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PREFACE

A caricature I saw in a Turkish newspaper recently 
depicted an intellectual sitting in his Western-style home 
the decoration of which included an instrument in Turkish 
folk music, the ud, hung on its wall. To me, he seemed 
just as close to the Turkish people or culture as an 
American might, who has bought an ud as a souvenier while 
travelling in Turkey and has hung it on the wall of his 
Ohio living-room. That caricature hit home. Having been 
raised in Turkey as part of the Westernized elite, I 
have been socialized into viewing the mass culture through 
a Westerner's glasses.

Part of that culture which is alien to me and to many 
urban educated Turks of my generation is closely connected 
with Islam and Islamic traditions. This study is an attempt 
to show how a determined policy of culture change not only 
widened the elite-mass gap but also created specific 
problems in Turkey's political development stemming from 
its Islamic background. In a sense, therefore, this 
undertaking has been a personal catharsis of some sort for 
me. It has helped me to see the issue of Islam in Turkish 
politics through a wider perspective than the legacy of my 
education and upbringing would have called for.

My thanks are due to Professors Dankwart A. Rustow 
and Donald Zagoria of the City University of New York for 
their valuable suggestions and criticisms. Professor 
Rustow's deep knowledge of Turkish politics has helped me



eliminate many factual errors that the study might otherwise
have contained. Both during the writing of this thesis and
throughout my graduate years, I have benefited much from
his advice, encouragement, and friendship. Professor
Zagoria's criticisms of some of the theoretical underpinnings
of the study have prompted me to be more precise about
its larger theoretical implications. He has likewise been
a constant source of help and encouragement during my
graduate school years. In addition, I would also like to
thank Professor Serif Mardin of BogaziQi University in 
•Istanbul. He has read the entire manuscript, has made 
useful suggestions, and has kept my interest in the topic 
alive during the rather lonely phase of writing the draft 
away from the academic circle of the City University.

Finally, my special thanks are due to my husband,
Dr. Sabri Sayari of BogaziQi University, for his constant 
encouragement, help, and last but not least, for his 
financial support of a "liberated" wife during the writing 
of this study. Needless to say, any errors of fact or 
judgment are solely my responsibility.
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INTRODUCTION

"A reader of the Turkish press," wrote Andrew Mango
in 19^7} "could easily get the impression that politics
in today's... Turkish Republic... is about religion."1
Indeed, one of the observable trends in Turkish political
life since the transition to competitive politics in the
late 1940s is the importance of religion as a political
issue. To be sure, religion is a significant factor of
politics in most countries, including the Western. However,
where the population is quite homogeneous along religious

2lines as m  Turkey, religion seldom becomes such a crucial 
problem of concern in national political life. Prance, 
Belgium, and Austria are other exceptions where the religious 
issue, despite religiously uniform populations, has been 
a central problem of politics.

As I shall later argue, the religious dimension in 
Turkish politics has been overemphasized and perpetuated 
by the Kemalist elite. When the Turkish Republic was 
established in 1923, it inherited a legacy of tradition 
from its Ottoman past, a tradition which for centuries had 
been molded by Islamic culture. It was this Islamic back­
ground which had been found to be responsible for the decline 
of the Ottoman Empire by leading Ottoman intellectuals of 
the l8th and 19th centuries. The Ottoman elite had increas­
ingly come to associate the problems confronting the 
Empire with Islam's conservative role in Ottoman society.
At the same time, the recognition of Western technological



superiority had led to the conviction that Ottoman Turkey 
could regain its strength only through accepting Western 
civilization.

Although the beginnings of secularization go as far 
back as the l8th century, it was after 1923 that the histor­
ical connection between religion and the state was broken 
off. In line with a long history of Westernization attempts, 
the secularization program of Mustafa Kemal aimed at subs­
tituting Western culture for the Islamic. To that end, a 
series of reforms were initiated which were designed to 
weaken both the institutional and the functional strength 
of Islam in Turkish society. However, instead of relegating 
religion to the private sphere, the Kemalist regime assumed 
the responsibility of supervising and controlling religious 
activity through maintaining, in modified form, the org­
anizational links between the religious institutions and 
the state bureaucracy. In that respect, the Kemalists 
opted for a continuity of tradition between the Ottoman 
Empire and the new Republic. Just as in the Ottoman Empire, 
the religious organization in the Turkish Republic was 
linked to the administrative structure of the state with the 
important distinction, however, that whereas in the past, 
the clerics had wielded a great deal of influence in 
political affairs, they lost any formal or informal control 
of the political process after the establishment of the 
Republic.

The Kemalist version of separating church and state,



therefore, took a different form from what is generally 
understood by the term. In a certain sense, Mustafa 
Kemal*s program of secularization defeated its own purpose. 
Religious institutions were not separated from the state 
but rather became subservient to it. The question as to 
whether this rigid implementation of secularism during the 
one-party period (1923-1946) was necessary for transforming 
Turkey into a modern nation-state has been a major issue 
of controversy among Turkish intellectuals. If modernity 
is defined in terms of Westernization, as the Kemalist 
elite defined it, it was probably inevitable that a frontal 
attack be launched against Islam. Islam created a distinct 
set of legal procedures, a system of education, and codes 
of social conduct, all of which conflicted with Western 
versions. The transformation of an Islamic society into a 
Western one necessarily involved a drastic change, and hence 
perhaps a measure of forceful imposition. However, although 
Westernization did succeed at the elite level, it was not as 
readily accepted by the masses. To the majority of the 
peasants and inhabitants of provincial small-towns, Islam 
was still the dominant force in social life.

This radical understanding of secularism had signif­
icant effects on the political system. Not only did it 
give rise to reactionary movements which at times involved 
bloodshed, but it also increased the gap between elite and 
mass cultures. The aspirations of the modernizing elite 
excluded any promotion of folk culture and traditions. This



difference between elite and mass aspirations turned into a 
political struggle with distinctly religious overtones 
with the emergence of competing parties in 19^6 which sought 
to enhance their electoral strength by appealing to the 
religious sentiments of the voter. One important consequence 
of the politicization of religion was the expansion of 
political participation. Religion, among other factors, 
played a prominent role in the political mobilization of 
the rural strata.

The Kemalist elite of the post-1946 period has viewed 
the use of religion for political purposes with suspicion, 
and more often, with downright fear. Having identified the 
decline of the Ottoman Empire with its Islamic milieu,
Turkish intellectuals have always been cautious about 
Islam’s impact on Turkish society. As the most Westernized 
sector of the population in terms of both life style and 
intellectual orientation, they have often looked with disdain 
on Islamic culture and traditions. Categorically, they have 
identified religiosity with conservatism of a special kind, 
one which rejects Kemalist reformism and which hopes for a 
return to a semi-theocracy. Hence, they have interpreted 
all demands for greater religious freedom as an attack on 
Kemalism and on the Republic itself. As a result, the 
expression of religious interests through interest groups 
or political parties has been viewed as alarming, rather 
than as a natural outcome of electoral politics.

A major theme-which I shall emphasize throughout this 
study is that the politicization of religion in Turkey



resulted from (a) the failure of the Initial nationalist 
movement to mobilize the rural strata through distinctly 
political ideologies, and (b) the unwillingness or the 
inability of the early modernizers to close the gap between 
elite and mass cultures. Religion, therefore, played a 
prominent role in both mobilizing the newly-enfranchised 
masses and in dramatizing the extent of the urban-rural 
cleavage. Seen in this context, the relationship of 
religion to political development appears to be a dual one.
On the one hand, the use of religion for political purposes 
led to the legitimization of traditional religious norms 
and practices which conflicted with the goals of the Kemalist 
elite. On the other hand, however, religion contributed 
to political development to the extent that it became 
instrumental in mass political participation.

My basic assumption about the role of religion in 
political development is that change and tradition cannot 
be viewed in dichotomous terms. A theory of modernization 
which sees modernity in a unidirectional fashion is, in 
my judgment, questionable. So are concepts of traditional 
society which attribute a constantly static role to tradition. 
I view modernity not as a distinctly new phase in the 
developmental process but rather, as a specific configuration 
of both traditional and changing forms of social, economic, 
legal, and political arrangements. In such a formulation, 
the special manner in which each society undergoes modern­
ization is seen as dependent on its historical traditions.



The religious system, like all other sub-systems in 
society, is also affected by the processes of change. For 
example, in a post-revolutionary situation, the religious 
institutions, once defenders of the status quo, may become 
centers of protest. In such a setting, religion may serve 
as an alternative world view to that of political ideologies. 
In a colonial situation, religion may assume a revolutionary 
role in the hands of indigeneous nationalist leaders. In 
countries undergoing rapid industrialization, religion may 
become a channel for articulating the discontent which 
marginal groups—  such as small traders or artisans—  feel 
about the adverse effects of industrialization on their 
vocational interests. In a secular state, religion may 
change its former social and political functions and reorient 
its appeal to purely individualistic concerns about life 
and death. In a democratic system, religion may form the 
bases of political behavior for certain sectors of the 
electorate. In societies undergoing transition from 
authoritarian to democratic systems, it may act as a factor 
of mass political mobilization.

The impact of religion on political development, 
therefore, changes as societies undergo change. Its 
Impact may be different during each phase of the develop­
mental process. In Turkey, it has assumed different 
functions during (a) the Ottoman period, (b) the transition 
from an empire to a nation-state, (c) the one-party era, 
and (d) after the emergence of competitive politics. We



cannot assume, therefore as it has generally been assumed 
within Turkey, that Islam's role in Turkish society has 
always been static.

There have been various studies on Turkey which discuss 
the religious issue in political terms, although very few 
specifically focus on the question of religion's impact on 
political development. In general, the latter problem 
has received little attention in the literature on comparative 
politics. Although the role of both institutionalized and 
noninstitutionalized religion in the culture and structure 
of social systems has long been an important topic of 
investigation for sociologists and anthropologists, political 
scientists until recently have failed to study the inter­
action between the political and the religious subsystems 
in society. The majority of the studies on Turkey are no 
exception in this respect.

The basic organization of this study gives priority to 
a topical rather than a chronological analysis. Chapter I 
will examine some of the theoretical writings on the relation­
ship between religion, on the one hand, and modernization, 
economic change, and political development, on the other. 
Chapter II will take up the specific question of Islam as 
it relates to politics as well as delineate the role of 
Islamic institutions and value structures in traditional 
Ottoman society. In the following chapter, the way in 
which this traditional role of Islam was disrupted by the 
Westernizing elite of the Kemalist period and the implications



of such disruption for Turkey's modernization process will 
be discussed. In Chapter IV, the issue of religion's role 
in mass mobilization will be examined with specific reference 
to both the mobilization of the Turkish peasantry by the 
Kemalists during the War of Independence and the spread of 
politicization to the countryside through party organizations 
during the initial phase of competitive politics in the 
late 19^0s. Chapter V will focus on the saliency of religion 
in the voting behavior of the Turkish electorate and it will 
analyze in this context the emergence of a distinctly 
religious party in recent years. The final chapter will 
attempt to bring a comparative perspective to the study by 
taking up the issue of religious impact on the politics of 
Sri Lanka. Although Turkey and Sri Lanka differ fundamentally 
in terms of their historical experiences and socio-cultural 
orientations, they share a number of interesting similarities 
with respect to the role which religion played in their 
political development. Hence, a comparison along these lines 
is likely to provide new perspectives for analyzing the 
general question to which this study is addressed. The 
logic of this comparison is further explained at the outset 
of Chapter VI.

It is my hope that this study will draw attention to an 
important but neglected topic, bring new insights into the 
study of the relationship between religion and political 
development in general, and relate some of the inter­
disciplinary work on religion to the functioning of the



Turkish political system in particular.
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CHAPTER I

RELIGION AND CHANGE: SOME THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

I.
Much scholarly work has been published in the past few 

decades about the social, economic, and political changes 
that seem to characterize the world-wide process affecting 
traditional societies: the movement towards modernity.
Although perspectives may differ, most students of comparative 
politics agree that traditional institutions, structures, 
and belief systems have been undergoing erosion as a result 
of a complex set of processes which we call modernization.
One aspect of this transition is, of course, political 
although political scientists have a notorious difficulty 
with naming it. Whatever the label, the political aspect 
of modernization relates to the significant changes which 
are taking place in political institutions and processes 
both in Western and non-Western societies and which move 
them away from simpler political arrangements towards the 
direction of political complexity.

The modernization literature has truly been prolific 
in producing definitions of political development as well 
as listing the different aspects of the process and the 
factors which seem to affect it. In Pye's inventory of 
1966, for example, ten such definitions were listed based 
on what individual researchers had considered to be the most 
important factor in explaining the phenomenon.1 Conspicuously
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absent from any such catalogue Is a consideration of the 
religious factor as intrinsically important for an under­
standing of the developmental process. Political scientists 
in general seem to have left the systematic study of religion
to sociologists and anthropologists. With the exception

2of Donald Smith’s Religion and Political Development, there
have been no book-length theoretical analyses of the role
of religion within society from the perspective of the
political system although there have been quite a few country
or area monographs specifically concentrating on the

3religious issue or on problems of secularization.

From the point of view of modernization theory, more 
thorough attention should be given to the impact of religion 
on political development. Not only the separation of church 
and state but the general transformation of traditional 
values, the emergence of a national identity distinct from 
and superseding religious or communal identities, the transfer 
of the bases of political authority and legitimacy from the 
religio-communal to the secular, and the functional differ­
entiation of social and political institutions are a set 
of complex phenomena which accompany the secularization 
process. Put differently, secularization, taken in this 
broad sense, is an important aspect of modernization. Any 
theory of modernization, therefore, has to take into account 
the transformation of religiously-based institutions, 
structures, and authority-legitimacy relationships. The 
extent to which such a transformation succeeds or fails to



take root has often crucial consequences for the stability 
and sometimes the very survival of a nation.

The neglect of religion as an important topic of study 
by students of comparative politics is, I think, a conse­
quence of the near consensus that modernity and tradition 
are antonymous concepts. In much of the literature on 
modernization, the Western model is taken as a reference 
point for the categories to be used in classifying stages 
of development. Societies which are or were furthest removed 
from the West in terms of their institutional or structural 
arrangements are accorded the "traditional" status, with 
the rest dumped into the "transitional" or "developing" 
categories. The Western model, in this context, is taken 
to be an ideal type in the absence of even rudimentary 
visions of what an ideally modern society should be. As 
Huntington puts it, social scientists as yet have to solve 
the issue of "how much of modernity is Western and how much 
of Western society is modern." Paradoxical as it may sound, 
although we lack a precise definition of what is modern, we 
have derived from the concept of modernity a definition of 
what is traditional. Although there have been some 
relatively successful attempts at defining modernity, such 
as Black's definition of modernization as the process by
which man controls his environment through making use of

5his increased technological knowledge, most such definitions, 
including that of Black, view the concept of modernity in 
terms of the course of modernization that Western societies
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have followed, namely, industrialization and the sub­
processes that industrialization brings with it.

In the final analysis, we might decide that certain 
characteristics of what we now consider to be traditional and 
therefore backward societies contain elements of modernity 
in a non-Western, non-technological, but in a more normative 
sense. A definition of modernization which attempts to 
sort out the modern aspects of traditional societies and 
the non-modern (in a qualitative sense) aspects of industrial 
societies would, indeed, be a first step towards the building 
of a vision of modernity which is not blinded by the fact 
that man has even conquered the moon. Simply put, what I 
am arguing here is that we ought to integrate the concept 
of modernity with the concept of a civilized society. Such 
an undertaking would demand greater emphasis on political 
philosophy by students of comparative politics. It seems 
to me that our obsession as political scientists with 
quantitative indices of development has too often led us 
substitute index figures for more normative considerations.

The usefulness of the traditional-modern classification, 
therefore, is limited to the extent that it suggests an 
ultimate end to the modernization process. The typology 
may be helpful for heuristic purposes. But it should not 
be used to place social systems into polarized camps which 
allow no mixed characteristics.

A related theme dominant in earlier modernization theories



is that the modernization process is unilinear and uni­
versal. That is to say, modernization is considered to 
be not only unidirectional and irreversible, moving along 
a traditional-modern continuum, but inevitable and universal 
as well. All societies are caught up in the process, there 
is no escape, and they can only move forward. It was not 
until Huntington’s seminal article^ that we learned the 
possibility of retrogression during the process of modern­
ization. This hypnotic preoccupation with the modernity 
side of the equation has led to an unfounded neglect of 
tradition which is presumed to be less problematic. Although
there have been notable challengers to the use of tradition

7and modernity as antonymous concepts,1 the tendency never­
theless has been to concentrate on what is changing. Yet, 
it seems to me that if we want to understand change, we 
also have to understand what is not changing. More import­
antly, we have to understand the relationship between the 
two. We have to find out in what ways tradition contributes 
to or impedes large-scale social and political changes 
and in what ways the modernizing elite can make use of

g
tradition to initiate change.

Where does religion fit along this traditional-modern 
continuum? Since modernity, however defined, implies change, 
the question can be stated in an alternative form. Does 
religion contribute to or impede large-scale changes? Let 
me first discuss in what sense religion may be seen as 
an impediment to change. Such a discussion, however, should
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not assume that all religions oppose change. On the 
contrary, there have been many religious movements, as 
I shall subsequently point out, which have sought to 
change the world.

Many revolutionary movements throughout history have 
seen religious institutions as supporters of the tradition­
al order which aim to defend the status quo against forces 
of change. As I shall discuss in greater detail in Chapter 
III, the extent to which religious institutions become a 
focal point of attack for revolutionary movements depends 
on whether or not they have built-in interests in the 
preservation of the.old order. For example, compared to 
dissident sects which often experience governmental 
persecution and as a result become centers of protest 
against governmental authority, orthodox religions enjoy 
official recognition by the state as well as economic 
support. The latter are, therefore, among the institutions 
of the old regime which many revolutionary movements aim 
to destroy. Hence, from the point of view of a revolutionary 
who aims to destroy all established institutions, the church 
is indeed status quo oriented.Its aim is not to change the 
world. Rather, it seeks to change man’s orientation towards 
the world. This point is well-discussed by Frank Parkin who 
sees a similarity of roles between revolutionary movements 
and religious institutions in this respect. Both, he 
argues, attempt to close the gap between the mental and



the material conditions of life. Revolutionary move­
ments aim at raising the expectations of the underpriv­
ileged status groups and, once successful, try to change 
life standards in line with these expectations. In a 
similar vein, religious institutions aim at lowering the
expectations of the underprivileged so that these conform

9to existing definitions of social justice.

Since Marx, it has been axiomatic for many social 
observers to view religion as a marvelous little gadget 
with a safety-valve operated by the ruling class to check 
the earthly aspirations of the masses. It is indeed true 
that religious institutions have often collaborated with 
the state to ensure that the primary occupation of the 
ruled should be the pursuit of the sacred. As Eisenstadt 
points out, for example, the regulatory function of 
religious institutions in achieving a balance between the 
traditional and more differentiated levels of socio­
political activity was essential for the stability and the 
continuity of most historical bureaucratic empires. The 
problem of political legitimacy and mass support for the 
rulers was solved through keeping the majority of the 
population politically apathetic while at the same time 
allowing certain segments of it a limited form of particip­
ation. The religious institutions, in such a setting, 
assumed the important function of regulating this balance 
between political activity and passivity. Since religious 
organizations were often the only institutional links



between the central government and the provinces and 
could reach sectors of the population which were beyond 
the direct control of the center, their support was 
crucial for the ruler In maintaining his prerogatives.1®

Because the relationship between the ruling elite of 
centralized empires and the religious organization was 
one of mutual dependency, each demanded from the other 
reciprocity in the pursuit of their interests. For 
his part, the ruler’s long-term problem was to sustain 
of the traditional value system which bestowed upon him 
the legitimate right to rule. The role of the religious 
institutions was decisive in maintaining this legitimacy.
The latter, in turn, demanded official recognition and 
state protection. In exchange for political support, the 
religious elite also asked for organizational autonomy 
and independence in the performance of their functions.
At least some of its members sought active duty in the 
administrative and political structures of the state.
Most importantly, the church needed state support in 
defending its economic interests such as the preservation 
of its property rights.11

Quite apart from social-structural or political cons­
iderations, however, religion can be viewed as an impediment 
to change because of its theological perspectives. The 
religious predisposition is inclined to put m an’s faith 
in the supernatural. From a religious point of view, the
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locus of understanding and control of the universe is 
outside of man and his society. In terms of modernization 
theory as it stands today, this is indeed significant if, 
following Black, we define modernization in terms of man’s 
control of his environment. Whatever modernization may 
mean, it involves, first and foremost, a changing pers­
pective on the world. Belief in a sacred order where both 
man and nature stand in permanent relationships to each 
other gives way to the belief in the possibility of 
change. In other words, change requires the acceptance 
of the possibility of change in the minds of men. It 
never occurs in societies where no member can formulate 
a different system of beliefs and values which would 
justify social, economic, and political relationships 
other than those sanctioned by tradition. Although all 
religious prophets and reformers also want to change man’s 
mind, the change that they want to bring about entails 
the substitution of one system of belief in the supernatural 
with another. No religion attempts to link m a n ’s fate to 
technological knowledge which, in the above definition of 
Black, is the essence of modernity. In all religions, the 
control of man’s environment rests with a God or some 
other supernatural force. As Apter puts it, "to be modern 
means to see life as alternatives, preferences, and 
choices."12 To the extent that religion constricts man’s 
capacity to find alternative explanations about his world, 
it puts limits on his freedom of choice.



This is not to suggest, however, that religious ideas 
cannot coexist with a modern world, That they do is, I 
think, evident. Outside of rationality and science, men 
in all ages have felt the need to relate their existence 
to the cosmic order and make some sense out of it. The 
important point is whether or not religion can transform 
itself so as to adopt and contribute to the development 
of a rational society which is more under the control of 
man than of God.

If it is true, then, that religious institutions have
often supported forces of tradition, it is no less true
that there have been a great many instances of religious
sects or movements which have risen to prominence in
protest against the established order. In fact, many
major religions or religious sects originated as protest
movements of some kind or another. The Buddha’s message
of salvation, which recognized no status differences
between men in their quest for the individual attainment
of Nirvana, was clearly received as a protest by the newly
emerging commercial classes against the rigid Hindu caste 

IBsystem. Muhammad’s message of equality between all 
Muslims similarly came at a time when behind the seeming 
prosperity of Mecca there was considerable social injustice. 
The emergence of Shi’ism as a major dissident sect within 
Islam was not only the result of a doctrinal dispute but 
also of a power struggle between competing factions and 
of a social protest against the dominant position of the



ISSunni ruling classes.  ̂ The origins of Sufism again had 
that element of revolt by the dissatisfied urban masses 
against the kind of social and political injustice seem­
ingly perpetuated by the ruling elite and the orthodox 

16Sunni ulema.

Although the close alliance between religious and
political institutions often results in the tacit political
support of the church and religious support of the state,
the extent of such cooperation at times may prove to be
precarious. With increasing structural differentiation,
both the religious and the political spheres gradually
begin to acquire distinct institutional autonomy and
separate identity. The emergence of secular systems of
thought, however embryonic, and the more extensive reach
of the state into wider sectors of society poses a challenge
to the hitherto near-exclusive functions of the religious
institutions in achieving social integration and political
stability. As the organization of both church and state
becomes more complex, their respective institutional

17interests may often clash.

As Eisenstadt points out, for example, the cooperation 
between the religious organizations and the state did not 
last throughout the history of any one empire. In many 
cases, religious orders either precipitated social change 
or gave active support to reform movements. The extent 
to which the religious hierarchy were identified with the 
political mechanisms of the state and the extent to



which religious organizations were autonomous and complex 
determined the degree and the direction of their involve­
ment in either preserving the status quo or attempting to 
change it. The organizationally strong religious insti­
tutions were more intensely involved in political life.
And those which were closely identified with the state 
were more limited in actively participating in movements 
of change.

To assume that religion is a static force which 
contributes little to social, economic, or political change 
would hence be a rather simplified point of view. As 
Ward and Rustow have argued within the context of Japanese 
modernization, tradition may sometimes serve an important 
role in strengthening the acceptance of modern insti­
tutions, structures, and values. They point out that in 
the case of Japan, the Meiji Restoration of 1868 built 
upon traditional symbols and systems of value. This 
process of "reinforcing dualism," which they define as
"the exploitability of traditional institutions, attitudes,

19and behavior patterns for modernizing purposes,"  ̂ helped
achieve a smoother transition to modernity. For example,
the Meiji leadership found a ready basis of national unity
in the symbol of the Emperor and therefore sought to
strengthen his status rather than abolish the institution.
In like manner, by developing Shinto into a state religion,
they could secure discipline and obedience to the new 

20regime.



If we accept that modernization is a total process, 
we also have to accept that religion cannot he considered 
an isolated area which is unaffected hy social change.
Like all other institutions, religious institutions resist 
and/or contribute to forces of change. In the process, 
they undergo change themselves. Hence , to understand the 
role of religion in development, we have to discard 
categorical classifications based on a traditional-modern 
continuum and direct our analysis to the examination of 
religious institutions as quasi-traditional and quasi­
modern structures which interact with other social insti­
tutions or forces in society and which affect and are 
affected by the processes of change.

II.

Since the publication of Weber's famous Protestant 
21ethic thesis, there has been much scholarly discussion 

on the role of religion in economic change. In this 
seminal work, Weber tried to show that the value system 
of Protestantism, especially that of Calvinism, gave rise 
to a work ethic which in turn laid the foundations for 
the emergence of modern capitalism. According to Weber, 
the spirit of capitalism—  and by that he meant the 
accumulation of wealth as an end in itself—  had its 
cultural base in the Protestant notion of a "calling" 
ordained by God. According to this calling, man's purpose 
in life was not to live by some form of an otherworldly 
asceticism but to live in order to fulfill his worldly



obligations, namely, his work, his labor. To the Calvinists, 
success in one's profession through hard work, which normally 
involves the accumulation of wealth, was a means of proving 
that he is among the elect. But spending wealth on 
earthly pleasures was sinful. Hence, the Calvinist ethic 
encouraged the accumulation of capital. Although, as Weber 
observed, man's proclivity to acquire more wealth was 
perhaps inherent in his nature and certainly existed in 
precapitalist societies, it was with the rise of Protestant­
ism that worldly activity and gain was religiously sanctified.

Although the historical validity of this thesis has
22

since been questioned, what is important for social 
scientists as well as for students of the history of ideas 
is Weber's attempt to demonstrate that systems of belief 
and value have a bearing on the nature of the economic change 
in society. As Eisenstadt points out, "many seek in the 
Protestant ethic or some equivalent the key to an understand­
ing of why some non-Western countries have achieved modern­
ization while others have n ot."^ Bellah, for example, 
has argued that the Japanese case of successful indus­
trialization has seemingly followed the Protestant ethic 
pattern in that the central values of Japanese religion 
stress the importance of. individual's obligation to work 
hard, not so much for purposes of consumption but for its
own sake, which has been extremely favorable for the

ohdevelopment of economic rationalization in Japan. But 
as Bellah is careful to point out, the extent to which the
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prevalence or absence of such an ethic becomes a crucial
factor In economic development is dependent on a great
number of other social, cultural, political, and environ-

2 ̂mental factors which are conducive to industrialization.

The relationship between industrialization and the 
dominant value system in society is not simply unidirectional. 
Industrialization comes about partially as a result of 
changes in value patterns but these in turn undergo further 
change as industrialization proceeds. It was in fact with 
industrialization that the traditional norms of preindustrial 
urban centers finally broke d o w n . 2 ^  The significance of 
religion in shaping social and cultural attitudes as well 
as influencing or controlling secular activity declines in 
industrial societies. Industrialization demands, first 
and foremost, a rational approach to economic enterprise.
And rationality in the economic sphere demands in turn 
both institutional autonomy and a new set of values which 
support and reinforce economic goals. This means, for 
example, that the content of education can no longer be 
left to the supervision and influence of the church but 
has to conform to the secular rationale of science even 
if that rationale is often heretical from a religious point 
of view. Or it means that legal provisions have to be 
changed in order to regulate new kinds of social or economic 
relationships without regard to previous economic sanctions 
against certain types of activity.



The socio-cultural processes which act as "carriers" 
of secularization in the non-Western world, as one observer 
points out, can be identified as those that are closely 
connected with the spread of Western civilization. But 
the original source of secularization in the West was the 
emergence of the industrial society whose dynamics neces­
sitated the existence of an autonomous sphere of activity 
largely free from traditional controls . ^  However, it 
is not so much the process of industrialization per se 
which leads to greater secularization as it is the totality 
of the social structural and the cultural changes that 
industrialization brings with it.^8

Hagen has put forth the interesting hypothesis in
this context that changing social values have a direct
bearing on the patterns of personality development and
the emergence of the entrepreneur as a personality type.
According to his view, socio-economic change is best
facilitated by individuals who can break away from the
bonds of traditional society and use their energy and

29creativity for innovative purposes. In a similar 
vein, McClelland has argued that Weber’s Protestant 
ethic thesis is not only valid but could also be applied 
to most periods of economic development when interpreted 
in more general terms as an "achievement motive" character­
izing the values of men who seek new economic opportunities. 
One famous example of such a personality type is Lerner’s



grocer of Balgat, who is driven by an inner "empathy" 
to break loose from his'traditional milieu, who has a 
vision and a sense of direction about the future course 
of his society, and who cares little for the social 
ostracism he is subject to in return.

Whatever else is a precondition of industrialization,
it is evident that the transformation of values plays a
significant role in the transition from a non-industrial
to an industrial society. A differentiated and rational
economy, which is the basis of industrial society, demands
that economic values occupy a highly important if not
the primary place in the prevalent value system. In a
society where integrative values are predominant, questions
of indivudal’s solidarity with his ethnic or kinship group,
religious or local community will be of greater concern
to him than questions of wealth, power, or economic goals.
However, the primacy of economic values does not neccessarily
mean that there has to be a total change in basic value
patterns. These may more or less remain the same provided
that there is sufficient shift to allow for the development
of economic rationality in those sectors of society which
are directly connected with economic activity so that
economic objectives can be justified independently of the

32traditional religious value system.

It should be pointed out here that the growth of economic



rationality can also be adversely affected by the quasi­
religious ideologies of secular states. That rationality 
would demand the assessment of the most efficient and 
economical means to achieve a set of objectives that have 
been carefully defined and selected.33 if the traditional 
system is an impediment to economic development because of 
normative sanctions, the ideology of the new system with a 
different set of esoteric norms might be equally out of 
tune with the demands of modern economy to the extent that 
ideological goals are either confused with or intentionally 
placed above economic objectives.-1

III.
Before I go on to discuss the relationship of religion

to political development, a clarification of what I mean
by political development is in order here. As I see it,
there are two subprocesses, the one at the structural and
the other at the cultural levels, which are important

*aspects of political development vis-a-vis its relationship 
to religion. At the structural level, political development 
involves the transformation of simple, undifferentiated 
structures so that they lead to greater differertiation 
and functional complexity. Lest this definition be identified 
as a structural-functional one, I should perhaps make it 
clear that my concern is not to find universal functions 
that ought to be performed in every society. Neither 
am I concerned with the problem of democracy or that 
of stability as necessary criteria for political development.
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Simply put, what I am stressing here is the importance of 
structural changes so that political activity is no longer 
concentrated within the sphere of any one structure—  

e.g., the family, tha clan, the king’s court—  but is 
dispersed through a wide array of private or public insti­
tutions with specialized roles.

At the cultural level, political development involves
(a) the integration of different social or cultural groups 
into national political life so as to create a common 
national identity, (b) the transformation of the value 
system so that role differentiation is internalized as 
legitimate and necessary, and (c) the growth of a secular 
political ideology or a system of thought.

An analysis of the relationship between religion and 
political development should take into account these 
processes of structural and cultural change. In terms of 
their structural complexity and cultural orientation, we 
can distinguish two types of societies: (1 ) nonsecular
political systems, i.e., those in which the boundaries 
between the religious sphere on the one hand and the socio­
political spheres on the other are either nonexistent or 
weak; status differences and power relationships are 
legitimized on the basis of religious sanction; and members 
of the society define their collective existence and activity 
with reference to religio-traditional values, and (2 ) secular 
political systems, i.e., those in which there is greater



structural or role differentiation between the religious
system and the rest of society; greater acceptance of such
differentiation; and greater emphasis on political power,
political integration, and political identity as defined

37in secular rather than religio-traditional terms.
However, it should also be pointed out that during the 
early phases of nation-building, political integration 
and/or national identity may be achieved through drawing 
strength from common religious ties.

Societies of the first type are characterized by the 
saliency of religion in political relationships. First, 
in the absence of secular systems of thought, religion 
becomes the only source of ideological content in politics. 
It determines the acceptable definitions of power and 
authority. It provides legitimacy to political rule. And 
it secures political obedience to the ruler. Since the 
exercise and justification of power is based on divine 
sanction, the religious organization expects its lay 
membership to support both spiritual and temporal authority 
hence maintaining the legitimacy of the ruler as well as 
that of the system. Even where opposition to the system 
takes place, it is often within the framework of a new 
religious movement rather than a secular ideology.

Second, religion functions not only as a mechanism 
of political legitimation but also as one of social integra 
tion. The religious community provides its membership with 
a sense of belonging and coherence. Hence, political
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stability is maintained not necessarily through the efficient 
working of the administrative structures of government but 
more so through the integrative functions of religion.

Third, there is a virtual merging of the religious 
and the political systems. Since the ruler derives his 
temporal authority from a divine source, he is both a 
protector of religious institutions and a follower of their 
precepts. The religious organization is actively involved 
in shaping public policy-making as well as directing the 
judicial and the educational institutions of society.

Fourth, the religious hierarchy is engaged in the 
legitimation of power either through direct appeals to the 
laity or through advisory capacities in the service of the 
ruler. And finally, just as religious functionaries 
assume political roles, the ruler assumes religious roles.
He may appoint the hierarchy of the church, enforce their 
rules of discipline, and be responsible for the protection 
of the church and its dogma from internal heretics and

*3 O

outside influences.

