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Extended Abstract

Introduction: The religious policies of modern states are influenced by various
factors, leading to the formation of multiple models of secularism in different
societies. The Turkish model in the Islamic world has frequently attracted the
attention of both Western and Islamic scholars, often without critical reflection.
The characteristics of this model have been less critically examined. The present
paper is aimed at investigating the intellectual — historical roots of institutional
secularization of the Turkish state, and fundamental characteristics and contradic-
tions of the Turkish secularism model (known as Laiklik) during its founding peri-
od (1923-1940). Understanding the mentioned characteristics and contradictions,
which have been the cognate of this model of secularism until today, will provide
significant insight into the decades-long debates between Islamists, Kemalists,
and religious minorities regarding the nature of secularism and religious policy in
Turkey.

Methods: Using a descriptive — analytic research method, an attempt was made to an-
swer the main research question. A critical perspective has also been applied in the use
of sources and in the presentation of the discussion. A collection of classic research on
the history and politics of Turkey, along with recent works published in the field of reli-
gion and state in this country, constitute the main sources of the present study.

Results and Discussion: An examination of the religious policy of the nascent Turkish
Republic up until 1940 reveals radical religious policies, which, given the intertwining
of religion and the Sultan-Caliphate system in the Ottoman Empire, were remarkable.
The modernization and secular traces of this period also had a significant influence on
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other Islamic countries. A Number of states in the region have followed a number of
Kemalist policies, particularly regarding the relationship between religion and the state.
The findings of this historical-critical study on the Turkish model of secularism indi-
cate that, despite the official adoption of /aiklik and secular rhetoric, the authoritarian
state’s interference in religious affairs, the nationalization of Islam, and the lack of state
neutrality towards different religions and sects were among the key features of Turkish
secularism during its foundation. These three contradicting characteristics are among
the most important distinctions between this particular model of secularism and the
democratic models of secularism. As mentioned in this article’s conclusion, the above
features are tied with Turkish secularism in the following decades (especially since the
1970s) and the governing era of the Justice and Development Party (despite emphasiz-
ing a moderate interpretation of secularism). One of the negative consequences of these
characteristics is the continued activation of ideological, political, and religious divides
in Turkish politics. The government’s lack of practical impartiality has always led to ma-
jor dissatisfaction among non-Muslim religious minorities and Muslim Alawites, both
in the past and in the present, while the Alevi-Sunni divide remains a key political and
social fault line in the country.

Conclusion: Considering equal dignity for people with different religious and non-re-
ligious beliefs and ensuring conscience — religion freedom have been among the most
basic objectives of the secularism. The principle of non-interference of the government
in religious affairs and the principle of neutrality are basic instruments for realizing such
an objective. In the Turkish model, however, from the early stages of establishment of
the secularism (Ataturk Administration), the objectives were pretty ambiguous. During
this stage, the secular politics was based on political authoritarianism, extreme ethnic
nationalism, and authoritative modernization, of which the secularization was only a
part. As a result, this model of secularism contained contradictions that persisted in the
following decades, rendering it incapable of achieving the goals of secularism as seen
in many democratic states.
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