “laicists” among many other ideologies.
Aside from refusing any form of cross-ideological cooperation, some of
the hardcore figures in this group, including a minority of state officials,
even object to institutional reform and EU membership.Their objections
are motivated by the fact that reforms are undertaken under the political
leadership of a pro-Islamic party.

Because of (not despite) these challenges, the politics of engagement
are empowering as a major force of democratization. On one hand, they
align the state and society to a certain degree. On the other, they facilitate
partial cooperation and limited agreement between previously divided
social forces. Eventually, engagements enable them to express both
affinities and discontents within the boundaries of a widely shared frame
of belonging.As Hall argues,“Liberal regimes may achieve very great sta-
bility by diffusing various conflicts through society rather than concen-
trating them at the political center. Pure democratic participation will
destabilize, unless it is channeled through social institutions that contain,
manage and regulate conflict.”43

When the linkages between the state and Islam are largely absent, the
unarticulated or miscommunicated discontents of social forces are likely
to accumulate as anti-state feelings.These discontents may amount to over-
throwing the state, as was experienced in the case of the Iranian Revolu-
tion. The formation of an Islamic theocracy was an unintended conse-
quence of this kind of cross-ideological cooperation between diverse
social forces, cooperation that is clearly not conducive to democracy.The
Turkish transition stands in sharp contrast to such cases where conflict
concentrates at the center while cooperation is limited to the interaction
between social forces that are all resentful of the state.

First, the discontents and disagreements can be communicated through
alternative social channels and political institutions in Turkey. Second,
although the hardcore secularists’ non-cooperative attitudes temporarily
undermine the principles of democracy, they also serve a temporary pur-
pose. They render cross-ideological cooperation an incomplete project
and prevent it from taking a totalizing form. More importantly, as long as
cooperation across the worldviews of Islamism and secularism exists as a
viable option and one can choose not to cooperate, it remains a positive
force for the future of democracy. Under these conditions, alliances that
cut across group affiliations, religious orientations and conflicting world-
views can shift periodically and remain fluid.Time will tell if the current
cooperation between Islamic and secular actors will maintain its intensity
once contemporary agendas, such as Turkey’s EU membership, are re-
solved, for better or worse.
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1. See for example, Rubin, Michael. 6 August 2004. “Talking Turkey. She Is a
Democracy,” National Review Online, http://www.meforum.org/article/624/.

2. I chose to use the term Islamic actor as it effectively highlights Islamic agency.
3. The statement that caused Erdogan’s sentence was delivered in his speech

on 6 December 1997. “Minarets are bayonets, Domes are helmets, Mosques are
barracks, Believers are soldiers.”

4. See Barsalou, Judy. 2005.“Islamists at the Ballot Box: Findings from Egypt,
Jordan, Kuwait, and Turkey,” United States Institute of Peace Special Report No.
144. United States Institute of Peace, www.usip.org/pubs/specialreports/sr144
.html. In the report,Tepe is cited for defining the AKP’s identity as an elusive one.
She correctly argues that the ideology of the party shifts between Islamic and un-
Islamic. My interviews with sympathizers of the party, both from Islamic and un-
Islamic backgrounds, suggest that this elusiveness seems to have helped the party
to increase its acceptability and popularity, especially among the moderate secu-
lar groups in Turkey. However,Tepe also correctly reminds us that this may lead to
the failure of the party in the long run.

5. Author’s field notes, July 2004, Istanbul.
6. Mardin observes a similar trend in scholarship, a “dearth of studies investi-

gating in depth the Islamic component in the life” of Erdogan. Mardin, Šerif.
2006. “Turkish Islamic Exceptionalism Yesterday and Today: Continuity, Rupture
and Reconstruction in Operational Codes” in Çarkoglu, Ali, and Rubin, Barry
(eds.) Religion and Politics in Turkey. London and New York: Routledge, p. 3.

