
CHAPTER 20

A “Democratic-Conservative”
Government by Pious
People: The Justice and
Development Party in Turkey

Metin Heper

The founders of the Turkish Republican party (Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet
Halk Partisi – CHP)) (1923) opted for total Westernization. Believing that the guilty
party for the demise of the Ottoman Empire (1299–1918) was primarily Islam itself,
they initiated a cognitive revolution that aimed at freeing the mind from the “dogmatic
thinking that Islam had inculcated in people.” Their goal was that of educating new
generations of “Turks who would think logically.” For this purpose, they closed religious
schools, religious courts as well as religious orders, lodges, and shrines. They also set
up a Directorate for Religious Affairs. This Directorate, affiliated to the prime ministry,
was given the task of appointing all the prayer leaders and preachers of the mosques
in the country and monitoring the sermons delivered at those mosques for helping to
develop and maintain an enlightened Islam. Still, the latter Islam had to be a source for
nothing more than personal ethics. Therefore, among other things, they wished to see
a clear separation between religion and the state.

On the whole the Westernization project of the founders of the Republic that
included not only an extensive revamping of the educational system but also the bor-
rowing of civil, penal, administrative, and commercial laws intact from Switzerland,
Italy, France, and Germany, respectively, was quite successful. People started to depart-
mentalize their lives. On the one hand, they scrupulously practiced their religion; on
the other hand, they led quite secular lives.1 In the multi-party period that started in
1945, people did not vote for a political party only because it was a religiously oriented
party; they expected the political party to deliver goods and services. Even when polit-
ical Islam became widespread in many Muslim countries in the circa post-1979 era, in
Turkey the votes of the religiously oriented political parties kept fluctuating; they have
not displayed a secular increase.

However, Turkey’s cognitive revolution was not complemented by a cultural revolu-
tion. The founders’ reform project, known as Kemalism, which was derived from the
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name of the founder himself – Mustafa Kemal Atatürk – could not provide guidelines
for everyday behavior and morality. Also, both in the Ottoman Empire and in Republi-
can Turkey one did not come across aristocracy and bourgeoisie that could inculcate
on the people their own cultural norms. Under the circumstances, Islam continued to
shape several dimensions of the attitudes and values not only of the people but also of
the rulers. The 1924 Constitution in Turkey had adopted civic nationalism; those who
professed loyalty to the state were to be considered Turk regardless of their religion and
language. Still, governments in that country allowed Bosnian immigrants to Turkey
because they were Muslims, although they did not speak Turkish, but did not let the
Gagauz Turks in Romania to immigrate to Turkey because they were Christians,
although they spoke Turkish. Also, the people, including the well-educated ones, in 
conversation and writing continued to use words that had Islamic rather than secular
connotations, like günah (sinful) instead of ziyan (wasteful).

As noted, Turkey made a transition to multi-party politics in 1945. The single-party
period that had started in 1923 came to an end in the wake of the 1950 national elec-
tions when the Democratic Party (Demokrat Parti – DP) defeated the CHP and came to
power. However, the CHP, which had been instrumental in launching the Republican
reforms, continued to perceive itself as the guardian of those reforms. In contrast, the
DP’s image of itself was that of the defender of the “national will” as against “the state’s
will.” The former included the people’s religious preferences and aspirations, which,
given the earlier cognitive revolution, were quite innocent: people basically wanted
more mosques and to see their religious orders, lodges, and shrines legalized so that
they would be able to live their religion more freely and fully. The Democrats provided
funds for more mosques, and they did not make strenuous efforts to prevent the 
resurfacing of religious orders, lodges, and shrines although under law they were still
forbidden. Then and later, the people in Turkey did not long for a return to sharı̄‘ah.
Opinion polls conducted at the turn of the century have shown that although around
20 percent of the people said they were for such a rule, when further probed it turned
out only 10.7 percent of the people were for a man marrying with four wives, 14.0
percent for women receiving lesser percentage of inheritance than men, 13.9 percent
for divorce according to Islamic law, and only around one percent for the stoning to
death of women who had engaged in adultery.2

Yet, the “soft attitude of the DP” toward the Islamic aspirations and preferences of
the people was one of the reasons why the military removed the Democrats from power
in 1960. The makers of the new (1961) Constitution, many of which were CHP 
sympathizers, did not want a repeat of the DP phenomenon in Turkey – a political party
“diverting from the secularist path” and taking harsh measures against its detractors.
They thus introduced proportional representation to prevent majority rule and
expanded the scope of the basic rights and liberties so that governments in Turkey could
no longer resort to authoritarianism against their critics. The unforeseen consequences
of these provisions were the polarization of politics and the inability of the coali-
tion governments to deal with the threat the polarization in question posed for 
democracy and the socio-economic life in Turkey. The liberal provisions of the 1961
Constitution facilitated the flourishing of ideological politics of the left and the right
and their armed clash in the streets. The coalition governments from 1961 until 1964
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could not function in a harmonious manner because their members came to have 
virtually irreconcilable differences. The CHP continued to act as the guardian of the
“state’s will,” and the Justice Party (Adalet Partisi – AP) as that of the “national will.”
An almost exclusive focus on “high politics” lingered on in the 1965–71 period too
when the AP was in government and the CHP in opposition. Consequently, those two
secular parties could not cooperate and take effective measures against the widely
spread political violence.