Donald Smith distinguishes between two basic models of 
nonsecular political systems, or ’'traditional religio- 
political system" as he calls them, both of which—  he is 
careful to point out—  are ideal types: the "organic model"
and the "church model." In the organic model, religious 
and political functions are not differentiated but rest 
with a single structure. No distinctions can be made
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between the religious institution and the society. The 
social order is considered to be of divine origin, the ruler 
derives his authority from a spiritual source, and political 
leadership is exercised according to religious law and 
tradition. In the church model, on the other hand, govern­
mental and religious institutions are separate but never­
theless perform their functions interchangeably. Compared 
to the organic model, there is greater structural and role 
differentiation between the religious and the political 
spheres: the one cannot be equated with the other. Since
the religious institution has a separate structural identity, 
its relationship to political centers of power assumes a 
more complex character. It can dominate political power 
holders, be subordinate to them, or achieve a bipolar 
balance of power. '

In societies of the second type, the role and functions 
of religion undergo radical changes. First, religion loses 
its saliency as a quasi political belief system which 
sanctions governmental authority. With the emergence of 
secular ideologies, power relationships come to be identified 
in distinctly political terms. The legitimacy of political 
rule no longer rests with some divine source but is found 
to be based on human convention. Second, the integrative 
functions of religion are taken over by the socialization 
agencies of the modern secular state. A new sense of nation­
hood and pride in one’s nationality becomes a substitue for 
the previous identification of the individual with his
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religious community although the initial establishment of
a national identity may have been based on common religious
ties. Religion, therefore, plays an important role in
integrating only social groupings such as the family rather

40than the whole society.

Third, the religious system is no longer merged with 
the political. The religious organization loses practically 
all of its former influence in political life except as 
an interest group. The cooperation between the church and 
the state ceases to be explicit as each gains organizational 
autonomy and distinct spheres of activity. With greater 
structural differentiation, the religious system is also 
separated from the social. Law and education are no longer 
under ecclesiastical control. The content and direction 
of intellectual pursuits, including arts and sciences, is 
left outside of religious supervision. In short, religion 
becomes a private matter between the individual and his 
conscience although it does continue some of its social 
functions in bringing the community together during services, 
special festivals, funerals, and the like.

Fourth, with greater secularization, the traditional
system of social stratification breaks down. Religious
values in nonsecular societies often provide legitimacy and
support to the prevailing social structural arrangements.
In certain cases, such as the caste system of India, religion

4litself becomes the basis of social stratification. With
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increased institutional differentiation and role specificity,
patterns of stratification undergo considerable change.
Ascription ceases to play a significant role in social
mobility as the standard of achievement becomes the more
important basis of qualification for placement in highly
specialized roles. The ultimate effect is the opening
up of the class structure so that class barriers are

42relatively easier to overcome. This is not to suggest, 
however, that class distinctions disappear in secular 
societies. As traditional classes break down, new patterns 
of stratification, of course, emerge. What secularization 
brings with it is not the disappearance of class differences 
but rather, an open upward class mobility, open at least 
according to the dominant value system of society.

An important factor to be considered in discussing
the relationship of religion to social stratification is
the nature of the stratification system in society. The
functions of religion within a stable stratification system
are different than its functions in a changing pattern of
stratification. Whereas in the former case, religion helps
sustain traditional status differences between various
strata in society, it may contribute to movements of protest
once the traditional pattern begins to break down as a result

4qof larger socio-economic processes of change. Because 
of their organizational demands, the religious institutions 
throughout history have continually sought to widen their 
sphere of influence. In doing so, they have had to come to
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terms with the new structural arrangements of the society in 
which they function as well as pay greater attention to 
the newly-emerging social strata. Thus, for example, the 
attention of the church in the West shifted from the aristoc­
racy to the bourgeoisie in the 19th century and from the
bourgeoisie to the working class and the poor in the latter

44part of the 20th.

Finally, the function of religious institutions as
mechanisms of social control similarly undergoes change.
Religious institutions have traditionally put both internal
controls on the individual through directly shaping his
conscience and external sanctions against those who fail

45to conform to prevalent social norms. If most members
of society are to abide by the norms that have been set as
acceptable, there has to be some form of authority which
acts as a deterrent to potential nonconformists. This could
either be legal authority, social authority, the authority
of the self (i.e., individual's conscience) or suprasocial 

46authority. The latter refers to authority relationships
which derive their bases and legitimacy from some metaphysical
source, such as religion or a secular ideology with a semi- 

47sacred appeal. In nonsecular societies, social authority 
and suprasocial authority (referring to institutionalized 
religion) are the predominant sources of social control. In 
more secular societies, on the other hand, legal authority 
or suprasocial authority of the ideological variant are the 
primary means of societal regulation. The more the norms,
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values, and beliefs that each type of authority supports 
reinforce each other, the higher will be the level of social

48integration.

With increased institutional differentiation, then, the 
problem of social control becomes a secular problem to be 
dealt with by the administrative and judicial organs of 
the state or by the military. In terms of internal control, 
the existence of competing social groups and organizations 
which demand the loyalty of the individual and attempt to 
influence his norms of social behavior challenges the
previous monopoly of the church on the content of individuals’

49consciences. If religious and political institutions are 
seen as competing with each other for social influence and 
control, there is greater likelihood that political insti­
tutions will become more influential and powerful as modern­
ization proceeds. The initiation of developmental goals 
as well as the guidance and control of the developmental 
process lies with the political sphere. There are no 
countries in the world today which do not aim at some form 
of modernization, however defined. The political insti­
tutions, therefore, are expanding at the expense of
organized religion whose sphere of activity and influence

50continually shrinks with greater social differentiation.

The decline of religious influence in political life, 
especially in the case of new nations, often accompanies the 
emergence of collectivist ideologies which provide the
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emotional basis for developmental goals. The breakdown of 
the traditional order leaves its members in an intellectual 
and emotional void. What was once considered to be permanent, 
stable, and universally true systems of belief and social 
norms are suddenly stripped of their religio-traditional 
legitimacy. This is the much-talked-about cost of modern­
ization. The task of the modernizing elite, therefore, 
remains that of filling this gap with a secular ideology 
with enough of an affective orientation to be used in mass 
mobilization. Beset with a myriad of social, economic, and 
political problems, the leaders of the new nations are 
particularly eager to erode traditional belief and value 
systems in an effort to mobilize the masses around the goals 
of modernization. Included among these goals are the 
establishment of national identity and political legitimacy 
based on secular as opposed to sacred appeals. But as 
Apter notes, this effort to dismantle the political process 
from its religious basis often produces in turn a political 
doctrine that is no less religious in raising the profane
to the level of the sacred, although this new religion is

51a religion of a different kind.

According to Apter, socio-political change is best 
handled in what he calls the mobilization systems, the chief 
characteristic of which is the formulation of a political 
religion. In more common terms, we might call it ideology.
In theocracies, Apter argues, change has to accommodate 
itself to tradition. In democracies, it produces alienation
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and corruption. In the mobilizational systems, on the other 
hand, the disruptive effects of modernization can be minimized 
by the introduction of an alternate belief system, quasi­
religious and quasi-political in its appeal, that gives

52new meaning and direction to rapid change.

Elaborating on Apter*s three-fold typology, it seems
evident that religion, defined in its broadest sense as a
system of beliefs, makes an important contribution to
political development in all three types of arrangements
in the new states. In theocracies, it is the defining element
of the legitimacy and the foundations of the state. In
revolutionary regimes, the ideology of the revolution
itself takes on the characteristics of the sacred in giving
momentum to the modernization process. And in democracies,

55as Apter himself notes, religious appeals often form the 
basis of mass mobilization in the absence of distinctly 
political ideologies.

IV.

Formal secularization of political life does not mean, 
however, that religion loses its saliency in influencing 
political behavior. Among the many factors which affect 
an individual’s attitudes towards the political system, 
religion is undoubtedly an important one. Historically, 
religious controversy has been a precipitating factor in 
many conflict situations although in most cases of overt 
religious conflict, there have been underlying racial,
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linguistic, economic, or other social structural differences.
It is not only in the new states that we find the individual

54propensity to vote on the basis of "primordial” attachments.
As the literature on comparative politics has shown, there
is a close positive relationship between religiosity and
party choice in Western European party systems, usually
expressed in terms of practicing vs. nonpracticing categories
in survey findings. Research on voting behavior in the
West has amptly demonstrated the saliency of race, religious
affiliation, family background and the like in determining
the political disposition of a large number of voters. In
the Western European context, for example, religious
differences seem to be as important a factor as class
differences in shaping political allegiances. This is
especially the case in continental European countries
which have strong religious-based parties. In their study
of parties and social cohesiveness in seventeen Western
democracies, for example, Rose and Urwin conclude that
religious divisions, rather than class differences, define

55the social bases of party competition in the West. Of 
the 76 political parties in the 17 countries included in 
their study, 19 have heterogeneous bases, 18 are religiously- 
based, 20 are class-based, and 19 have supporters with 
mutually reinforcing loyalties. Seventeen out of the 19 in 
the last category have supporters for whom religion, in 
various combinations with class, region, and community, is 
a determining factor in their vote. In total, the cohesiveness
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of 35 parties in 11 different countries is based on the
religious or the antireligious stand of their supporters.
Excluding Finland and Denmark for which data on the
religious bases of the electoral vote was unavailable at
the time of the study, only four countries—  Britain, Ireland,
New Zealand, and the United States—  lack parties which are
cohesive on religious bases. And of the four, religion is
an important factor in politics in both Ireland and the United 

56States.

Needless to say, the social bases of political parties 
are often reflective of the deep-rooted cleavages within a 
society. Although religious conflict of an overt and violent 
nature is no longer likely in most Western countries, religious 
differences can still be serious causes of socio-political 
strain. Northern Ireland, is of course, the most dramatic 
and probably an exceptional case in the Western context of 
religious differences, reinforced by class and regional 
concerns, leading to a bloody, near civil war. But elsewhere 
in Western Europe, religion has been an important source of 
intense, if not violent, socio-political cleavage as well.

In France, religion has been a critical issue of political 
debate and controversy since the Revolution. The staunch 
opposition of the anticlericals to government aid for parochial 
s chools is one important manifestation of religious cleavages 
within French society which have persisted well into this 
century. The clerical-anticlerical traditions have had 
important consequences for the French political system as



the former has come to be identified with the Right and the
57latter with the Left forces in politics. In Belgium, 

like in Prance, the church-state controversy has long been 
a dominant issue of politics, again most clearly manifesting 
itself over the question of government support for parochial 
schools. The bitter conflicts between the Catholics and the 
Liberals during the course of the 19th century have divided 
the Belgian society into two camps, not to mention the

58troublesome division between the Walloons and the Flemings.
In the Nertherlands, religious differences have led to an
extreme compartmentalization of Dutch society. Subcultural
isolation, referred to as the Verzuiling phenomenon, is
clearly manifest in all aspects of socio-political life.
Prom associational membership to hospital visits, a Dutch-

59man's activity is organized along denominational lines.
In Austria, subcultural divisions stemming from clerical- 
anticlerical conflicts have resulted in the immobilism and 
the final collapse of the First Republic. Referred to as 
the Lager —  somewhat akin to the families spirituelles 
of Belgian and the zuilen of Dutch societies—  these sub­
cultural groups still retain distinct identities despite the

6 0general depolarization of politics.

In the Anglo-American democracies, religion is less of 
a factor in political life although by no means an unimportant 
one. Religious-based parties of any appreciable strength 
are nonexistent in these countries. However, there are 
discernible differences in the distribution of electoral
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votes among the majority and the minority religious groups.
In general, the Catholics tend to vote for parties on the
"Left." In the United States, the Catholic vote is for the
Democrats, in Britain, Australia, and to a lesser extent,

61in New Zealand, for Labor. In Canada, linguistic and
regional conflicts crosscut religious differences. Yet,
religion is considered to be enough of a potential problem
that the official publication of statistical information on
the religious affiliation of new immigrants is avoided lest
the present numerical balance between the Catholic and

6 2the Protestant communities be disturbed.

As the examples cited in the preceding paragraphs 
indicate, religious cleavages in Western societies are 
generally translated into the political system through party 
competition. In the developing countries, on the other 
hand, competitive politics is more of an exception than the 
rule. In those few cases where party competition has been 
relatively institutionalized—  e.g., Sri Lanka, Lebanon,
Turkey—  available evidence suggests that religious concerns 
do play a significant role in electoral politics. In Sri 
Lanka and Turkey, for example, the displacement of the 
secular nationalist elites from office was accomplished 
through the mobilization of the country-side largely by 
religious appeals. In Lebanon, the distribution of public 
offices, including those of the President and the Prime 
Minister, has been based on sectarian considerations specified
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In detail in constitutional and customary arrangements.

Religious divisions, as all other parochial concerns, 
are more problematic and pronounced in the political development 
of the new states. The recent political histories of most 
indicate that religion is not only important in their national 
political life but may indeed lead to social conflict and 
political instability if excessively politicized. In Indo­
nesia, for example, the massacre of the communists during 
1966 and 1967 by the Muslim population was encouraged by

Qboth the army and the conservative Islamic Nahdatul Ulama.
In Nigeria, the cultural differences between the Muslim
emirates of the North and the predominantly Christian Ibo
peoples of the Eastern region turned into a political struggle
as the North—  which had historically been more resistant
to Western influences than the East and had kept its
traditional patterns of authority and social stratification—
increasingly came to view the technical competence and the
economic competition of the East as a threat to its own
regional concerns.^ The creation of Pakistan in 19^7
followed the intense communal violence between the Hindus
and the Muslims of India. Like their Hausa counterparts in
Northern Nigeria, the Muslims felt threatened by the
increasing social, economic, and political power of the more
Westernized Hindus. Religious and cultural differences,
reinforced by economic and political considerations, led to

65the final separation of the two communites.

In Cyprus, a similar pattern of religio-communal violence



followed the independence of the country from Britain in I960. 
Although communal violence had intermittently erupted on 
the island prior to independence, it reached much serious 
proportions after the government of the country was left in 
indigenous hands. Once again, the roots of the conflict 
lay in the economic backwardness of the Turkish-Muslim pop­
ulation and their staunch determination to safeguard their 
religto-ethnic interests in the face of the Greek majority’s 
apparent socio-political p o w e r . ^  In Burma, the politic­
ization of religion by Premier U Nu—  who officially declared 
Therevada Buddhism the religion of the state in 1961—  led 
to the outbreak of communal riots between the Buddhists 
and the Muslims as well as invite the intervention of the 
military in politics. General Ne Win's coup of 1962 found
its justification in the unrest caused by the state religion 

6 7issue. In Sri Lanka, the politicization of religion by
the Sri Lanka Freedom Party for electoral mobilization had
serious consequences for the stability of the island as the
deteriorating relations between the Buddhist-Sinhalese
majority and the Hindu-Tamil minority led to the outbreak

68of periodic communal violence. In Lebanon, where the
political system is based on confessional politics, the
outbreak of a civil war betwen the Christian and Muslim
communities in 1975 demonstrated that even such institutional
arrangements were inadequate in themselves to contain

69religious conflict.

Finally, the secularization of traditional societies has
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been a major source of socio-political cleavage in many 
developing countries. As subsequent chapters will show, the 
Turkish experience with secularization demonstrates how 
this type of conflict has endured the formal separation of 
church and state and has created an issue of controversy in 
national political life. In several other Muslim countries, 
there have been similar type of conflicts between the 
religiously traditional and the more modernist segments of 
society. For example, in Egypt, the fundamentalist reaction 
was most effectively organized through the al-Ikhwan al- 
Muslimun (the Muslim Brotherhood) founded in 192 8 by Hasan 
al-Banna as a neo-Islamic movement which sought to reorganize 
Egyptian society on Islamic principles. Its platform ranged 
from opposition to the use of cosmetics by Muslim women and 
the collection of interest on savings to social welfare 
measures designed to meet the Islamic requirement of helping 
the poor. Although initially, the Brotherhood had little 
direct involvement in Egyptian politics, by the late 1940s 
it had succeeded in establishing a powerful organization 
which increasingly became a major source of opposition to 
the government. Following the military coup of 1952, the 
Brotherhood briefly cooperated with the Free Officers but 
was subsequently forced to go underground after its unsuccess­
ful attempt on Nasser's life in 1954. Besides Egypt, it has

70also been active in Syria. In Iran, a fundamentalist 
movement, the Fedayan Islam, played a major role in the 
Islamic revival of the early 1950s in reaction against the 
secular reforms of Reza Shah. Like the Muslim Brotherhood
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in Egypt, the Fedayan sought a return to Islamic principles, 
including the reinstitutionalization of the Caliphate. The 
increasing terrorism of the Fedayan—  they were responsible
for several political assassinations—  led to their suppression

71by the Iranian government. A similar neo-Shari'ah movement 
in Pakistan was organized through the Jama'at-i-Islami, 
founded during the mid-1940s by Mawlana Mawdudi. Initially, 
the Jama'at concentrated its activities on preventing the 
creation of Pakistan but when this proved unsuccessful, 
it shifted its attention to the establishment of an Islamic 
state. The movement's fundamentalist outlook proved difficult 
to reconcile with the more modernist policies of the Western- 
educated elite and hence led to periodic suppressions by the 
government. The Jama'at, like the Muslim Brotherhood and
the Fedayan, calls for the creation of a Pakistani state on

72strict Islamic principles.

As all these examples demonstrate, the impact of religion
on the political processes is of considerable importance in
Western and non-Western countries alike although the intensity
of its saliency may vary. The extent to which religious
differences become a significant factor in politics depends
on the degree to which they are crosscut by other forms of
social differentiation. Religious differences may match
those based on class, ethnicity, or region. They may cut
across class lines, but correspond to ethnic, linguistic,
or regional differences. Or they may be crosscut by all

73other lines of differentiation. The first pattern is, of



55

course, the most problematic in terms of political stability. 
The lack of any cross-cutting group loyalties raises the 
greater possibility that serious social conflict may ensue.

Politics, as I would define it, is primarily a fight over 
conflicting values in society. These values define and inter­
pret the nature of social and political arrangements. They 
put limits on the extent to which such arrangements can be 
legitimately accepted by most members of society. Value 
conflicts become most intense in times of substantial socio­
political or economic change the dynamics of which gives rise 
to new systems of thought and value. Once the religio-; 
political framework is put to Question, there always 
remain quasi-marginal groups in society whose normative and/ 
or economic interests are threatened by the new kinds of 
power relationships, economic arrangements, or social activity.

The study of religion and its impact on politics, 
therefore, can shed much light on conflicts of value as they 
relate to structural and institutional change. Such conflicts 
are persistent cross-cultural phenomena. Although my primary 
concern in this study is limited to the Turkish case, I 
shall nevertheless proceed with the assumption that no one 
country follows a unique course in experiencing problems of 
development.
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CHAPTER II 

ISLAM AS A POLITICAL RELIGION

I.

As the discussion in Chapter I makes clear, religion 
is an important factor in the social and political trans­
formation of all societies. This, however, is especially 
the case in traditional Islamic societies because of the 
special nature of Islam as, on the one hand, a religious 
doctrine, and on the other, a social and political ideology 
as well as a legal system. To understand the Turkish 
experience with modernization, therefore, it is important 
to understand the nature of the relationship between 
Islam and politics. The role of Islamic theology and 
structures in the historical evolution of the relationship 
between political and religious institutions in Turkish 
society deserves some attention because it raises the 
theoretical question of whether or not we can identify 
certain tendencies in the theological tenets and org­
anizational structure of Islam which contribute to its 
involvement in politics. Seen in this light, the reasons 
for the persistence of the religious question in Turkish 
politics half a century after the formal separation of 
church and state may become more clear. Because Islam is 
something more than a religious belief system, the problem 
of secularization also becomes something more than the 
separation of church and state.
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As Donald Smith argues, the relationship between the 
religious and the political institutions in a society is 
not simply determined by the specific configuration of 
historical circumstances but is also dependent on the extent 
to which the theology as well as the organization of a 
particular religion encourages its involvement in political 
activity.1 Although it is not my intention here to go into 
an extensive discussion of Islamic theology and insti­
tutions, a review of some of its basic features, however 
cursory, might shed light on this issue.

Smith's recent studies on religion and political develop­
ment offer a useful theoretical framework within which this 
question can be approached. He uses two analytical categories 
to classify the major religions of the world. His first 
distinction is between "church religions" and "organic 
religions." Here, the emphasis is on structural differences 
between religious systems which have a well-established 
church with a separate identity from the rest of society 
and those which retain no such organization but are virtually 
merged with the social system. The nature of the resistance
to different aspects of the secularization process varies

2
in each type of religious system.

Smith's second distinction is between "historical" and 
"ahistorical" religions. This classification is a theological 
one between religions which stress the importance of history 
and those for which history is irrelevant. The greater the
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emphasis on history as important and divinely ordained, the 
greater the likelihood that religion will assume a significant 
role in political life.^

Following Smith’s lead, can we identify those factors in
Islamic theology and traditions which have been important
in determining the nature of the relationship between the
religious and the political systems in traditional Islamic
societies? According to the typology presented above,

4Islam is both a historical and an organic religion. On 
the level of ideas, it views history in sacred terms. This 
means that religion assumes an important role in establishing 
a socio-political order which conforms to divine design.
On the structural level, its ecclesiastical organization 
is comparatively weak. In the absence of an autonomous 
church, the distinction between the religious system and the 
rest of society becomes obscure.

To begin with the historical nature of Islam, it is 
theoretically logical to assume that religions which view 
history as divinely ordained are more likely to consider 
themselves the guiding force of historical events than 
religions for which history is irrelevant in explaining the 
relationship between this world and the next. As Smith 
points out, the concepts of revelation and dogma are 
important here in terms of the relevance history has for 
any particular religion.^ History is important for 
revealed religions because revelation explains both the 
beginning and end of human history as well as the direction
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it should take. Similarly, scriptural religions also view 
history as important because dogma or truth, as laid down 
in the scriptures, is considered to be historically objective 
and therefore absolute.

In Buddhism, for example, history is theologically un­
important since there is no God to shape it. For the 
Buddhist, the tragedy of life stems from the belief that 
there is no death but a series of rebirths. The individual's 
salvation rests in the ending of this cyclical pattern of 
life through the attainment of total extinction. The 
Buddhist philosophy, therefore, is highly individualistic 
since each man is ultimately alone in finding his salvation
without even the benefit of an approving God. The course

6of human history is irrelevant to this quest.

In contrast, there is a definite theory of history in 
7Islam. Whereas salvation for the Buddhist is through

individual merit, for the Muslim it is in the membership of
8the Islamic community. In comparison with other major 

religions of the world, Islam is a political religion par 
excellence which defines for the believer the totality of 
his spiritual and temporal existence. If it is the private 
duty of the Muslim, for example, to give daily thanks to God 
in prayer, it is his public duty, and equally a sacred one, 
to wage war against infidels. The pilgrimage to Mecca 
(Hajj), fasting during the month of Ramadan, and almsgiving 
are also among the religious duties of the Muslim which have
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ga social importance. Hence, each member of the Islamic 
community, at least in theory, is a religious, and a social, 
and a political man. History is important because human 
institutions and relationships both within and outside of 
the Community have a theological significance. Nothing 
better illustrates this concern with history than the adoption 
of A.D. 622, which is the year of Muhammad’s Hijra from 
Mecca to Medina, as the beginning date of the Muslim 
calendar.

The importance that Islam places on establishing a 
political community which has its bases on divine revelation 
is quite evident even from a cursory glance at its origins. 
Aside from directing the way to individual salvation, Islam 
from the very beginning has been a social religion which has 
set a code of ethics for social action, a political religion 
which has both united and governed the community of believers, 
and a legalistic religion which has laid down a series of 
legal rules that later formed the bases of Islamic law. The 
extreme asceticism of most other religions is singularly 
absent in orthodox Islamic theology. Witness the fact, 
for example, that celibacy in Islam is not a virtue. The 
renunciation of the world through emphasis on other-worldly 
pursuits is alien to Muslim philosophy. On the contrary, 
the Islamic ideal stresses the importance of this-worldly 
activity for the building of a socio-political order on 
divine principles. In that respect, Islam has attempted



6 9

11to bridge the distance between the sacred and the profane. 
However, it should be noted here that some heretical sects, 
such as the various Sufi orders, differ from orthodox Islam 
in terms of the importance they place on ascetic practices.

The origins of Islam demonstrate this concern with
political power. Islam started out as a protest movement
against the economic and political supremacy of the Meccan
ruling classes. The opposition of the Meccans to Muhammad
and his followers was not primarily on theological grounds.
They perceived the new religion as a threat to their
economic interests and the oligarchic structure of Meccan 

12society. The spread of Islam throughout the region, 
therefore, was a result of a struggle between two political 
factions. Muhammad’s move from Mecca to Medina to consolidate 
the Islamic community, his fight against Mecca on both 
political and economic fronts including three battles and 
the changing of Mecca's trade route, as well as the final 
submission of Mecca indicate that Muhammad was as much of 
a political leader as a Prophet. His success in strength­
ening the Islamic community was not simply a religious 
but also a political success. As Gibb puts it, for both 
Muhammad and his opponents, "the new religious association 
had long been conceived of as a community organized on

13political lines, not as a church within a secular state."

This emphasis on history and politics brings us to the 
second characteristic of Islam, namely, its nature as an
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organic religion. "Organic religions," writes Smith,
"...tend to define their collective expression in terms 
of the structure of an entire society. Sacral law and sacral 
social structure are of the essence of organic religions. 
Religion is largely equated with society, and distinct 
ecclesiastical organizations, to the extent that they exist,

lliare secondary." That there is no established church in 
Islam with organizational autonomy and specialized activities 
has indeed blurred the distinctions between religion and 
the larger social system in traditional Muslim societies.

This lack of boundaries between the religious and the
social systems is closely connected with the theory of
history in Islam. Since the direction of history is
divinely ordained, it follows that the entire range of
interpersonal and institutional relationships in society are
also under sacred control. The concept of the Shari ’ah
incorporates precisely this notion that human conduct is
under divine authority and regulation and that the basis of

15the law rests with divine revelation. The word Islam 
itself means submission to the will of God.

The Shari * ah derives its authority basically from two 
sources: the Koran and the Sunna (Prophetic tradition)
both of which are infallible and unchangeable. As Gibb 
argues, Islamic law, as it initially developed, was 
conceived of not as a body of regulations which were to be 
adapted to specific social conditions but as an authoritative
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source of moral conduct which would stand immutable for all 
16time. The systematization of the Shari’ah into a compre­

hensive body of legal provisions during the second and the 
third centuries of Islam added two other sources of authority 
to the law which left some leeway for speculation by Muslim 
jurists: the principle of ijma, i.e., the consensus of the
Community which in effect meant the consensus of the ulema, 
and the principle of qiyas, i.e., analogical reasoning 
through precedent to determine a point of law not specific­
ally covered in the Koran or the Hadiths (the narratives of 
the Sunna). In theory, therefore, there was room for 
individual reasoning (ijtihad) which would ensure the 
necessary flexibility and adaptibility of the law to changing 
conditions. In practice, however, the right of ijtihad 
was curtailed by the ulema after the second and third
centuries as decisions on points of law which were once

17settled were declared closed to further questioning.

Islam’s emphasis on the importance of a community of 
believers (umma) unified by the acceptance of the divine 
basis of society is reflected in the parallel acceptance of 
the law as of divine origin which regulates both individual 
conduct and societal relationships. Hence, the law becomes 
the principal means of social action. There is no theory of 
society or politics separate from what is laid down in the 
Shari ’--ah.. Society i_s the Community, the state the political 
expression of God and the political organization of his 
umma. The theoretical distinction between G o d ’s domain



and that of Caesar does not exist in Islamic theology.^9 The 
law incorporates the temporal within the spiritual. Hence, 
society and politics are inseperable from religion. The 
religious basis of the law presupposes that all aspects of
both private lives and the life of the community are under
divine guidance.

The emphasis on divine guidance of socio-political 
institutions has meant that Islam is not only a belief
system in the religious sense but is at the same time a
political doctrine which sets the limits of authority and 
obligation within the Muslim community. That community, 
based as it is on Revelation, is the only ideal political 
community. It finds its legitimacy in the ultimate power 
and will of God. Its laws and institutions are, therefore, 
interrelated, comprehensive, and infallible.

What all of this amounts to is a political theory which
puts divine responsibility on relationships of power and
authority. As Siegman argues, since all institutions in
Islam originate from religious doctrines, including the
institution of government, all of them exist in order to
establish divine justice on earth. Accordingly, the
purpose of political institutions is the defense of Islam

20rather than that of the state. "For at the heart of 
Islamic political doctrine," writes Siegman, "lies neither 
the state, nor the individual, nor yet a social class, 
but the umma, the Islamic community tied by bonds of faith



alone."21 This means that the primary loyalty of individuals
is to the umma rather than to the state and to Islamic law

22rather than to the ruler.

The question of political legitimacy, therefore, is
primarily a theocratic question rather than a political
one. Since political authority is delegated to rulers by
divine sanction, it ought to be exercised in a just manner.
However, in case it is misused for unjust ends, the question

23concerns not the ruled but the ruler and his God. The
individual has no inherent rights or liberties, nor does
he have political obligations amounting to any sense of civic

24duty except the obligation to obey political authority.
The two dominant themes in the history of Islamic states 
were precisely this question of submission to legitimate 
political authority and that of rebellion against unjust 
rulers.^

As the foregoing discussion suggests, Islam’s concern 
with history and its organic nature were both instrumental 
in its penetration into all subsystems of traditional 
Muslim societies. To be sure, it cannot be argued that 
church-state relations within Islamic countries have been 
solely molded by Islam’s theological tenets or organizational 
structure. Clearly, other factors are at work which 
facilitate the involvement of the religious hierarchy with 
politics in traditional Islamic and non-Islamic countries 
alike, such as the reciprocal needs of both the church and



the state to gain recognition and support from each other 
in order to consolidate their economic power, exert control 
over the masses, and preserve the dominant power relation­
ships in society. However, the above discussion brings 
out the specific problem of Muslim countries in dealing 
with secularization attempts in societies which have 
traditionally rested on the premise that there are no 
distinctions to be made between the secular and the religious. 
It also points to the difficulty of limiting Islam’s 
influence on socio-political processes through formal 
secularization. The history of the secularization move­
ment in both Ottoman and Republican Turkey is, in a sense, 
the history of the attempt to cope precisely with this 
problem of limiting Islam’s influence in a predominantly 
Muslim society where the belief system considers it heretical 
to separate the religious realm from the secular.

II.
The nature of Islam as an "historical” and an "organic" 

religion raises a number of questions about the relation­
ship between the Muslim Institution and the Ruling Insti-

2 6tution in the Ottoman Empire. The close association 
between the religious and the socio-political systems—  

both in functional and organizational terms—  was a dist­
inguishing characteristic of traditional Ottoman society 
until the beginnings of secularization attempts at the turn 
of the 18th century. The Islamic emphasis on the merging 
of religion and society found its ultimate expression in the



social structure and the political organization of the
Ottoman Empire. Combining the dual functions of the
temporal ruler and the spiritual leader of the most powerful
Islamic state, the Sultan-Caliph symbolized the Islamic
ideal of a political community based on religious legitimacy.
That ideal was elevated into a political doctrine through the
Ottoman concept of din-u-devlet, that is to say, the unity

27of religion and the state.

Despite the fact that Islamic theology does not recognize
a priestly class, the ulema corps came to be a highly
organized and powerful group within the administrative
structure of the Ottoman Empire. The functions of the ulema
within Ottoman society were quite extensive. They performed
educational and legal functions, but unlike a priesthood,
had no role in mediating salvation. Although "ulema"
in the Islamic context was the collective name given to the
learned men of religion, it acquired a different meaning in
Ottoman Turkey and came to denote a specific group of men
with religious training who had been appointed to the

2 8various educational, judicial, or religious posts. In 
other words, the Religious Institution in the Ottoman Empire 
was part of the state bureaucracy, linked to the administ­
rative structure of the state through a vast network of 
central and provincial offices.

An important difference between the Ruling Institution and 
the Muslim Institution was that whereas the composition of



76

the former was made up of non-Muslim subjects who were 
personal slaves of the Sultan and therefore part of his 
household administration, the latter was composed of free- 
born Muslims who owed no personal allegiance to the ruler.
This meant that the Muslim Institution had a separate and 
autonomous status within the askeri class. As members of 
that class, they did not pay any taxes. But unlike the 
civil servants and the military who could not.transfer their 
property to their descendents upon death, the ulema could do 
so and in time became a hereditary class with immense wealth

29and power.

Although the ulema often took a conservative position in 
dealing with questions of legal and religious interpretation, 
it would be incorrect to conclude that they were as a group 
opposed to entrusting the law with a minimum degree of 
flexibility that would allow adaptation to changing conditions. 
As Gibb and Bowen point out, "the Islamic legal system... 
even included a special class of practitioners, the Muftis, 
whose real function it was to guide and to sanction this 
process of adaptation." Heyd discusses numerous cases 
involving high-ranking ulema who not only gave support to 
the reforms initiated by Selim III and Mahmud II but also 
sanctioned them through very liberal interpretations of the 
Shari * ah. ̂  For example, the ulema showed no opposition to 
the secular law-making authority of the Sultan which he 
exercised in enacting a series of kanuns, nor did they 
oppose the establishment of mazalim courts to look into civil
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or criminal cases involving administrative officials. Begin­
ning with mid-19th century, commercial cases were also 
handled outside of the religious courts although the ulema 
did initially oppose the drafting of a new commercial code 
based on French models. The ulema's opposition cost Mustafa 
Re?it Pasha, the famous announcer of the Tanzimat edict, his 
post as foreign minister since it was he who had sponsored 
the drafting of the new code. Nine years after Re^it Pasha's
fall from power, however, the Commercial Code of 1850 was 

5?promulgated. In general, as long as fields which had 
been traditionally under religious control, such as family 
law, were left under the jurisdiction of the Shari'ah 
courts, the ulema displayed little resistance to the intro­
duction of secular codes or regulations. The net result 
was the gradual constriction of the areas that fell under 
religious jurisdiction which paved the way for the eventual 
secularization of law.