7. Ibid., p. 4.
8. Author’s interview, December 2005, Odakule-Istanbul.
9. In this study, I use the terms Islamic and secular as distinctly different from Is-

lamist and secularist. The terminological distinction originated from the need to
differentiate the agency of non-confrontational Islamic actors from Islamists who
challenge the secular state ideologically. In contrast to the latter, Islamic and sec-
ular actors disagree on religious and secular worldviews, ways of life and moral-
ity.They passively or actively promote freedom for their own views and lives, and
thereby engage in a negotiation of the boundaries between religion and politics.
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ber here. He argues that the attitude of science towards the subject matter is dis-
interested, spare, analytical, whereas ideologically motivated attitudes are commit-
ted and deliberately suggestive. While social science seeks “intellectual clarity,”
ideology searches for motivating action. Geertz, Clifford. 1973. Interpretation of
Cultures. New York: Basic Books, p. 230.

16. For exceptions, see Zubaida, Sami. 2000. “Trajectories of Political Islam:
Egypt, Iran and Turkey.” Political Quarterly, 60–78; Norton, R.A. 1995. “Introduc-
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courses have been articulated within state structures.”

18. Mardin, Šerif. 1973. “Center Periphery Relations: A Key to Turkish Poli-
tics,” Daedalus, p. 102.

19. Heper, Metin. 1985. The State Tradition in Turkey. Beverly, UK: Eothen
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20. White, Jenny 2002. Islamist Mobilization in Turkey.A Study in Vernacular Pol-
itics. Seattle: University of Washington Press; Tugal, Cihan. Forthcoming. “The
Appeal of Islamic Politics:The Ritual and Dialogue in a Poor District of Turkey,”
Sociological Quarterly.

21. Mardin 2006: 6.
22. See especially Yavuz, Hakan. 2003a. Islamic Political Identity in Turkey. Ox-

ford: Oxford University Press, p.199; Yavuz, Hakan. 2000a.“Cleansing Islam from
the Public Sphere,” Journal of International Affairs, 54 (1).Yavuz juxtaposes state-
centric and society-centric Islamic movements (pp. 28–31). In Yavuz’s view,
Islamic movements that do not challenge the state are falling under the category
of state-centric, as they believe that “the ills of the society are best corrected by
the control of the state through its enforcement of a uniform and homogenous re-
ligious ideology” (ibid. p. 28). This explains why he sees non-confrontational
Islamic movements as “co-opted” by the state (2003a: 199).This view clearly
misses the agency of the non-confrontational social actors.

23. Not only state-centered accounts but also bottom-up approaches that
brought in the voice of Islamic actors leave emergent linkages between Islam and
the secular state unstudied. See, for example, Saktanber, Ayše. 2002. Living Islam:
Women, Religion and Politicization of Islam in Turkey. London: I. B.Tauris, p. 18–21, 27.

24. For an exception see Kasaba, Rešat. forthcoming. “Modern Turkey” in
Robinson, Francis. (ed.) The Islamic World in the Age of Western Dominance. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press. In his thought-provoking article, Kasaba ex-
plores the history of state-Islam interaction in Turkey. His analysis suggests that the
1950s witnessed the first opening where the state and society set the bridges for a
dialogue. He sees a similar trend in contemporary Turkey, in which the gap be-
tween the state and society is again being recovered for a more constructive
interaction.

25. Not only the focus of most anthropological work but also of political sci-
ence remains on the oppositional forces as a source of political change in the Mid-
dle East. See, for example, Posusney, Marsha Pripstein. 2006. “The Middle East’s
Democracy Deficit in Contemporary Perspective” in Posusney and Angrist (eds.)
Authoritarianism in the Middle East. Boulder, CO, London: Lynne Rienne Publish-
ers, pp. 12–14; here, note the exclusive interest in human agency as a force of re-
sistance to authoritarian regimes. See also Brownlee, Jason. 2006.“Political Crisis
and Restabilization: Iraq, Libya, Syria, Tunisia” in Posusney and Angrist (eds.)
Authoritarianism in the Middle East, pp. 43–63.