It was at this juncture that the first religiously oriented political party of the 
Republican period – the National Order Party (Milli Nizam Partisi – MNP) (1970–1) –
was formed. The initiative for its establishment came from the then Sheikh of the
Nakhsibandi Order, a certain Mehmet Zait Kotku, who thought Turkey was in need of
moral development. In his submission, moral development would have given rise to
material prosperity and political stability “that the country badly needed.” Kotku’s
project of moral development, which resembled the Protestant ethic, did not have the 
underpinnings of political Islam – a yearning for a state based on Islam – for Kotku 
Islam was not the end, but a means for secular ends. Kotku’s project aimed at the revi-
talization of some of the tenets of Islam for bringing about a spiritualist awakening
that, it was thought, would lead to spirited endeavors and hard work on the part of the
people.

The idea of moral development became an inspiration for the MNP and the four suc-
cessor parties – the National Salvation Party (Milli Selamet Partisi – MSP) (1972–80),
the Welfare Party (Refah Partisi – RP) (1983–98), the Virtue Party (Fazilet Partisi – FP)
(1998–9), and the Felicity Party (Saadet Partisi – SP) (1999 to the present). The 
MNP and the MSP adopted the idea of so-called “National View” – the state preparing
the ground for both material and moral development, and moral development in 
turn facilitating the emergence of a national conscience, that is, the flourishing of a
will to make determined efforts for the benefit of the community at large. The RP, FP,
and the SP targeted a “Just Order” (Adil Düzen) – a social order that was both rational
and just.

However, whether in government (the MSP was several times a coalition member in
the 1973–9 period and the RP was a coalition member in the 1996–7 period) or in
opposition, under Necmettin Erbakan – the leader of the MNP, MSP, and RP and the
behind-the-scenes leader of the FP and the SP – these parties went beyond merely bor-
rowing themes from Islam and also tried to further Islamize both society and the state.
They, for instance, tried to turn Haghia Sofia (the former Byzantine church in Istanbul)
from a museum to a mosque, render Friday a weekend day, and prevent the introduc-
tion of the compulsory eighth-year secular education. More critically, from time to time,
both Erbakan and some other members of these parties talked of Muslims forcefully
coming to power, if necessary.

Although Erbakan and his associates could achieve none of these objectives and
Erbakan’s fiery statements along those lines seemed to have been resorted to in order
to appease the radical Islamists both within and without these parties, Erbakan’s 
statements in particular but also the attempts of these political parties to Islamize 
the society and the state led to their closure by the Constitutional Court (MNP, RP, 
WP, and VP) or by the military (MSP). Also in a society that had gone through a 

THE JUSTICE AND DEVELOPMENT PARTY IN TURKEY 347



successful cognitive revolution in the 2002 national elections, the votes of the SP, the
last and present religiously oriented political party of this genre, dwindled to less than
two percent.

The Justice and Development Party

Identity

The Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi – AKP) is a product of
the dissatisfaction of some members of the religiously oriented political parties with the
MNP to the SP concerning the discourse and praxis of those parties. It is true that from
the MNP to the SP, the religiously oriented political parties in Turkey had gradually
become more and more system oriented. Whereas the first of these political parties, the
MNP, had perceived an incompatibility between Islam and the secular order, the last in
this category of political parties, the SP, demanded only that the state and Islam should
not meddle in each other’s affairs. Similarly, while the MNP had not allowed women to
take part in party activities, female candidates from the SP have been elected to Parlia-
ment and some of them even smoked cigarettes and consumed alcohol in public.
However, at the same time the MNP–SP line continued to insist on going further than
an Islamic version of Protestant ethic; they toyed with the idea of political Islam and
they perceived the secular political parties from an “us versus them” perspective. These
political parties thus marginalized themselves in the polity and, consequently, they were
all closed. The dissatisfied members of the SP, the so-called Innovators (Yenilikçiler), led
by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and his closest colleague Abdullah Gül, first tried to capture
the leadership in the SP. When they failed (by a rather close margin), they formed the
AKP (May 14, 2000). At the November 4, 2002 elections, the AKP obtained 34.6
percent of the votes and thus the majority of seats in Parliament and formed a 
government all by itself.

While they were still the members of the SP, the Innovators referred to themselves
as “Muslim democrats” in an effort to underline their belief in political pluralism and
their tolerance for the secularly oriented political parties. Then they extricated them-
selves from the MNP–SP line altogether and declared that they were not “Muslim
democrats,” but “conservative democrats” to emphasize the fact that they were revert-
ing to the earlier idea of political morality, stripped of its political Islam dimension. They
have considered themselves as pious people whose moral qualities such as industri-
ousness, just behavior, respect for the people, tolerance for rivals, and search for peace
and harmony in the community and society would inevitably reflect upon their poli-
tics. Yet, they have not thought of Islam as even one of the sources for their policies
and programs. As Erdoğan once poignantly put it, they were pious people, but preferred
secular politics.3

Although what Erdoğan quipped adequately sums up the AKP’s political philosophy,
it is in order to take it up in greater detail. Some important dimensions of this new
approach to politics are the following.4
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State–religion relation
• Freedom of conscience is of utmost importance. This freedom also involves the

freedom of living one’s religion in accordance with one’s belief. The state
should not be able to impose its own dogma upon society.