The din-u-devlet concept, therefore, has to be understood
on both the theoretical level and in practice. In terms of
theory, it symbolized the Islamic ideal of unity between
religion and the state, a unity which was to a great extent
accomplished through the incorporation of the ulema hierarchy
into the administrative structure of the Empire. As Berkes
argues, the office of the gey.hu'l-Islam was an important one

84in establishing this link between religion and the state. 
Through that office, religious sanction for political decisions 
was secured. The title of Caliph, designating spiritual
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leadership of the world Muslim community, as affixed to the 
title of the Ottoman ruler, was a symbolic expression of the 
din-u-devlet concept. But the translation of that concept 
into a political formula was achieved by the institutional­
ization of religious authority into an administrative network 
linked to political decision-making through the office of 
the ffeyhu' 1-Islam.

In practice, however, the boundaries between the functions 
of the Religious Institution and the state were clearly 
drawn. The Religious Institution was concerned with the 
integration of society—  or rather, with the integration of 
the Muslim population—  into a unified community of believers 
although the ulema as an elite group had little affective 
influence over the masses in the light of the gap between 
orthodox and folk Islam. Hence, the functions of the ulema 
covered those areas of social life that could be manipulated 
for effective socialization: the family, educational insti­
tutions, intellectual activity, and the law. The state, on 
the other hand, took responsibility in administrative, 
military, and economic fields. The distribution of functions 
allowed little confusion as to the respective powers of the 
state and the Religious Institution.^5 Although during the 
history of the Empire there were occasions when the increasing 
power of one side threatened that of the other, both sides 
were in general careful to avoid conflict. In any case, 
there was no question of a complete merging of religion and
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the state as the term din-u-devlet might imply.^

Religion in traditional Ottoman society had both social 
and political functions. In the social realm, the most 
Important function of religion was social integration. -The 
success of orthodox Islam in achieving such integration, 
however, has to be qualified. Integration in the modern 
national state is understood to mean the process by which 
various socialization agencies under government control—  such 
as educational institutions—  attempt to form some sort of 
a link between the individual on the one hand, and the 
nation-state on the other. That is to say, the social­
ization process relates the individual to the larger socio­
political system. The aim, therefore f is to define individual 
norms, values, and modes of behavior within the context 
of the national value system. In more traditional societies, 
however, integration is often understood in parochial terms 
to mean the socialization of the individual into some segment 
of the society such as the family, the clan, the kinship 
group, or the community. In the Ottoman Empire, the pattern 
of integration was of the latter type. The state was little 
concerned with the integration of various communities into 
the larger socio-political system. The aim in fact was just 
the opposite, namely, the segregation of each community from 
the others. This was achieved through a religious definition 
of communal identity and the organization of various non- 
Muslim groups on a confessional basis into semi-autonomous
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87communities called millets. Hence, the state totally dis­
associated itself from any effort to form a collective 
consciousness that might determine individual identity. 
Although during the 19th century, the term "Ottoman" came 
to signify a quasi-national definition of citizenship, its 
meaning was little understood by the mass of the population 
who knew of the existence of the state only through contacts 
with tax-collectors. For the Muslim subjects of the Empire, 
collective identity was understandable only in religious

38terms. For the non-Muslims, on the other hand, the
problem of integration was not only a psychological but
also a legal one. Self perceptions of the non-Muslims were,
like the Muslims, determined by references to membership in
a religious community. But such membership also designated
something more than a certain psychological attitude.
Legally, politically, and socially, the millet arrangement
left the non-Muslim subjects of the Empire outside of the
mainstream of Ottoman culture. As Gibb and Bowen put it,
"the Ottoman government, by leaving the task of social
unification to the religious institution, condemned the
non-Moslem and heterodox Moslem groups under its control to
exclusion from effective incorporation in the Ottoman

39structure of society."

The ulema achieved social integration of the Muslim 
community at a considerable price to religious orthodoxy.
The long-standing gap between elite and mass cultures—  

which manifested itself in different literary traditions,
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language, and folklore—  was also evident In the religious
realm. The folk religion of the masses, which found its
expression in the Sufi movement, deviated from Orthodox Islam
in its asceticism and in its incorporation of animistic,
paganistic, Christian, or Hindu practices inherited from the

40pre-Islamic past. The ulema, therefore, attempted to 
accomplish two tasks at once. They aimed not only to arrive 
at some sort of a compromise between folk and orthodox Islam 
but in the process, also hoped to narrow the gap between

41elite and mass cultures. At least in the religious realm, 
that cultural gap was indeed somewhat narrowed as the dervig 
orders eventually extended their sphere of influence within 
the Ruling Institution. The two important dervig orders 
in the Ottoman Empire—  the Bektagis and the Mevlevis—  

found support among both the military and the civil officials. 
The Bektagis had so much following among the Janissaries

4 2that the latter acquired the nickname, "Bektagi soldiery.”
The Mevlevis, on the other hand, were supported by the
Sultans to counterbalance the growing threat to their power

42of the Janissary-Bektagi cooperation.

In the political sphere, the most important function of 
religion was to secure legitimacy to political rule in order 
to maintain the stability of the status quo. In the modern 
national state, legitimacy is secured—  through socialization 
of a coercive or semi-coercive nature—  by a wide acceptance 
of a dominant political ideology. The basis of legitimacy, 
whether or not it is in fact the case, is generally claimed



to rest with a popular mandate. In other words, in democratic 
and non-democratic systems alike, political rulers derive 
their authority from an alleged consensus of the ruled. In 
the Ottoman case, the basis of authority was religious. The 
Sultan was considered to be not the representative of the 
people but the representative of God. As Mardin has argued, 
in the absence of a secular political ideology, religion

ii iiassumed an ideological character in the Ottoman Empire.
It was the only belief system with a popular base that 
defined for the individual his relationship to society. The 
concept of the state, however distant it may be for the 
masses, had a meaning only within a religious context: the
state was Islamic, the ruler was the leader of the world 
Islamic community, and political obedience was the duty of 
every Muslim subject since the political order had divine 
sanction. If we can, therefore, speak of an Ottoman 
political culture, it has to be within the context of the 
religious value system.

The concept of political culture, although admittedly 
loose and ill-defined, has nevertheless a heuristic value 
insofar as it emphasizes the significance of collective 
value orientations towards the social system in general and 
the political system in particular. The manner in which the 
individual perceives his relationship to his society and 
government determines for him the parameters of his socio­
political activity and expectations. That mode of perception 
is influenced by his system of values which, especially in
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traditional societies, derive from his religious beliefs. In
traditional Muslim societies, value orientations towards
society and government are heavily influenced by Islam's
emphasis on communal consensus. Deviation from communal
norms or patterns of behavior is considered heretical. Hence,
the type of unity that is sought excludes the toleration of

45individualism or separatist movements. The translation of 
these values into a political culture would give us a 
consensual pattern of politics whereby the consensus is 
achieved not through a working out of conflicting viewpoints 
but rather through the elimination of conflict itself.

The role of religion in shaping Ottoman political culture 
was, therefore, considerable. Religion not only provided 
legitimacy to political rule but also secured stability 
through minimizing individual expectations from government. 
Mardin has put forth the interesting hypothesis in this 
context that the most important function of religion in 
Ottoman society pertained to its intermediary role between 
the individual and the state. Whereas in the West, there 
gradually emerged a whole network of secondary structures 
which gained some autonomy from the state, in traditional 
Islamic societies in general, and in the Ottoman Empire in 
particular, no such structural differentiation existed. 
Religion, therefore, became the only source of collective 
identity in the absence of secondary structures that would 
stand as channels of identity formation. Moreover, the 
founding of organizations in the West to defend particularistic
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class Interests was also absent in the Ottoman Empire. Hence,
the protection that the individual could receive through
organizational activity in the Western context was possible
in Ottoman society only through membership in the Islamic
community. This communal identity took over the functions

46that secondary associations performed in the West.

Religion in the Ottoman Empire, therefore, performed what 
Mardin calls a double function. Because the administrative 
structure of the Empire was undifferentiated, the religious 
hierarchy assumed many of the functions—  such as educational 
and judicial—  that state institutions perform in administ­
rative setups of a more differentiated character. Religion 
was the most important link between the center and the 
periphery. It was the institutional and the cultural reference 
point for the rulers in their relationship to the ruled. On 
the one hand,therefore, it functioned as some sort of a cont­
rol mechanism at the local level. ^For the ruled, on the 
other hand, it offered an alternative channel of social 
cohesion. That is, the idea of a Muslim community became 
a substitute for the concept of a polity. Religion could 
perform this double function because of its own internal 
duality. Just as there were two cultures, the elite and 
the mass, there were two religions, the orthodox and the 
folk. While the orthodox religion provided the basis of 
upper class ideology, the folk religion of the dervig orders
became the basis of communal cohesion and individual identity

47for the lower classes.
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As Smith points out, despite the fact that the Ottoman 
ulema were highly organized, the Ottoman political system was 
nevertheless an "organic" one. Unlike the ideal organic 
model characterized by the absence of ecclesiastical struc­
tures, the Religious Institution in the Ottoman Empire 
retained a distinct organization. However, the existence 
of such an organization was nowhere comparable to the org­
anization of the religious hierarchy in a "church" model. 
Whereas in the latter case, there is an organized church with 
a separate identity from the rest of society and with . 
considerable organizational autonomy, in the case of the 
Ottoman ulema corps no such distinctions could be made.
The Religious Institution was part of the state bureaucracy.
It was not an autonomous structure with internal rules for

48hierarchical arrangements.

In conclusion, then, the emphasis that Islam places on 
history found its expression in the special place that the 
Religious Institution occupied in Ottoman society and politi­
cal structures. And the organic nature of Islam prevented 
the development of functional and institutional differentiation 
between the religious and the political systems.

Turkey’s experience with political development has to be
understood against this Islamic background. As Smith argues,
the nature of the religious system in a society may well be
a key variable In explaining cross-cultural differences

49between different patterns of political development. As I
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shall discuss in greater detail in later chapters, the Impact 
of Islam on traditional Ottoman social and political institu­
tions had far-reaching consequences for the developmental 
process in Turkey during both the last two hundred years 
of the Empire’s existence and the Republican Period. The 
nature of the religious system set the parameters of what 
should be reformed and how. It affected the specific manner 
in which both Ottoman and Turkish reformers responded to 
problems of modernization, and it put constraints on the 
process of secularization in general, and the separation of 
religious and political affairs in particular.

The need for reform in the Ottoman Empire was first 
recognized in the 17th century when the Empire began to lose 
its former strength. The 17th century reforms were indi- 
geneous attempts to find solutions to the Empire’s growing 
weakness. In general, these solutions centered around 
strengthening the authority of the central government over 
both the rebellious Janissary corps and the powerful feudal 
lords (derebeyi) in the provinces. With the beginning of the 
18th century, however, the reform efforts took on a different 
tone as the Ottoman Empire, for the first time in its history, 
opened its doors to the West. The diplomatic and cultural 
contacts with European countries convinced Ottoman states­
men of Western technical superiority and led them to seek 
technical help in military affairs from Western experts. 
Towards the end of the century, contacts with the West 
resulted in an increasing soul-searching as Ottoman
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intellectuals and statesmen came to look at Westernization 
as a precondition of reform in the Empire. Throughout the 
19th century,therefore, the basic concern of Ottoman 
reformers was to Westernize Ottoman military, educational, 
legal, and political institutions. The problem which they 
confronted was how to do this within an Islamic society 
where the political and organic nature of Islam had resulted 
in its penetration into all substructures of the Ottoman 
socio-political system.

Their dilemma is apparent. On the one hand, an increasing 
number of them came to believe that the Empire's salvation 
rested in the acceptance of Western technology and Western 
institutional forms. On the other hand, none could come 
up with a formula as to how Western technology and insti­
tutions would be adopted to an Islamic society without 
accepting Western civilization itself.

This dichotomy between Islamic and Western civilizations 
which 19th century reformers had to confront gave way to the 
creation of dual institutions. Rather than destroy tradi­
tional Islamic institutions, the 19th century reforms were 
designed to create new ones that were to exist next to the 
old. In this process, the religious system both determined 
the boundaries of change as well as the direction that such 
change would take. Because Islamic society was pitted against 
the Western, it seemed that change could take only one form,
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namely, Westernization. Increasingly, the reasons for the
Empire’s decline centered around the conviction that Islam
and the civilization which it had created was, in some way,

50inadequate for dealing with change.

I think that both the political and the organic character­
istics of Islam put constraints on the course of modernization 
that the Ottoman reformers, and later, the Kemalist nation­
alists, followed, Here was a religion which preached a 
political doctrine. It interpreted the creation of a 
political community in theological terms. It equated state 
and society. It considered the distinction between the 
secular and the religious realms as heresy. It did not 
allow for the development of an autonomous religious organ­
ization. To stay within that Islamic framework and yet 
change the basic structures of the social and political 
system was contradictory in terms for it was the religious 
system itself which had created and given sanction to such 
structures.

The 19th century reformers sought to come to grips with 
this contradiction by adopting a course of modernization which 
evaded the issue of indigenous reform of the Islamic socio­
political structures. They left these basically intact and 
built the new on exogeneous models. It was after the 
Empire’s collapse at the end of World War I and the subsequent 
founding of the Turkish Republic in 1923 that this duality
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in aims was finally resolved in favor of accepting Western 
civilization. To the Kemalists, the question was no longer 
that of finding some means to integrate Islamic institutions 
with the Western. The former, the Kemalists decided, had 
to be destroyed. But once again, the very attempt at modern­
ization which the Kemalists followed was constricted, in a 
paradoxical way, by the religious system. I think that the 
opposition which the Kemalists showed towards Islamic 
civilization narrowed their vision of modernity. Just as the 
19th century reformers had viewed the problem of modern­
ization with reference to Islam, so did the Kemalists. In 
a sense, it was the religious system which defined for 
them what was in need of reform. Before anything else, 
the new Republic would use all the power and energy at its 
disposal towards the substitution of Western culture with 
the Islamic. This insistence on changing Islamic insti­
tutions and structures prevented the modernizing elite of 
the Kemalist era from turning their attention to broader 
definitions of systemic change.

Hence, the manner in which modernization was approached 
and the direction it took was largely affected by the role 
of Islam in Turkish society. The process of secularization 
itself had to meet the Islamic challenge. The fact that 
in Islam there was no distinction between secular and 
religious life posed a problem to both Ottoman and Kemalist 
reformers. The Ottomans attempted to go around the problem
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by creating secular institutions without establishing, 
however, secularized social, legal, or political systems.
The Kemalists, on the other hand, accomplished both at the 
same time. They, too, however, were confronted with the 
problem of whether or not religious and political affairs 
could be separated in an Islamic society. Their very 
solution to the problem was somehow determined by the political 
nature of Islam. If in Islam religion and politics went 
together, the best means of making sure that religion 
played no role in political life would be to put it under 
political control. In other words, if separation of Islam 
and politics seemed difficult, then the former at least 
could be made subservient to the latter. Hence, religious 
institutions were organizationally linked to the state 
bureaucracy rather than encouraged to create an autonomous 
organization.

The Islamic impact on Turkey's modernization, therefore, 
was considerable. Since Islam had entrenched itself so 
thoroughly in the social, legal, and political system of the
Ottoman Empire, those who looked for change had to look out­
side of the Islamic framework. In the end, it became increas­
ingly clear to modernizing elites that the only way to 
modernize was to reject the Islamic creed. But such 
rejection also implied a built-in controversy over the role 
of religion in politics. For if the problem, during the
Ottoman period, had been that of removing religious in­
fluence in political affairs, it turned into that of removing



political interference in religious affairs during the 
Republican era. As Chapter IV will show, with the advent 
of democracy in 1946, that problem was all the more 
intensified.
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CHAPTER III

RELIGION AND NATION-BUILDING: THE TRANSFORMATION OF
CULTURAL SYMBOLS

I.

Since the French Revolution, religious institutions 
have been among the first victims of most revolutionary 
regimes. Because of the intimate relationship between 
religious and political authority in traditional societies, 
religious institutions have stood as symbols of the old 
regimes in the eyes of revolutionary leaders in France, 
Russia, Mexico, China, and Turkey. But more importantly, 
religion has been looked upon as a competing system of 
beliefs which is at odds with the ideology of the revo­
lution. Structural change that revolutionary movements 
aim at presupposes a concomitant change in cultural value 
patterns. To the extent that religion shapes cultural norms, 
it stands as a most serious challenge to revolutionaries 
who seek to change established values and mass normative 
behavior.

The extent to which religion is tolerated by the 
revolutionary elite depends on the degree of its involvement 
with the socio-political structures of the old regime. The 
social classes with which the religious institution is 
identified, the role of religious teaching in upholding the 
traditional system of political legitimacy, as well as the
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wealth and privileges of the religious hierarchy are a 
number of factors which play an important role in the 
attitude of the revolutionary leaders towards the established 
church. The more intimately religious institutions are 
linked with the social structural and political arrange­
ments of the old regime which the revolutionaries hope to 
destroy, the more of a tension there will be between the 
religious and the revolutionary elites. Moreover, this 
tension is created not only by the revolutionaries but 
also by the church. Just as the revolutionaries are bent 
on destroying the power and privileges of the church, the 
church is bent on keeping its position of power and wealth 
by various forms of opposition to revolutionary goals.

Since religion in traditional societies is the most 
effective organized force with a mass following, the power 
struggle between the church and the revolutionary government 
assumes a crucial significance for the success of the revo- ■ 
lution. If the value structure of the new society that the 
revolutionary ideology envisions is to be internalized by 
the masses, all competing belief systems which have their 
roots in the prerevolutionary order have to be erased from 
mass consciousness. Hence the attack on the church, although 
seemingly aims to destroy its institutional strength, also 
aims to destroy its ideological appeal.

The extent to which the religious establishment is 
identified with the old regime, then, is an important factor
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in determining the relationship between the church and the 
revolutionary government. The history of what happened to 
the Orthodox Church in Russia versus the various sects after 
the Bolshevik Revolution is illustrative of this point.
The Russian Orthodox Church under the Tsarist regime was both 
politically and financially very strong. It was the official 
church of the Russian Empire. As such, it had a monopoly 
over religious propaganda and teaching, received financial 
support from the state, and owned immense wealth and 
property. Moreover, it had close links with the government, 
with representatives in the Council of Ministers as well 
as in local councils. In terms of its political policies, 
the church stood as a symbol of Tsarist power. It defended 
the legitimacy of Tsarist rule, represented the interests 
of the upper class, and adopted an extreme right-wing 
position in the political spectrum.1

After the Bolshevik victory, through a series of legal
and administrative measures, the church was deprived of
performing much of its former social and educational .
functions, its property was nationalized, and its clergy
not only lost their previous political prestige but were
dispossessed of their civil rights as well. In addition,
the new regime initiated a concerted effort at anti-religious
propaganda, designed to undermine the social influence of 

2the church.

In marked contrast, many of the sectarian groups were
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allowed a relative degree of freedom by the Bolshevik regime. 
The various sects under Tsarist rule had traditionally 
stood as symbols of opposition to Tsarist autocracy. Because 
these sects had their social bases among the lower strata, 
they had become important centers of protest against the 
deprivation of the poor. Hence, unlike the Orthodox Church, 
the sects were not symbolically linked to the old regime 
under which they had experienced continuous persecution.
The Bolshevik attack on religion was directed against the 
established church. For a decade after the Revolution, the 
sects escaped official harassment. However, the attitude 
of the Soviet government towards the Orthodox Church and the 
sects changed in the late 1920s. The Church by then had 
reached a compromise with the government, pledging support 
for the new regime in return for an end to official persecu­
tion. The sects, on the other hand, resumed their role as 
protest m o v e m e n t s .  ̂ in other words, the Ortodox Church as 
a wealthy and politically powerful institution under the 
Tsarist regime was a dangerous source of opposition to the 
aims of the revolutionaries. However, once the Church had 
been stripped of its previous power and gradually came to 
accept Soviet rule, it enjoyed a greater degree of toleration 
by the government. As the established church, it had always 
represented a tradition of compromise with and support for 
political authority. The sects, on the other hand, became 
the focal point of attack because they represented a tradition 
of protest against political domination.
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The relationship of religion to nationalist movements 
in colonial situations assumes a different character. Where­
as in the Russian, the French, or, as I shall later discuss, 
the Turkish cases, religious institutions were attacked by 
the revolutionary elites because of their symbolic identity 
with the old regime, in the case of countries under colonial 
rule with incipient nationalist movements, religion became 
a symbol of identity with the cultural heritage of the 
indigenous peoples which the colonial powers had attempted 
to destroy. Hence, religion was used as an effective tool 
for social and political mobilization by nationalist leaders 
bent upon implanting a sense of pride in national culture 
and values. The rallying of nationalist forces against a 
common enemy through the political use of religion was a
prominent strategy of nationalist movements in India, Burma,

4Indonesia, Pakistan, and the Arab Middle East. As I shall 
discuss in Chapter IV, this was a most successful tactic 
of the Kemalist elite as well during the initial years of 
the Turkish War of Independence.

In most cases, however, the alliance between the :
religious and the nationalist leaders during the fight for
independence turned into a rather tense relationship once
the nationalist movements achieved their primary objective

5of getting rid of foreign rule. Either the secularist aims 
of the national government drew opposition from religious 
forces or, where such aims were not explicitly defined, the
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initial politicization of religion led to communal violence 
and political instability.

II.
The history of the Kemalist program of secularization 

has to be read against the importance of these two factors 
in determining the relationship between religion and national­
ist or revolutionary movements: (1) the extent to which the
religious institution becomes identified with the old regime, 
and (2) the extent to which religion has internal capacity 
for ideological appeals that would contradict and/or challenge 
the ideology of the nationalist or revolutionary governments.

As I have argued in the preceding chapter, the Religious 
Institution was the most powerful and organized force in the 
social and political life of the Ottoman Empire. To reca­
pitulate some of the points discussed in Chapter II: (l)
members of the ulema controlled key points in the central 
and provincial administrative organization of the Empire,
(2) the ulema performed the important function of public 
opinion formation, (3) educational and judicial institutions 
were largely under religious control, and (4) religious 
authority was considered to be the only legitimate overseer 
of political decisions. The history of the reform move­
ment in the Ottoman Empire is, in a sense, the history of the 
long struggle between a powerful religious organization and 
the state. Although from time to time the ulema did sanction 
some of the reform efforts, they were in general a conservative
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force bent upon defending tradition against efforts to
change. To reform-minded Ottoman statesmen and Intellectuals
of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, therefore, it
had become increasingly clear that social or political
reform would necessarily entail a reordering of the functions

7performed by the religious and political authorities.

The first factor in the Kemalist attack on religion, 
therefore, was the understanding of the conservative role 
that religion had played in the social and political 
structure of the Ottoman Empire. The nationalist move­
ment under Mustafa Kemal's leadership aimed at establishing 
(a) an ideology of the movement that would give political 
legitimacy to the national regime and its goals, (b) state 
authority over both individual members of the society and 
ethnic, religious, or other groupings, and (c) a national 
identity that would function as an agent of social mobil­
ization. In all these three respects, Islamic theology and 
traditions were inimical to the interests of the Kemalist 
nationalists. First of all, the theological significance 
that Islam places on the divine bases of social and political 
structures raises it to the level of an ideology which would 
have been incompatible with the ideology of the secular 
Republic. Secondly, although Islamic thought puts great 
emphasis on the authority of the state and the individual's 
obligation to obey such authority, the concept of legitimate 
authority rests on the notion that it reflects the divine 
will rather than popular sovereignty or some other formula.
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The concept of a Republic based on the sovereignty of the 
nation is essentially non-Islamic in character. Finally, 
the Islamic definition of individual religiosity in terms 
of a community of believers would inhibit the development 
of a national identity which did away with religious 
definitions of group membership.

The nature of Islam as a political religion raises a 
number of questions, such as those above, about its relation­
ship to nationalist or revolutionary movements. The most 
important of these concerns the doctrinal incompatibility 
of Islam with the ideology of a modern nation-state. To 
put it in a less generalized form, that has been the most 
important factor, in my view, in the rather stern attack of 
Kemalist nationalists on religion. Most of the Kemalist 
reforms during the early years of the Turkish Republic aimed 
at changing the basic value structure of Turkish society 
rather than structural change per se. As Mardin has argued, 
the Turkish Revolution was "primarily a revolution of

Q

values." Its major g0a 1 was to establish a modern state as 
defined by what I would call the quasi-ideology of the 
Revolution, namely, Westernization. This quasi-ideology 
determined the boundaries of what Kemalist reforms would 
attempt to accomplish. Even the concept of nationalism was 
understood not in a national but in a Western context: the
Turkish nation would exist not as a group of people sharing 
a common past but as a group of people sharing a common
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qfuture among the civilized nations of the West.

If we accept that Westernization was the ideology of the 
Kemalist Revolution as I d o , ^  the secularization program of 
the Kemalist regime aimed at combatting the only alternative 
ideological source for mass mobilization: Islam. As I
shall discuss in greater detail in Chapter IV, although 
Mustafa Kemal sought and received the help of the clerics 
during the War of Independence in an effort to mobilize the 
masses around the nationalists’ goals, this proved to be 
a short-term tactical alliance. Once he was in power, he 
started a series of reforms designed to eradicate the impact 
of Islam on Turkish society. If Kemalist nationalism symbol­
ized the West, Islam symbolized the East. It was because 
Islam had no part in Western civilization that made it 
obsolete for the Kemalist version of a modern state. Although 
many of the Kemalist reforms—  such as the replacement of 
the fez with the Western hat, the adoption of Western styles 
in clothing, the change of the alphabet from the Arabic 
script to the Latin, or the change of the calendar from the 
Hijri to the Gregorian—  had little to do with the accepted 
indices of modernization, they were considered essential to 
the Kemalist program of reform because they gave momentum 
to the basic aim of the Revolution, i.e, to transform 
Turkish society from an Islamic into a Western setting.

The process of secularization during the initial years 
of the Republic gained an all-inclusive importance because
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Included in the definition of the ideology of the Revolution 
was the incompatibility of an Islamic society with a Western 
one. If Turkey was to modernize, it would do so by following 
the only modern nations in the world: those of the West.
To the extent that Islam represented a set of traditions, 
values, legal rules, and norms which were intrinsically 
non-Western in character, it clashed with the ideology of the 
Revolution. If Westernization as a quasi-ideology was to 
gain mass acceptance, the non-Western value structure of 
society had to be changed.

Hence, the secularization policy of the Kemalist govern­
ment aimed at changing both the value structure and the 
institutional set up of Turkish society. The series of 
secular reforms undertaken during the first decade after 
the establishment of the Republic in 1923 were designed to 
minimize the role of Islam in private and public institutions 
as well as national culture. The secularization program 
accordingly followed a four-phased course:

(1) Symbolic secularization, i.e., enforced changes in 
those aspects of national life styles or culture which had
a symbolic identification with Islam.

(2) Institutional secularization, i.e., changes in 
organizational arrangements designed to destroy the insti­
tutional strength of Islam.

(3) Functional secularization, i.e., changes in the 
functional specificity of religious and governmental
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institutions.
(4) Legal secularization, i.e., changes in the legal 

structure of society.
Let me briefly discuss the Kemalist reforms within the 

framework of the four-fold typology presented above.

1. Symbolic secularization. By symbolic secularization, 
I mean the transformation in the connotations of a set of 
symbols from the sacred to the profane.11 This transform­
ation can be either internal or induced. Internal trans­
formation of symbols usually comes about as a result of man's 
scientific knowledge. For example, lightning for primitive 
men might symbolize the wrath of angry gods but as they learn 
the scientific explanation for it, the sacred character of the 
symbolism may disappear. Induced transformation of symbols, 
on the other hand, is the result of a conscious effort by 
individuals or groups to make changes in the connotative 
meaning of symbols to achieve a certain goal. For example, 
the word "Black" referring to the Negro population of the 
United States has undergone a transformation through an 
induced effort by Negro militants. Whereas previously,
"Black" was used by white racists as a symbol of the Negro’s 
inferior status, through its use by the Negroes themselves, 
it has now become a symbol of the Negro’s pride in his race 
and culture.

Symbolic secularization was an important aspect of the 
Kemalist reforms because it dealt with an area of secularization
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which had a crucial significance for the Kemalist concept of
a modern state, that is, the transformation of culture.
Geertz defines culture as "an historically transmitted
pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited
conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which
men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge

12about and attitudes towards life." If we accept Geertz’ 
definition of culture in terms of a set of common symbols, 
then deliberate cultural transformation can best be attained 
through an induced transformation of dominant symbols in 
society. This iS precisely what some of the Kemalist 
reforms attempted to do.

The easiest cultural symbol to identify is, of course, 
language. Through language, men express their shared ex­
periences over time. Hence, it has a dimension of historical 
continuity. An induced change in linguistic patterns, 
therefore, entails a change in the continuity of an historical 
tradition. The "Sinhalese Only" campaign in Sri Lanka, for 
example, was designed to substitute Sinhalese for English as
the national language so that a dramatic breach with the

IScountry’s colonial history could be accomplished. The 
Kemalist language reform had a similar aim of breaking the 
continuity of the Islamic tradition in Turkish society.

The issue of language reform in Turkey was approached 
on the basis of a two-phased program. The first phase was the 
change of the alphabet from the Arabic to the Latin script
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in 1928. This was followed by a concerted effort to change 
the vocabulary by substituting new words derived from Turkish 
roots in place of the Arabic and Persian derivatives which were 
absorbed into the language over the centuries through 
close cultural contacts. The official explanation for the 
alphabet reform was both the suitability of the Latin 
alphabet to the Turkish language and its simplicity. The 
Arabic script, it was argued, had led to widespread il­
literacy because of the difficulty of learning it.1^ Many 
observers have pointed out that the literacy rate has indeed 
significantly increased since the adoption of the Latin 
alphabet.1  ̂ While this is undoubtedly true,1^ the enforce­
ment of state-sponsored universal education through the

1 Rprimary grades since 1930 probably accounts for much of 
the improvement rather than the alphabet reform per se.

The more important aim of the alphabet reform was to
19destroy a cultural symbol. As Lewis has put it, "the

basic purpose of the change was not so much practical as
pedagogical, as social and cultural—  and Mustafa Kemal,
in forcing his people to accept it, was slamming a door on

P  Dthe past as well as opening a door to the future." The 
sacred quality attached to Arabic as the language of God had 
made the use of the Arabic script laden with religious 
symbolism. Witness the considerable amount of opposition to 
the translation of the Koran into Turkish or the ban on the 
recitation of the ezan (the call to prayer) in Arabic.21
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The alphabet reform not only accomplished a transformation
of symbols but also denied the future youth of Turkey an
inheritance from their cultural past. I think it is evident
that the Kemalist reformers aimed at such a denial. For
example, whereas Arabic and Persian were dropped from the
curricula of all high schools by an order of the Ministry of
Education in 1929> three Latin classes were established in

22Ankara and Istanbul in 19^0. That the Kemalist language
policy achieved its objective of closing a door on the
Islamic-Ottoman cultural heritage is unquestionable. For
literate Turkish citizens who received their schooling
after 1928, any meaningful in-depth knowledge of Islam or
of Ottoman culture is extremely difficult to attain, at

23least through formal education.

The first phase of the language reform, then, was the 
consequence of a conscious policy to create a nation of 
forgetters. However, the repudiation of the past is a 
delicate issue during the creation of a new nation. The 
sense of national identity that the nationalist leaders wish 
to create depends, to some extent, on meaningful references 
to a common historical heritage. The second phase of the 
language reform, therefore, was the attempt to substitute 
the pre-Islamic history of the Turks with their immediate 
Ottoman past so that a common basis for national identity 
could be established. Hence, the rewriting of history went 
hand in hand with the restructuring of the Turkish language.
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In 1931, the Society for the Study of Turkish History was
founded which was followed, a year later, by the founding

p Hof the Turkish Linguistic Society. While the aim of the
former was the study of Turkish history before the Ottoman
period, that of the latter was the purification of the
Turkish language on the basis of incorporating into formal
Turkish pure Turkish words that had been kept alive among
the Anatolian folk as well as the creation of new words

25from pure Turkish roots.

The work of these two societies culminated in the
official recognition of two peculiar myths which were
elevated into the rank of scientific theories based on
extensive new research. It was claimed that such research,
carried out under Mustafa Kemal's auspices, showed that
(a) historically, human civilization had originated with
the migration of ancient Turks from Central Asia into various
parts of the world, and (b) consequently, Turkish was the

2 6basis of all subsequent languages. This novel historical 
thesis is, I think, an interesting attempt to find a 
theoretical framework for the seemingly incompatible twin 
goals of the Turkish Revolution: the amalgam of nationalism
with Westernization. On the one hand, it filled the gap 
created by the rejection of the Ottoman heritage by 
substituting in its place the remote past of the Turks as 
the common historical experience uniting them. On the 
other hand, it offered a rationale for the Westernization of
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the country. The adoption of Western civilization was not 
a mere imitation since its roots went back to the history of 
the Turkish civilization itself. In other words, Western­
ization could be explained in terms of the national history 
of the Turks.^

The abolition of the Caliphate in 1924 was another
important act of symbolic secularization. The origins of
the Caliphate went back to the succession crisis after the
death of Prophet Muhammad. The office of the Caliphate
was then established with Abu Bakr, Muhammad's father-in-
law, taking over the leadership of the Muslim community as
the Caliph or "substitute" of Muhammad. After Abu Bakr's
death, 'Umar, 'Uthman, and Ali successively assumed the
title of Caliph. The basis of their selection to the office
had depended on their influential position within Arab
society. Hence, during the time of these first four
Caliphs, the elective nature of the office was widely
accepted as a principle by Muslim jurists. However, with
the establishment of the Umayyad Dynasty in 66l, Mu'awiyah,
its founder, assumed the title of Caliph and appointed his
son Yazid as his successor to the office of the Caliphate.
The precedent once set, it became increasingly more common
for later Caliphs, both of the Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties,
to des Igiate their sons as their successors although the

28elective principle was still kept in theory.