26. Mardin 2006: 19.
27. For a debate on the hostile and friendly separations of religion and poli-

tics, see Stepan, Alfred. 2000. “Religion, Democracy the ‘Twin Tolerations,’” Jour-
nal of Democracy, 11 (4): 37–58.

28. Here, I am following Migdal’s anthropology of the state, which explores
the state as a multi-layered social organization.As Migdal clearly highlights, states’
multiple parts often fall into conflict with each other in their interaction with di-
verse social forces. Migdal. 2001. The State in Society. Studying How States and Soci-
eties Transform and Constitute One Another. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

29. The Nur movement was formed in the early years of the Turkish Repub-
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lic under the leadership of Bedüizzaman Said Nursi, who came to be regarded as
a threat to the secular order and spent most of his life in exile. See especially
Mardin, Šerif. 1989. Religion and Social Change in Modern Turkey: The Case of
Bedüizzaman Said Nursi.Albany: State University of New York.

30. I interviewed a large number of secular actors in 2004 and 2005 who ad-
mitted to being in either one of these categories.

31. These observations are based on the author’s interviews and fieldwork
with the followers of the Gülen movement since the late 1990s.

32. Here, a few exceptions apply.Author’s interviews with the leaders and fol-
lowers of the Gülen movement and the members of Ministers of AKP since 2002
in Istanbul,Ankara and the United States.

33. Özdalga, Elisabeth. 2005.“Redeemer or Outsider? The Gülen Community
in the Civilizing process,” Muslim World 95 (3): 429–446; Gülalp, Haldun. 1999.
“Political Islam in Turkey:The rise and fall of the Refah Party,” Muslim World 89
(1): 22–41.

34. Islamist mobilization by loosely organized Islamic groups (sects and move-
ments) and the Islamic parties Refah and the AKP have remained largely discon-
nected in the literature.This is mainly due to a predominantly analytical distinction
between civil society and political society, which leads to a divide in perception be-
tween social forces in the political and apolitical fields. The ethnography of the
state, which sees states as social actors, overcomes this analytical dichotomy.

35. See, for example, Longhor,Vickie. 2005.“Too Much Civil Society, Too Lit-
tle Politics? Egypt and Other Liberalizing Arab Regimes” in Posusney and Angrist
(eds.) Authoritarianism in the Middle East. Boulder, CO, London: Lynne Rienne
Publishers, 193–218;White. 2002.

36. Starting in 1997, I conducted multi-sited ethnographic fieldwork and
some two hundred interviews (formal and informal), oral histories and group dis-
cussions and life stories.The real names of the social actors are kept anonymous.
Instead, I consistently use pseudo-names.

Chapter 1:The Politics of Engagement    

1. After the coup in 1980, the Council of Higher Education was established,
which put an end to the autonomous self-administration of the universities. In the
early 1990s, the headscarf issue was largely left to the judgment of the university’s
president. Since 1997 when the regulations were tightened, the dress code, de-
creed by the Council of Higher Education, has banned headscarves at universities.

2. Yeni Asya group is one of the smaller offshoots of the Nur movement.The
daily Yeni Asya provided a platform appealing to most of the Nur followers, and
gave them an opportunity to express their discontent with the Gülen movement.
Like all Nurcus, the Yeni Asya group follows the teachings of Said Nursi, founder
of the Nur movement. Its activities are mainly supported by Yeni Asya Founda-
tion. In my visit to their center in 1997, the group’s followers tried to persuade me
to focus on their group and activities rather than the Gülen movement and gave
me a long list of reasons why I should disregard the Gülen movement.

3. Išïk Evleri accommodate approximately four to six students, who live to-
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gether in an apartment.These apartments are usually financed by benefactors of
the Gülen movement, and are shared by same-sex students.