• The state should be equidistant to all religions and thoughts, making possible
their peaceful coexistence.

• The state too should be freed from the clutches of any kind of dogma. Forming
a political party in the name of religion, or to even give such an image, is the
greatest harm one can render to religion. Religion is a common belief system;
nobody has a right to use it for partisan purposes and thus give rise to divi-
sions in society and politics. Also, nobody has a right to try to make others
more pious.

• In politics, one may take one’s cues from traditional values; one should not,
however, transform the latter into an ideology. Reflection in politics of one’s
personal views and feelings based on religion is only to be expected; however,
it does not clash with laicism.

Tradition, order, and freedom
• Freedom and order are not phenomena that negate each other; in fact, one

cannot have one without the other. Yet, the freedom to tinker with customs,
traditions, norms of morality, and religious life cannot be approved. On the
other hand, society is not individualism’s coffin but its cradle. Such institu-
tions as the family, school, and civil societal organizations enable the individ-
ual to defend his/her rights and freedoms against the state.

Consensus and harmony
• Divisiveness, radicalism, and conflict should be replaced by unity, moderation,

and consensus.

Democracy
• It is necessary to attribute special significance to democracy for it (a) 

prevents the imposition of dogma from above; (b) allows the articulation 
of different points of view; and (c) makes it possible to take lessons from past
mistakes.

• Arbitrary rule that tramples upon collective and individual rights and liber-
ties should be rejected.

• The growth of the state at the expense of the family, school, and other civil
societal institutions politicizes the former and limits the scope of individual
rights and freedoms. The authority of the state should not do away with indi-
vidual rights and freedoms.

• Fundamentalism is the greatest threat to democracy because it rejects dia-
logue. One should accept the fact that s/he may be wrong and others may be
right. The most important characteristic of democracy is to have faith in the
commonsense of the people.
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• The state should withdraw to its primary sphere of responsibility. In its own
sphere of responsibility, however, the state should display an effective and
dynamic performance. The concentration and monopolization of authority is
not an apt strategy, for the reasoning faculties of men have their limits. Thus
there is a need not only for the limitation but also for the horizontal distribu-
tion of power. Civil society is indispensable for democracy. The state cannot
satisfactorily resolve all the issues the country faces.

• It is necessary to keep in mind both the social realities and the requisites of the
modern world.

Change
• It is necessary to avoid promoting revolutionary change. Commonsense

should substitute both the rationalism and the revolutionary. Rationalism is
not rational. Ideals are important; yet, they should be balanced by other
equally important considerations.

• It is necessary to avoid being against any kind of change from taking place.
Everything that exists today cannot be inappropriate, for they have developed
through long centuries of trial and error. Tradition is significant not because
it is related to the past, but because it is a carrier of past experience and
wisdom. However, a nostalgic approach to tradition should be avoided.

Globalization
• It is necessary to protect the individual against the state and enable him/her

to take initiative, render societal groups and organizations politically effica-
cious actors, provide constitutional protection to the rights and freedoms of
minorities, and improve and protect the religious and ethnic groups’ freedom
of expression and means of representation.

• On the one hand, the difference of identity is one of the fundamental freedoms
of the present age; on the other hand, awareness of being a citizen and of
common values is also very important.

• Differences constitute richness; at the same time, it is necessary to reconcile
and harmonize the differences. Local cultures should be preserved; yet, cul-
tural relativism should not end up in a rejection of universal norms and
values.

In the summer of 2003, Abdullah Gül, the AKP government’s foreign and deputy prime
minister, stated that his party has a philosophical depth and this is what distinguishes
that political party from other political parties in Turkey. He pointed out that they suc-
cessfully reconcile their values and belief systems with modernity. Gül said that they
always had a vision of a Muslim and, at the same time, a contemporary country where
men and women take part in an egalitarian manner in a transparent government. He
concluded his remarks by pointing out that in the last analysis theirs was a civilization
project; in his view Turkey could be an inspiration to the other countries in the geog-
raphy it is situated.5 In the AKP’s First General Congress in September 2003, Erdoğan
made similar observations. He pointed out that their congress was the congress of his
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“sublime nation and that has carried the country to new horizons.” He added 
that Turkey has been forming a close link between its “deep cultural roots and its 
honorable future.” Then, echoing Martin Luther King, Erdoğan concluded his remarks
by saying, “I dream of a Turkey which will be the strongest bridge between 
civilizations.”6