The Ottoman sultans formally assumed the title of Caliph



after Selim I conquered Egypt in 1517. The title was
transferred to Selim by the Egyptian Caliph, el-Mutawakkil.
But for a century and a half before Selim’s entry into Egypt,
the Ottoman rulers had been using the title and having their
claim recognized both by their subjects and in diplomatic
correspondence. The prerequisite that Caliphs were to be
chosen from among the members of the tribe of Kuraish was
ignored and Koranic verses found to legitimize the claim

29of the Ottoman sultans to the office of the Caliphate.

After Selim I ’s reign, however, the title of caliph fell
into disuse by Ottoman sultans. An appendix attached to a
diplomatic correspondence of 1575, for example, listed
sixteen different forms of address used by the Ottoman
ruler with an apparent absence of the title of Caliph among
the sixteen. In the 18th century, however, it was picked up
again for diplomatic reasons. In the Treaty of Kuqiik Kaynarc
in 177^ beteen Sultan Abdulhamid I and Catherine II of Russia
a clause was inserted which recognized the Sultan's religious
authority over the Muslim subjects of the Russian Empire,
notably the Tartars, as the "Caliph of Muhammedanism" in
response to Catherine II’s claims to be the protector of

80Orthodox Christian subjects of the Ottoman Empire.

The diplomatic sanction which the title of Caliph had 
received in the 177^ treaty made its use by Ottoman rulers 
increasingly popular during the 19th century. Sultan Abdul­
hamid II even inserted his claim to the title into the 1876
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Constitution. He also sought recognition from Muslims of
other countries by sending emissaries to Egypt, Tunisia, .
India, Afghanistan, Java, and China, but without much 

31success.

When a law of 1922, passed by the Grand National 
Assembly of the future .Turkish Republic, abolished the Sultan­
ate, the last Sultan-Caliph of the Ottomans, Vahideddin, 
left the country on board a British battleship. The 1922 
law also decreed that the new Caliph would henceforth be 
elected by the Grand National Assembly. Subsequently, the 
Assembly elected Abdulmecid to the office of the Caliphate 
in that same year. Abdulmecid's election to the office marked 
the first time that an Ottoman prince gained recognition from 
non-Ottoman Muslims as Caliph. He received ardent support 
especially from the Muslims of India who had come to view 
the Caliphate as a symbol of the Indian Muslims' unity. The 
appeal of the leaders of this so-called "Khilafat Movement" 
in India to the Turkish Prime Minister in order to secure 
the Turkish government's protection of the office stirred up 
quite a controversy within Turkey and was probably a major
reason behind Mustafa Kemal's final decision, in 1924, to

32abolish the Caliphate.

Although during its early history, the Caliphate was
oovested with extensive religious and political d u t i e s , t h e

34institution gradually lost its political importance. By 
the time it was abolished by Mustafa Kemal, it only had a



symbolic value for the world Muslim community. As a symbol,
the Caliph stood for the unity of the Muslim umma. Because
the disintegration of the umma was an issue of great concern
in Muslim political philosophy, it had become a matter of
constitutional rule that the Caliphate should be a single
institution and that the title of Caliph be conferred on only

35one individual. The office of the Caliphate hence
represented the cross-national unity of all the Muslim
peoples, an ideal which found its expression in the Pan-

3 6Islamic movement of the 19th century.

An institution which had its theoretical base in a 
supra-national concept of solidarity was, of course, 
inimical to the interests of the nationalist movement. The 
symbolic value that Muslims throughout the world attached to 
the office of the Caliphate meant that if the institution was 
allowed to continue, it would have been a de facto recog­
nition of Turkey’s closeness to the Muslim, rather than the 
Western, nations. Moreover, one of the aims of the national­
ist government was to establish a modern nation-state based 
on the concept of national identity. An institution like 
the Caliphate which was based on a different concept of 
identity might have become a symbolic base of opposition to
the nationalist program. By abolishing the Caliphate, that

37symbol was eliminated from mass consicousness. 1

Other acts of symbolic secularization during this 
period include the adoption of the Western hat and Western
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styles in clothing in 1925, the adoption of the Gregorian 
calendar in that same year, the introduction of Western

38music in schools, the change of the weekly holiday from
39Friday to Sunday in 1935, the adoption of the European numerals 

in 1928 and of the metric system in 1931 as well as the 
abolishment of old titles(like Pa?a, Haci, Efendi, Bey) 
and the adoption of family names in their place in 1934.
Although it is true that some of these measures were 
accepted for convenience in foreign affairs or in conducting

Zi 0business with foreign firms, most of them also demonstrated 
the firm resolve of the Kemalist government to Westernize 
the country in every detail. Again, most had a symbolic 
value for the Turks. The Western hat, for example, had 
stood as a symbol of an infidel in the eyes of 19th century

lilOttoman Turks. By outlawing the fez and substituting the 
hat in its place, Mustafa Kemal once again hoped to^demon­
strate that the destruction of certain symbols, however
minor they may seem, is an important means of transforming

42mass psychology. And some of this symbolic transformation 
has indeed been successful. Turkish workers in various 
European countries, for example, can invariably be recognized 
by their hats. Although the wearing of hats is no longer 
fashionable either in Turkey or in Europe, to the worker 
who has been exposed to Western culture at its root, it 
probably symbolizes for him his emancipation from a peasant 
society and his newly-gained self-image as a member of the 
Westernized Turkish elite.
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2. Institutional Secularization. What I have called
symbolic secularization involved an effort to Westernize
Turkish society through a cultural transformation of dominant
traditional symbols. This effort was backed by a series of
laws which were designed to dilapidate the institutional
strength of Islam and its role in political affairs. The
abolition of the Caliphate in 1924 was the first step in
the deinstitutionalization of religious involvement in
politics. This was followed by the abolition of the Office
of the Seyhu-rl-Islam and the Ministry of Religious Affairs
and Pious Foundations (§eriye ve Evkaf Vekaleti)in that 

48same year. These three offices had provided an insti­
tutional base for the din-u-devlet concept. Their abolition 
as well as the recognition of the principle in the 1924
Constitution that political authority derived its legitimacy

44from the concept of national sovereignty rather than the
divine will were major steps in the direction of separating
religion and the state. The deletion in 1928 of the second
article of the 1924 Constitution which had recognized Islam

45as the state religion was another significant measure in 
the same direction.

Unlike the secular states of the West, however, the 
religious organization in the Turkish Republic has no 
internal autonomy. It was linked to the state bureaucracy 
with the creation in 1924 of the Presidency of Religious 
Affairs (Diyanet ipleri Reisligi), attached to the Office
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of the Prime Minister, and the Directorate-General of
4 6Pious Foundations (Evkaf Umum Mudurlugii). Although the

i i vlatter is an independent agency, much of its financial
48support comes from the government. Through these two 

offices, religious functionaries, religious property and 
private vakifs were put under state control.

While the institutional strength of orthodox Islam 
was checked through the abolishment of offices connecting 
it to centers of political power as well as the creation of 
new ones to control religious activity, a parallel effort was 
made to destroy the institutional strength of folk Islam.
Folk Islam, which had found its expression in the Sufi 
movement, had organized itself around a number of tarikats 
(brotherhoods), the most important of which in Turkey were 
the Mevlevi, the Bektagi, and the Nakgibendi orders. The 
initial attitude of the Kemalist government towards these 
brotherhoods resembled the attitude of the Soviet govern­
ment towards the dominant sects in Russia that I have 
earlier discussed. Much like the Soviets, the Turkish 
nationalists had aimed at destroying the power of the 
orthodox ulema rather than that of the derviges . The dervig 
tradition had generally been one of opposition against 
established state authority. For example, several of the
orders had sympathized with the Young Turk movement against

50Abdulhamid's absolutism. During the War of Independence, 
many of them had similarly supported the Kemalist nationalists
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JT I
in Anatolia. Hence, the secularizing reforms of 192-4 
left the brotherhoods free from any official harassment.

The nationalist government, however, soon came to the 
conclusion that the greatest threat to the secular reforms 
were most likely to come from the dervi? broherhoods rather 
than the ulema. The latter had generally cooperated with 
the state and hence were unaccustomed to techniques of 
opposition to state authority. The brotherhoods, on the 
other hand, had stood as centers of opposition and knew how 
to conduct it. In 1925s therefore, a series of laws were 
passed which dissolved the brotherhoods, closed their 
convents, prohibited their ceremonies, and banned all such 
activity in the future.

Institutional secularization has been the most contro­
versial aspect of the Kemalist secularization policies among 
the Turkish intellectuals. In general, it has been argued 
that the inclusion of the religious organization within the 
state bureaucracy and the consequent subordination of religious
authority to the political is contrary to the spirit of

53secularism as understood in the West. Such critics have
generally been labelled "reactionary" and most have indeed
represented conservative circles using the issue of secularism
as a lever for their opposition to the Westernization reforms

54of Kemalist Turkey. Although, as Ozek argues, state super­
vision of religious organizations and activity is perhaps 
a necessary condition of secularism in a Muslim country where
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politics has a theological s i g n i f i c a n c e , ^  it has to be 
pointed out that the consequences of such supervision is 
nevertheless contrary to any understanding of secularism.
If we accept that the principle of the separation of church 
and state by definition excludes state interference in 
religious life, we have to agree with Daver that the 
Turkish Republic is a semi-secular s t a t e . i t s  brand of 
secularism is rather unique and should be understood as 
such.

3. Functional Secularization. Institutional secular­
ization aimed at weakening the organizational strength of 
Islam as well as excluding the religious organization from 
involvement in political affairs. Religion in traditional 
Ottoman society, however, had two other important functions.
The religious hierarchy controlled both the educational and 
the judicial processes. Functional differentiation in these 
two areas, therefore, was the third major act of seculari­
zation that the nationalist government undertook.

Prior to the Tanzimat—  the period of Ottoman history
 ̂8between 1839 and 1877 known by that name3 because of a series

of reforms that were undertaken during these years—  courts
59of law were entirely religious. It was in the Tanzimat 

era that the effort was made, for the first time, to codify 
the law. Although such codification was based on the Shari 'ah, 
it was nevertheless an important step towards the secular­
ization of law in that it was the first recognition of the
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necessity to establish legal codes that were written and
6 0distinguishable from religious provisions. During the 

Tanzimat and the following periods, a number of secular 
codes were enacted in the fields of commercial, penal, and 
civil law that supplemented the religious ones.^1 At the 
same time, a parallel effort was made to establish secular 
courts where the new codes would be applied. Whereas the 
Shari * ah courts were left under the jurisdiction of the 
Seyhu-1- Islam, the secular ones were put under the

£ Pjurisdiction of the Ministry of Justice. It was in the 
Second Constitutional Period (1908-1918) that the Shari'ah 
courts were also tied to the latter.

The final secularization of the court system was
accomplished in 1924 with the abolishment of the Shari'ah

64courts and the enactment of distinctly secular codes.
The major consequences of these changes was that the 
religious institution lost its former judicial functions.
As a result, religious considerations no longer played a 
role in legal processes. Even the religious formula for 
taking an oath in court was changed to a statement of truth

65based on the individual's honor and conscience.

Secularization of the educational system was the second 
phase of the nationalist program for the functional differ­
entiation of institutional life. In traditional Ottoman 
society, education was understood to mean the attainment of 
religious knowledge in special religious schools called the
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medrese. Contacts with the West and the recognition of
Ottoman military weakness led to the founding of secular
institutions of learning in the second half of the l8th
century. During the Tanzimat and the following periods,
the number of secular schools expanded in addition to
several learned societies. The 19th century saw a concerted
effort to reform the educational system, to spread literacy,
and to train students in the military, medical, technical,

66and educational fields. Although by the end of the century, 
a secular educational system was more or less established, 
the duality that the Tanzimat period had created in insti­
tutional l i f e ^  reflected itself in educational policy also.
As in most other fields, secular educational institutions 
existed side by side with the religious.

The concept of a differentiated educational system and 
of state responsibility for public education found its 
expression in the Educational Bill of 1924 ( Tevhid-i 
Tedrisat Kanunu) according to the provisions of which all 
schools were put under the Jurisdiction of the Ministry of

r o
Education. That same year witnessed the closing down of 
the medreses which had become centers of religious scho­
lasticism and political conservatism.^^ In their place, a 
Faculty of Divinity (ilahiyat Fakultesi)was founded in 1924
at the University of Istanbul. In addition, 26 Prayer Leader

>

and Preacher Schools (Imam-Hatip Mektepleri)were founded 
for the purpose of training religious personnel. Whereas 
at the time of its founding, the Faculty of Divinity had 224
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enrolled students, this figure had dropped to 20 by 193^.
This led to the closing of the faculty in that year and the
founding of an Institute of Islamic Studies (Islam Incele-
meleri Enstitusu)in its place. The imam-Hatip schools,
on the other hand, lost the financial support that they had
been receiving from the government as a result of the formal
separation of church and state in 1928. During 1930-31,
therefore, these schools also closed down due to lack of 

70finances. As Basgoz and Wilson point out, within a decade
after the establishment of the Republic, there remained no
religious educational institutions which received state 

71support.

The secularization of the educational process is, of 
course, one of the most effective means of ensuring success 
for the overall secularization of the socio-political system. 
The relationship of education to nationalism is especially 
important, in this context. Educational institutions are the 
most important agencies of politiaal socialization at the 
disposal of the state. During a period of transition when 
traditional sources of group identity are being deliberately 
destroyed, educational institutions can function as channels 
of mass communication to disseminate the ideology of a 
nationalist or a revolutionary movement. The mass acceptance 
of such an ideology, in the short run, can be imposed on a 
population through various means of propaganda or terror.
But it can-.endure the cynicism or opposition of succeeding



125

generations only by its latent enforcement in the educational 
process. Moreover, educational institutions, along with the 
military, are the only nation-wide organizations where a 
sense of national identity, distinct from ethnic, religious, 
or communal affiliations, can be implanted on the youth.

At one level, therefore, educational institutions
function as disseminators of the new ideology. At a second
level, they act as channels of social, economic, and
political change. As Coleman puts it: "Once regarded as an
essentially conservative, culture-preserving, culture-
transmitting institution, the educational system now tends
to be viewed as the master determinant of all aspects of 

72change." Economic and technical change is, of course, one 
area which is largely dependent on the educational process. 
But social and political change as well owe much to the 
consequences of educational policies. The system of social 
stratification and the degree of social mobility are two 
important factors which are connected to education. J More­
over, educational institutions provide new groups of people 
who can cope with increasing role specialization as a result 
of structural differentiation in society. They also work
towards the attainment of equality by the mass of the 

74population.

Mustafa Kemal's repeated emphasis on the importance of 
education for the youth of Turkey,^ therefore, was based 
on his recognition that education was not only important in



social and economic change but was an equally effective tool 
for cultural transformation. As Prey puts it: "...The
history of ’Westernization1 or 'modernization' in Turkey is 
in large measure the history of secular education there—  of 
a school system which turned out more and more 'modern' 
graduates until the balance was tipped in favor of European 
ways.

A survey of Turkish college students conducted in 1958
demonstrated how successful the Kemalist educational policy
had been in substituting a sense of national identity for

77a religious frame of reference. The results of the survey 
showed that Turkish students were more intensely national­
istic than students studied elsewhere. When asked for what 
end they would be willing to make the greatest sacrifice,
45 per cent mentioned the welfare of the nation. On the 
question of what two accomplishments in life they would be
most proud of, 46 per cent answered that the accomplishment

7 ftwould involve the "enhancement of the nation." In compari­
son, an earlier study by Gillespie and Allport^^ ha(j found 
that the figures for the answers on the same question in the 
United States and France were 3 and 6 per cent, respectively. 
Moreover, when asked to rate the importance of six sectors in 
life, the religious sector received the lowest ranking, 
below amusement or local citizenship activities. As 
compared to American, German, or Italian youth on the same 
question, the Turkish students came out to be slightly more
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religious than the American but much less religious than the
O -lItalian or the German.

. Similarly, a study based on survey research findings
conducted by Prey among the Turkish peasants found that
formal education was a major factor contributing to a sense
of national identity. Among both male and female literate
peasants, the percentage of those who preferred loyalty to
the nation over other loyalties increased proportionately

8 2with years of formal schooling. Moreover, Prey found that
among the village youth, those who scored high on various
indicators of national identification were literates who
compared more favorably in this respect with lycee-level
students in the cities than the illiterate respondents in the
villages.^ a s Frey puts it: "The school in rural Turkey
seems to play a pronounced role in increasing national
identification. Its major influence would seem to come
through teaching literacy; but it appears also to inculcate
nationalistic sentiments... beyond the level to be expected

84from literacy alone."

4. Legal Secularization. The final act of secularization 
of the Kemalist government was in the legal field. Symbolic, 
institutional, and functional secularization was reinforced 
by a legal framework which eliminated the religiously- 
sanctioned provisions of civil, commercial, or criminal law.

Although, as I have pointed out, secularization of law 
had gained quite a momentum since the Tanzimat, legal
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provisions based on the Shari 'ah were still in effect. The 
Kemalist government made its first attempt to change the legal 
system during 1923-24 with the appointment of special com­
mittees by the Ministry of Justice to prepare a framework 
for a new set of secular codes. The results of the
committees' reports, however, showed the heavy influence of

85religious law in the proposed changes.  ̂ During the years 
1926-1930, all religious considerations were eliminated from 
the provisions of the new codes that were to be enacted.
This was accomplished through the adoption of the Swiss Civil 
Code, the Italian Criminal Code, and the German Commercial 
Code.86

The adoption of the Swiss Civil Code in 1926 was one 
of the most important acts of the Kemalist government towards 
the creation of a secular state. The new code differed 
fundamentally from the provisions of the Shari'ah. These 
differences included:

(1) The individual's freedom to choose his religious 
affiliation. This contrasted sharply with the previous 
prohibition of leaving the Islamic faith.

(2) The secularization of the marriage ceremony. Legal 
marriage had to be registered with civil authorities and 
concluded in their presence. Religious ceremony was made 
optional but carried no legal weight.

(3) The adoption of the principle of monogamy. In 
Shari'ah law, Muslim men could marry up to four wives.
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(4) The secularization of divorce proceedings. In 
Shari’ ah law, the right of divorce was almost exclusively 
conferred on the male. The new law gave both parties an 
equal right to sue for divorce.

(5) In Shari * ah law, whereas Muslim men could marry 
non-Muslim women, Muslim women were prohibited from inter­
marriage. The new civil code lifted this prohibition.

(6) Men and women were given equal rights of parenthood 
on their children.

(7) Men and women were given equal inheritance 
rights.^

As an addendum to the Civil Code, which deals with 
marriage, divorce, inheritance, and property rights, a 
separate Code of Obligations (Borqlar Kanunu)which deals 
with contracts and taken from Switzerland, was also adopted 
in 1926. The provisions of the new Civil Code, although 
they affect men, women, as well as children , are most 
revolutionary in terms of the rights they confer on women.
The unequal status of women as compared to men under Muslim 
law was drastically changed. With a few exceptions—  such 
as the provision that the wife can hold a Job only with the 
husband’s permission, or in case the husband withdraws such 
permission, through proving in court that her Job is essential 
for keeping the unity and interests of the family intact 
(Article 159)—  the new code gave equal rights to men and 
women in the field of family law, inheritance, and property 
rights.
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As Massell has pointedly discussed in the context of
Soviet Central Asia, the status of women in Muslim societies
is one of the most delicate issues confronting a revolutionary
government. In order to transform the traditional structure
of Central Asia, for example, the Soviet authorities decided
to use Muslim women as a 11 surrogate proletariat." Through
legislation which gave Muslim women unprecedented rights,
the Soviet government hoped to mobilize what it saw as the
most disadvantaged and therefore the most readily amenable

88group to strike at the roots of the traditional society.
The failure of the effort, however, demonstrated the 
difficulty of transforming sexual roles in a Muslim community. 
More importantly, it demonstrated the difficulty of trans­
forming traditional societies through changes in the legal 
system.

Although the adoption of the new civil code by the
Kemalist government was a major step towards the emancipation
of Turkish women,^9 the failure of legal measures to change
the status of women has also been apparent in the Turkish
case. Family law had been one of the last strongholds of
the Shari1 ah courts and the most resistant area of the legal
system to secularization. This had been the case because of
the strict social norms concerning the status of women in

90traditional Muslim societies. The attempt to change 
sexual roles and the structure of the family is one of the 
most daring experiments for the modernizing elite in Muslim
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societies. Such an attempt Is neccessary If the aim, like 
that of the Kemalist nationalists, is the cultural trans­
formation of society since the family plays an important 
role in transmitting dominant cultural values to younger 
generations.

The success of the Kemalist reforms in this field, 
however, has been limited. In contrast to women In urban 
centers, the majority of women in more closed communities 
still continue to perform their traditional roles. And 
the provisions of the civil code concerning marriage, 
divorce, or monogamy are largely evaded in favor of more 
traditional arrangements that Islam has sanctioned for 
centuries.

For example, a recent study based on survey research 
findings found that approximately 2.0 per cent of all 
marriages in Turkey were polygamous. Whereas the percentage 
of men with more than one wife was 1.6 in the cities, the 
figure increased to 2.7 in the villages (see Table 1).

TABLE 1
Polygamous Marriages in Turkey, by Type of Community

Marriages Type of Community
Istanbul-Ankara-

Izmir
City Town Village All of

Turkey
Polygamous
Monogamous

0 .0%
100.0

1.6% O.H% 2.7% 1.9%
98.4 99.6 97.3 98.1

Source: Serim Timur, Turkiye'de Aile Yapisi (Ankara:
Hacettepe Universitesi Y a y m l a n ,  1972), p. 93.
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According to the same study, 35.4 per cent of all marriages 
in Turkey were civil, 49.2 per cent were mixed civil- 
religious (concluded in the presence of civil authorities 
and, later, an imam), and 15.0 per cent were only religious 
and hence carried no legal weight. Whereas the percentage 
of civil marriages only was 54.1 in the three largest 
cities—  Istanbul, Ankara, and Izmir—  this figure dropped 
to 29.8 in the villages. In both urban and rural areas, 
approximately half of the marriages were mixed civil- 
religious. However, whereas the percentage of religious 
marriages unregistered by civil authorities was 5.6 in the

. . Q1cities, it went up to 21.3 in the villages (see Table 2).

TABLE 2
Civil vs. Religious Marriages in Turkey, by Type of Community

Type of Marriage . Type of Community
Istanbul-Ankara- City Town Village All of 
tzmir Turkey

Civil 54.136 38.5$ 40.5$ 29.8$ 35.4$
Religious 5.1 5.6 4.8 21.3 15.0
Civil & Religious 40.6 55.3 54.7 48.4 49-2
Source: Serim Timur, Turkiye'de Aile Yapisi (Ankara:
Hacettepe Universitesi Yayinlari, 1972), p. 92.

What is especially interesting about these findings is the 
fact that there were no differences between urban and rural 
areas in the percentage of mixed civil-religious marriages. 
Fifty per cent of all Turkish men and women, regardless of
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their urban-rural background, chose to receive religious 
sanction in addition to the legal for entering into one of 
the most important relationships of their private and social 
lives.

Hifzi Veldet Velidedeoglu has suggested that the higher 
percentage of unregistered marriages in the villages might 
have something to do with the difficulties of divorce pro­
ceedings for which the villager has to make quite a number 
of trips to a city or town courthouse. Furthermore, he has 
pointed out that the near impossibility of obtaining a 
divorce in case of objection to it by one of the partners 
might be leading individuals in both rural and urban areas 
to choosing extra-legal forms of marriage, the discontinuation 
of which would also require no legal procedures. The civil 
authorities seem unable to deal with the problem except to
pass special laws periodically which give a legal standing

92to the illegitimate children of unregistered marriages.

It should also be noted here that despite legal secular­
ization which affected Muslim as well as non-Muslim Turkish 
citizens, the social acceptability of the latter by the 
majority of Muslim Turks has remained limited. The most 
significant non-Muslim minority groups within Turkey are 
the Jews, the Greeks, and the Armenians who together make 
up approximately 3 per cent of the total population. As 
Rustow has put it, "of... these minority groups it is true 
that, regardless of their legal status, they have not so far
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been, and are not likely to be in the foreseeable future,
socially accepted as full-fledged first-class citizens.
Despite the official secularism of Turkey, adherence to
Islam is still in practice considered a prerequisite of
Turkish nationality. By contrast, a Muslim Kurd or Arab of
southern or southeastern Turkey only needs to acquire a
fluent command of the language to be accepted, for most

a -3purposes, as a Turk."^J At times, this prejudice against 
non-Muslim minorities has become evident either through 
official discriminatory acts, such as the Capital Levy 
(Varlik Vergisi)imposed on the non-Muslims during World War 
II, or through mob violence as during the Istanbul riots of 
September 1955* In terms of involvement of the non-Muslims 
in Turkish political life, there has been a notable decline 
over the years. During the 1930s, there were two represent­
atives from the Greek and one each from the Armenian and 
the Jewish communities in the Assembly. Non-Muslim minority 
representation continued until the late 1950s. In the post-
1960 era, however, no deputy of a non-Muslim background has

94been elected to the Assembly.

The impact of secularization on political structures 
and processes has several dimensions relating to both the 
changing functions of religious and political institutions 
and the cultural concomitants of such change. Following 
Donald Smith, we can identify these dimensions as (1) 
polity separation, (2) polity expansion, (3) polity trans­
valuation, and (4) polity dominance. Polity expansion
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refers to the stretching out of the polity to perform various
socio-economic functions, such as those in the realm of law
and education, which had been previously performed by or
had been under the regulation of religious institutions.
Polity transvaluation refers to the changes in the political
culture which suggest the replacement of religious norms and
values with secular ones. Finally, polity dominance refers
to those cases where, instead of a strict separation of
church and state, the polity comes to dominate the religious 

95sphere.

Secularization attempts in the Ottoman Empire aimed at 
achieving only one of these dimensions, namely polity 
expansion. The reform effort during the Ottoman period did 
not take up the question of whether or not religious and 
political affairs should be separated. Rather, the reform­
ists of the time concentrated on creating secular insti­
tutions and laws that were to supplement, rather than

96replace, the religious. Formal separation of church and 
state came after the decline of the Empire. However, 
although the religious hierarchy did lose its former 
political influence after the establishment of the Republic, 
religious organizations nevertheless remained linked to the 
state bureaucracy. The secularists of the Republican period 
were unable to escape the type of religious controversy 
that earlier reformists had encountered: whether or not it
is possible to separate religion and politics in an Islamic
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society. Paradoxical as it may sound, the very effort of 
separating church and state during the Kemalist period 
followed the implicit assumption that in an Islamic society, 
church and state cannot be separated but that one must be 
subservient to the other. Hence, what has happened is 
polity dominance rather than polity separation.

As for polity transvaluation, although there has been
a definite decline of religious norms in politics as
compared to the Ottoman period, the extent of such decline
is open to question. The degree to which Turkish political
culture is shaped by religious values has so far remained
unstudied. The Islamic emphasis on communal solidarity and
its consequences for politics is, I believe, an important
topic that ought to be investigated. For example, to
what extent the concept of an Islamic community has influenced
the patterns of consensus and conflict in Turkish society?
As Halpern aptly puts it, "of the entire social and political
inheritance of Islam, it is the force of consensus which has
remained the strongest moral imperative in the Middle East."97
If this is indeed the case, what are its implications for
political behavior? Does consensus as a dominant value
rule out the possibility that social conflict can be viewed

98as a creative process which is functional for the system?^
If so, how is social and political conflict handled in a 
society which sees conflict as destructive of national 
unity?
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A study based on survey research along these lines may 
show that the problem of secularism in Turkish political life 
may be only secondarily important and that the real issue 
may lie in the interaction between Islam, on the one hand, 
and political behavior and collective action, on the other. 
Both the imitation of the West and the repudiation of 
Turkey's Islamic past may turn out to be more superficial 
than the secularist elite is willing to admit. Hence, the 
cultural distance between the secularist and the traditional­
ist forces may not be as wide as it is assumed to the extent 
that both sides, in a latent or manifest fashion, approach 
politics with a value system that may be at its roots 
religious.

The most successful dimension of secularization in 
Turkey, therefore, has been polity expansion. Since the 
beginning of the l8th century, the social and political 
functions of religion have gradually declined. And with 
the establishment of the Republic, the state has taken over 
most of Islam's institutional functions in society except 
the explicitly religious ones. Polity expansion has been 
especially pronounced in the realm of law and education.

As many observers have pointed out, the secularization 
process in the Ottoman Empire was the result of a defensive 
response to the increasing military and economic power of the 
West. Whereas Western secularization came about as a result 
of internal cultural, social, and economic changes, in the
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Ottoman case the process was one of reacting to external 
99stimula. The Ottoman Empire, like most other countries 

which entered into the process of modernization as late­
comers, took the early modernizers as a model. Serious 
efforts at modernization were started in the Ottoman Empire 
only towards the end of the l8th century with Selim Ill’s 
Nizam-i Cedit (The New Order) movement of 1789-1807- 
Earlier attempts to reform the Empire during the 17th century 
had basically failed to find solutions to the Empire’s 
growing military, administrative, and economic problems.
With the opening to the West during the so-called Tulip 
Period (Lale Devri)of 1718-1730, the Ottomans, for the first 
time, confronted the fact that the Empire had lagged behind 
the military expertise of the West. In the frenzy of a 
catch-up psychology, they plunged into a process of borrowing 
from the West which obviously was a far more short-cut 
method to modernize than attempting to build indigeneous 
models of change. What initially started as an adoption of 
Western military technology soon spread to other fields 
until it reached a point where modernization became equated 
with Westernization.

As Dunn argues, if the Ottoman Empire had been militarily 
and economically more secure, modernization might have been 
achieved without abandoning the traditional value system 
of society. The fact that it was the non-Muslim—  indeed 
the "infidel" world which the Ottomans had scorned until 
the l8th century—  that was to undertake modernization first



came not only as a shock to Ottoman statesmen and intellect­
uals but also induced them to question the viability of 
their traditions and value structure. Ottoman intellectual 
history of the 19th century is the history of two conflicting 
viewpoints, one of which saw Western superiority only in 
technical terms while the other saw a necessity to embrace 
Western culture as w ell.^^ The triumph of the latter 
point of view at the elite level during the Kemalist period 
has diverted the attention of Turkish reformers from alter­
nate means of successful modernization. Modernization in 
the Turkish context has always been synonymous with Western­
ization. And Westernization at the mass level has been 
little understood. The problem of secularization in Turkish 
politics, therefore, has been in a sense a problem created 
by the Westernized elite to impose their version of modernity 
on a mass of population reluctant or unable to abandon their 
cultural orientation.
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CHAPTER IV

RELIGION AND THE POLITICAL MOBILIZATION OF THE 
TURKISH PEASANTRY

"He who controls the countryside," writes Huntington, 
"controls the country."^ The mobilization of the country­
side is indeed one of the most important and formidable 
tasks facing a modernizing or a revolutionary elite.
The participation of rural masses in social or political

2movements often proves difficult to secure. This is 
especially the case in traditional societies where the 
bulk of the rural population is politically apathetic.
The abstract nature of revolutionary or nationalist 
ideologies cannot easily be communicated and the nature 
of the would-be transformation translated into terms which 
are comprehensible to the peasantry.

Where no previous political socialization has taken 
place, how do revolutionary or nationalist leaders mobilize 
the peasants? How do they legitimize their cause? Estab­
lishing a network of grass-roots organizations is one means 
of political mobilization. Equally important is the trans­
lation of ideologies or goals into workable slogans and the 
founding of channels through which the peasantry can be 
reached. In a traditional society where the primary 
loyalties of individuals are to parochial groups rather 
than to central political authority, the modernizing elite 
often have to work within the framework of traditional
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networks of authority and identify their goals with the 
traditional values in society. Whereas an individual 
peasant may not directly respond to the leaders of a 
revolutionary or a nationalist movement, he may do so, 
for example, via his clergyman or landowner. Hence, 
establishing effective channels of communication with the 
peasants through the use of traditional appeals is an 
important means of "reaching" the rural strata.

The political mobilization of the Turkish peasants 
during the War of Independence and later during the initial 
stages of the transition to competitive politics followed 
such a pattern. In both instances, appeals for political 
participation were made through traditional authority 
channels. Both cases also involved the use of religion 
as a base for securing mass support. In other words, 
the impetus for mass participation in politics, which is 
one of the indices of modernity, was processed through the 
traditional social structure and the value system.

1.

The basic features of the early Ottoman social 
structure in the countryside had been based on the timar- 
sipahi system, a type of feudalism peculiar to the Ottoman 
Empire. The timar was basically a military fief, a grant 
of land to the sipahi (a feudal knight), in return for 
which he provided the state with a cavalry, the size of
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which was determined by the income and the size of his 
timar. Although this system began to deteriorate during 
the 17th century, remnants of it still remained until the 
beginning of the 19th.

Independently of the timar-sipahi system, a new landed 
gentry (ayan) had begun to emerge during the course of 
the 18th century. The term prior to that date had been 
used for provincial notables but in the 18th century it 
acquired a new meaning and came to designate a social 
class of landlords with extensive political and military 
functions. The ayan were delegated the administration of 
the provinces by the central government. Although in 
1786 an attempt was made to check their increasing power 
through the appointment of town officials from the 
center, this proved unsuccessful and was discontinued after 
five years. By the 19th century, their growing autonomy 
in the provinces had become a threat to the authority of 
the central government. In 1808, for example, the ayan 
engineered the deposition of Sultan Mustafa IV. Mustafa IV 
had come to the throne after the deposition, in 1807, of 
the reformist Sultan Selim III following the rebellion of 
Kabakqi Mustafa. The rebellion had been jointly planned 
and carried out by the Janissaries ,and the ulema who were 
opposed to the reforms of Selim III. The ayan had played 
no direct role in Selim Ill’s deposition although they, 
too, were opposed to Selim’s reformism and had, in 1806, 
stopped Selim Ill’s move to transfer his Nizam-i Cedit
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troops from Anatolia to the Balkans. Bayraktar Mustafa 
Pa?a, at the time of Selim Ill's deposition, was an ayan 
of Rustjuk (Russe, now in Bulgaria) and an ardent supporter 
of Sultan Selim's Nizam-i Cedit (The New Order) movement.
It was he who engineered Mustafa IV's deposition and 
Mahmud II's ascendency to the throne. He himself became 
Grand Vezir and made a series of moves to strengthen the 
power of the ayan in the provinces. The famous Sened-i 
ittifak (Covenant of Union),by which the central government 
not only recognized the status of the ayan in the provinces 
but also confirmed their rights, was one of his major 
achievements in this respect. Mahmud II, however, sub­
sequently started a massive campaign to dispossess the 
ayan of their economic and political power. Although his 
move proved quite successful in restoring the authority 
of the central government in the provinces, the role of
the ayan in provincial administration nevertheless remained

5largely intact.