4. See especially Navaro-Yashin, Yael. 2002. Faces of the State: Secularism and
Public Life in Turkey. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. Foucaultian ap-
proaches tend to see social actors’ performance (practices) as simply doomed to
underpin the so-called “mythical” power and legitimacy of the state.

5. Migdal 2001: 19. Like Foucault, Migdal differentiates the practices and im-
ages of the state. However, unlike Foucault, his work focuses on precisely those
practices that “batter the image of a coherent, controlling state.” Hence, while Fou-
caultian works conflate the realms of the state and society, mostly by deconstruct-
ing both, Migdal leads a school of thought that maintains the analytical separation
between them.

6. In my interviews in 1997–1998, the followers from each of these groups ex-
pressed explicit dislike and disregard for each other. Even the followers of each
offshoot of the Nur movement—such as the Gülen,Yeni Asya, Okuyucular and
Yazïcïlar—disagreed strongly about worldly issues and politics.

7. The two small branches of the Nur movement, Okuyucular and Yazïcïlar,
were very difficult to reach. Each time my appointments with their adherents
were cancelled, I was told that they were “intimidated” to talk with outsiders. In
contrast to the openness of the Gülen movement, these groups felt threatened by
the state’s control, sudden invasion and inspection of their centers and forced in-
quiries about their Islamic agendas.

8. Ismail 2003: 22.
9. For other studies that place the Gülen movement into the debates on civil

society and democracy, see Aras, Bülent. 1998. “Turkish Islam’s Moderate Face,”
Middle East Quarterly, 5 (3): 23–29; Özdalga, Elisabeth. 2003.“Secularizing Trends
in Fethullah Gülen’s Movement: Impasse or Opportunity for Further Renewal?”
Critique: Critical Middle Eastern Studies, 12 (1): 61–73; Baškan, Filiz. 2005. “The
Fethullah Gülen community: Contribution or Barrier to the Consolidation of
Democracy in Turkey?” Middle East Studies, 41 (6): 849–861.

10. Zubaida 1996. “Turkish Islam and National Identity,” Middle East Report,
April–June, p. 11.

11. For other studies on the Nur movement, see Mardin 1989; Abu-Rabi,
Ibrahim. 2003. Islam at the Cross-Roads: On the Life and Thoughts of Bediüzzaman
Said Nursi.Albany: State University of New York.Yavuz. 2000b.“Being Modern in
the Nurist Way,” ISIM Newsletter, October, p. 14-1; 2003b. “The Case of the Nur
Movement” in Yavuz and Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Secular State: The
Gülen Movement. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press. See also Yavuz 2003a:
181–185.Although Yavuz sees the Gülen movement as a continuation of Nur, my
findings reveal sociological differences between the two movements.The histori-
cal and political embeddedness of the Nur and the Gülen movements in two
different periods of the Turkish transition will be discussed further in chapter 2.

12. Uzbekistan has been an exception.The dictator, Kerimov, banned the Gülen
schools, as they were found threatening to the secular rule. See Balcï, Bayram. 2003.
“Fethullah Gülen’s Missionary Schools in Central Asia and Their Role in the
Spreading of Turkism and Islam,” Religion, State and Society, 31 (2): 151–177.
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13. Author’s interviews with followers in Massachusetts and Pennsylvania,
2004–2005.

14. Tepe 2005.“Turkey’s AKP:A Model ‘Muslim-Democratic Party’?” Journal
of Democracy, 16 (3): 76.

15. See, for example, Mirsepassi,Ali. 2000. Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of
Modernization. New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

16. Risale-i Nur (Epistle of Light) is the title of the volumes, which are col-
lected letters written by Said-i Nur Bediüzzaman, the leader of the Nur move-
ment. It is his interpretations of the Kuran, in which he mainly tries to reconcile
religion with science, faith with reason and rationality. Risales are read widely by
the followers of the diverse Nur groups.The followers of Gülen also get together
to read, interpret and discuss the Risales, along with many other contemporary re-
ligious texts.