The AKP’s conservative democracy as reflected in the maxims given above indeed
aims at a successful reconciliation of past and present, tradition and modern, religion
and state, society and state, Islam and democracy, conflict and consensus, order and
freedom, morality and rationality, and global and indigenous. Not unlike its immediate
predecessor, the AKP disapproves of the meddling of both the state and religion in the
affairs of the other. In addition, however, it grants that not only the state but also the
religion may have its dogmas, and that in its view both are undesirable. The AKP, there-
fore, is for a government by pious people who have moral principles, but not for a gov-
ernment by Islamists who have religious dogmas. The moral principles they have in mind
include responsiveness to the religious preferences and aspirations of the people; yet,
the AKP view is that while serving the people it cannot give short shrift to the impera-
tives of the modern world. According to Erdoğan, “the AKP seeks to reconcile people’s
preferences and aspirations with responsible government.”7

The AKP sees in democracy a strong guarantee against the imposition of dogmatic
thinking both from above (the state) and from below (society) and the possibility of
drawing clear lines between the jurisdictions of the state and society. It wishes to clip
the wings of the state to some extent, while rendering whatever is left of it efficient and
effective. It attributes to the society (family, schools, and civil societal organizations) the
task of socializing individuals into a feeling of solidarity with others and enabling them
to defend their rights and freedoms against the state. However, the AKP takes a strong
stand against fundamentalism that may have its roots in society as well. The AKP’s con-
ception of democracy derives from a faith in the commonsense of the people and its
own emphasis on harmony and dialogue. Again echoing King, Erdoğan once stated, “I
have a dream in which conflict turns into competition, tension into dialogue, and polar-
ization into democratic harmony.”8 Erdoğan talks about “democratic harmony”; he
believes in dynamic consensus, which is the product of persuasion, not in static consen-
sus, which is imposed by one group upon others. The AKP also aims to reconcile the
vertical (acting in a responsible, statesmanlike manner) and the horizontal (acting to
satisfy the preferences and aspirations of the people) dimensions of democracy. Let us
again turn to Erdoğan: “Before the AKP came to power, those who preferred to pursue
ideological politics equated politics with radicalism and those who preferred populism
lacked an overall vision. The former made politics a prisoner of their prejudices; the
latter rendered politics a means of political patronage.”9

The AKP has a Burkean approach to change. It conceives of rationalism as being
not rational because in its view man’s reasoning faculties have their limits. The party
perceives the revolutionary as utopian and thus not acceptable, because it does not con-
sider man as omnipotent and because the party has respect for the commonsense of
the people, which “derives from their accumulated wisdom.” Yet the AKP does not have
too lofty a conception of tradition; according to the AKP, when necessary the tradi-
tional should be replaced by the modern.
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The AKP has a balanced approach to globalization, too. The party welcomes differ-
ences; yet, it also underlines the necessity of harmonizing those differences. This is what
Erdoğan on one occasion offered on this issue: “We do not have in mind an exclusive
conception of citizenship. We are citizens of Turkey, not Turkish citizens [if “Turkish”
here is taken in a definitional, but not in a nominal sense]. Yet we should all the time rein-
force our awareness of being citizens of Turkey. We should keep in mind that language,
religion, and ethnicity are all subaltern values. There is above them the all-embracing
concept of constitutional citizenship [being a citizen of Turkey by virtue of having pro-
fessed loyalty to the Turkish state].”10 Particularly striking here is the party’s emphasis
on the protection of the rights of minorities (which in Turkey means the non-Muslim
citizens of the country)11 and not pursuing discriminatory policies toward them. 
Following the car-bomb attacks on the two synagogues in Istanbul in 2003, Prime 
Minister Erdoğan had been criticized for not having made a particular reference to the
victimized Jewish Turks too when he denounced the attacks. Erdoğan responded to
those criticisms by saying, “Why should the prime minister of Turkey make a reference
to the specific [that is, ethnic, religious, and sectarian] identities of his/her citizens? All
of those who lost their lives are Turkish citizens, irrespective of their religions.”12

Policies and Praxis

In its first year in office, to what extent has the AKP lived up to its discourse concern-
ing its identity as a conservative-democratic party, which it preferred to “democratic
Muslim”? Has the party been engaged in dissimulation (takiyye) and successfully con-
cealed its ulterior motive of bringing about a state based on Islam, as the bulk of its
secular detractors claimed or has it chosen a path that is quite different from the one
its predecessors traversed?