Nineteenth century witnessed the emergence of a new 
land tenure system in Anatolia. In 1831, Mahmud II 
abolished the timars and turned them into crown (miri) 
lands. These were then either sold to individuals as 
freehold estates (mulk)or leased to tax-farmers (multezims ). 
Although the latter had no legal rights of ownership, 
their leases in fact granted them extensive rights over

/T

the land.
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In order to prevent the acquisition of land in several
villages by one landowner, the government enacted the 1858
Land Code which prohibited the purchase of village lands

7by outsiders, but this had little effect in practice. 
Through the Land Code of 1858, the tax farmers acquired 
freehold ownership of the miri lands which had been pre­
viously leased to them. As a result, the status of the 
peasants was reduced to that of sharecroppers or hired

Q

laborers. Besides paying tithes (agar) to the state, 
the peasants were now being taxed by the big landowners 
as well.^ Thus, during the 19th century, a new class of 
landlords (aga) emerged who had freehold rights over the 
land. The agas and the merchant-landowners in the towns 
(egraf) became the dominant figures of the Anatolian 
countryside. 1(̂

The economic status of the peasantry, therefore, had 
remained substantially the same over the centuries. Cult­
ivating lands which belonged either to the state or to a 
landlord class, and under a heavy burden of taxation, the 
peasants were among the most exploited and neglected group 
of people in Ottoman society.11 Moreover, socially and 
politically, they were isolated from the mainstream of 
Ottoman culture. Two distinct cultural heritages were 
discernible in Ottoman society. One was what might be
called, following Redfield,1^ the "Great Tradition" of the

18elite. Its language (Osmanlica) and its literature 
(Divan), both influenced by the Arabic and Persian
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civilizations, contrasted sharply with the "Little Tradition"
of the Anatolian peasants. The Turkish language, Turkish
folk songs and dances survived only in the peasant culture
of Anatolia. The term "Turk" became the symbol of the
uneducated and uncivilized peasants. As Lewis points out,
it would have been considered an insult to address an

14Ottoman gentleman of Istanbul as a Turk. If asked who
he was, the urban-dweller would answer that he is a Muslim,
and an intellectual would present himself as an Ottoman,
but both would shy away from identifying themselves as a 

15Turk. In short, no effort was made to integrate the
peasants into the social and political life of Ottoman
society. The peasants, for their part, were content to
remain in isolation, for it meant protection against inter-

16ference by government officials and tax collectors.

The political apathy and social isolation of the 
peasants meant that they were the least available group to 
fight a nationalist war. When the Ottoman Empire collapsed 
at the end of World War I, the nationalist forces under 
Mustafa Kemal's leadership were faced precisely with this 
dilemma. To rid the country of occupation forces, Mustafa 
Kemal had to work independently of the collaborationist 
government in Istanbul and organize the War of Independence 
in Anatolia. However, to fight a nationalist war with a 
peasant population which lacked any sense of national 
identity was a contradiction in terms. As Aydemir points 
out, the people in the Anatolia of 1919 were weary of wars,
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17rebellions, and banditry. 1 Illustrative of this mood is 
a conversation between Mustafa Kemal and a peasant shortly 
after Kemal landed in Samsun in 1919 to organize the 
liberation effort. Noticing a peasant ploughing his field, 
Mustafa Kemal asked: "The enemy will soon occupy Samsun
and perhaps all these areas. How can you plough your 
field in such peace?" "Pasha, Pasha, what are you talking 
about?" answered the peasant. "We were three brothers.
I also had two sons. All of them died in the wars of
Yemen, Circassia, and Qanakkale. I am the only man left
in the family... Three families depend on my plough. Now,
my country ends right here, at the end of this field.

18Until the enemy is there, don't expect any help from me." 
Mustafa Kemal himself recorded a conversation he had with a 
big landowner of Adana in 1923 which illustrates the lack 
of communication between the central government and the 
provinces. "The old Ottoman Empire possessed a weapon," 
complained the landowner. "We worked and they took our 
product from our hands. There were no government officers 
to listen to us. We used to hear that certain people lived 
in palaces and harems and that there was a Sultan who was 
ruling us. It was a surprise to learn that all our possess­
ions actually belonged to them and that it was the Sultan

19and those palaces who deprived us of everything."

As the above quotations illustrate, Mustafa Kemal’s 
task was to mobilize a peasant population which for
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centuries had remained in isolation. Although the Samsun 
peasant’s lament also shows that the male peasants had been 
forced out of their isolation through participation in 
wars, the fact nevertheless remains that as peasants, 
they had been unintegrated into the social and political 
life of the Empire. The traditional peasant community had 
largely remained intact and unaffected by the social and 
cultural changes which the Empire underwent as a result of 
the Western impact. Mustafa Kemal’s conversation with the 
landowner of Adana illustrates this isolation even more 
dramatically: the landowners’s community was only vaguely
aware of the Sultan’s or his government’s existence and 
certainly unaware of even their legal standing with respect 
to their property rights. Any appeal, therefore, to this 
closed society would have to be through means other than 
the use of political ideologies.

As I have pointed out in Chapter II, collective . 
identity for Ottoman subjects was based on common religious 
and local, rather than national, ties. If it can be argued 
that, in general, men will fight against circumstances which 
threaten the value structure of their collective existence, 
the most successful strategy, then, for mobilizing the 
masses would be the translation of political goals into 
parochial terms. If the Anatolian peasants would not 
fight for an abstraction like "the nation," they might be 
more readily amenable for mobilization if the term was 
translated to mean whatever had been a substitute for it in
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village society. In that respect, the use of religion as
a politically unifying force is one of the most interesting
aspects of the Kemalist movement. As Rustow puts it,
"the example of Kemal... points to the Janus-faced character
of charismatic leadership... and indeed of all leadership
in a transitional or amalgamate culture. The innovator
must justify his claim to leadership both within the old
order, in which his followers are still caught up, and

20within the new order which he is trying to create."

The problem of political mobilization in traditional
societies has a second dimension as well. If the first step
is to translate abstract ideologies into workable slogans,
the second step is to find channels through which such
slogans can be filtered down to the masses. As Robinson
points out, in traditional Anatolian society where the
social structure displayed a hierarchy of authority, a
direct appeal to the masses might have proved ineffective.
The nationalist leadership would have to first secure the
loyalty of those groups which formed a link between the

21central government and the villages. During the War of
Independence, the most influential groups in Anatolian

22society were the agas , the e§raf, and the ulema. It was 
through these groups that Mustafa Kemal channelled his 
efforts to mobilize the masses.

"Since the turn of the century," writes Smith, "reli­
gious symbols, issues, organizations, and leaders have played
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an Important role In the induction of the masses into the 
political process. Stated in its simplest terms: in
traditional societies, religion is a mass phenomenon, 
politics is not: in transitional societies, religion can
serve as the means by which the masses become politicized." 
The statement indeed holds true for the politicization of 
the Turkish masses . The use of religion as a political 
weapon was a prominent tactic of the Kemalist leadership 
prior to the consolidation of power by the nationalist 
government.

Two powerful symbols, the Sultanate and the Caliphate, 
were used by the nationalists as a rallying point for the 
liberation effort. Although the Sultan's government did 
not hesitate to oppose the nationalist leadership through 
the famous fetva of geyhu'1-islam Durrizade, the nation­
alists nevertheless claimed that their major goal was to
liberate the country from the occupation forces in order

24to retain the Sultanate and the Caliphate.

Using the religious issue, Mustafa Kemal met with the
egraf, the aga, and the ulema of the Anatolian towns and
villages. The role of the ulema in the War of Independence
especially deserves attention. For example, many local
cells of the Society for the Defense of Rights (Mudafaa-i

2 5Hukuk Cemiyeti) were organized by the religious leaders.
The resistance movement in various towns was also instigated 
by them through several fetvas, reminding the Muslim
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population of their duty to fight for the faith. These
calls for jihad proved to be an effective means of mobil-

2 6izing the masses for the liberation effort.

Among the delegates to the two decisive congresses 
of the liberation movement, the Congresses of Erzurum and 
Sivas, were a number of religious leaders. Of the 56 
delegates to the Congress of Erzurum, for example, 21 were

27either directly or indirectly connected with the medreses .
The Congress opened its first session with a prayer by
the muftu of Erzurum and ended with a prayer by Mustafa
Kemal, calling upon God to "save the Sultanate and the 

2 8Caliphate." Of the issues emphasized at the Congress 
of Sivas, one point included the protection of both these 
offices.^

The opening ceremonies of the First Grand National 
Assembly in 1920 again illustrate the expediency with which 
Mustafa Kemal used religion as a political weapon. To 
convene the Assembly, he issued a statement which summarized 
the planned activities for the day. He pointed out that 
the opening date of the Assembly, which, he stressed, would 
play a decisive role in the liberation of the Sultanate and 
the Caliphate, was deliberately chosen to correspond to the 
holy Friday. The delegates would thus get a chance to 
participate in the Friday namaz and later enter the Assembly 
building after a religious ceremony conducted in front of 
it. Moreover, to emphasize the religious significance of 
the day, the Koran would be recited in various mosques
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30throughout the country. As planned, the religious cere­
mony prior to the opening of the Assembly ended with the 
pronouncement of its duties which included, once again, the 
liberation of the Sultanate and the Caliphate. The first
decision reached at the Assembly was the restoration of the

31Caliphate after the liberation.

The composition of the First Grand National Assembly 
reveals the importance of religious leaders within the 
ranks of the nationalists. At the time of its opening,
57 out of 437 members of the Assembly held official reli­
gious duties. In addition, 59 members belonged to the 
ulema. In all, close to one-fourth of the First Assembly’s
membership at the time of its opening were of religious 

32background. Of those who finally took their seats, 73
33out of 361 or approximately 20.0 per cent were clerics.

In comparison, no new deputy with a clerical background
was elected to the Fourth, Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh 

34Assemblies.

The role of religious leaders in the dissemination of 
the nationalist goals as well as the gathering of financial 
aid to the liberation army is also significant. For 
example, the First Assembly voted for the formation of 
several committees (ir?ad Heyetleri)which were to be 
composed of deputies to the Assembly from each administ­
rative district under the leadership of a religious func- 

35tionary. These committees had the duty to "enlighten”



the people of the nationalists' aims as well as warn them 
against the efforts of the Istanbul government to discredit

»i * <tthe nationalists. Seyhu'1-Islam Durrizade's fetva against 
the Kemalists, denouncing them as rebels and calling on 
the Muslim population to kill pro-nationalist forces in the

o c
name of religion, was one such effort of the Istanbul
government to crush the nationalists. Others included the
organization of fighting groups loyal to the Sultan, such
as the Mohammedian Militia (Kuva-yi Muhammediye) or the
Army of the Caliphate (Hilafet Ordusu). In the civil war
that broke out between the "royalists" and the nationalists
during 1919-1920, both sides attempted to gain mass support

'Wthrough religious appeals. In the light of the Sultan-
•» *Caliph's and the geyhu*l-Islam's established religious 

authority, Mustafa Kemal had all the more reason to rely on 
religion himself in order to legitimize his cause. The 
counter-fetva of the muftu of Ankara, which was endorsed 
by 152 muftus of various Anatolian towns in response to 
Durrizade's fetva, was one effective means by which 
Mustafa Kemal, in turn, sought to discredit the religious

M *authority of the Seyhu'1-Islam. The Ankara fetva was 
ingeniously worded to counter the appeal of Durrizade’s 
fetva by arguing that the Sultan-Caliph was a prisoner 
of the infidel and that it was the duty of the nationalists,

n  Q

indeed, of all Muslims, to liberate him from captivity.

Similarly, the tax commissions (Tekalif-i Milliye 
Komisyonlan) which were formed to coordinate taxation
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during the war functioned largely with the help of the
clerics. On the basis of the assessment these commissions
made, each household would pay 40 per cent of its total
income to the nationalist army. The governor of each
administrative district was responsible for the supervision
of the various subcommittees headed by the local muftvis .
In the villages, this job was performed by the village 

^9imams . The nationalist government no doubt viewed the
help of the clerics as essential for establishing a link
between the central government at Ankara and the provinces.
For example, when a suggestion was made by a member of
parliament that the village imams be drafted, Mustafa
Kemal responded that religious leaders played a more
important role behind the frontlines. The army, he pointed
out, was financed through the tax commissions under the
coordination of the local muftiis and imams . Since the
central government, he noted, did not have an effective
organization to reach distant villages and since the
majority of the villagers and townspeople were under the
influence of religious functionaries, no civil or military
authority could secure the cooperation of the people as

40effectively as the clerics.

A similar observation about the important role of
religious leaders in the mobilization of the Turkish
peasants was made by General James G. Harbord who headed

41a mission sent by President Wilson. He pointed out that



the most effective source of influence on the Turkish
peasantry were the clerics and it was they who could
explain to the people their religious duty to fight.
Harbord also noted that among the committees to see him
about the nationalists' demands, religious leaders were in
the majority and that during his interview with Mustafa
Kemal at Sivas, four out of the seven members of Kemal's

42group were men of religion.

As the above examples demonstrate, both religious 
issues and religious functionaries played an important role 
in politicizing the Turkish'masses and mobilizing them for 
the war. The nationalist leaders, who later turned out to

43be one of the most rigid interpreters of secularism, 
were successful during the initial stages of the movement 
in conveying the idea that among their aims was the rest­
oration of the religio-political system of the Ottoman 
Empire once the country was liberated from enemy occupation 
After they secured the cooperation of the ulema and the 
egraf, they used these established networks of authority 
to cut through the closed village society of Anatolia.

II.

Although the Kemalist leadership placed quite an 
emphasis on mass mobilization during the War of Independenc 
this proved to be a short-term strategy designed to secure 
both manpower and financial support for the nationalist 
army. Once liberation was achieved and the Republic



166

proclaimed, the earlier Importance given to the politiciza­
tion of the peasantry was substituted by a concerted effort 
to educate a Westernized elite. As Mardin has pointed 
out, the Kemalist program of modernization emphasized the 
creation of a strong center that would be in full control 
of the periphery. To that end, modernization efforts during 
the initial years of the Republic were channelled towards
establishing institutions which would, in Mardin's words,

44"shape a generation of true Kemalists at the center."
Although some lip-service was payed to the importance of

45the peasantry for the future of the Turkish Republic
46and organizational attempts made to educate the peasants,

Mardin's observation that, in general, the Kemalists
altogether ignored the mobilizational aspect of modern-

47ization is well-taken.

The much talked-about elite-mass gap is one aspect of
the center-periphery cleavage in Turkish society that

48Mardin traces back to Ottoman history. Although a certain 
amount of cultural distance between the elites and the 
masses is present in all societies, it generally breaks 
down as a result of modernization. Modernization brings 
with it increased economic opportunities, a more open system 
of stratification, a network of mass communications, uni­
versal education, and mass participation in politics, all 
of which act as carriers of the elite culture to the 
masses and hence perform a cultural levelling function.
This process is a gradual one and has an autonomous dynamic
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of its own.

In Kemalist Turkey, none of these conditions were 
sufficiently present to work towards some sort of a sym­
biosis between elite and mass cultures. The masses were 
presented with a series of reforms that were designed to 
Westernize Turkish society. The "Great Tradition" of the 
Kemalist elite, with its distinct styles of dress, of social 
life, of entertainment, and its novel understanding of the 
role religion would play in Turkish society replaced the 
palace culture of the Ottomans. The first was no less 
alien to the mass of the population than the latter had 
been. And in political terms, the military-bureaucratic 
elite of the one-party years were just as inaccessible 
to the masses as the Ottoman officials had been.

This cultural cleavage became more manifest with 
the emergence of what might be called counter-revolutionary 
movements. These were a series of localized rebellions 
launched in the name of religion during the first decade 
and a half of the Republic. Although most lacked planning 
from a central institutional base and were periodic and 
disunited, they were counter-revolutionary in that all 
aimed to destroy the secular Republic that Kemalist 
nationalists were trying to build and replace in its place 
the old Ottoman religio-political structure.

The first and the most dangerous of these upheavals 
was the ?eyh Said rebellion in the East in 1925. It took
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the government two months to suppress the rebels. Ad hoc
*

courts called Independence Tribunals (Istiklal Mahkemeleri)
were set up to try their leaders, many of whom were
sentenced to death or Imprisoned. At the same time, the
Assembly passed a "Law for the Maintenance of Order"
(Takrlr-1 Siikun Kanunu) which gave extraordinary powers
to the government and which served as a platform to supress

49all political opposition.

Although the §eyh Said rebellion started in the name 
of religion, with the explicit aim of restoring the 
Caliphate, its larger goal was the establishment of an 
independent Kurdish state. There is some evidence that 
the rebels were using the religious issue simply as a means 
of gaining support among Muslims of non-Kurdish back­
ground. For example, in a document of March 29, 192 5, 
one of the leaders of the rebellion spelled out its plan 
which included an armed uprising by the Kurds in Istanbul 
who would subsequently attempt to gain wider support from 
the city's population through using the religious issue.
This document was sent by Seyit Abdiilkadir, the chairman 
of an underground organization called The Kurdish Liberation 
Committee (Kurt istiklal Komitesi)established in 1923, to 
a certain Mr. Templeton who was resident in Istanbul and 
who, Abdiilkadir thought, was an employee of the British 
Foreign Office but who turned out to be instead a secret 
agent of the Turkish police. Also included in the plan was 
the return of the last Sultan-Caliph of the Ottomans,
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Vahideddin, to Istanbul with the help of the British once
50the Republican regime was destroyed.

It is also clear that the Turkish government saw the 
rebellion more in terms of a separatist movement than 
in terms of a religious upheaval. For example, the pro-

tsecutor of the Eastern Independence Tribunal (Sark Istik­
lal Mahkemesi)set up in Diyarbakir pointed out in the final 
session of the trial on June 27, 1925 that the major goal 
of the rebellion had been the establishment of an independ­
ent Kurdish state and that the rebellion had nothing to do 

51with religion. Its religious aspect, however, was publicly
emphasized more than its separationist aspect partially
because the Turkish government's policy has always been,
up to the present, to underplay ethnic differences and
partially because the Kemalists, by presenting the
rebellion as a religious upheaval, could find a legitimate
reason to justify their strict secularist policies. Indeed,
the crackdown on the dervig orders, the passing of the
"Hat Law," the ban on the wearing of religious garb by
laymen, and the adoption of the Gregorian calendar were
all initiated immediately after the rebellion was supp- 

52ressed.

The $eyh Said rebellion, therefore, was not, unlike 
others which followed, a religious upheaval in a strict 
sense. It used religion in order to attain its larger goal 
of Kurdish independence. In that respect, we have here,
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once again, a repetition of a pattern which both the Sultan’s 
government and the nationalist forces of Mustafa Kemal had 
followed during the War of Independence: the use of religion
for mobilizational purposes.

The severity of the government’s measures, however, 
soon had its repercussions. In November of 1925, the 
Nakgibendi order in a county of Rize, in protest against 
the wearing of hats and the alleged decision of the govern­
ment to outlaw the veil, attempted an armed rebellion.
This was followed by demonstrations in several cities 
against the "Hat Law." Two months later, a group of hodjas
in Erzurum, with the participation of a large crowd, led
a "march against secularism." During the trials which 
followed, it was learned that The Association for the 
Protection of Religion (Muhafaza-i Mukaddesat Cemiyeti) 
and the Association for Advancing Islam (islam Teali 
Cemiyeti)had played major roles in organizing the demonst- 
ration. In 1930, one of the most brutal upheavals—  that
of Menemen by a group of Nakgibendis—  occurred, involving

54the beheading of a young idealist teacher, Kubilay. This
was followed by the Bursa rebellion in 1933 by a number of
Nakgibendis protesting the recital of the ezan in Turkish,
and the uprisings in 1935 and 1936 in the East by the
members of the same sect. The government's response to
all such upheavals was severe, involving suppression, trials,

55and death sentences.
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The participants In the rebellions claimed to have
acted in order to "save religion." What is significant
about these resistance movements is that they demonstrated
the failure of the Kemalist reforms to reach the countryside.
The reforms were planned and directed by a central elite
and were imposed on the masses from above. As a critical
analyst of the reforms pointed out, the Kemalist elite
acted under the illusion that it was possible to impose

5 6cultural change from above through the force of law.
The aspirations of the Kemalists to build a Westernized
Turkey—  a Turkey of men and women equal in their social
and political rights, dressed in Western clothing, versed
in Western philosophy and arts, dancing and dining in
Western style, and, if the suggestions of a reform committee
of the Faculty of Divinity of the Istanbul University in 

571928 were carried out, even praying in Western style—  had 
little meaning within the value structure of the countryside. 
The state, by its secular policies and its program of West­
ernization, had threatened the dominant value system of a 
traditional Islamic society without providing, at the same 
time, a new ideological framework which could have mass 
appeal. Nor did it emerge with a program of serious 
commitment to structural or economic change in the country­
side .

Efforts were made, however, to push through a program 
of agrarian reform during the 1920s, although most such 
attempts remained largely unsuccessful. For example, in
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1925, the tithes (agar), which had become so heavy a load 
on the Ottoman peasantry, were abolished. In 1926, the 
adoption of the Swiss Civil Code changed the land tenure 
system which had been in effect since the promulgation of 
the 1858 Land Code. According to the provisions of the 
latter, the land had been classified under five categories 
based on both the type of ownership and its use: (1 ) land
subject to private ownership (memluk arazi), (2) state- 
owned lands (miri arazi) which were cultivated by individual 
tax-farmers or leaseholders but owned and controlled by the 
state, (3) unused lands (mevat arazi)such as mountainous 
or rocky areas which were ill-suited to agriculture, (4) 
public lands (metruk arazi) which were used in the public 
interest (such as parks, etc.), and (5) vakif arazi,i.e., 
lands in the possession of pious endowments (vakifs ). ̂
In terms of ownership rights, the Land Code of 1858 had 
been, in general, designed to recognize private possession. 
Leaseholders and tax-farmers on miri lands were given 
freehold ownership. The actual cultivators of the land, 
however, were left without any legal rights and became 
share-croppers or hired laborers.^

The new Civil Code of 1926 recognized only one type of
land classification, namely, private ownership. It put
down a number provisions against the excessive division of
land between several inheritors in order to enhance its

61agricultural productivity. These provisions of the new 
code more firmly established legal rights of private
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/T o
ownership but have had little effect on the status of the

Qbig land-owners. From 1927 to 1929, state-owned lands
were distributed to landless peasants but the method of
distribution was slow and until 193*1, only 711,000 hectares

64of land had been distributed. There were also other
attempts at agricultural reform during this period such
as the establishment of agricultural banks, model farms and
cooperatives, tax exemption on farm machines and equipment,

65the extension of agricultural loans, etc.

The social and political counterparts of the attempt
to change the economic conditions in the countryside were
the opening of local cells of the Republican People's Party
(Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi)as well as the establishment of
Village Institutes (Koy Enstituleri)and People's Houses
(Halkevleri)which served as educational centers in villages
and, in the case of the latter, in all towns. But all such
measures were limited in scope. Unlike the Russian or the
Chinese Revolutions, for example, the Turkish Revolution
never undertook a thorough structural change. On the
contrary, the official stand of the Kemalist government on
questions of social structure until 1946 was the outright
rejection of any suggestion that there were class distinct-

66ions in Turkish society.

The religious upheavals, therefore, can be interpreted 
as the reaction of traditional communities to a program of 
cultural change which was not accompanied by either a
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thorough structural change In the countryside or a nation­
wide program of socio-political mobilization. In other 
words, traditional Islamic communities were presented with 
a radical reordering of the national value structure 
although very little had been changed in their immediate 
physical, social, or political environments to predispose 
them towards accepting alternative cultural patterns. Part 
of this reaction no doubt reflected the long-standing 
elite-mass gap. For example, during the ?eyh Said rebellion 
of 19253 a hand-written manifesto by the rebels circulated 
around the City Hall of Diyarbakir included a series of
insults to the chief of state, the military, and the 

f) 7bureaucrats. During the same rebellion, one of the
very first acts of the rebels upon capturing the city of
Elazig was the pillaging of the gendarmerie station and the

68courts as well as the evacuation of the city’s jail.
What these examples demonstrate is both the defiance of 
governmental authority and a certain amount of resentment 
against the ruling military-bureaucratic elite.

III.

As I have earlier pointed out, the Kemalists were able 
to secure the participation of the peasants in the War of 
Independence largely as a result of a successful strategy 
of coopting the rural notables and the clerics into their 
ranks. However, the alliance with the clerics was short­
lived as the nationalist government increasingly adopted a
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radical outlook on secularization policies. For example,
whereas the percentage of deputies in the First Grand
National Assembly of 1920 with a religious occupational

69background was 20, this figure dropped to 7 in the Second
Assembly of 1923, to 4 in the Third Assembly of 1927, to
3 in the Fourth and Fifth Assemblies of 1931 and 1935, to
2 in the Sixth Assembly of 1939, and finally, to 1 per

70cent in the Seventh Assembly of 1943.

In contrast, the alliance of the Kemalists with local 
notables continued during the one-party years . While the 
military-bureaucratic elite formed the leadership of the 
Republican People's Party at the national level, the rural

71notables dominated its grass-roots organizational network. 
The notables had played an important role in the pro­
vincial organization of the Society of Union and Progress

i(Ittihad ve Terakki Cemiyeti) which was the first distinctly
political party to emerge in Ottoman history during the
Second Constitutional Period (1908-1918) and which came to
power following the revolution of 1908 and the coup d'etat 

72of 1913. When the CUP organization was dissolved after 
the Empire's defeat at the end of World War I, its pro­
vincial branches formed the bases of the Societies for the 
Defense of Rights which played a crucial role in the
planning and organization of the national liberation 

73effort. The Defense of Rights organizations, in turn, 
formed the bases of Mustafa Kemal's Republican People's 
Party. Hence, the local notables remained as a link between
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the CUP and the RPP.

The rural notables came from Influential families in 
villages and provincial small-towns. For centuries, they 
had played important brokerage services for the peasants 
in the latter’s dealings with government officials. They 
had thus gained an important clientele which they could use 
for political purposes. Hence, their role in the org­
anization and functioning of local party cells was of major 

7 himportance. As one student of Turkish politics has 
written:

Whereas the urban center seemed remote 
both in distance and life style to the 
peasants, the notables appeared benevo­
lent: it was the notables, after all,
who provided them with jobs and extended 
them credits and numerous other social 
"services." Their immediate contact with 
the government, on the other hand, was 
restricted to the harsh treatment of the 
conscription officer and the tax collect­
or. Thus while the bureaucrats were 
cultural revolutionaries at the center, 
at the local level they appeared as the 
same old beneficiaries of the peasants' 
labor.75

The historic decision of the RPP's leader and Ataturk's 
successor as President, ismet inonu, to allow the formation 
of opposition parties and institutionalize free and com­
petitive elections in 1946 had major consequences for mass 

7  &mobilization. In order to gain peasant support, which 
constituted the most important sector of the electorate in 
terms of size, parties began to search for effective chan­
nels of communication with the peasantry. During the
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initial years of the transition to competitive politics, 
both the incumbent RPP and the newly-founded Democratic 
Party (Demokrat Parti)sought to form new linkages with 
rural notables. Whereas previously, the nature of the 
dependency relationships between rural notables and peasants 
were confined to building up personal followings, with 
the advent of mass participation in politics, these 
relationships turned into political clientelism. As Sayari 
has written:

The formation of voter alignments 
in rural Turkey, where more than two- 
thirds of all the eligible voters re­
sided, was accomplished largely through 
a process of vertical mobilization.
Parties concentrated their efforts in 
securing the allegiance of faction 
leaders and local patrons who were then 
entrusted with the task of mobilizing 
electoral support. In either case, 
vertical networks of personal follow­
ings proved to be a major base of poli­
tical loyalties.77

Political clientelism, then, was one of the means by 
which the peasant population was mobilized. Local patrons 
were recruited into the ranks of both parties and used their

7 Ppersonal patronage in exchange for votes. The Democratic 
Party, however, was far more successful in mobilizing the 
rural population and building a peasant base. Several 
factors have been put forward to explain the success of the 
Democrats in the countryside which brought them to power in 
the 1950 elections. First, although both parties con­
sciously sought to form effective ties with the peasantry 
through the recruitment of rural notables, the DP was able
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to reinforce Its clientelist network by building an efficient
political machine which functioned on the basis of a reward
system for individual peasants or rural communities in

79exchange for votes. Second, by exploiting the long­
standing elite-mass gap, the Democrats successfully estabr- 
lished an image for themselves as the party of the masses 
in contrast to the bureaucratic and elitist orientation of 
the RPP. Finally, the DP politicized the religious issue 
which helped build a mass following for the party.

In general, the critics of the DP within Turkey have 
accused the party leaders for having consciously sought to 
undermine the secularist reforms of the Kemalist era in 
order to gain the peasant vote. While it is true that the 
DP government did bring a significant degree of relaxation 
to the understanding and application of secularism, its 
leadership was careful not to violate the official secularist 
creed. This was especially true during the initial 
phase of mass mobilization when the DP elite repeatedly 
stressed its determination not to politicize religion or 
encourage a religious reaction.

For example, during the DP Congress of 19^9, Celal 
Bayar told the delegates that the party was secularist in 
its policies, would not use religion for political purposes,

8oand would oppose any movement for a religious revival.
He expressed these same views on more than one occasion

O  "j

prior to the election of 1950. Similarly, during a
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session of the Grand National Assembly In 1949} Fuat 
KoprulUj as the spokesman for the DP, assured the Assembly 
members in explaining his party's program that the DP 
would defend secularism and fight against religious react­
ionaries. Koprulu's guarantees even invited a note of
thanks to the DP leadership from the incumbent RPP govern-

82ment’s prime minister, $emsettin Gunaltay. Following the in­
cident at the funeral of Marshal Fevzi Qakmak in 1950 which

o q
involved demonstrations against secularism, Bayar used
the occasion to assure the government once again that his

84party opposed religious obscurantism. During this period, 
the DP's top leadership even showed opposition to zealous 
party members who sought to use religion for political 
purposes. For example, when a local chairman of the DP 
in a district of Istanbul organized a welcome party to 
celebrate Bayarfs visit to his district immediately after 
the 1950 election—  which included a lamb sacrificial 
ceremony and religious chanting by the crowd—  Bayar told 
those assembled that he was rather disappointed with the 
manner in which he had been received. He stressed that 
religious ceremonies belonged to the mosque and that his
government would not permit a public display of religi-

•4- 85osity.

The DP's stand on secularism soon invited at first a 
note of caution and later outright distrust from the 
religious press. For example, E?ref Edib, the editor of the 
religious periodical Sebiliirregad, complained that Bayar
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constantly refrained from clarifying his party's position
on the question of secularism. Edib argued that the DP's
silence on the issue could reflect either (a) an awareness
that such a sensitive question might invite mass reaction
and hence lead to repressive measures against the opposition,
(b) a basic difference between the religious policy of the
DP and mass aspirations of relaxation on secularist policies
which would, if this became clear, cause the party loss of
votes, (c) DP's concern that the government might steal the
issue in order to increase its support, or (d) lack of a
coherent set of views on the issue by the party leader- 
v,- 86ship.

However, following Bayar's speech in the Bursa DP
Q r j

Congress 1 where he allegedly stated that the party leaders
8 8would not "let the Shari'ah live," the religious press

8qdecidedly turned against the party leadership. The DP 
leaders were accused of having betrayed the cause of Islam. 
Bayar was personally attacked for being hostile to Islam. 
Sebilurresad published several articles in which the DP 
leadership were criticized for their anti-religious attitude 
and their lack of concern for public feelings on the reli­
gious question. These articles pointed out that the DP 
had gained mass support because of its liberal views which, 
the public had felt, had included a liberal religious
policy. But the party had proved to be more strict on the

90question of secularism than the RPP.
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The religious press stepped up its opposition to 
the Democrats following an amendment (Article 163) to the 
Turkish Criminal Code which outlawed organizational activi­
ties aimed at changing the structure of the government on

91the basis of religious principles. The amendment passed
with the cooperation of the DP members in the Assembly.
E§ref Edib of Sebilurregad complained that the DP had
"ganged up" with the RPP in an effort to further limit

92religious freedom. He adviced his readers to refrain
from giving their votes to the Democrats since a DP victory,
he pointed out, would not change the previous governments'

93policies concerning secularism.

No doubt, earlier experiences of opposition parties
during the one-party period had a restraining impact on the
DP’s approach to religious questions during its formative
years. For example, the Progressive Republican Party
(Terakkiperver Cumhuriyet Flrkasi), established in 1924

94by prominent leaders of the War of Independence, was 
outlawed after six months because of its alleged involve­
ment in the ?eyh Said rebellion in the East. Although no 
evidence of such involvement was found, the government 
insisted that the party, by including a clause in its prog­
ram which stressed respect for religious traditions, had

95encouraged the rebels. Similarly, in 1930, Fethi Okyar's
Free Republican Party (Serbest Firka), although founded by

«» 9 6Ataturk's initiative, was closed down after three months
basically because of the enthusiastic reception it had
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97received from the people. However, behind the govern­
ment’s pressure on the FRP’s leaders was the accusation,
once again, that the party had created an atmosphere

98conducive to an obscurantist reaction. Such experiments 
with opposition parties had seemingly failed because of the 
RPP’s sensitivity to questions of secularism although 
undoubtedly the real issue that was at stake was the chal­
lenge that these opposition parties posed to the RPP’s 
monopoly of power. In any case, Bayar, Menderes, and 
other leading figures of the DP probably knew that their 
survival depended, at this time, on giving guarantees 
to the government party that they would follow the same line 
on the most important issue which had concerned Ataturk and
inonu during twenty-three years of one-party rule,

99namely, strict adherence to secularism.