17. For example, there are Fem dersaneleri (private establishments preparing
students for various exams) and a high school,Yesilvadi, in Ümraniye, a neighbor-
hood with lower socioeconomic standards in Istanbul.

18. The generational change is analyzed more in detail in chapter 2. It is im-
portant to note that a rather large proportion of my informants were born into
secular families that either did not accept their children’s Islamic identities or had
difficulty in understanding their Islamic motivations. I also had many informants
who indicated that they came from religious families, which they defined as “tra-
ditional Muslim” or “socially unconscious” about their faith.This was the way the
new Islamic actors differentiated themselves from the older generation of the de-
vout.With regard to the reproduction of Islamic everyday patterns in every gen-
eration, see Zubaida, Sami. 1993. Islam, the People and the State. London: I. B.Tau-
ris, p. 123.

19. Çarkoglu, Ali, and Toprak, Binnaz. 2000. Religion Society, and Politics in
Turkey. Istanbul:TESEV Publications. In the late 1990s, a national survey revealed
that the majority of Turks continued to be faithful believers and practice religion.
However, “religious belief and practice is considered to be limited to private life
and the idea of religious involvement in public life is not supported.”

20. Arat,Yešim. 2005. Rethinking Islam and Liberal Democracy. Albany: State Uni-
versity of New York Press, p. 9.

21. For a view that sees Islamists as products of governments’ attitudes and ac-
tions, see Anderson, Lisa. 1997. “Fulfilling Prophecies; State Policy and Islamic
Radicalism” in Esposito John (ed.) Political Islam: Revolution, Radicalism or Reform.
Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienne Publishers, pp. 18–31.

22. See for example Mozaffari, Mehdi. 1988.“Islam and Civil Society” in Fer-
dinand, Klaus, and Mozaffari, Mehdi (eds.) Islam; State and Society. London: Cur-
zon Press, p. 106. In his discussion of sporadic patterns of secularization in the
Muslim world, Mozaffari highlights the Turkish experience as “unique to its kind
to the extent that it was a total secularization that affected, power, institutions and
life-style all at once.”

23. Hefner, Robert. 2005. Remaking Muslim Politics: Pluralism, Contestation Democ-
ratization. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

24. Bryant, Christopher. 1992. “Civil Society and Pluralism: A Conceptual
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Analysis,” Sisyphus, 1 (7), p. 110. Bryant argues that the exclusive focus on ideo-
logical struggle has proven largely unhelpful in explicating “the conditions of
democratic reconstruction.”

25. Gellner, Ernest. 1994a. The Conditions of Liberty: Civil Society and Its Rivals.
London: Hamish Hamilton. 1992. Postmodernism, Reason and Religion. London,
New York: Routledge, p. 5.There have been strong critiques of Gellner’s view on
the incompatibility of Islam and secularism, nationalism and the nation-state. See
especially Eickelman. 1998. “From Here to Modernity: Ernest Gellner on Na-
tionalism and Islamic Fundamentalism” in Hall, J.A. (ed.) The State of the Nation.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; Zubaida, Sami. 1995. “Is There a Mus-
lim Society? Ernest Gellner’s Sociology of Islam,” Economy and Society, 24 (2): 151–
188; Asad,Talal. 1996. “The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam” in Hall, J. A., and
Jarvie, I. (eds.) The Philosophy of Ernest Gellner. Amsterdam, Atlanta: Rodopi. Asad
particularly criticizes Gellner for the absence of actual people’s agency and voices
in his “dramaturgical” anthropology.

26. Haldun, Gülap. 2005.“Enlightenment by Fiat: Secularization and Democ-
racy in Turkey.” Middle Eastern Studies, 41 (3): 351–372.