While the AKP sees some societal institutions including religion as sources of indi-
vidual morality, the party views the (secular) Republican precepts as sources of social
and political solidarity. An AKP MP, Ömer Çelik, who is very close to Erdoğan, 
argued in May 2003 in an Istanbul daily that there is in Turkey a need for an official
ideology and his reference was no other than Kemalism. Not unlike Dankwart A.
Rustow, Çelik is of the opinion that national unity is an indispensable prerequisite for
a viable democracy. Çelik thinks that Kemalism designates “the codes of collective exis-
tence”, and as such he finds that worldview sine qua non of democracy in Turkey.13 In
the same vein, the head of the Education and Training Council of the Ministry of
Education, Ziya Selçuk, appointed to that post by the AKP, thinks that in Turkey there
are “very few common denominators” except Kemalism.14 In the fall of 2003, the Min-
istry of Education was working on a project of how to make students better appre-
ciate Atatürk and his reforms. In this project, they were cooperating with the members
of the Secretariat-General of the National Security Council – the mouthpiece of the
staunchly secularist Turkish military. Both Çelik and Selçuk were reflecting the views
of Prime Minister Erdoğan who in his preface to the book on conservative democracy
has noted that there is no conflict between democracy and republicanism and that in
fact they would complement each other. Earlier, on May 19, 2003, on the eighty-fourth
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anniversary of Atatürk’s landing in the city of Samsun on the Black Sea coast in 
northeast Turkey to start the Turkish War of Independence, Erdoğan in that city
declared that whatever Atatürk and his associates believed then he and his 
colleagues too believe in and like them they will also try to take Turkey to enlightened
tomorrows.

Needless to point out, The AKP’s notion of Kemalism is somewhat different from the
Kemalism of the bulk of the secularist elite in Turkey. The AKP leaders criticize the sec-
ularist elite for taking Kemalism as “an ideology that calls for the state to dictate how
people practice their religion,” for instance, through the Presidency of Religious Affairs
and through the Constitutional Court and the Council of Higher Education who
together regulate the head dress of female students in the universities. The AKP leaders
think the state should have more faith in the commonsense of the people. Their inter-
pretation of Kemalism may in fact be closer to how Atatürk and his associates actually
perceived republicanism. As already mentioned, the latter had given rise to a cognitive
revolution – an effort to enable the people to think rationally – and this project was a
great success. So, the AKP asks, why under the circumstances should the elite not have
faith in the commonsense of the people in general and in their representatives in Par-
liament in particular? The AKP thus views the Kemalist “codes of collective existence,”
“one of the few common denominators” people in Turkey have, as a worldview of how
to think, and not as an ideology of what to think. The AKP was criticized for using the
European Union (EU) pretext to hastily democratize the country. Its critiques saw
behind such efforts on the part of the AKP “the ulterior motive of making possible ‘one
man, one vote, once’.” Deputy Prime Minister Gül responded to such criticisms in
August 2003 by saying that those views in the last analysis falsely assume that Turkey
does not deserve a democratic system of government because the Turks are not con-
sidered mature enough.

The AKP’s faith in the commonsense of the people constitutes the basic premise of
their views on democracy. They think because people have commonsense one can
reason with them. So, in their opinion, there is no need for authoritarian rules and prac-
tices. Even before the rather critical vote on the government resolution on the deploy-
ment in southeastern Turkey and the transit passage through that territory of
American troops on the eve of and during the recent Iraq war, the AKP leaders did not
see a need to arrange for a binding decision in that party’s Parliamentary Group. Rather
they held “persuasion sessions” with groups of the AKP parliamentarians. In Decem-
ber 2003, the AKP government submitted to Parliament a bill for substantially decen-
tralizing government to render it both “democratic and rational.” As has been explained
by Erdoğan, the aim is that of “replacing the unaccountable administration that does
not pay attention to human rights by an administration based on universalistic and
democratic criteria.” It is hoped that “an administration that utilizes resources effi-
ciently and effectively and allows people’s participation in local administration will
bring the state and citizen together and help Turkey to realize its great potential.”15

In conformity with Erdoğan’s statement that the members of the AKP are pious
people who prefer to rule the country in a secular manner, the party has not placed
Islam and the related issues at the top of their political agenda. Instead, they set 
as their priorities Turkey becoming a full member of the EU on the one hand and 
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socio-economic problems, in particular unemployment, education, health, and the
legal system in that country on the other. The AKP leaders stated that the EU issue and
the socio-economic problems were far more important than the turban issue, which
will be taken up below. They managed to achieve some major reforms in order to make
Turkey’s legal system conform to the Copenhagen criteria. Also toward the end of their
first year in government the Turkish economy began to display significant improve-
ment. For instance, for the first time in the last 20 years the rate of inflation was below
the 30 percent mark.

At the same time the AKP studiously kept Islam away from its policies. One of the
occasions during which their resolve on this issue was tested was the General Council
Meeting of the religiously oriented Association of Independent Industrialists and Busi-
nessmen (Müstakil Sanayiciler ve I

.
şadamları Derneği – MÜSI

.
AD) held on April 23, 2003

and attended by Prime Minister Erdoğan and five other ministers. MÜSI
.
AD was against

the government’s pro-US policy on the eve of and during the recent Iraq war. They dis-
played on the screen in the conference hall the following three verses from the Qur’an
in the hope of influencing the government policy on this matter:

• You who believe! Take not my enemies and yours as friends, offering them
(your) love even though they have rejected the truth (Al-Mumtah. ina [She that
Is to be Examined], 1).

• When it is said to them: Make no mischief on earth they say, “Why, we only
want peace!” (Sūrat al-Baqarah [The Cow], 11).

