
The Complex Relationship Between Turkey,
Islam, Nationalism, and Modernity
Turkey is a country that sits at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, a geographical
position that has had a significant impact on its history and culture. Throughout
the ages, Turkey has been influenced by various civilizations, including Greeks,
Romans, Byzantines, and Ottomans. Today, Turkey is a thriving modern nation,
but it still has deep roots in its traditions, religion, and nationalism. This article will
explore the fascinating interplay between Turkey's Islam, nationalism, and its
quest for modernity.

The Role of Religion in Turkish Society

Islam has played a central role in the history and identity of Turkey. With a
majority Muslim population, religion has shaped Turkish society, politics, and
culture. Turkey is home to historic mosques, such as the iconic Hagia Sophia,
which stands as a testament to the country's Islamic heritage.

However, Turkey's relationship with Islam is complex. After the founding of the
modern Turkish Republic by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1923, there was a
concerted effort to secularize the country. Atatürk introduced a series of reforms
aimed at separating religion from the state, including the adoption of a Western-
inspired legal code and the of secular education.
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Despite these efforts, Islam has remained an integral part of Turkish society.
There has been a resurgence of Islamic identity in recent years, challenging
Turkey's secular foundations. The ruling AK Party, led by President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, has emphasized a return to Islamic values, resulting in both support
and opposition from different segments of society.

The Rise of Nationalism in Turkey

Alongside its Islamic heritage, nationalism has shaped Turkey's history. After the
decline of the Ottoman Empire at the end of World War I, the Turkish War of
Independence led to the establishment of the Republic of Turkey. Atatürk's vision
for Turkey was built on the principles of nationalism, modernization, and
secularism.

Modern Turkish nationalism emphasizes a shared cultural and linguistic identity.
The idea of a unified Turkish nation has been essential in shaping the country's
political landscape and fostering a sense of national pride. Nationalist sentiment
often intersects with Islam, as Turkey sees itself as the guardian of the Muslim
world.
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However, nationalist rhetoric can also lead to exclusionary practices. The Kurdish
minority in Turkey has faced challenges in asserting their cultural and linguistic
rights, as the Turkish state has historically aimed to assimilate them into the
dominant Turkish identity. Balancing nationalism with the diverse ethnic and
cultural composition of Turkey remains an ongoing challenge.

Modernization and Turkey's Path towards Modernity

Over the past century, Turkey has embarked on a journey of modernization that
has aimed to align the country with Western ideals and development. Atatürk's
reforms in the early years of the republic laid the foundation for this
transformation. The adoption of Western dress, the substitution of the Arabic
script with a Latin-based alphabet, and the promotion of women's rights were all
part of this push for modernity.

However, modernization has not been without its challenges. Traditional and
conservative values often clash with the rapid changes brought about by
modernization. The tension between secularism and religious conservatism has
created divisions within Turkish society.

Furthermore, Turkey's path towards modernity is influenced by external factors as
well. Its bid for EU membership has required the country to align its laws and
practices with European standards. This process has both contributed to and
complicated Turkey's pursuit of modernity.

Turkey's relationship with Islam, nationalism, and modernity is intricate and
multifaceted. It reflects the country's historical, geographical, and cultural
position. Islam remains a significant component of Turkish identity, while
nationalism provides a sense of unity and pride. Modernization, on the other



hand, seeks to align Turkey with global standards, but it also creates tensions
within society.

As Turkey navigates these complexities, it is essential to balance its rich heritage
with the demands of a rapidly changing world. Finding a path that embraces
diversity, respects individual rights, and upholds democratic principles will be
crucial for Turkey's future.
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Turkey, Islam, Nationalism, and Modernity reveals the historical dynamics
propelling two centuries of Ottoman and Turkish history. As mounting threats to
imperial survival necessitated dynamic responses, ethnolinguistic and religious
identities inspired alternative strategies for engaging with modernity. A radical,
secularizing current of change competed with a conservative, Islamically
committed current. Crises sharpened the differentiation of the two currents,
forcing choices between them.

The radical current began with the formation of reformist governmental elites and
expanded with the advent of “print capitalism,” symbolized by the privately
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owned, Ottoman-language newspapers. The radicals engineered the 1908 Young
Turk revolution, ruled empire and republic until 1950, made secularism a lasting
“belief system,” and still retain powerful positions.

The conservative current gained impetus from three history-making Islamic
renewal movements, those of Mevlana Halid, Said Nursi, and Fethullah Gülen.
Powerful under the empire, Islamic conservatives did not regain control of
government until the 1980s. By then they, too, had their own influential media.

Findley's reassessment of political, economic, social, and cultural history
reveals the dialectical interaction between radical and conservative currents of
change, which alternately clashed and converged to shape late Ottoman and
republican Turkish history.
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