27. Sachedina, Abdulaziz. 2001. The Islamic Roots of Democratic Pluralism. Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press;Yavuz and Esposito (eds.) Turkish Islam and the Sec-
ular State:The Gülen Movement. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press; Esposito,
John and Voll, John. 1996. Islam and Democracy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

28. Gellner 1994a; Huntington. 1996. The Clash of Civilizations: Remaking of the
World Order. New York: Simon and Schuster; Lewis, Bernard. 2002. What Went
Wrong? Western Impact and Middle Eastern Response. Oxford, New York: Oxford
University Press.

29. Beinin, Joel, and Stock, Joe. 1997. Political Islam: Essays from Middle East Re-
port. Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of California Press; Hann, Chris, and Dunn,
Elisabeth. 1996. Civil Society: Challenging Western Models. London and New York:
Routledge; Özdalga, Elisabeth, and Persson, S. 1998. Civil Society, Democracy and the
Muslim World. Istanbul:Turk Tarih VakfïYayinlarï.These studies challenge the heavy
historical baggage that the Western models of civil society have carried and im-
posed on the non-Western variants.

30. For a particular understanding of civil society juxtaposed against the au-
thoritarian states of Eastern Europe, see Keane, John. 1988. Civil Society and the
State: New European Perspectives. London:Verso.

31. Chazan, Naomi. 1994.“Engaging the State:Associational Life in Suburban
Sahara” in Migdal, Shuh, and Kohli (eds.) State Power and Social Forces. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, pp. 256. For a similar defense of a rigorous definition
of civil society that is not a blank where anything goes, see Hall, John. 1995. Civil
Society.Theory, History and Comparison. London: Polity Press.

32. Gellner 1994a: 29.
33. For exceptions, see Zubaida, Sami. 1993. Islam, the People and the State. Lon-

don: I. B.Tauris;Arjomand 1988;Toprak 1995.
34. Western scholarship has brought back the state into society-centered ap-

proaches. See, for example, Evans, Peter, Rueschemeyer, Dietrich, and Skocpol,
Theda. 1985. Bringing the State Back In. Cambridge, New York: Cambridge Uni-
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versity Press. For her critique of the society-centered neo-Marxist approaches,
which fail to theorize and incorporate states as autonomous entities, see
Skocpol,Theda. 1979.“Introduction” to her States and Social Revolutions:A Com-
parative Analysis of France, Russia, and China. Cambridge, New York: Cambridge
University Press. In contrast, states and state transformation in the Middle East
has remained as an understudied subject matter in contemporary discussions on
Islam, civil society and even democracy.This is mainly because these states and
political institutions have been regarded as either too authoritarian and illiberal
or too weak and incompetent to be considered as a key to the development of
civil society and democratization. For exceptions see, Arjomand, Said. 2000.
“Civil Society and the Rule of Law in the Constitutional Politics of Iran under
Khatami,” Social Research, 67 (2): 283–301;Anderson, Lisa. 1986. States and Social
Transformations in Tunisia and Libya 1830 to 1980. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press.

35. The voluntarism and activism around project-based activities is far from
being unique to social actors in Turkey. According to Walzer, “civil society is the
project of projects; it requires many organizing strategies and new forms of state ac-
tion.”Walzer, Michael. 1995. Toward a Global Civil Society. Oxford and New York:
Berghahn Books, p. 27. He refers to civil society as the “setting of settings” as it
brings all small-scale projects together.

36. Tepe 2005: 75.
37. Chaichian, Mohammed. 2003.“Structural impediments of the Civil Soci-

ety Project in Iran: National and Global Dimensions,” International Journal of Com-
parative Sociology 44 (1): 19–50; Boroumand, Ladan and Boroumand, Roya. 2000.
“Illusion and Reality of Civil Society in Iran: An Ideological Debate,” Social
Research 67 (2): 303–344.

38. See Gellner, Ernest. 1981. Muslim Society. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, p. 1. He regards Islam as a “blueprint of a social order” that has a claim
to organize every sphere of life.