• Of a surety, they are the ones who make mischief, but realize it not (Sūrat 
al-Baqarah, 12).16

In response to the message that the Association was trying to give him in a subtle
manner, Erdoğan made the following points: Turkey was going through a rather deli-
cate period. The government was trying not to lose sight of the broad picture by avoid-
ing being made prisoner of some specific issues. In order to accelerate Turkey’s progress
toward contemporary civilization there is a need to keep close relations with major
countries. As citizens of this country everybody had to have a similar vision; however,
not everybody had to think alike on each and every issue. Some might say had they
been in government they would have scrapped the agreements Turkey had made with
the International Monetary Fund (IMF). But, in the present era, you had to pay atten-
tion to the IMF. If you rejected the IMF, the whole world would reject you. After having
made these points, Erdoğan and other ministers left the meeting. Two months later, in
his preface to Akdoğan’s Muhafazakar Demokrasi Erdoğan wrote the following: “The AKP
is not trying to emulate the past or some other civilization. It is attempting to conduct
politics at universal standards although it is doing so in accordance with its own par-
ticular viewpoint [read, “political morality”].” In an interview with The New York Times
(January 8, 2003), Erdoğan stated that: (a) he values the secular premises of the state;
(b) the AKP does not have in mind a state based on religion; (c) in any case, an indi-
vidual can have a religion, a state cannot. On this issue, the AKP’s program tersely
states that the party views secularism as indispensable for democracy and thus the
party categorically disapproves of the exploitation of the sacred for political ends.
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Accordingly, the AKP government has not, for instance, tried to remove the ban on the
wearing of headscarves by female university students. In fact, this matter was not
raised by the AKP during the 2002 election campaign. There was no provision con-
cerning the headscarf in a number of university reform bills prepared by two ministers
of education.

However, the secularist continued to be vigilant concerning the issue and has not
allowed even a relatively minor violation of the norm. Soon after they had come to
power, the Speaker of Parliament, Bülent Arınç, took his turbaned wife along when he
went to the airport to see the president and his wife off on a state visit. This created
uproar among the bulk of the secularists in the country. On National Sovereignty Day
(April 23, 2003), the president and the top military commanders made it known 
that they were not going to attend the National Sovereignty Day reception at 
Parliament because Arınç’s turbaned wife was going to be there as hostess. Arınç’s 
last-minute statement that his wife was not going to attend the reception did not change
their minds. On Republican Day (October 29, 2003), President Ahmet Necdet Sezer
invited the AKP parliamentarians, including Prime Minister Erdoğan, but not their
wives while he invited everybody else with their partners. The president stated that not
only university classrooms but also the presidential palace, meeting halls of Parliament,
and the like are public spaces and “in secular Turkey women with headscarves are not
allowed to step into those places.”

Not unexpectedly, the AKP leaders have not agreed with this view. They have argued
that the Turkish constitution stipulates the sanctity of the freedom of conscience. The
headscarf is a personal preference of the people, being related to the style of life that
people should be free to choose. Zeynep Babacan, wife of Ali Babacan, minister of state
responsible for the economy, reacted to the treatment meted out to the wives of the AKP
politicians by saying, “The turban I am wearing is not a political symbol. Some may
seem bigoted and fanatical, but one should not think that all those who cover them-
selves are bigoted fanatics.”17 Ahsen Unakıtan, wife of Kemal Unakıtan, minister of
finance, tied her turban at the back of her neck as some secular women in Turkey do.
Mrs. Unakıtan said: “I started to wear my turban like this when my husband and I went
to a reception at the Turkish Embassy in London. I did not want our diplomats to
become embarrassed because of my turban. . . . If I tie my turban the way I do now
everybody in Turkey will feel relaxed.”18 Mrs. Unakıtan’s last words reflect the general
attitude of the AKP toward politics; the party values harmony in politics and acts
accordingly. As if to complement Mrs. Unakıtan’s observations Parliament Speaker
Arınç has pointed out that he will never take his wife to an official reception and then
said: “In order to prevent tension from arising in the polity, I shall act in that way even
if I shall be ashamed of what I shall be doing.”19 The party’s view on the turban issue
was best described by Mehmet Aydın, minister of state responsible for religious affairs:
“We ourselves shall not solve the turban issue; however, [sooner or later] the issue will
by itself be resolved.”20 Hilmi Çelik, minister of education, brought clarity to the enig-
matic statement of Aydın when he stated: “The turban issue cannot be resolved by law.
There is a need for a large scale consensus on it.”21

In its approach to such other critical issues as education and civil bureaucracy, too,
the AKP government has not drawn upon Islam; it has instead come up with secular
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arguments, although the bulk of the secularists have not believed them and again
attributed to them ulterior motives. Concerning education in Turkey, the AKP has
argued that the Turkish educational system, in particular universities and vocational
schools, needed a thorough upgrading. Concerning the universities, Erdoğan and the
minister of education have pointed out that they wish to see in Turkey more modern
and contemporary universities. They were of the opinion that the universities should
not be “ideological and political clubs.” Faculty members should be world-known schol-
ars, having received awards from prestigious academic institutions abroad. Universities
should have close relations with industry and people. They should have financial auton-
omy. Among other things they should be able to generate some of their revenues them-
selves. Finally, there should be more democracy in the institutions of higher learning:
some of the powers of the Council of Higher Education should be transferred to the
Inter-University Council and, similarly, executive committees and senates at the uni-
versities should take over some of the powers of the rectors and deans.