Between 1945 and 1950, however, a number of parties 
emerged which sought to use religion in order to gain a 
foothold in electoral competition. Of the 24 parties 
founded during this time, at least eight had explicit 
references in their programs to Islamic themes. For 
example, the National Resurgence Party (Milli Kalkinma Par- 
tisi), founded in 1945, had among its objectives the estab­
lishment of a world Islamic federation as well as greater 
emphasis on traditional values in educational policy. The 
Social Justice Party (Sosyal Adalet Partisi),founded in 
1946, similarly sought to support a world federation of Mus­
lim peoples. Three others founded during that same year,
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namely, the Farmer’s and Peasant's Party (Ciftgi ve Koylu 
Partisl),The Purification and Protection Party (Aritma 
Koruma Partisi),and Islamic Protection Party (Islam Koruma 
Partisi)all had in their programmatic orientations the 
protection of Islamic traditions and national values. The 
Turkish Conservative Party (Turk Muhafazakar Partisi), 
founded in 19^7» and The Land, Real Estate, and Free Enter­
prise Party (Toprak, Emlak ve Serbest Tegebbus Partisi), 
founded in 1949 s had similar concerns of advancing the cause 
of Islam in their programs. But the most important reli­
gious party during this time was the Nation Party (Millet 
Partisi) founded in 1948 by a group of dissident DP members 
who were expelled from the DP for breaching party discipline. 
The N P ’s program stressed the need for religious reform, 
greater emphasis on Islamic mores and values in social 
life, greater respect for Islamic institutions, an end to 
state control of religious organizations, and the inclusion
of courses on religion in the primary and secondary school

. n 100 curricula.

However, despite their efforts to build a mass 
following by politicizing the religious issue, none of these 
parties were able to play a significant role in national 
politics. Even the Nation Party, which included some promi­
nent men in its ranks (e.g., Marshal Fevzi Qakmak) and which 
had some backing from the press (e.g., the daily Kudret, 
the periodicals Millet and Sebilurregad) ,could muster only 
240,209 votes out of the approximately eight million votes
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cast in the 1950 election and sent only one deputy to the
101National Assembly. The failure of these parties to

gain a foothold In electoral competition suggests that 
religion, by itself, was not a crucial factor in determining 
voter alignments and that Turkish voters proved reluctant 
to cast their votes to obscure parties which offered nothing 
else than the promise to create a more relaxed atmosphere.

Hence, the electoral success of the Democratic Party 
in 1950 has to be interpreted in terms of several factors 
only o n e of which was religion. To what extent religion 
was used as a means of propaganda by the local DP candi­
dates in the 1950 election is difficult to ascertain.
There are indications that among the promises of the DP
politicians during the campaign was that of greater respect

102for religious freedom. For example, a DP representative
boasted that he had told his constituents his party’s
decision to permit worship in any language (meaning Arabic)
and at any place (implying popular places of worship other

108than mosques) if it came to power. Even if such pro­
mises remained limited to a few cases, large sectors of the 
electorate probably expected greater relaxation of secular­
ist policies once the RPP government fell. For example,

104a DP representative pointed out that when his campaign
team had visited the villages prior to the 1950 elections,
the peasants had asked them to do nothing else but protect

105the Islamic faith. The statement is probably exaggerated
as the Turkish peasants have proved to be quite aware of
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their social or economic interests. The Democrats promised 
the peasants not only religious freedom but better roads, 
better schools, electricity, water, agricultural credits, 
state loans, etc. However, mass resentment against the 
elitist outlook of the one-party years no doubt had a 
religious dimension as well. The military-bureaucratic 
elite of the Republican governments had largely over­
looked both the material interests and the cultural needs 
of the peasantry. To the peasants, the secularism of the 
RPP elite probably seemed to be but one manifestation of 
the Republican attitude that they, the peasants, counted 
little in the social, political, or cultural life of Kemalr- 
ist Turkey.

The concern of the RPP leaders that the Democrats 
would capitalize on the religious issue and hence gain 
massive electoral support led to a reappraisal of the 
party's secularization policies. During the 7th General 
Congress of the Republican People's Party in 1947, the 
party's understanding of secularism was, for the first 
time, subjected to extensive criticism. Many of the dele­
gates to the Congress argued that the RPP governments had 
neglected the need for the religious training of clerics 
as well as the religious education of the youth. The RPP's 
secularization policies were blamed for the alleged lack 
of morality in Turkish social life which, some of the dele­
gates felt, had resulted from the absence of proper
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religious upbringing and faith In God. Moreover, the RPP’s
insistence on including the religious organizations within
the state bureaucracy was found to violate the meaning of
secularism as well as principles of religious equality for
members of all faiths. It was pointed out that in sharp
contrast to the close supervision of Muslim institutions,
the Greek Orthodox, the Armenian and the Jewish religions

106enjoyed complete internal organizational autonomy. In
general, the majority of the delegates felt that the cri­
ticisms of an earlier report submitted to the Congress on 
the ways and means of reforming the Republican People’s 
Party had been well taken: the RPP governments had been
serious only about negative measures to protect secularism 
but had neglected their obligation to support and protect
religious institutions and personnel as well as provide

107religious training for the youth.

Among the proposals on the religious question sub- 
mittted to the Congress for consideration were the 
following:

(1) The tombs of saints and other holy men (turbe) 
should be reopened.

(2) An elective course on religion for one hour a week, 
to be given to students with a written approval from their 
parents, should be included in the primary and secondary 
school curricula.

(3) A clause indicating the RPP’s concern with reli­
gious training should be included in the party program.
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(4) The party program should also Include a statement 
of the RPP's decision to permit elective courses on religion 
in the primary schools.

(5) The program of the Ministry of Education should 
state that elective religious courses are part of the 
primary school curriculum.

(6) Higher schools of religion should be opened.
(7) Prayer Leader and Preacher Schools (Imam-Hatip

l o 8O k u l l a n ) should be reopened.

The Congress decided that these proposals would be 
presented to the Party Council and the cabinet members for 
consideration. Indeed, the party leaders swiftly acted on 
the suggestions of the Congress and initiated a series of 
measures designed to compensate the gap in religious educa­
tion. The Ministry of Education prepared a program for the 
founding of private religious courses to be attended by 
primary school graduates and approved the textbooks to be 
used.'1'0  ̂ In 1 9 ^ 9 , religious courses were introduced into 
the formal curriculum of primary schools for two hours a 
week. These were to be elective, with the prerequisite of 
a written approval by parents, to be taught by qualified 
teachers certified by the Ministry of Education, and using 
texts prepared jointly by the Ministry and the Presidency 
of Religious Affairs. The Ministry of Education also 
announced a plan in 19^7 to establish private religious 
semineries with a five-year program for graduates of middle
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schools (orta okullar). In addition, two-year courses on 
religion were to be made available for lycee graduates.
In 19^8, Prayer Leader and Preacher Courses (Imam-Hatip 
K u r s l a n ) were set up by the Ministry and they began to
offer classes in 10 cities.11 1̂ In 19^9, the University 
of Ankara decided to open a higher institute of religion 
(ilahiyat Fakultesi)and this plan was included in the prog­
ram of the RPP cabinet. Moreover, in 19^8, foreign exchange 
was made available for the first time for the pilgrimage 
to Mecca.111 This was followed, a year later, by the re­
opening of sacred tombs (tiirbe) which had been closed down

112in accordance with a 1925 law.

These changes in the RPP's religious policies no doubt 
reflected its concern that the Democrats would win the 
majority of the votes in the coming election through poli­
ticizing the religious issue. But the RPP proved to be
equally willing to use religion for political purposes, a 
policy which became a serious weapon of counter-attack by
its opponents. For example, E?ref Edib argued that the 
Republican People's Party had no right to complain about 
the politicization of religion since it was the RPP itself
which had started the trend to use religion for political

118ends. Similarly, when the RPP leaders voiced concern
that the secular principles of the Republic were in danger 
of compromise during discussions to permit the recital of 
the ezan (the call to prayer) in Arabic after the DP came
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to power in 1950, the DP deputies retaliated by pointing out 
that the RPP had been the first to politicize religion by 
reopening sacred tombs and permitting religious education.11

The DP leadership's initial reluctance to use religion 
as a basis of political propaganda was short-lived. The 
first indication that the Democrats would seriously consider 
making changes in the application of secularism came during 
the presentation of the DP government's program in 1950. 
Prime Minister Menderes s while explaining the program, 
pointed out that although his government would oppose obs­
curantist movements, it would at the same time pay respect 
to freedom of conscience. What was especially significant 
in his speech was a distinction he made between "those 
principles of Kemalism which had been internalized by the 
people and those which had failed to take root." He pointed
out that the DP government would preserve the reforms that

115the nation had accepted, implying that the rest would
be subject to change. This was indeed a novel statement
about the Kemalist reforms in that no one had, up to that
time, attempted to classify them on the basis of whether or
not they had been successful. In referring to reforms
which had been unsuccessful, it was clear that Menderes had

J.1Ssecularism in mind.

Indeed, one of the first issues which the new govern­
ment took action upon was that of lifting the ban on the 
recital of the ezan in Arabic. During the discussions on
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the question in the Assembly, the RPP deputies argued that
such a decision would represent "a betrayal of the Kemalist
reforms." They pointed out that the voters had brought up
this Issue to the RPP candidates during the campaign but
that their party had refused to yield to such demands even

117if it had meant the loss of elections.

The DP group’s decision that the previous government's 
interference in this matter had violated the spirit of 
secularism and that the new government would allow the 
recital of the ezan in Arabic was put to a vote in the

1 1 O
Assembly and accepted unanimously. The affirmative vote
of the Republican representatives no doubt reflected their 
fear that registering a formal opposition to the govern­
ment's decision would alienate a large number of voters.
For example, when a journalist suggested to an RPP deputy 
that if his party indeed considered the issue a matter of 
principle, it should engage in a nation-wide campaign to 
protest the government's decision, the latter's reply was: 
"We should do that and lose the 195^ election as well. Is 
that what you want?"^'1'̂  His answer suggests that despite 
the RPP claims that the Democrats politicized the religious 
issue, the Republicans were equally willing to compromise 
on the question of secularism for political purposes.

The lifting of the ban on the recital of the ezan in 
Arabic in the first month of DP rule (planned to coincide 
to a Friday during Ramazan) was quite effective in
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strengthening the party’s popularity. Vatan reported that
Muslims all over the country were "shedding tears of joy,"
"kissing the ground as a token of thanks to God," and
sacrificing lambs to celebrate the religious significance 

12 0of the day. The conservative religious circles inter­
preted the government's decision as a victory of Islam and

121of the Democrats. In the Assembly, the DP deputies
122thanked Menderes personally "in the name of the people."

E^ref Edib in Sebiliirregad recorded a conversation he had
had with a DP representative in which the latter had told
him that during the election campaign, the peasants they
contacted had said that hearing the ezan in Turkish was

121more unbearable to them than hunger. Edib praised the
Democrats as the "real representatives of the people." The
"real Republic," he argued, was established on May l4, 1950
(the day of the election which brought the DP to power),
the first President of the Republic was the one chosen at
that date, and the only legitimate laws would henceforth be

124those passed by the new Assembly.

A month later, the DP government decided to permit the
125broadcasting of Koran readings over the state radio.

At the same time, efforts were made to broaden the scope of 
religious education. The elective courses on religion in 
primary schools, which the RPP government had initiated and 
which had been given without credit, were included in the 
regular primary school curriculum during the 1950-51
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academic year. A passing mark in these courses became a
prerequisite for advancement to the next grade. Whereas
previously, only those students who had written permission
from their parents could include religious courses in
their program, the new requirement was that all primary
school students had to take classes on religion unless their
parents specifically asked the school administration in

126writing to exempt their children. Moreover, during 19513 
the Ministry of Education set up Prayer Leader and Preacher 
Schools in seven cities and expanded their number to 16 by 

1954-55.127

At the same time, the new government sought to expand 
the budget of the Presidency of Religious Affairs. In 19515 
the amount of money allotted to the PRA was increased to 
approximately eight million Turkish liras from the close 
to three million in the previous year. During the decade 
that the DP stayed in power, this figure increased cons­
tantly and reached around forty million by i960(see Table 

3).

These increases reflected the long concern of DP
deputies that not enough money was made available to the PRA
for the upkeep of mosques and the provision of minimum

128living standards for the religious personnel. The ex­
pansion of the PRA's budget during the DP years also 
provided the party with yet another occasion to boast about 
its accomplishments in the religious field. For example,
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a DP deputy in the Assembly pointed out that his government
had proved its sincerity to the "Muslim Turkish nation"
about the importance it gave to religious questions by

129increasing the PRA’s budget. Another DP representative
claimed that the approximately eight million Turkish liras
allotted to the PRA in 1951 was enough to prove how sincere

130the DP government had been in advancing religious freedom.

TABLE 3
THE BUDGET OP THE PRESIDENCY OP RELIGIOUS AFFAIRS, 1945-1960

Year Budget of PRA Total Budget of Percentage of the
(in millions) All Ministries & PRA's Budget within

Affiliated Offices the Total 
(in millions)

1945 0.75 TL 603.4 TL 1.3
1946 1.5 990.6 1.5
1947 2.7 1,136.2 2.4
1948 2.9 1,243.6 0.2
1949 2.8 1,222.2 0.2
1950 2.9 1,487.2 0.2
1951 7.8 1,274.7 0.6
1952 9.1 1,375.7 0.7
1953 10.7 1,566.2 0.7
1954 11.5 1,693.3 0.7
1955 15.2 2,063.3 0.7
1956 21.1 2,369.7 0.9
1957 23.2 2,733.4 0.8
1958 24.4 2,980.0 0.8
1959 25.2 4,062.8 0.6
I960 39.3 4,638.5 0.8

Compiled from: T. C. Maliye Bakanligi, Butge 1945 and Biitge
1946 (Ankara: Damga Matbaasi, 1945, 1946); Resmi Gazete,
March 1, 1952; and Biitge Kanunu ve Ekleri (Ankara: Damga
Matbaasi, 1947, 1948, 1949, 1950, 1951, 1953, 1954, 1955, 
1956, 1957, 1958, 1959, I960).
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However, the Increase In the PRA's budget was more 
symbolic than real. In terms of numbers, there had been 
an Increase of approximately 36.5 million Turkish liras 
at the end of the decade that the DP had stayed in power.
But in terms of percentages, such an increase was not very 
significant. As Table 3 shows, the percentage of the PRA's 
budget to the total budget of all the ministeries and 
affiliated offices did not show a major increase. Whereas 
this percentage was 0.2 in 1950, it reached a meager 0.6 
in 1951- Even a decade later, the percentage had fluctuated 
very little, up to only 0.8

Both Turkish and foreign observers writing at the time
have pointed to a general increase of religious freedom and
of a growing popular interest in religion during the first
few years of DP's tenure in office. According to their
reports, the country witnessed an unprecedented rise in
the publication of religious books and pamphlets; in the
number of people making the pilgrimage to Mecca; in the
number of visits to local shrines; in the number of people
publicly wearing religious garb; as well as an increase in
mosque attendance and the contruction of new mosques or the

131repair of the old. Fifteen thousand new mosques, or to
put it differently, approximately 1500 new mosques a year,

132were built during ten years of DP's stay in power. Bet­
ween 1951 and 1954, a total of 616 mosques and historical 
shrines were repaired and 5,553s000 TL were allotted to the
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Directorate-General of Pious Foundations for that pur- 
133pose.

More significantly, the number of private religious
organizations (e. g. , organizations for the construction of
mosques or the founding of Koran courses) registered a
continuously upward trend after the DP came to power. For
example, whereas in 1949 s the total number of religious
organizations was 95, this figure had more than doubled by
1951 to 251. By i960, their number had reached 5104 (see
Table 4). Although part of this increase was due to the
liberalization, in 1946, of the laws pertaining to the

134founding of private organizations which resulted in 
an increase of all interest groups, the percentage of 
religious organizations to the rest nevertheless remained 
high. For example, whereas in 1949, this figure was 5.5 
per cent, in 1951 it increased to 10.0 per cent and by 
i960 to 29.7 per cent (see Table 4).

These official changes in the understanding of secular­
ism also led to the revival of the tarikats and religious- 
fundamentalist movements. Of these, the Ticani order 
had already made its presence felt in 1949 in an incident 
in the National Assembly when members of the group recited 
the ezan in Arabic from the visitors’ galleries in defiance 
of the then valid law against the Arabic call to prayer.
They stepped up their activities after the DP came to power 
and engaged in a campaign of attacking Atatiirk’s statues.
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TABLE 4

RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS IN TURKEY, 1946-1960

Year Total Number of Total Number of The Ratio of
Religious Private Religious
Organizations Organizations Organizations 

to the Rest
1946 11 8l4 1.3 %
1947 27 1048 2.5
1948 58 1345 4.1
1949 95 l64l 5.5
1950 154 2023 7.1
1951 251 2295 10.0
1952 406 2945 12.1
1953 598 3824 13.6
1954 809 4603 14. 9
1955 1088 5799 15.8
1956 2297 6333 26.7
1957 2925 7186 28.9
1958 3639 8321 30.4
1959 4334 9279 31.9
I960 5104 12034 29.7

Source: Ahmet N. Yucekok, Turkiye'de Orgutlenmis Dinin
Sosyo -Ekonomik Tabani (194c)-1968) (Ankara: Sevin? Mat-
baasi, 1971), p. 133.

An "Atatiirk Law" (Ataturk Kanunu) was hastily passed in the 
Assembly in 1951 designed to protect his memory. On the 
basis of this law, members of the order were given severe 
jail sentences. Their leader, Kemal Pilavoglu, was condemned 
to fifteen years in jail as well as forced residence on an 
Aegean island(Bozcaada) for the rest of his life.1^  Another 
order, the Nurcus, also became prominent during the 1950s. 
Their philosophy had been formulated in a book called the
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Risale-i Nur written by their leader, Saldl Nursi, and
widely used in Nur classes dispersed throughout the country.
Although the Nurcus claimed to be above politics, their
publications nevertheless made it clear that they were
against the idea of a secular Republic and wished to restore
a theocratic Islamic state. They also openly admitted
their support of the DP government. For example, prior to
the 1954 elections, Saidi Nursi argued in a pamplet he
wrote that the Nurcus had to work for a DP victory "in

137the interests of the Koran."

The stepped-up activities of conservative religious
circles soon led to an outcry by secularist intellectuals
that the DP had encouraged obscurantist movements by
politicizing r e l i g i o n . Ulus reported that a DP member
had went as far as asking for the return of the veil, the
fez, and the Arabic script during the DP Congress in Konya
in 1951. When a journalist asked Menderes his opinion
about this statement, the latter replied that it would be
an exaggeration to argue, on the basis of what he called
"an insignificant incident" that obscurantist movements were

139on the rise and posed a serious danger to the Republic.
Menderes' reply was widely publicized in the opposition
press as indicative of the government's tolerant attitude

140towards "religious reactionaries." An earlier statement
by Bayar, in a speech he had presented to Istanbul Univer-

<

sity students, to the effect that his government would, if
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need be, "shed blood" to supress obscurantist movements,
was prevented from being published in the newspapers the
next day presumably because the government was reluctant
to offend the circles that Bayar had attacked in his 

l4lspeech. Similarly, a speech by Menderes during the DP
Congress in Izmir in which he had praised his government's
accomplishments in religious matters despite the opposition
of what he called "the reformist reactionaries" (inkilap

142s o f t a l a n ), although published in Sebilurregad, was
141prevented from being published m  the daily press. To

the opposition, these moves demonstrated that the DP was
in collaboration with reactionary religious circles in an

144effort to broaden its political support.

Between 195^ and 1957j however, the saliency of the 
religious issue in interparty competition somewhat declined. 
For one thing, the Republican People's Party, which had 
suffered a major defeat in the 195^ election, could not 
function as an effective opposition in the National Assembly 
due to its reduced parliamentary membership. But more 
importantly, the party leadership had apparently decided 
to keep a low profile about the government's policies 
concerning religious matters. For example, during the 195^ 
Assembly debates on the budget of the Presidency of Reli­
gious Affairs—  an occasion which had prompted much dispute 
on the religious issue between spokesmen of the two parties 
in previous years—  there was a noticeable lack of interest



on the part of both the DP and the RPP deputies in heated 
145discussions. A year later, when the PRA’s budget came

up for approval again, the discussions got somewhat more
lengthy although still without leading to much controversy
In response to the boasting of the DP deputies concerning
the government's achievements in religious affairs which,
as one DP member put it, was "the major reason behind

146Menderes' overwhelming popularity," the RPP refrained
from voicing criticisms against these claims. During the
1956 discussions of the PRA's budget, the opposition spoke
men continued to keep their silence in the face of criti-
ticisms of the RPP's past stand on secularism coupled with
acclaims for the government's policies directed at re-

147vitalizing Islam in Turkey.

Beginning with 1957, however, the religious question 
once again became a major issue of controversy between the 
government and the opposition. The first instance of a 
serious confrontation took place in the Assembly during 
discussions concerning the granting of a special amnesty to 
an imam in Kir?ehir who had been convicted of making poli­
tical propaganda favorable to the DP administration in his 
sermons. The efforts of the government to secure this 
amnesty met with severe criticisms by the opposition party 
as Inonu and other RPP officials accused the Democrats of 
protecting individuals who were using religion as a means 
of expanding the DP's political base. Following a series
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of heated exchanges between the two sides, the govern­
ment finally backed down and announced in a surprise move

148its opposition to the granting of the amnesty.

The confrontation in the Assembly set the tone for 
one of the major themes of the election campaign which 
began a few months later. Next to economic problems, 
especially the spiralling inflationary trend which had 
hit the country, the question of religion was extensively 
politicized by both the government and the opposition. In 
his campaign speeches in Ankara and Adana, Prime Minister 
Menderes recited passages from the Koran, promised that 
Istanbul would become a second Kaaba, praised his govern­
ment's record in the construction of village mosques and
the permitting of the Arabic ezan, while accusing the RPP

149for its neglect of Islam during the one-party period.
Other DP officials stressed similar themes and were
supported by a number of clerics who actively campaigned 

150for the DP. J In some cases, local DP units issued offi­
cial declarations which drew a parallel between the secular­
ist policies of the RPP governments during the one-party 
era and the alleged communist plans to initiate an anti-

151religious campaign in Turkey under the guise of secularism. 
Undoubtedly, the stepped-up emphasis of the Democrats on 
religion reflected an attempt to stave off the government's 
declining popularity due to its mismanagement of the economy 
and its increased coercive measures designed to silence all
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forms of opposition.

The Republican People's Party, on the other hand, 
expressed staunch opposition to the government's politici­
zation of the religious issue. In his campaign speeches, 
inonu criticized the government for its economic failures, 
its curbing of freedoms, as well as its politicization of 
religion for electoral gain. In his Edirne address, for 
example, inonu pointed out that the DP was using the reli­
gious issue as a propaganda weapon in the coming election

152Just as it had done so in the previous one. Although
inonu's statements reflected the official stand of the
RPP's leadership on secularism, there were nevertheless
indications that the RPP itself was also using somewhat
similar strategies in this respect. For example, the party's
General Secretary, Kasim Giilek, declared in a campaign
speech in Adana that it was the RPP which had "transformed
the country into a second Kaaba" through its support of 

153Islam. Similarly, $emsettin Gunaltay, a leading party
official and former prime minister, emphasized that it was 
the RPP which had initiated the liberalization of secularist 
policies in the late 1940s.

During the discussion on the budget of the Presidency 
of Religious Affairs a year later, the DP spokesmen continued 
to stress their party's accomplishments in the religious 
field. It was pointed out that between 1950 and 1957, the 
DP governments had spent a total of approximately 37.5
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million Turkish liras for the building or repairment of
16,373 mosques or other shrines, in contrast to the 6.5
million Turkish liras that the RPP governments had spent for

155the same purpose during their 27 years in office. But
it was with the beginning of 1959 that the government and 
the opposition parties became involved in a political 
struggle over the religious question during the course of 
the next two years. In order to divert the nation’s 
attention from economic problems and extensive violations 
of civil liberties by the government, the DP leaders 
increasingly began to use the religious issue as a means of 
regaining their mass support. The National Front (Vatan 
Cephesi) effort of the Democrats was initiated at this 
time as a nation-wide campaign to enlist nonmember supporters 
of the party within its organizational network. The names 
of individuals who had joined the Front occupied a major 
portion of the daily press news reports on the state-owned 
radio:. In the Assembly, the DP and the RPP deputies got 
into a major fight over the government’s use of religion in 
its campaign for the Front when an RPP official complained 
that a DP speaker, during an opening of the Front's cell 
in Istanbul, had told the crowd that those who believed in 
God should enlist in the National Front whereas the non­
believers should join the opposition and when, in response
to his complaint, the DP members shouted out that the speaker

156in question had in fact told a truth.
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Following Menderes’ airplane accident while going to
London for talks on the Cyprus problem during February of
1959 from which he escaped unharmed, an accident which took
the lives of many others on board, the DP organizations
throughout the country used the incident to bolster an image
for Menderes as among the God’s elect. During the D P ’s
Congress in Adana immediately after the accident, one
delegate pointed out that Menderes had been elected by the
people and appointed by the President as Prime Minister
since 1950 but that following the "London airplane accident,"
as it came to be known in political parlance, he had been
elected Prime Minister by God. Another delegate argued
that the accident had proved to the people that the leader
of their country had been sent to them by God and the

157Prophet Muhammad. The local cells of the Democratic
Party throughout the country organized lamb-sacrificial
ceremonies and Koran readings as a token of thanks to God

158for saving Menderes’ life. Even a year later, when
Menderes visited Tarsus, he was greeted by the crowd in the
main square of the city with two animals ready to be sac-
rificied in his name plus a seven year old child with his
father pointing a knife to his throat and with a sign on
the child’s chest which read: "I am sacrificing my son to
you for having escaped unharmed from the London airplane
accident." Menderes simply lifted the child up and told
his father to drop the project but refrained from taking

159any legal action against the man.
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The DP's local ■ organizations also became more active
in discussing religious issues. For example, during a party
congress in Konya in 1959, religion was one of the major
issues which occupied the agenda of the speakers. One of
the delegates pointed out that the country had undergone
major reforms (inkilap—  a word generally reserved for the
Atatiirk reforms) since 1946 but none had been as important
as the reform in the understanding of secularism. His
audience responded by cries of "Elhamdulillah," a Koranic
expression meaning "thanks to God." Another delegate

t nattacked the RPP for its leadership's irreligiosity.
Similar accusations by DP members and officials that the 
Republican People's Party was anti-religious prompted the 
RPP's group in the Assembly to issue a statement denouncing 
the government's unfair propaganda against the opposition 
as well as warning the Democrats about the dangers of intro­
ducing divisiveness among the citizens along religious 

l6l • ..lines. Inonu complained in several press conferences that
the government was distorting his party's concern about 
preventing the recurrence of past obscurantist rebellions 
by equating it with anti-religiosity and that the govern­
ment's campaign against the opposition parties and the
press had taken on a new form of inciting mass reaction

~\ Pagainst the alleged atheism of RPP officials.

The stepped-up activities of fundamentalist groups 
during this period also became an effective tool of
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counter-attack for the opposition. Inonu and other leading 
RPP officials accused the government of encouraging obs­
curantism. Although the DP government took a number of

-i

measures against fundamentalist groups, it was unable to 
escape attacks by the Republican Party leaders, the oppo­
sition press, and student organizations for its indifference

1 giito the alleged rise of obscurantist movements. The
much publicized travels of the Nurcu leader, Saidi Nursi,
to Ankara and Istanbul and his contacts with DP deputies

165while in Ankara prompted a new round of exchanges bet­
ween the leaders of the government and the opposition when 
inonu claimed that the government had asked Saidi Nursi to 
make propaganda on the DP's b e h a l f . T h e  series of 
accusations between inonii and Menderes concerning the 
government's alleged support of the Nurcus became the 
major issue of Turkish politics during the early part of 
I960. Inonii reiterated in his trips in the provinces that 
the government was once again politicizing religion in 
anticipation of the forthcoming elections. Menderes' 
reply to Inonii was that the RPP was using the alleged 
threat of obscurantism for lack of other substantial issues 
to criticize the government and that this so-called threat
had in fact been nothing more than a pretext for the

7RPP's past policies of anti-religiosity. At the time 
when the military intervention of May i960 interrupted 
electoral politics, religion had become the principal issue 
of controversy between the two major parties.
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In retrospect, although the DP did use religion for
political ends during both the initial stages of the
transition to competitive politics and in the 1950-60 era,
it did not pursue a policy of encouraging obscurantism as
the secularist intellectuals claimed except perhaps for a
very brief period in the late 1950s. Much of the uproar
about questions of secularism that has characterized
Turkish intellectual opinion since the advent of democracy
is no doubt exaggerated. As Andrew Mango, in a somewhat
caricaturized fashion, has recently observed: "Such are
the fears and emotions of Turkish intellectuals on the

l68subject of Islam, that Mr. Demirel has only to say in 
a message (delivered on the occasion of a public religious 
holiday) 'May God bless our nation and its endeavors' (or 
a similar formula) for an educated Turk to see blood-

169stained fanatical dervishes lurking in dark corners."
Turkish intellectuals indeed are reluctant to admit that,
like in most countries, religion plays a significant role
in Turkish society as well and that its impact on political
attitudes and behavior should invite no special alarm as
far as the future of the Republic is concerned. In that
sense, the "religious revival" of the early 1950s was
nothing more than the recognition of this fact by the DP
politicians. As Lewis Thomas argued in 1952, democratic
politics did not lead to a religious revival, since the
peasants had always preserved their religious traditions,

170but only changed official attitudes on secularism.
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The 1950 election in Turkey was a turning point in the 
country's political development not only because government 
changed hands for the first time in 27 years but also 
because it transferred the political base of the govern­
ment from the cities to the countryside. The mobilization 
of the peasants, who constituted more than two-thirds of 
the electorate, became a primary concern of political 
parties after 1950. The gap between the city and the 
countryside had been overlooked as a problem during the 
authoritarian one-party years. The Kemalists had con­
centrated their efforts on building a future generation of 
urban elites who would protect and advance the Western­
izing reforms initiated by Mustafa Kemal. It mattered 
little how traditional the peasantry had remained as long 
as the middle and the upper class Turks educated in the 
cities would be the ones to be entrusted with the governing 
of the country. If those in power remained loyal to Kemal- 
ist principles, there would be no need to fear that the 
traditionalism of the countryside might one day reverse 
Turkey's road to Westernization.

As Huntington argues, it is only within a one-party 
system that the modernizing elite can follow a program of 
modernization which pays no attention to rural interests. 
Within a competitive system, on the other hand, political 
parties have to appeal to the rural strata in order to 
succeed in elections. This is especially the case in
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developing countries where the rural masses make up the
bulk of the electorate. Reaching out to the villages,
however, often involves a compromise of the modernizers'
goals and principles. To win electoral victories, parties
have to appeal to both the economic needs and the cultural
traditionalism of the countryside. Huntington aptly calls
this process "the green uprising." It is the uprising of
the peasants against the urban intellectuals through using
the legitimate weapon of elections and bringing those to
power who, the peasants feel, are closer to their system of
values and promise greater socio-economic advantages to
rural areas. Hence, Huntington argues, "the party and the
party system are the institutional means of bridging the

171rural-urban gap."

What brought about the shift in elite attitudes towards 
the rural strata in Turkey was the advent of democracy. 
Indeed, the outcome of peasant mobilization by political 
parties after 19^6 lends much support to Huntington's 
observation about the importance of party competition for 
bridging the urban-rural gap. The improvement in economic 
conditions of rural communities and the mellowing of earlier 
Republican policies of cultural transformation were the two 
major aspects of this process. Both of these changes 
reflected significant departures from the urban-oriented 
modernization program of the authoritarian one-party regime. 
Whereas between 1923 and 19^6, the modernizing elite could 
implement policies from the top down, after 19^6 the
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challenge of competitive politics resulted in adjustments 
of policy to peasant demands. The transition from autho- 
riatarian to democratic politics, therefore, led to 
increased participation of the peasantry in politics which 
in turn facilitated their greater integration into Turkish 
socio-political life.

The economic backwardness of the Turkish countryside 
became a major issue of electoral competition beginning with 
the late 1940s. In an effort to fend-off the criticisms 
of the newly-founded Democratic Party concerning the neglect 
of rural communities during twenty-seven years of one-party 
rule, the incumbent RPP government sought to rechannel 
more funds into rural development projects. But it was 
under the Democratic Party’s government in the early 1950s 
that the scope of such projects was expanded. Along with 
the building of roads, irrigation works, electrical networks, 
and communication channels, the government also increased 
the volume of agricultural credits, price supports for 
agricultural products and farm machinery. The impact of 
these governmental allocations to the rural sector was an 
apparent Improvement in the material well-being and living 
conditions of the peasantry.

For example, in a village survey conducted in the early 
1960s, it was reported that most peasant families saw a 
marked improvement in their economic conditions after 1950.
Of the 44 villages included in the study, a majority of them
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had received, as reported by the villagers themselves,
(1) better prices for their products, (2) more governmental 
credits, (3) seeds, fertilizers, and insecticides, (4) 
better health services, (5) drinking water facilities, (6) 
roads, and (7) consumer items such as radios, sewing . 
machines, cooking and lighting utensils, after the Democrats 
came to power. Their net assessment of these improvements 
centered around several changes which the villagers per^ 
ceived in their environment. They reported (1) an expansion 
in cultivable land as a result of better irrigation as 
well as the use of farm machines, fertilizers, and insect­
icides, (2) introduction of new crops such as cotton, sugar 
cane, fruits, and vegetables as a result of governmental 
encouragements through credits and subsidies, (3) changes in 
methods of receiving credits—  from banks and cooperatives 
instead of landlords and moneylenders, (4) better trans­
portation facilities for trade with towns and cities, and
(5) migration into the urban areas. In addition, the major­
ity of the villagers voiced greater expectations from the 
government than before, displayed positive attitudes towards
democratic politics, and perceived political participation

172through voting to be an important political activity.