39. Saktanber 2002: 234.
40. Hefner, Robert. 2005. Remaking Muslim Politics: Pluralism, Contestation,

Democratization. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, p. 2. Hefner sees
“Muslim interest in democracy and pluralism” as a strong indicator of “the cre-
ation of a civil society with genuine pluralism and freedoms.”While “genuine in-
terest” in pluralism is clearly a positive attitude, it is far from clear whether this
yearning is a sufficient force to strengthen civil societies and democracies in most
Middle Eastern countries.The conception of the term as a project runs the risk
of conflating prescriptive hopes and descriptive accounts of civil society.

41. Saktanber 2002: 238.
42. For an opposite view, see Yavuz’s reading of the Gülen movement.Yavuz

2003a: 204. Fethullah Gülen’s “distinct conception of Islam vis-à-vis other Islamic
groups promotes pluralism in Turkey.”

43. Heffner 2005: 9. He argues that “forging pacts and alliances with influen-
tial actors and agencies in the state” is of a great importance for “pluralist partic-
ipation” in Muslim politics. Still, the question remains whether Islamic networks
become pluralistic as part of their deliberate commitment to the civil society proj-
ect or through their “pacts and alliances” with other actors and the state.
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al.) Islam and Democracy in the Middle East. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
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sity of Washington Press; Göle, Nilüfer. 2000a. Islamin Kamusal Yüzleri. Istanbul:
Metis Yayïnlarï.
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spective Reflections on Catholicism and Prospective Reflections on Islam,” Social
Research, 68 (4): 1041–1081. Casanova uses civil society as interchangeable with
the public sphere in his comparative work on de-privatization or “going public”
of Islam and Christianity. For a more detailed analysis of public religions, see
Casanova. 1994. Public Religions in the Modern World. Chicago and London: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

48. Recently, the literature on Islam and the public sphere has flourished. See,
for example, Öncü, Ayše. 1995. “Packaging Islam: Cultural Politics on the Land-
scape of Commercial Television,” Public Culture 8 (1): 51–71; Göle, Nilüfer. 2000b.
“Snapshots in Islamic Modernities,” Deadalus, 129 (1), pp. 91–119; Navaro-Yashin
2002.

49. Mardin 1989: 229. Mardin observed that the Islamic Nur movement was
expanding the private sphere under rigid privatization of religion in the Republic.

50. For discussion on public Islam elsewhere, see Eickelman, Dale. 2005.
“New Media in the Arab Middle East and the Emergence of Open Societies” in
Hefner (ed.) Remaking Muslim Politics: Pluralism, Contestation, Democratization.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press; Hoexter, Miriam, Eisenstadt, Shmuel,
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ing intellectual figures in the movement, who has been close to Fethullah Gülen,
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but no longer the only one.”

71. Although several people may have moved from previous Nur networks to
Gülen associations, their ways of life and identities have changed along with the
changing social and political processes in Turkey.Another follower, who pays reg-
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73. This information is from my oral histories with a few followers who had
been to the household where Fethullah Gülen was raised.
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“There was a depth in their prayer.Their namaz and praying seemed so different
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76. See especially Mardin 1989: 8–9.While Said Nursi “combated materialism
because it negated Islam, he also realized that the influences of Western ways
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religious orders can be seen as constituents of civil society. It is obviously the case
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bridge University Press.
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cepted the duty as a service.They reported that they worked for months without
any payment.Another follower who I interviewed in Massachusetts referred to his
daily religious practice, such as namaz, as hizmet.When I asked why namaz would
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Stork, J. (eds.) Political Islam. Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of California Press.
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15. Ibid., p. 27. Kasaba states, “Certain cultures were judged to be unsuitable
to take part in progress unless they abandoned their identity. The progressive
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31. Zaman, 19 April 1998.
32. See Nazlï Ilïcak’s column in Akšam, 27 December 1997.
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