When the ministry of education came up with a new draft law that stipulated that
with the law going into effect the terms of the present rectors and deans will be termi-
nated, the bulk of the secular establishment began to strongly and vocally register their
opposition to the reform project, arguing that the AKP government was really inter-
ested in bringing to key positions at the universities faculty members who had sympa-
thies toward that government. Thereupon the ministry put on its website the draft law
and stated that it was expecting evaluations and criticisms of university administra-
tions and other related institutions. The minister visited a number of universities and
had discussions with rectors and faculty members. However, the then head of the
Council of Higher Education, Kemal Gürüz, who always had strong opinions against
the AKP, as well as several rectors, remained adamantly opposed to a higher education
reform by the AKP government. Erdoğan changed the minister of education in order to
alleviate the tension. The new minister came up with a substantially watered down
version of the draft law. That too was not acceptable to the secular establishment. The
prime minister invited the rectors to his office and told them that they should work in
close cooperation with the ministry and come up with a reform law. At the present
writing (October 2005), no progress has been made on this issue.

Concerning vocational schools in Turkey, the AKP government has argued that pre-
vious governments had not encouraged vocational school education in Turkey as many
other countries had done. They had not paid attention to upgrading the quality of edu-
cation in those schools and, in fact, had discouraged pupils from attending those schools
by making it more difficult for them to continue their education at universities. The gov-
ernment announced that it was thinking of redressing this situation. This policy of the
AKP government immediately brought to Turkey’s political agenda the prayer leader
and preacher schools. These schools had been established to train prayer leaders and
preachers; their curriculum was a replica of non-vocational secondary schools plus
courses on Islam. However, the graduates of these schools had to obtain marks 
much higher than the graduates of the non-vocational schools to be able to attend a
university.

Not unexpectedly the bulk of the secularists were again greatly disturbed. They
pointed out that these schools were producing a far greater number of prayer leaders
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and preachers than Turkey needed; those who could not obtain a government job would
be additional fodder for political Islam. They argued that opening the gates of uni-
versities to the graduates of these schools would facilitate the AKP government’s efforts
to pack the upper echelons of the civil service with their own pro-political Islam 
supporters.

The minister of education countered these arguments by stating that many parents
who send their children to those schools do not want their children to become prayer
leaders and preachers. The minister argued that many parents wish their children to
have a solid education in their religion or, somewhat short of that, at least become cit-
izens with personal integrity. In the minister’s opinion, since Turkey was a democratic
country the government had to have respect for parents’ preferences. If the people were
interested in learning their religion, the prayer leaders and preacher schools were the
proper places to do that; “otherwise people may learn superstition and may think it is
Islam.” With these considerations in mind, the AKP government prepared the neces-
sary amendments to the existing legislation; it was duly approved by the AKP majority
in Parliament. However, the president vetoed it. If Parliament had again approved the
vetoed law the president could not have vetoed it for a second time. However, the AKP
government has not taken any further action on the issue.

Another rather controversial issue during the first year the AKP government was in
power was the appointments that government made to the civil service. The bulk of the
secularists thought the AKP would have used this as another means of bringing about
a state based on Islam by packing the civil service with “Islamists.” Consequently, the
latter was very critical of almost every appointment made to the higher echelons of the
service. Here, too, the AKP government came up with arguments that had little to do
with the motives its detractors attributed to it. The government argued that for the
dismal failure of the previous government attested by the results of the last elections
one could not hold responsible only politicians; bureaucrats were also responsible for
the unsuccessful policies pursued by the previous government. The AKP leaders said
they had ambitious projects for Turkey, and therefore they needed a new cadre of qual-
ified, dynamic, industrious, and honest bureaucrats who had successful past records
and who could work as members of a team. Prime Minister Erdoğan said: “My bureau-
crats should be able to understand my policies without my explaining to them those
policies in detail. They should even be familiar with my body language.”22 The detrac-
tors of the government disclosed “pro-political Islam statements” that some of the
appointees had made in the past. In response, Prime Minister Erdoğan said that the
bureaucrats his government appointed to the bureaucracy should be appraised, not
keeping in mind who they were 15 years ago, but taking into account who they are
today.23 He insisted that the people they have appointed to key posts were well qualified
for the responsibilities they were saddled with. He mentioned the new Head of the 
Treasury, a certain Mesut Pektaş, who had a B.A. from the English-medium Middle 
East Technical University in Ankara and a M.B.A. from Northwestern University in 
the USA, and who had earlier served as the secretary-general of the Treasury; he 
mentioned another appointment to the same agency, a certain I

.
brahim Çakmak, who

had worked for Lehman Brothers for 14 years, and the Director of Lehman Brothers
had applauded the decision. At the same time, the prime minister granted that some 
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of the appointments may not have been the most appropriate ones; however, he added
that if he found out that an appointment has been with a view to political Islam he
would himself terminate that appointment.