The larger implications of the DP's rural development 
policies have to be viewed within the context of the elite- 
mass polarity. Undoubtedly, the economic changes in the 
countryside also had a cultural dimension. The political
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elites were more responsive to the cultural orientations of
the peasantry in an effort to win electoral support and
as a result of greater localism among parliamentary rep- 

17^resentatives. Moreover, the social mobilization process
which the Turkish countryside experienced after 1950 led to 
greater interaction between the city and the village as 
more and more villagers migrated into urban areas. This, 
in turn, led to a gradual fusion of the mass and the elite 
cultures. However, the extent of this levelling process 
should not be exaggerated. Turkey has been relatively 
successful in institutionalizing democratic politics but 
much less so in creating a democratic society. The elite 
culture still overshadows the mass and determines status 
differences between people of same economic standing.

Although, in the 1950 election, the RPP and the DP
almost split the rural vote and although the Democrats won

174impressive majorities in the cities, the DP expanded its 
electoral bases in the countryside during the course of the 
next four years. The growing popularity of the DP among 
the peasant voters reflected the party’s success in comb­
ining concrete economic benefits with an appeal to the 
traditional sentiments of the peasantry. It is in this 
latter respect that the role of religion as a means for 
mass mobilization and electoral success emerged as an 
important factor in the political development of Turkey.
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CHAPTER V

RELIGION, PARTIES, AND ELECTORAL BEHAVIOR: CHANGING PATTERNS
AND THE RISE OP THE NATIONAL SALVATION PARTY

I.

As I have discussed in the preceeding chapter, the 
transition to democracy ■ in Turkey was accompanied by the 
translation of economic and cultural cleavages between the 
city and the countryside, which had remained latent under 
an authoritarian regime, into national political life 
through political parties seeking to mobilize a predom­
inantly peasant electorate. Since these cleavages had 
become manifest and had been politicized during the cri­
tical phase of transition to competitive politics, they 
played an important role in the structuring of party 
policies and political loyalties after 1950. As one 
significant dimension of cultural cleavage, religion 
became a major source of conflict between parties at both 
the electoral and the parliamentary levels from 19^6 until 
I960.

The military intervention of i960, which was largely 
prompted by the increasing authoritarianism of the Menderes 
regime, temporarily suspended electoral politics. While a 
military administration stayed in power until late 1961, 
a Constituent Assembly (Kurucu Meclis) was formed and it 
prepared the draft of a new constitution which was ratified 
through a referandum in the same year. A large number
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of its provisions pertained to the guarantee of civil
liberties among which the freedom of religious belief,
worship, and education were included (Article 19)."*"
However, the 1961 Constitution also brought preventive
measures concerning the use of religion for political ends.
Article 19 read: "No individual can exploit religion in
order to change the social, economic, political, or legal
systems of the state according to religious principles,
neither can he use religion to further his personal or

2political interests." In other words, previous legal 
restrictions on the use of religion for political purposes 
acquired constitutional legitimacy through Article 19. 
Clearly, by including this provision in the new Constitu­
tion, members of the Constituent Assembly sought to prevent 
the recurrence of the politicization of religion under the 
DP administrations.

Between i960 and 1965, the debate over secularism 
received relatively less emphasis in party competition than 
in the previous decade. The military’s adherence to a 
strict version of Kemalist secularism, its close supervision 
over a series of coalition governments formed during this 
period, as well as its control of political life in general 
had much to do in restricting the repoliticization of 
religion. However, greater allocation of state resources for 
religious institutions and education, which had gained 
momentum under the Democrats, continued in the early 1960s. 
For example, the coalition governments formed under the
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RPP's leadership in the 1961-64 period maintained the record 
of the DP governments in terms of the number of mosques 
built. Between 1950 and I960, an average of 1500 new 
mosques a year had been contructed. This average remained 
exactly the same during the period from 1961 through 1964.

1In addition, enrollments in Imam-Hatip schools more than 
doubled during the four years following the military inter­
vention of 1960,^ with an increase in their number from 19 
in 1961 to 26 in 1964.5

However, with the gradual reinstitutionalization of 
electoral competition by the mid-1960s, religion once again 
assumed an important role in Turkish party politics. By 
1965, the Justice Party (Adalet Partisi),which had been 
founded in 1961, had managed to establish an image for 
itself as the successor to the defunct DP. The JP was able 
to inherit the legacy of the Democrats as a party rep­
resenting rural interests. To the mass of the rural elect­
orate, the military intervention of i960 most likely seemed 
a reinstatement of the earlier Kemalist military-bureaucratic 
alliance. The JP's strategy during its formative years was 
to realign former DP supporters behind its banner partially 
by operating as a protest movement against this elitist 
alliance. Included in this strategy was an implicit effort 
to identify the JP as the champion of Islam. For example, 
the initial emblem of the party contained an open book with 
a rising sun above it which was interpreted by some of its 
critics as imbued with religious symbolism. ^ Later, when
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Suleyman Demirel assumed the leadership of the Justice 
Party in 1964, the party propagandists made much use of the 
fact that he came from a village in Isparta called Islamkoy 
(Village of Islam)', that his father had made the pilgrimage
to Mecca, and that the Koran was daily read in his house-

7hold. Indeed, the J P ’s success in both capturing the 
organizational network of the DP and its appeal to the 
rural voters proved to be rewarding for the party in 
establishing mass support as the outcome of the 19&5 
election, which brought the JP to power, demonstrated.

The 1965 election campaign was the first instance in 
which the Left-Right cleavage gained an importance in the 
political spectrum. The entry of the Marxist-oriented 
Turkish Labor Party (Turkiye Isgi Partisi)into the election 
as well as the adoption of a Center-Left position by the 
RPP opened much publicized political debates between parties 
over ideological issues. Although the question of secular­
ism was no longer as important as it once had been in party 
competition in the light of this new polarization along 
ideological lines, it nevertheless continued to receive a 
fair amount of emphasis. However, the tone of the dis­
cussions on secularism underwent an interesting change. 
Whereas in the 1950s, the secularist stand of the RPP had 
been identified by its opponents with anti-religiosity, in 
the 1965 election campaign, the religious issue and the 
RPP's attitude towards it were merged with questions of 
ideology as the RPP was accused of being communist-oriented
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and therefore anti-religious. A number of anti-communist 
organizations, such as the Society for the Struggle Against 
Communism (Komunizmle Mucadele Dernegi) and the Turkish 
Nationalist Youth Society (Turkiye MilliyetQi GenQlik Der­
negi ) supported the Justice Party against both the RPP and

Q

the TLP. For example, it was reported that the JP's 
organizations in Qanakkale and Balikesir were in close 
contact with the local cells of the Society for the Struggle 
Against Communism and the Sacred Nationalist Society (Milli­
yetQi Mukaddesatqsilar Dernegi) and were acting through

9these organizations to publicize JP's support for Islam.
In the villages of Tokat, travelling preachers (gezici vaiz) 
were reported to be taking an active part in the JP's 
election campaign and often relating the RPP's stand on 
the religious question to its alleged communist leanings.
A content analysis of the campaign speeches broadcasted over 
the state radio showed that whereas the RPP and the TLP 
spokesmen had mentioned religious issues only once, religion 
was a major theme in five of the speeches made by the JP 
officials.^

The religious question became even more politicized 
during the Senate by-elections a year later. Suleyman 
Demirel picked up again the long-standing theme that 
animosity of the Turkish elite towards Islam and Islamic 
traditions had often been concealed under a secularist 
umbrella. He pointed out that the Turkish electorate was 
uneasy about the use of the secularist pretext as a means



230

12of restricting religious freedoms. Demirel even went so 
far as to argue that "declaring oneself a Muslim or revoking 
references to God had been interpreted as exploitation of 
religion for political purposes," and that since such 
statements had nothing to do with religious exploitation or 
obscurantism, "every Muslim Turk could proudly announce 
that he is a Muslim."

For his part, Inonu expounded on a theme in the 1966
campaign which was reminiscent of his attacks on the
Democratic Party during the 1950s. He accused the Justice
Party and Prime Minister Demirel of collaborating with the
Nurcus, claiming that "those who seek to benefit from the
use of Saidi Nursi's sect as a vote-getting machine are

14 • .. ..obscurantists." Inonu made this particular issue the 
main theme of the 1966 campaign for the Senate elections and 
he repeatedly invited Demirel to denounce any collab­
oration between the Justice Party and the Nurcus . "Demirel*s

1 „ •»silence concerning this matter demonstrates," Inonu claimed,
"that he considers secularist foundations of the Republic

15to be an expression of atheism."  ̂ These accusations about 
the alleged cooperation between the Justice Party and the 
Nurcu sect prompted criticisms from the religious press 
which responded to the charges by revoking, once again, the 
RPP’s streotyped image held by its opponents as an anti- 
religious party. ̂

Inonu*s insistence on keeping the RPP*s stand on 
secularism basically intact as well as his frequent



allegations of obscurantism to rival parties did much to 
perpetuate this image which the RPP inherited from the one- 
party years. Beginning with the late 1960s, however, there 
was a gradual shift in the RPP’s position on the religious 
issue which was part of a larger effort to change the ■ 
party’s elitist orientation. This strategy change was 
prompted by the rise to power of a new group of party 
officials under the leadership of the newly-elected Secre­
tary-General, Bulent Ecevit.'1'̂  Convinced that the RPP’s 
successive electoral failures since 1950 basically stemmed 
from its identification with the Kemalist military-bureauc­
ratic elites, the corollary of which was its inability to 
close the cultural distance between the party leadership and 
the rural masses, Ecevit sought to reorient the RPP’s 
political outlook along a more populistic line.

This new populism involved both a thinly-veiled 
critique of Kemalist reformism and an emphasis on structural 
changes. Ecevit argued that although the cultural changes 
which the Kemalist reforms had initiated were necessary, 
they had remained limited, in his words, to the "super­
structure of Turkish society" and had failed to bring about 
a transformation in the underlying economic and social 
structural conditions. According to Ecevit, the reaction 
against these reforms had to be interpreted with reference 
to such issues as social welfare, equality of opportunity, 
and economic exploitation. As he saw it, the replacement 
of the fez with the Western hat, the removal of the veil,
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the adoption of the Latin alphabet and the establishment of
a secular state had changed much in Turkish society but
none of these changes had brought about the emancipation of

18the Turkish people from poverty and economic exploitation.
Hence, the religious factor, according to Ecevit, had been
used by people with vested interests in the maintenance of
the status quo as a cloak for concealing socio-economic 

19deprevity.

EcevitTs critical analysis of the RPP's Kemalist legacy
had an important consequence for the party's stand on the
religious issue. Islam was no longer emphasized as a factor
in the long-standing dichotomy between the progressive and
the conservative political forces in Turkish society. Party
officials stressed that the basis of this dichotomy was
economic rather than religious. For example, the RPP's
central executive organ issued a directive to the party's
candidates prior to the 1969 election which urged them to
refrain from using the progressive-conservative categories
with reference to religion but instead advised them to

20relate such differences to ideological stands.

The changing perspectives of the RPP's top officials 
on the religious issue have, therefore, committed the party 
to a new orientation in this respect. Especially since the 
resignation of Inonu from the party's leadership and his 
replacement by Ecevit in 1972 following a factional dispute, 
the party's spokesmen have refrained from emphasizing the 
issue of secularism. Moreover, the RPP's willingness to form
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a coalition government with the National Salvation Party 
(Milli Selamet Partisi)—  a neo-Islamic party of which 
more will be said in this chapter—  following the 1973 
election was a clear indication of how far the RPP had 
travelled in accepting religion as a legitimate concern of 
the Turkish electorate.

Although the Justice Party’s position on religion did 
not undergo any such major change, the purge of a more 
religiously conservative group from its leadership ranks 
indicated that the JP had adopted a more moderate line in 
this respect. The leader of this group, Saadettin Bilgip, 
had briefly assumed the post of the acting party chairman 
following the death of the J P ’s first leader, Ragip Gumuq- 
pala, in 1964. However, in the General Party Congress held 
during the same year, Bilgi? had lost the leadership of the 
party to Demirel. During the period from 1964 to 1970, 
members of the Bilgiq faction often clashed with the more 
moderate party officials, especially on questions concerning 
educational and cultural policies to be pursued by the JP 
governments. Their growing criticisms of the incumbent 
party executive and their efforts to capture the party 
chairmanship finally led to their expulsion in 1970.

By the early 1970s, therefore, both major parties had 
adopted a more moderate stand on the issue of religion.
This, however, did not imply that the politicization of 
religious concerns had ceased to be an important factor of 
electoral politics. The growth of fragmentation in the
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party system enabled the minor parties to enter into the 
Assembly in greater numbers than before and thus play a 
more influential role in Turkish political life. Of these, 
the most successful in terms of receiving electoral support 
was the National Salvation Party which based its appeal 
predominantly on the defense of Islam and Islamic traditions.

II.

Considering the long history of controversy over the 
impact of religion on Turkish politics, could we assume 
that religion is more of a factor in political behavior in 
Turkey than in other countries? Given a choice, would the 
majority of the Turks vote purely on religious lines?
Could religious parties survive electoral competition 
through religious appeals alone? In short, how religious 
is the vote?

Although throughout the history of the Republic,
various parties have sought to widen their electoral bases
through politicizing the religious issue, it was with the
establishment of the National Salvation Party and its entry
into the 1973 general elections that the impact of religious
appeals on the Turkish electorate could be assessed. As
the late Turkish statesman, Ismet Inonu, remarked prior to
the 1973 election, for the first time in the history of the
Republic, the Turkish intellectuals would get a chance to

21weigh the importance of religion on political behavior.
The NSP was established as an explicitly religious party.
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Although it based its program on a number of other issues 
which I shall subsequently discuss, it entered the 1973 
election with an established image as the party of the 
’’silent Muslim majority."

The results of the 1973 election have shown that 
religion is indeed a significant factor in the political 
behavior of the Turkish electorate although it is not the 
most crucial factor for electoral success. The NSP emerged 
from the election as the third most important party. Despite 
its religious orientation, it was unable to displace the 
electoral strength of the two major parties. The 1973 
election demonstrated that (a) religious interests, whether 
institutionally organized or not, do play a part in the 
voters’ choices, (b) although a sector of the electorate 
may vote on religious lines, this does not suggest that 
such electoral behavior will necessarily lead to an obs­
curantist movement so much feared by the Kemalist secular­
ists, and (c) religion can be a political issue and yet 
invite no cause for alarm. In short, the NSP has legit­
imized the political nature of religious interests.

In the absence of survey data, it is difficult to
assess the role of religion in the NSP's success. The party
polled 11.8 per cent of all the votes cast and sent 48

22deputies to the Assembly. A public opinion poll conducted 
by the daily Milliyet prior to the elections indicated that 
the majority of the potential NSP voters supported the
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23party because of religious concerns. As Table 5 shows, 
42.5 per cent of the respondents who said that they would 
cast their votes for the NSP pointed out religion as their 
major reason. In addition, 12.3 per cent of potential NSP

TABLE 5
Reasons for Support of the NSP among Potential NSP Voters,

1973 Election
Reason Percentage of Potential

NSP Voters
Because it is a religious party 42.5 %

Because the JP changed its goals
and became a party of Freemasons 12.3
Because of Erbakan's leadership 9-4
Because of influences from close
friends or relatives 6.6
Because it expresses the respondent's
own political outlook 5.7
Because the JP has failed during its
tenure in office 5*7
Because of rising prices 2.8
Don't know 0.9
Other 27.4

Source: Milliyet, October 9 ,  1973.
Note: Percentages may . not add up to 100 because of several
responses by one respondent.

voters indicated that they supported the NSP bacause the JP 
had changed its goals and had become a party of Freemasons, 
the implication being, of course, that the JP was no longer



237

a Muslim’s party. If we add the two groups, 5^.8 per cent 
of all potential NSP voters preferred the party because of 
its religious outlook.

Yet, the NSP campaigned on a platform which emphasized 
a number of issues, only one of which was religion. A 
close examination of its program as well as the views of 
its leadership might provide us clues about the specific 
combination of religion with other issues and problems 
which influenced the voting behavior of a special sector 
of the electorate.

First of all, it is well to remember that the NSP is
the heir of the defunct National Order Party (Milli Nizam
Partisi) which was established by the present leader of the

2hNSP, Necmettin Erbakan, in early 1970. At the time of
its founding, the party leadership published a pamplet
which described the NOP's world-view. The major goal of
the new party, it was stated, would be to ’’revive the moral
qualities and the spiritual excellence dormant in the
Turkish character so that Turkish society can regain peace,

25order, and social justice." According to the NOP's world­
view, the capitalist and the socialist systems were the 
same in nature, although they may seem different, since 
both were imperialist and sought to enslave other nations 
through imposing their own culture and material interests. 
Despite material advancement, both were also in a spiritual 
crisis. Although the Turkish nation had a glorious past and 
had stood strong against the West for many centuries, the
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Western countries had been able to weaken the Ottoman Empire 
through the introduction of their own corrupt culture into 
Ottoman Turkey during the Tanzimat era rather than through 
military or scientific superiority. It was the cosmopo­
litanism of that period, which later gained legitimacy 
among the Turkish intellectuals, that was found to be 
responsible for the material and the spiritual decline of 
the Empire.^

The NOP's assessment of Turkey's domestic problems 
was accordingly divided into two categories, the material 
and the spiritual. In the material field, the NOP's 
criticisms centered around (a) the dependence of the 
Turkish economy on foreign markets and capital, (b) a low 
level of income per capita and an unjust distribution of 
wealth, and (c) a weak financial situation as a result of 
which Turkey had become dependent on foreign aid, had 
sought relief in unemployment rates through sending 
workers abroad, and consequently had lost its autonomy in 
foreign policy. In the spiritual field, it had fared no 
better: (a) it was the only nation in the world where the
educational system failed to educate the youth for national 
ends, (b) its educational policy had centered around the 
repudiation of its own history, (c) it had adopted dwarfish 
goals in accepting the West's Inadequate worldview which 
had plunged the Western countries themselves into a 
spiritual crisis, and (d) it was indifferent to foreign 
cultural influences which had penetrated into Turkish society
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27in the form of communism or cosmopolitanism.

In the NOP's program, the party's goals were more 
specifically defined. The National Order Party, it was 
stated, would aim to modernize the country through both 
spiritual and technical development programs. In the 
technical field, these programs would emphasize creativity 
rather than imitation of Western technology. The develop­
ment of an indigenous technology, coupled with rapid 
industrialization, would put Turkey among the ranks of the 
materially well-off countries. However, material well­
being was seen as an end product of what the NOP consid­
ered to be a moral and just society: a society which is
democratic where democracy is understood to be a system of 
government which develops the moral excellence of the 
individual and brings to power only those who possess 
such excellence; a political system which eliminates 
squander, bribery, and corruption through the screening 
of both the politicians and the public administrators on 
the basis of their moral character in addition to objective 
testing and qualifications; and a nation which has a
historical consciousness, a unity, and faith in common

28national causes.

What this combination of issues boiled down to was 
a party platform which merged implicit religious appeals 
with a program of cultural revival that rejected Western 
cultural influences and emphasized the recreation of what 
NOP leaders considered to be a "national moral
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consciousness." According to the party's assessment of 
the world situation, Turkey would catch up with Western 
technology only if the superior culture and morality of the 
nation could be revived. The NOP's views were basically 
an extension of the 19th century Islamic movement which 
opposed the wholesale acceptance of both the culture and 
the technology of the West advocated by the Ottoman "West­
erners" but rather, argued that Western influences be

29limited to the technical fields alone.

It is difficult to assess what the NOP's impact was on
Turkish voters since the party never got a chance to enter
elections. It was closed down in 1972 by the Supreme
Court (Anayasa Mahkemesi) because of some printed material
that a youth organization of the party had put out which
violated a provision of the Political Parties Law (Siyasi
Partiler Kanunu) forbidding the use of religion for poli-

20tical purposes. In its place, a new party, the National
Salvation Party, was founded in late 1972 under the de facto
leadership of Necmettin Erbakan, although the formal leader
was Suleyman Arif Emre. Within a short period, the party
had established branches in 42 cities and approximately 300 

31counties.

The NSP's world-view and program were basically a 
continuation of the defunct NOP's although the leadership 
was more careful this time to express its views within 
legal limits. Like the NOP's, the new party's assessment 
of the problems facing Turkish society centered around its



241

view of history. The major Issue that the party leader­
ship sought to politicize was the question of how and why 
what was once a powerful empire now ranked among the less 
developed countries of the world. According to Erbakan and 
a number of other leaders of the NSP, the answer to that 
question lay in understanding the relationship between 
Turkey and the West. The Turks had lost their power and 
influence because they had alienated themselves from their 
own cultural heritage while at the same time they had failed 
to industrialize. Their relationship to the West was, 
therefore, lopsided. They took from the West what they 
needed least, namely, Western culture, which was far more 
inferior to the Turkish. And they failed to borrow what 
they needed most, namely, Western technology. The NSP 
sees no positive relationship between the West’s technical 
superiority and its cultural heritage. On the contrary, it 
views the present level of development of Western countries 
as accomplished despite their spiritual poverty.

According to Erbakan, Western countries have developed 
their technology at the expense of the Muslim world. At 
a conference which he gave to university students at Konya 
in 1970, Erbakan claimed that the West had borrowed, during 
the l4th and 15th centuries, the cumulative knowledge which 
Muslims had accumulated since the 7th century without, 
however, giving reference to Muslim sources. Although the 
Muslim scholars had been careful to document the sources on 
which they had built their discoveries, the Western
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innovators gave no such acknowledgement. As a result, the
West erroneously claimed to have been the originators of
many scientific principles which Muslims had previously
developed. More tragically. Western cultural imperialism
spread this erroneous claim among the Muslims as the latter
came to believe in the Westerners' version of technical

32innovation having originated in the West.

The NSP places this idea of Western indebtedness to 
Muslim civilization within a more national context. Accord­
ing to Erbakan, it is the Turkish nation which has speci­
fically contributed to the development of knowledge and 
science. In his view, the Turkish history is rich both in 
terms of military victories and scholarly activities. 
Although the Western countries momentarily may seem to use 
well what they have borrowed from the Turks, they have come 
to a technological standstill. What the West can no longer 
solve in science will be taken up and solved by the Turks. 
But the Turkish nation can accomplish this scientific 
superiority only if it can recreate its past. It cannot 
take the lead in the scientific arena if it continues to 
deny its history and adopt the inadequate world-view of 
the W e s t . ^

One major component of the NSP's understanding of 
culture, then, is the importance of history. In line with 
the theological emphasis that Muslim religion places on 
history, the NSP leadership considers the recreating of a



powerful Muslim nation one of its major goals. Such a goal 
is religiously significant since, in Muslim thought, the 
vision of a great civilization is closely connected with the 
religious mission of following the divine command to estab­
lish a just and powerful Muslim community. In contrast to 
secularist intellectuals who view the decline of the Otto­
man Empire in terms of Islam's conservative role in 
Ottoman society, the NSP interprets such decline as a con­
sequence of the foreign cultural influences which penetrated 
into Ottoman intellectual thought and gained prominence at 
the expense of Islamic philosophy and traditions. The 
superiority of the latter, in the NSP’s view, had been 
responsible for the Ottoman Empire's periods of greatness. 
Hence, in order to regain world prominence, the Turkish 
nation would have to regain its consciousness as a Muslim 
society with a distinguished historical mission.

A second component of the NSP’s concept of culture is 
the importance of the family and social life. The NSP 
vehemently criticizes the Western orientation of the Turkish 
elite in terms of social customs. This includes such 
details as criticisms of long hair, mini skirts, pornography 
(a sculpture of a naked woman erected in an Istanbul square 
was considered pornographic and dubbed "the sculpture of 
shame" by the NSP and was later lifted from the square by 
an order of the Interior Minister, an NSP member, during the

o 2i
RPP-NSP coalition government in 197*0 , TV, movie, and 
theatre programs which are influenced by Western culture
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students during gym classes, tourist accommodations (the
Minister of Commerce in 197^, who was an NSP member, refused
to sign an application for governmental credit to build
accommodations in touristic resorts on the grounds that
although tourists bring in foreign exchange, they corrupt
the morality of the Turkish people), the youth's lack of
respect for parents and older people, the elite "illness
of imitating Western culture," lack of religious belief
among the youth, the disappearance of traditional family
life, and the mushrooming of nightclubs "where the youth

37are initiated into drinking and sexual liberty." To the 
NSP, these changes in social norms and systems of value is 
one indication of the corruptness which has inflicted 
Turkish society as a result of Turkey's opening to the West.

Apart from historical-cultural questions, a second 
issue which the NSP deals with is the emphasis it gives to 
rapid industrialization. For the NSP, the question of 
industrialization is an important one because it relates to 
the party's general view of Turkish history: the Turkish
nation has failed to industrialize, and therefore, has lost 
its place in history as a result of Western influences.
Once Turkey reembraces its cultural past and develops the 
spiritual and moral qualities necessary for hard work, it 
will develop into a strong, industrial society. It is 
almost with a religious zeal that Erbakan and other party 
leaders repeatedly point out their commitment to



245

O Q
industrialization. In the case of Erbakan, part of this
zeal can be connected to his own personal history. He
lived in Western Germany during the early 1950s while
doing post-graduate work and was very much impressed
with the way the Germans were rapidly industrializing
despite their defeat in the Second World War. Erbakan
attributed the ease with which the Germans had regained
their strength to the discipline and the committment of the
German people. To him, the Germans demonstrated how
important a nation's system of values were in its economic 

70development.

A third major issue which the NSP concerns itself with 
is social justice. The party leadership has repeatedly 
criticized the Justice Party governments for the latter's 
indifference to the plight of the poor and the under­
privileged. According to Erbakan, the Anatolian people have

40been exploited by the big capitalists in Istanbul during
the J P ’s tenure in office as a result of which, in his
words, "the rich have gotten richer while the poor have

4lbecome poorer." The NSP has been quite vocal in its 
criticisms of rising prices, unemployment rates, lack of 
adequate social security and medical insurance programs, 
misuse of governmental credit which works in favor of the 
well-to-do with social connections, high interest rates, an 
unjust taxation system, inadequate low income housing, and 
the unjust distribution of wealth. In addition, the NSP 
has argued in favor of more balanced regional development
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programs which give priority to the least developed areas of 
the country, government aid to agriculture and to rural
communities, as well as the protection of small traders and

. . 42artisans.

A final issue which completes the world-view of the 
party is the importance it gives to education. If Turkey 
is to regain its historical greatness and become an 
industrial country, it will have to adopt the right educa­
tional policy. For the NSP, a major reason behind Turkey's 
underdevelopment is the inadequate educational policy of 
Turkish governments. Such education has been generally 
geared to the imitation of both Western culture and tech­
nology. If Turkey is to modernize, Turkish governments will 
have to guarantee universal higher education (including, 
incidentally, higher education for women although the
party specifies which occupations and what types of

. incurricula are better suited to Muslim women) which
emphasizes national-historical traditions and systems of
value, which is creative rather than imitative, and which

44offers competence in technical fields. In the party's 
view, a good educational system can be established only 
when, as Erbakan puts it, "the government stops giving 
priority to building dance halls and stadiums" rather than

45universities and factories.

As the above summary of the NSP's views indicates, 
surprisingly little attention is given to explicit dis­
cussions of secularism or of religion. In general, the
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party confines its criticisms of past governments' religious
policies to specific administrative problems concerning
religious personnel, such as their salaries, their appoint-

46ments, or the type of education which they receive. In
addition, the NSP calls for better religious education for

47all high school students, more programs on religion on
48state radios and TV, and a broader definition of religious

freedom within a general plea for a more open and liberal 
4qsociety. This suggests that the NSP bases its appeal 

not on religion alone but on a well-defined political 
philosophy far more thorough than those of previous parties 
which had sought to use religion for political ends.

The NSP calls this philosophy the "national point of
view." In contrast to what the NSP labels as the "leftist
point of view" of the Republican People's Party and the
"liberal or the colorless point of view" of the Justice
Party and other parties on the Right (the first, as Erbakan
puts it, "sees the cause of all problems as the stomach"
while the second "sees money as the solution to all 

50problems"), both of which are alien philosophies imported
from the West, the NSP advocates a political outlook it
considers indigenous and one which calls for a return to

51national-historical roots.

In a sense, therefore, the NSP represents the third 
world view of modernization within the Turkish political 
s pectrum. It sees the world with the same type of glasses 
that nationalist leaders in previously colonized countries
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have viewed it: the lenses focus on a similar feeling of
resentment against both the cultural and the material 
imperialism of the West. Since it rejects Westernization as 
a prerequisite for modernization, it also sees the latter 
process in quite unique terms. The party’s views on that 
score represent a renewal of the 19th century search for an 
Islamic model of modernity. The NSP accepts the necessity 
to industrialize, but rejects the cultural forms which have 
accompanied economic development. Simply put, to be modern, 
in the NSP view, does not imply that Turkish women have to 
wear mini skirts or whatever the fashion centers in Paris, 
London, Rome, or New York have decided that they should 
wear.

The party's criticisms of the prevalent view of 
modernity held by the Turkish elite may, in the final 
analysis, represent the first serious attempt in the poli­
tical history of the Turkish Republic to question the 
validity of that view. The Turkish elites, in general, have 
understood modernization to mean outward resemblances to Western­
ers. An Istanbulite is always proud to show the Hilton 
Hotel to a tourist and anger sets in when "inconsiderate" 
tourists take pictures of a man carrying three tons of 
load on his back. A Turkish traveller abroad gets equally 
angry about questions as to whether Turkish women still 
wear veils and blames the National Geographic photographer 
for having taken the picture of a veiled woman in some 
"remote" Anatolian town which is "unrepresentative" of
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modern Turkey. Until the mid-1960s, similar out-of-focus 
definitions of modernity have blinded Turkish intellect­
uals and political elite alike to some of the major prob­
lems of development that the country faces. The issue of 
secularism, in this context, has served a definite function 
in Turkish politics. It has stood as a surrogate social 
problem which has clouded the much more real problems of 
class and status differences. For four decades after the 
establishment of the Republic, the political spectrum had 
been defined on the basis of whether or not one belonged to 
the secularist or the anti-secularist camps: the political
reactionaries (gerici) were the religious fanatics and 
the political reformists (ilerici) were the Kemalist 
secularists. It was only after the mid-1960s that the 
concept of class conflict entered into such definitions.

III.

To what type of voter does the National Salvation Party 
appeal? Given the party's world-view, one might guess that 
its greatest appeal would be to marginal groups in Turkish 
society who have been affected by modernization but failed 
to internalize the elite culture. Marginality, of course, 
can have two dimensions: an individual could be marginal
in his society either socially or economically, although 
in modern society where status differences are closely 
connected with income, the two tend to converge.
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Individuals, groups, or classes who feel "left out" of the 
major trends in their social or economic environment 
normally seek alternative channels of expressing them­
selves. Such a search often takes the form of embracing 
an ideology which stands as a challenge to the prevalent 
one. The Poujadist movement of 195^-1956 in Prance, for 
example, is a good example of marginal economic groups 
registering their discontent with a process of economic 
development which left them out of the picture. A similar 
type of a protest movement expressing itself in religious 
terms is an equally plausible alternative. Berger, for 
example, has argued that at least in the case of European 
countries, "church-related religiosity is strongest (and 
thus, at any rate, social-structural secularization least) 
on the margins of modern industrial society, both in terms 
of marginal classes (such as the remnants of old petty
bourgeoisies) and marginal indivuals (such as those

52eliminated from the work process."

Mardin has argued that in the Turkish case, individuals
who are unassimilated into the "modernist center" probably
tend to support the National Salvation Party in greater
numbers than other groups in society. The prototype of an
NSP supporter, Mardin points out, is a small merchant or
an artisan: a man of the bazaar. In his view, it is
precisely these social and economic failures, with whom
Kemalism has proved unable to cope, who turn to religion as

55an alternate reference point.
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However, the party’s platform is wider, and so should, 
one expects, be its clientele. There is, indeed, a catch­
all quality to the NSP's appeals: rapid industrial develop­
ment for those who are on the side of modernity; an 
emphasis on traditional culture for those who are on the 
side of tradition; a welfare state for voters with 
Leftist leanings; free enterprise for the business-minded; 
promise of help to small tradesmen and big industrialists 
alike. In other words, Erbakan is not a Poujade, defending 
the interests of a well-defined occupational group. Never­
theless, his greatest appeal is probably to the same type 
of marginal groups. But I would suggest that such mar- 
ginality is cultural rather than economic. It is among 
people for whom the culture of the "in group" is alien 
that the NSP is probably most successful. For therein lies 
its uniqueness. The NSP stands out not as an advocate of 
industrialization, a welfare state, etc. but as an advocate 
of a way of life which rejects the cultural orientation of 
the Kemalist elite.

One point about the NSP's social bases is certain. If 
it indeed receives much of its support from marginal economic 
groups, this is not evident from an examination of the 
background data of individuals who have chosen active poli­
tical careers among the NSP ranks. As Table 6 shows, of 
the 48 NSP members who got elected to the Assembly following 
the 1973 election, the majority are professional men (10
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lawyers, 4 doctors-pharmaclsts, 9 architects-engineers,
1 journalist, 1 contractor, 1 economist, and 1 accountant). 
Altogether, the professional category makes up 55.8 per cent 
of all the elected deputies of the NSP. People in the 
government service make up the next largest category (20.7 
per cent), with 3 university teachers, 6 high school 
teachers, and 1 retired officer. Finally, there are 5 
industrialists-merchants (10.4 per cent) and 6 men of
religion (12.5 per cent). Of the 48 deputies, 40 (or 83

. 54per cent) have higher education.