As noted in passing above, the AKP government has had egalitarian discourse and
praxis concerning the non-Muslim citizens of Turkey and their belief systems. When
two synagogues in Istanbul were car-bombed, Erdoğan pointed out that “Those who
have committed this crime against our nation and humanity will be summarily caught
and will be handed out the appropriate sentences, irrespective of whom they are and
what their intentions have been. No ideal, no goal, and no end can justify terror against
innocent people.”24 He then visited the Chief Rabbi in Istanbul accompanied by 70
politicians and expressed his deepest condolences. This was the first time a Turkish
prime minister had paid a visit to the Chief Rabbi. On Christmas Day (2003), Erdoğan
celebrated this sacred day of the Christian citizens of Turkey by declaring, “I share with
great happiness the feelings of love, solidarity, and tolerance which are always felt
intensely on the anniversary of the birth of the Prophet Christ, and view them as the
common values of humanity. I pray to God that this anniversary of the birth of the
Prophet Christ would be an occasion for glad tidings for everybody.”25 The AKP gov-
ernment also changed the word “mosque” to “temple” in the Reconstruction Act so
that the Germans settled on the Mediterranean coast could build their places of worship
there.

To what extent do the AKP parliamentarians and the members of the party organi-
zation as a whole agree with the new discourse and praxis of the party leaders delin-
eated above? An opinion poll carried out in August, 2003 on 220 AKP and SP
administrators in the local organizations of these two political parties has shown that
the AKP administrators are far more secularly oriented than the SP ones. While 60.5
percent of the SP administrators defined themselves as “Islamists,” only 13.1 percent
of the AKP administrators defined themselves as such. Similarly while only 24.4
percent of the SP administrators agreed with the statement that “Islam should not be
used for political purposes,” that percentage went up to 67.7 in the case of the AKP
administrators. Yet the picture is not so rosy for the AKP leadership. Close to 40 percent
of their administrators see themselves as Islamist and more than one-third of them
wish to use Islam for political purposes. This is despite the fact that while founding the
party the AKP leadership had made every effort to recruit to the party “those who had
left behind their old ideologies and who looked ahead.”26 In Parliament, the govern-
ment’s second resolution for allowing the deployment of American troops and their
transit passage through southeastern Turkey was defeated by the votes of some AKP
parliamentarians. And occasionally, the AKP parliamentarians and even ministers
made Islamist and/or Third-Worldist sounding statements. Parliament Speaker Arınç
made a diplomatic gaffe when on an official visit to Japan he said, “I hope when the
Japanese people see this mosque I am visiting and come to know the people who pray
here they would convert to Islam.”27 The minister of public works objected to Turkish
contractors joining the reconstruction of Iraq along with contractors from the United
States, “a country that brought ruins to Iraq.”28 The AKP leadership has been making
strenuous efforts to bring such tendencies into line with their own discourse and praxis.
More than once Erdoğan warned the AKP ministers and parliamentarians to act
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“responsibly.” Erdoğan even removed ministers from their posts if they strayed from the
party line. As time goes by they have been becoming more and more successful in their
efforts along those lines.

Conclusion

The AKP government in Turkey stays away from the Islamic fusion of religion and pol-
itics. On the other hand, being pious people they seem to be influenced by the Qur’anic
injunction of getting involved in politics and pursuing policies beneficial to the major-
ity. If they perceive such efforts as jihād, they seem to take it no more than as “exert-
ing oneself ” and as a “holy struggle against evils within oneself.” They give the 
impression of being puritanical; however, they are certainly not revolutionaries. They
are sympathetic to taqlı̄d (emulation) only vis-à-vis Western ideas and practice. They are
practicing Muslims without any hostility toward secularism. They do not view Gharb,
the Arabic word for the West, as the place of darkness and the incomprehensible, thus
frightening. They are devout persons but at the same time they are pragmatists. They
innovate not in Islamic scriptures, but in politics, economics, and social problems of
Turkey. They adopt Western concepts and practices, while trying to adapt them to the
indigenous environment. Yet they do not allow the past to interfere with their efforts to
grapple with the contemporary realities in a rational manner. The present-day Turkish
Islam discussed in this chapter may be considered as a persuasive refutation of the
theory of the clash of civilizations. After all, in several Western countries for many
people Christianity or Judaism constitute significant dimensions of personal morality
while there is a relatively strict separation between religion and the state. The AKP
project is not any different from this formula. Whether or not that project may be a suc-
cessful model for other Muslim realms is, of course, another story.
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Kadıoğlu, Ayşe, “Republican Epistemology and Islamic Discourses in Turkey,” Middle East Journal,
48, 1994, 645–60.

Kaplan, Sam, “Din-u Devlet All Over Again: The Politics of Military Secularism and Religious 
Militarism in Turkey Following the 1980 Coup,” International Journal of Middle East Studies,
34, 2002, 113–27.
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