TABLE 6
Professions of NSP Members Elected to the Assembly in 1973

Profession Number Percentage
Free Professions 27 55.8 %

Lawyer 10 2 0.8
Doctor-pharmacist 4 8.3
Architect-engineer 9 18.7
Journalist 1 2.0
Contractor 1 2.0
Economist 1 2.0
Accountant 1 2.0

Government Service 10 20.7
University teacher 3 6.2
High school teacher 6 12.5
Retired officer 1 2.0

Commerce and Industry 5 10.4
Clerics 6 12.5

Source: Milliyet, October 19, 1973.
Note: Percentages may not add up to 100 because of roundr
ing off.
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If we examine the background data of the 450 candi­
dates who stood for election in 1973 on the NSP ticket, we 
get an equally heterogeneous picture. As Table 7 shows,

TABLE 7
Professions of NSP Candidates for the 1973 Election 

Profession Number Percentage
Free Professions 155 33.7

Engineers 64 14.2
Lawyers 31 6.8
Economists 21 4.6
Accountants- Financial
Consultants 10 1.8

Technicians 17 3.7
Doctor-Pharmacists 12 2.6

Government Service 87 19.2
Teachers 40 8.8
Retired Officers 28 6.2
Bureaucrats 19 4.2

Industry and Commerce 96 21.2
Farmers 20 4.4
Clerics 13 2.8
Trade Unionists 10 H • OO

Other 69 15-3

Source: Milli Gazete, September 10, 1973.
Note: Percentages may not add up to 100 because of
rounding off.

of the 450, 155 or 33-7 per cent belonged to the free pro­
fessions (64 engineers, 31 lawyers, 21 economists, 10 
accountants-financial consultants, 17 technicians, and 12 
doctor-pharmacists). The category for government service
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accounted for 87 or 19.2 per cent of all candidates (40 
teachers, 28 retired officers, and 19 bureaucrats). In 
addition, there were 96 people in industry and commerce 
(21.2 per cent), 20 farmers (4.4 per cent), 13 men of 
religion (2.8 per cent), and 10 trade unionists (1. 8 per 
cent). As Table 8 shows, the age distribution of the 450 
candidates was heavily biased in favor of younger people 
(62.8 per cent between the ages 30-45)-

TABLE 8
Age Distribution of NSP Candidates for the 1973 Election

Age Number Percentage
30-35 117 26.0 %
35-40 100 18.4
40-45 83 18.4
45-50 66 14.7
50-55 63 14.0
55-60 & over 21 4.6

Source: Milli Gazete, September 10, 1973-
Note: Percentages may. not add up to 100 because of
rounding off.

What these background data show is a group of people 
who are, on the whole, well educated, professionally success­
ful, presumably of middle or upper-middle class income, and 
relatively young. They do not fit the image of the stereo­
type religious fanatic. Neither do they fit the category of 
men who have been adversely affected by modernization and 
turned to religion as a means of registering their discontent.
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Neemettin Erbakan’s own personal background reflects the
general- characteristics of the NSP leadership that I have
outlined above. He came from a notable provincial family.
His father was a civil servant, a judge, who was an ardent
supporter of Republicanism and an admirer of Atatiirk. Nec-
mettin was one of six children in the family. He was born
in a Black Sea coastal town, Sinop, in 1926. He had his
primary-school education in Trabzon and his high school
education in Istanbul. He was an outstanding student and
graduated from Istanbul Lycee with honors. He then went
to the prestigious Technical University in Istanbul. He
received his B.S. in 19^8 and subsequently entered into a
university career. He finished his Ph.D. within three
years and, on the basis of an outstanding thesis, he was
awarded a grant to continue his post-doctoral studies in
West Germany. Upon his return, he became an associate

55professor in 1953 and a full professor in 1965.

Erbakan’s educational and professional life, therefore,
is one of success. By all standards, he is a member of the
Turkish elite. However, what distinguishes him and most
members of the NSP leadership from the mainstream of elite
culture in Turkey is his deep interest in religion. Even
as a child, he fasted during all of Ramazan, went to the
mosque regularly each Friday, and later, as a high school

56student, attended religious courses in a mosque. Indeed, 
although there are' only 6 clerics among the 48 members of 
the NSP in the Assembly, more detailed background information
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indicates that of the 48, 19 or 39.4 per cent are directly 
involved in religion, either through family background 
(one member, for instance, is the son of a sheikh), or

ithrough education (quite a few are graduates of Imam-Hatip 
schools or of the Faculty of Divinity) or through member­
ship in religious associations (such as associations for the

57promotion of Koran courses or the construction of mosques).

The high percentage of professional people in the NSP's 
leadership ranks indicates a factor of major importance in 
Turkish politics: the emergence of a counter-culture. The
long-standing dichotomy between elite and mass cultures 
is taking on a different dimension. The elite culture is 
no longer as monolithic as it was for the past four and a 
half decades since the establishment of the Turkish Republic. 
For the first time in the history of the Republic, there 
has emerged a counter-elite with a different cultural 
orientation than that of Kemalist Westernists. In other 
words, the elite-mass gap is being supplemented by an elite- 
elite gap. If the NSP should gain in power in the coming 
years, this gap between two different elite cultures will 
become more visible.

In the absence of survey data, it is more difficult to 
draw a picture of a typical NSP voter. The only surveys 
we have on the NSP's mass base are those conducted by the 
daily Milliyet prior to the 1973 general election and a 
survey of voters in Ankara prior to the 1975 Senate election
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conducted by a team of researchers from the Political
58Science Faculty of Ankara University. According to the

findings of the latter, those who were 60 and over tended
to support the NSP in greater numbers than other age 

59groups. This finding had earlier come up in the Milliyet 
survey as well. The NSP was labelled "the least preferable 
party" by the majority of the young people (21-30 category). 
Of those who supported this view among all age groups,
36.8 per cent indicated the NSP's exploitation of religion 
for political purposes as a reason for their opinion. In 
addition, 18.2 per cent thought that the NSP was a "react­
ionary party" and 15.1 per cent labelled it as "rightist
and religious." It is interesting to note that only 5.7

6 0per cent thought that it was an anti-secular party.

The N SP’s supporters also decline proportionately with 
higher educational levels. Among university graduates in 
Ankara, the percentage of potential NSP voters was 0.0.
The only exception to this trend was between illiterates 
and primary school graduates. Although the percentage for 
both groups was higher than for others, the NSP had more 
■supporters among primary' school graduates than among illi­
terates.^1 This latter finding may again be an indication 
of the marginality factor that I have earlier discussed.
The expectations of primary school graduates when compared 
with illiterates are probably higher, but, being at the 
lowest ladder of educational achievement, they are at the 
margin of social and economic success. The gap between
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their expectations and their actual achievement is most 
likely translated into a form of protest through leaning 
back on religion.

A s  I  h a v e  e a r l i e r  p o i n t e d  o u t ,  t h e  M i l l i y e t  s u r v e y

found that the majority of the potential NSP voters in 1973
supported the party because of its religious outlook. This
f i n d i n g  w a s  v a l i d a t e d  b y  t h e  P S F A U  s u r v e y  w h i c h  f o u n d  t h a t

88.9 per cent of potential NSP voters in Ankara prior to
the 1975 Senate election preferred the NSP because of its

6 2"respect for religion."

The Milliyet survey also found that of those who 
indicated their decision to vote for the NSP, 17*3 per 
cent cast their votes for a different party in the 1969 
election. Among voters who were going to vote for the 
first time, only 6.2 per cent said that they would choose 
the NSP in 1 973*^ What this finding indicates is that 
the NSP has received a high proportion of its votes from 
former supporters of other parties. It is quite likely 
that the Justice Party was the major loser in this respect. 
As the heir to the Democratic Party of the 1946-60 period, 
the Justice Party was able to win over many former DP 
supporters during the early 1960s. Since some of these 
voters had preferred the DP because of religious concerns, 
it is likely that they switched over to the JP for the same 
reason. However, once an explicitly religious party, 
the NSP, was founded, their allegiance may have shifted
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from the JP to the NSP. Indeed, as Table 5 indicates, at
least 12.3 per cent of potential NSP supporters prior to the
1973 election were probably former JP supporters since as
a reason for their support of the NSP, they indicated their
disillusionment with the Justice Party's policies. The
JP's votes declined to a low of 29-8 per cent in the 1973
election from 46.5 per cent in the previous election of 

641969. Among other factors, one major reason for this
decline was the split of its votes among minor parties. No

65doubt, the NSP, along with the new Democratic Party, 
were the two major beneficiaries of the lost JP votes since 
these two parties, which entered elections for the first 
time in 1973, together polled 23.7 per cent of all the 
votes cast.^

According to the Milliyet survey, the NSP's strength 
came mainly from rural areas. The survey projected that 
the NSP would receive 4.1 per cent of total votes in the 
1973 election.^ Whereas this percentage would go up to
4.8 in rural areas, the results of the survey showed that 
it would fall to 3-3 in the cities.

As Table 9 shows, this finding was validated by the 
actual election results. 67.2 per cent of all the NSP 
votes came from rural areas whereas this percentage was
32.8 for urban centers. In an overwhelming majority of the 
67 administrative districts in Turkey, the NSP polled
most of its votes from the countryside. Only in five 
administrative districts—  Istanbul, Ankara, Izmir, Adana,
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and Eski^ehir—  did the NSP fare better in urban centers.
The NSP’s success in metropolitan Istanbul, Ankara, and 
Izmir may be explained by the fact that these three cities, 
the most developed in all of Turkey, have a high proportion 
of rural migrants from whom the majority of the NSP's votes 
may have come. Indeed, the PSFAU survey, for example, . 
showed that the NSP would receive the highest percentage of 
its votes in Ankara from squatter sites where rural migrants 
live en bloc. According to its findings, the NSP would 
receive 0.6 per cent of its votes from metropolitan Ankara
(excluding squatter sites), whereas this percentage would

i 69go up to 4.9 in the squatter site areas.

TABLE 9

Urban-Rural Division of NSP Votes by 
Administrative District, 1973 Election

Administrative Per Cent of No. of Depu­ Rural Urban
District Votes Received ties Elected

ALL OP TURKEY 11.8 % 48 67 . 2% 3 2 . 8%

Adana 8.2 1 48.5 51.3
Adiyaman 22.1 1 70.3 29.7
Afyon 16.4 1 64.8 35-3
A g n 14.8 1 86.1 12.3
Amasya 17.8 1 72.4 27.6
Ankara 9.3 2 3 4.0 7^.0
Antalya 5.6 - 65.0 3^.3
Artvin 7.9 - 89.I 12.3
Aydin 3.0 - 55.3 44.7
Balikesir 8.6 1 1 7 . 9 22.1
Bilecik 14.4 — 78.8 20.0
Bingol 25.5 1 87.5 12.5
Bitlis 11.3 — 62.1 37.7
Bolu 17.3 1 85.7 14.3
Burdur 9.3 — 72.4 27.9
Bursa 9.4 1 56.7 42.8
Canakkale 5.5 — 83.5 19.2
Qankiri 16.3 - 82.1 17.8



Administrative Per Cent of No. of Depu- Rural
District Votes Received ties Elected

Urban

Qorum 21.7 % 2 7 6.6% 23.
Denizli 5.3 - 72.2 27.
Diyarbakir 18. 5 1 64.4 35.
Edirne 2.2 - 73.2 26.
Elazig 27.8 2 68.2 31.
Erzincan 16.1 - 75.1 25.
Erzurum 29.5 3 74.2 25.
Eski?ehir 9.2 - 43.6 56.
Gaziantep 11. 6 1 54.0 45.
Giresun 8.7 — 82.1 17.
Gumu?hane 24.9 1 92.2 7.
Hakkari 2.1 — 78.0 22.
Hatay 6.4 - 64.8 35.
Isparta 7.1 - 55.6 48.
igel 2.8 - 57.2 43.
Istanbul 8.4 3 22.9 77.
Izmir 4.2 — 46.3 55.
Kars 7.7 1 85.7 14.
Kastamonu 6.0 — 80.0 20.
Kayseri 16.5 1 53.3 46.
Kirklareli 2.6 — 73.1 26.
Kir?ehir 13.8 - 78.9 21.
Kocaeli 18.1 1 61.8 38.
Konya 16.5 3 53.0 42.
Kutahya 14.3 — 71.7 28.
Malatya 19.9 1 58.8 41.
Manisa 9.3 1 72.1 27.
Kahraman Mara? 26.7 2 68.2 31.
Mardin 12.1 1 80.6 19.
Mugla 3.6 - 82.0 18.
Mu? 14. 7 1 85.4 14.
Nev?ehir 18.4 1 75.2 24.
Nigde 11.4 - 76.0 24.
Ordu 7.3 - 76.9 23.
Rize 21. 9 1 81.0 19.
Sakarya 18.2 1 68.0 31.
Samsun 13.4 1 76.8 23.
Siirt 9.5 — 53.9 46.
Sinop 7.7 — 87.4 12.
Sivas 25.7 3 70.0 28.
Tekirdag 3.3 — 62.9 36.
Tokat 18.2 1 72.8 26.
Trabzon 15.1 1 89.3 10.
Tunceli 2.6 — 70.8 29.
Urfa 17. 6 1 56.4 42.
U?ak 6.7 - 66.4 34.
Van 7.0 - 79.3 22.
Yozgat 21.5 1 87.3 12.
Zonguldak 8.2 1 64.0 35.
Compiled from: Ba?bakanlik Devlet Istatistik Enstitusu,
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14 Ekim 1973 Milletvekili Segimi Sonuglarl (Ankara: 
Ba§bakanlik Devlet Istatistik Enstitusu Matbaasi, 197*0.

Note: Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding
off.

The marginality factor that I have earlier discussed
may also have something to do with the NSP's success in
big metropolitan centers. Istanbul, Ankara, Izmir, and
Adana score highest in the development index that the State
Institute of Planning (Devlet Planlama Teskilati)has put
out. Eski^ehir occupies the eight place and has had a

70high rate of industrialization in recent years. Being 
the most developed industrial centers, they contain large 
numbers of people who have been adversely affected by 
industrialization, such as small traders and artisans. In 
Istanbul, for example, the NSP received the highest per­
centage of its votes from Beykoz, Eminonu, Eyiip, and Fatih 
in the 1973 election.^1 Three out of four of these elect­
oral districts—  Eminonu, Eyiip, and Fatih—  differ from 
others in the city in their cultural and economic tra­
ditionalism. Eminonu is a business district but it is more 
a business center of small traders and artisans (the famous 
Grand Bazaar is located here) than big industries. Eyiip and 
Fatih, on the other hand, are the most religiously conserv­
ative areas in the city. All three stand out as remnants 
of Ottoman Istanbul in terms of their physical surroundings. 
Beykoz, on the other hand, is an industrial center. In all 
four, the number of marginal people, marginal in terms of
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either their cultural outlook or economic activity or both, 
is probably quite high.

The appeal of the NSP to rural voters is also evident 
in the low degree of urbanization of the first ten adminis­
trative districts where-the NSP was most successful. As 
Table 10 indicates, of the ten, none have a higher level 
of urbanization than that of Turkey as a whole and only one 
approximates the average for all of Turkey. Similarly, the 
rate of urbanization in 7 out of 10 is slower than the 
average rate for the whole country.

TABLE 10
The Ten Administrative Districts where the NSP Received the 
Highest Percentage of its Votes in the 1973 Election, by 

Degree and Rate of Urbanization

Administrative Degree of Urbanization Rate of Urbanization 
District

ALL OP TURKEY 31.4 2.53
Erzurum 18.2 1.86
Elazig 31.4 4.52
Kahraman Marag 17.8 0.85
Sivas 15-3 1.17
Bingol 7.8 2.01
Gumughane 9.0 2.98
Adiyaman 13.6 1.93Rize 14.8 5.82
Qorum 13.1 0.0
Yozgat 9.1 0.55

Source: Turkiye Cumhuriyeti.Ba^bakanllk Devlet Planlama
Tegkilati, Turkiye*de iller Itibariyle Sosyo-Ekonomik 
Geligmiglik Endeksi (1963-1967) (Ankara, 1970), PP. 79-81.



The NSP’s relatively greater appeal to rural voters may 
be explained by the cultural traditionalism of the Turkish 
countryside. If we can assume that the NSP’s appeal to 
voters in general is mainly religious, then we can also 
assume that the party will have a stronger base in rural 
areas than in urban since rural Turkey is markedly more 
traditional than the urban. As I have pointed out in 
earlier chapters, Turkish peasants have been much slower 
than urban residents in accepting the idea of a secular 
state, especially one which controls religious activity. 
Peasant communities are tradition-bound, and for Turkish 
peasants, much of tradition stems from Islam. Hence, they 
would be more amenable to vote for a party, such as the 
NSP, which has established a religious image for itself and 
which promises, at least implictly, to guide Turkish society 
along Islamic principles.

As Table 11 shows, the regional distribution of the NSP 
votes in the 1973 election displays marked differences as 
one moves from more to less developed areas of the country.
In both the Mediterranean and the Aegean regions, which are 
among the most developed areas of Turkey, the NSP did 
fairly poorly. In the Mediterranean region, the NSP re­
ceived enough votes to send a deputy to the National Assembly 
from only one out of the six administrative districts in the 
region. In the Aegean, it could similarly muster enough 
strength only in one administrative district out of J . The 
exception is the Marmara region, which is also highly
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developed, where the NSP did fairly well.

TABLE 11
The Regional Strength of the NSP in the 1973 Election, by

Number of Deputies Elected

Region No. of Administrative Administrative No. of

Marmara

Districts in the 
Region

10

Districts 
which Sent an 
NSP Deputy to 
the Assembly
Istanbul, 
Kocaeli, 
Sakarya, 
Balikesir, 
Bursa

NSP
Deputies
Elected

Black Sea

East Anatolia

Mediterranean 
Central Anatolia

10

20

6

14

Zonguldak, 5
Samsun, Bolu, 
Trabzon, Rize
Kars, Agri, 18
Bingol, Mardin, 
Diyarbakxr, 
Gaziantep,
Elazig,
Erzurum,
Gumushane,
Adiyaman,
Maras, Malatya,
Urfa, Mus
Adana 1
Ankara, Konya, 16
Sivas, Yozgat, 
Nevsehir,
Afyon, Amasya,
Corum, Kayseri,
Tokat

Aegean Manisa

Compiled from: Basbakanlik Devlet istatistik Enstitiisu,
14 Ekim 1973 Milletvekili Secimi Sonuglan (Ankara: Bas­
bakanlik Devlet Istatistik Enstitusii Matbaasi, 1974).
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As Prey found in his survey of rural Turks, regional 
variations in religiosity correspond to levels of devel­
opment. The more developed regions consistently ranked 
lower in terms of the four indices that Frey used: reli­
gious knowledge, religious ritualism, religious saliency 
(the importance of religion in shaping the individual’s 
value system), and religious strictness. Furthermore, the 
less developed regions ranked highest with respect to
religious saliency and strictness, the two most extreme

72manifestations of religiosity among the four indices.
Since the majority of the NSP voters seem to support the 
party because of its religious outlook, the NSP's relative 
failure in the more developed regions of Turkey can be 
explained by the lower levels of religiosity of voters in 
these areas.

In contrast to the Mediterranean and the Aegean 
regions, the NSP’s major strongholds were the Central and 
Eastern Anatolian regions. In the Central, 16 NSP members 
were elected to the Assembly from 10 out of 14 administ­
rative districts in the region. In the Eastern, it did 
even better with 18 deputies elected from 14 out of 20 
districts. Indeed, the Eastern Anatolian region stands 
out as an area where the NSP is quite strong. The region’s
share of the total votes which the party received was 

7128.7 per cent. As Table 12 shows, of the 10 administ­
rative districts in all of Turkey which rank highest in 
terms of NSP votes, 6 are located in Eastern Anatolian,
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3 in Central Anatolian, and 1 in the Black Sea regions.

TABLE 12
The Ten Administrative Districts where the NSP Received the 

Highest Percentage of its Votes, 1973 Election

A d m i n i s t r a t i v e P e r  c e n t  o f  V o t e s R e g i o n  w h e r e  t h e
D i s t r i c t R e c e i v e d D i s t r i c t  i s  L o c a t e d

E r z u r u m 29- 5% E a s t  A n a t o l i a
E l a z i g 27.8 E a s t  A n a t o l i a
K a h r a m a n  M a r a ? 26. 7 E a s t  A n a t o l i a
S i v a s 25.7 C e n t r a l  A n a t o l i a
B i n g o l 25.5 E a s t  A n a t o l i a
G u m i i s h a n e 24. 9 E a s t  A n a t o l i a
A d i y a m a n 22.1 E a s t  A n a t o l i a
R i z e 21. 9 B l a c k  S e a
C o r u m 21. 7 C e n t r a l  A n a t o l i a
Y o z g a t 21.5 C e n t r a l  A n a t o l i a

Compiled from: Bashakanlik Devlet Istatistik Enstitiisu,
14 Ekim 1973 Milletvekili Secimi Sonuclari (Ankara: 
Bashakanlik Devlet Istatistik Enstitiisu Mat baa si, 197*0.

As Table 13 shows, the first ten administrative dist­
ricts where the NSP received the highest percentage of its 
votes rank quite low in terms of their level of development. 
None had a higher level of development in 1967 than the 
country’s over-all average. Of the ten, one (Bingol) 
ranked lowest among all the 67 administrative districts in 
Turkey. Seven out of the ten were among the twenty least 
developed districts in the country. Only one of the ten 
(Elazig) had a rank order of 18 out of 67. As Table 14 
shows, however, the rate of development of these ten 
administrative districts was markedly higher than their
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level of development. Five out of the ten had higher rates 
of development than the average rate for all of Turkey.
And two out of the ten (Elazig and Rlze) ranked second and 
third, respectively, In terms of their development rate 
among all the 67 districts.

TABLE 13
Level of Development of the Ten Administrative Districts 
where the NSP Received the Highest Percentage of its Votes,

1973 Election

Administrative District Index of Development, Rank Order
1967

A L L  OF T U R K E Y 138
E r z u r u m 76 47/67
E l a z i g 116 18/67
K a h r a m a n  M a r a ? 66 54/67
S i v a s 79 43/67
B i n g o l 35 67/67
G u m u ? h a n e 50 60/67
A d i y a m a n 49 62/67
R i z e 94 32/67
C o r u m 71 50/67
Y o z g a t 57 57/67

Source: Tiirkiye Cumhuriyeti.Bagbakanlik Devlet Planlama
Teskilati, Turkiye'de iller Itibariyle Sosyo-Ekonomik 
Geligmislik Endeksi (1963-1967) (Ankara, 1970), PP. 39b-40.

According to the pattern that emerges from these tables, 
the NSP has received the highest percentage of its votes 
in 1973 from the relatively less developed administrative 
districts of the country, most of which are located in the 
Eastern Anatolian region. However, although their levels 
of development are low, half of these districts have high
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TABLE 14
Rate of Development of the Ten Administrative Districts 
where the NSP Received the Highest Percentage of its Votes,

1973 Election

Administrative District Rate of Development Rank 0r<
1967

Elazig 161 2/67
Rize 155 3/67
Corum l4l 18/67
Kahraman Marag 140 21/67
Sivas 139 24/67
ALL OP TURKEY 138
Erzurum 137 30/67
Yozgat 137 31/67
Gumiighane 130 43/67
Adiyaman 129 51/67
Bingol 126 54/67

Source: Tiirkiye Cumhuriyeti.Basbakanlik Devlet Planlama
Te$kilati, Turkiye’de iller Itibariyle Sosyo-Ekonomik 
Geligmislik Endeksi (1963-1967) (Ankara, 1970), pp. 49-51.

rates of development. Moreover, as Table 10 indicates, 
most of them have low levels of urbanization. Only one 
(Elazig) has the same level of urbanization as the average 
level for the whole country. However, the rate of urban­
ization in three (Elazig, Gumiighane, and Rize) out of the 
ten is well above the average rate for Turkey. In other 
words, the NSP’s strength is greater in the less developed 
and less urban administrative districts of Turkey. But, 
some of these districts, despite their low levels of 
development and urbanization at present, display a marked
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p o t e n t i a l  f o r  c h a n g e .  Q u i t e  a  f e w  a r e  a m o n g  t h e  m o s t  

r a p i d l y  d e v e l o p i n g  a r e a s  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y .

W h a t  t h e s e  f i n d i n g s  i n d i c a t e  i s  t h a t  a  r e l i g i o u s  p a r t y ,

s u c h  a s  t h e  N S P ,  a p p e a l s  m o s t  t o  e i t h e r  v e r y  t r a d i t i o n a l  o r

t o  r a p i d l y  c h a n g i n g  c o m m u n i t i e s .  I n  t r a d i t i o n a l  a r e a s ,

s u c h  a s  E a s t e r n  A n a t o l i a ,  r e l i g i o n  p r o b a b l y  f u n c t i o n s  t o

r e i n f o r c e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s o c i a l  o r  e c o n o m i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .

E a s t e r n  A n a t o l i a  i s  a  r e g i o n  w h e r e  l a n d l o r d s  ( a g a ) a n d

r e l i g i o u s  s h e i k h s  a r e  v e r y  p o w e r f u l  i n  l o c a l  c o m m u n i t i e s

a n d  w h e r e  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  p r e f e r e n c e s  a r e  o f t e n  r e f l e c t e d

74
a m o n g  t h e  m a s s  v o t e r s  d u r i n g  e l e c t i o n s .  I n  t h e  c a s e  o f  

t h e  N S P ,  i t  i s  r e a s o n a b l e  t o  a s s u m e  t h a t  m u c h  o f  i t s  s u p p o r t  

i n  E a s t e r n  A n a t o l i a  c a n  b e  c o n n e c t e d  t o  w h a t  I  s h a l l  c a l l  

" d e p e n d e n c y  v o t i n g , "  n a m e l y ,  v o t i n g  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  n o t  

i n d i v i d u a l  c h o i c e  b u t  r a t h e r ,  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  p r e s s u r e  f r o m  

a  l o c a l  p a t r o n ,  a  r e l i g i o u s  l e a d e r ,  o r  t h e  l i k e .

T h e  d e f u n c t  N a t i o n a l  O r d e r  P a r t y ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  e s t a b ­

l i s h e d  l o c a l  p a r t y  u n i t s  t h r o u g h  f o r m i n g  l i n k s  w i t h  

i n f l u e n t i a l  r e l i g i o u s  l e a d e r s  i n  l o c a l  c o m m u n i t i e s .  T o  

r e c r u i t  s u c h  l e a d e r s ,  t h e  N O P  f o r m e d  r e c r u i t m e n t  c o m m i t t e e s  

w h o  v i s i t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s  o f  k n o w n  r e l i g i o u s  i n f l u e n c e  i n  

e a c h  l o c a l i t y .  S i n c e  m a n y  o f  t h e s e  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  h o w e v e r ,  

b e l o n g e d  t o  d i f f e r e n t  s e c t s ,  t h e  c o m m i t t e e  m e m b e r s  w o u l d  

p r e t e n d  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  f o l l o w e r s  o r  s y m p a t h i z e r s  o f  w h a t ­

e v e r  s e c t  t h e  p e r s o n  i n  q u e s t i o n  b e l o n g e d .  T h e  N O P  a l s o  

t o o k  c a r e  t o  i n c l u d e  i m a m s ,  m u e z z i n s ,  a n d  o t h e r  p e r s o n n e l  

o f  l o c a l  m o s q u e s  a s  a d  h o c  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  r e c r u i t m e n t



271

75committees. Since the National Salvation Party’s leader­
ship is the same as the defunct N O P ’s , it is probable that 
similar methods for recruiting party members or leaders 
as well as for voter mobilization were used by the NSP 
during the 1973 election.

If we look at the background data of the NSP members
elected to the Assembly from Eastern Anatolia, a number of
individuals stand out as prominent religious leaders or
spokesmen of religious causes. Hasan Buz of Elazig, for
example, is a graduate of the Higher Institute of Islam.
He worked for the Presidency of Religious Affairs and has
served as a vice-muftu of Elazig. Yanya Akdag of Erzurum
has been an active member of Associations for the Pounding
of Koran Courses and of the Associations for the Building
of Mosques. Mehmet Bozgeyik of Gaziantep is a student at
the Higher Institute of Islam. Mehmet Pamuk of Kahraman
Mara? was a preacher (vaiz)in Malatya and Is a graduate of
the Higher Institute of Islam. Fehim Adak of Mardin has been
a member of Associations for the Building of Mosques and
Associations for the Spreading of Knowledge (H i m , in this
context, religious knowledge). Omer Lutfi Zararslz of
Yozgat is a graduate of Imam-Hatip schools. He was a
preacher (vaiz) in Nigde at the time he stood for election
and has served as a member of several religious associations.
Finally, Abdurrahman Unsal of Adiyaman is the son of sheikh 

76Mehmet Unsal. No doubt, the influence of these people 
in their local communities as religious leaders was largely
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responsible for their electoral success.

A second reason for the strength of the NSP in Eastern
Anatolia may be found in the changing pattern of party
strengths in this region. During the 1950s, Eastern
Anatolia did not significantly deviate from other regions
in terms of the strength of the two-party vote. The two
major parties together received close to 90 per cent of the
total vote, although the RPP's strength in this region was
considerably higher than the D P ’s. After I960, however,
the two-party strength in Eastern Anatolia began to decline.
The major beneficiaries of this decline have been the minor

77parties and the independent candidates. In the 1973 
election, for example, the minor parties and the independent 
candidates received the highest percentage of their total 
votes from Eastern Anatolia while the two major parties did 
relatively less well in this region than in the country's 
other provinces. Once again, this change in voting patterns 
in Eastern Anatolia may be explained by the fact that 
individuals of social, economic, or religious standing, 
rather than party platforms, play a more important role in 
elections in this area. Hence, one frequent outcome of 
elections in this region is the high incidence of cross­
party voting from one election to the next as a result of 
changes in the party preferences of influential families,

r j  O

tribal or religious leaders.

In rapidly developing areas, on the other hand, voting 
on religious basis may be a manifestation of a protest
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against change. A religious party such as the NSP is 
likely to appeal to individuals who are psychologically, 
socially, or economically uncomfortable with the breaking 
down of traditional relationships and systems of value. 
Although the NSP advocates rapid industrialization which, 
many of its supporters may feel, is indeed inevitable, it 
promises to accomplish this within a more traditional social 
and cultural setting. In other words, it promises to ease 
the psychological and social burdens of industrialization 
by keeping stable the social and cultural aspects of 
change.

In his study of religious associations in Turkey,
Ahmet Yucekok has come up with a similar observation about
the role of religion in Turkish society. He has found that
pressure group activity is more pronounced, as would be
expected, in the relatively more developed areas of the
country. The ratio of religious associations to the total
number of interest groups is, however, also greater in the
more developed regions. This can be explained, he has
argued, by the fact that religion plays a dual role in
Turkish society. In the less developed areas, it functions
to defend the interests of dominant social or economic
groups. In the more developed regions, on the other hand,
it functions as a protest movement of individuals or groups
who have been ill-affected by rapid development. In either
case, the religious manifestation of support or protest

79against the status quo is conservative in nature.
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The NSP's emergence as the third major party in the 
1973 election, which has enabled it to assume power as a 
partner in two different coalition governments, indicates 
that religion is indeed a salient factor in the political 
behavior of a sector of the Turkish electorate. However, 
the party's limited success in the elections when compared 
with the two major parties also indicates that religion, 
by itself, is not a sufficient factor for electoral mobil­
ization. Although it is true that the NSP’s program con­
tains a number of issues other than religion, its public 
image as a religious party probably limits its appeal to 
individuals who are either discontent with Kemalist 
secularism because of their high sense of religiosity or 
who have been adversely affected by modernization and 
turned to religion as a means of political protest.
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CHAPTER VI

A COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE ON RELIGION AND POLITICAL 
DEVELOPMENT: BUDDHISM AND POLITICS IN SRI LANKA

I.

In the preceeding chapters, I have attempted to trace 
the interaction between religion and politics during the 
transition of Turkish society from an Islamic empire into a 
Westernized nation-state. In doing so, I have tried to 
emphasize that modernity and tradition often go hand in 
hand and that religiously-inspired forms of political 
behavior represent one, among many, responses of tra­
ditional communities to problems of modernization. Although 
the saliency of religion in social and political life is 
often seen as a threat to the modernization process by 
nationalist elites, I have also argued that religion can 
be an instrumental factor in political development insofar 
as it contributes to the mobilization of the countryside.

The ever present gap between the city and the country 
in terms of conflicting social arrangements and systems 
of value, which is discernible even in the highly developed 
industrial countries of the West, becomes a salient factor 
of politics in societies which have recently adopted com­
petitive political systems. Traditional appeals reassert 
themselves in political life with the entry of the rural 
masses into the electoral process. Confronted with 
opposition parties willing to politicize parochial demands 
in order to gain votes, the ruling modernizing elite are
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faced with the dilemma of either making a compromise of 
their initial goals or continuing to pursue their former 
policies and as a result, risk a loss of elections. In 
either case, earlier expectations that modernization can 
only follow a forward course prove to be too optimistic.
The conservatism of the countryside towards processes of 
cultural change works in favor of tradition with the 
extension of the suffrage to rural masses.

The role of religion in political processes is one aspect 
of this amalgam of modernity and tradition. Although during 
the initial phases of the modernization process, there is 
a discernible trend towards a greater secularization of 
social and political life at the national level, a latent 
reaction to the neglect of traditional value systems be­
comes manifest as soon as modernization brings with it 
mass participation in politics. The assertion of religiously- 
based political alignments is one response of newly poli­
ticized masses to the enforcement, by the modernizing 
elite, of an alien culture on traditional societies. By 
an alien culture, I refer to that brought about by the 
modernization process itself. Modernization involves not 
only economic change but also a transformation of value 
systems, of social norms, of accepted forms of behavior and 
of living styles. All of these changes represent an 
alternative cultural pattern to that of traditional com­
munities. The rejection of this imposed cultural change 
often takes the form of political demands for greater
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recognition of religious traditions or of a community's 
ethnic/religious distinctiveness.

In this chapter, I shall attempt to discuss Sri Lanka's 
political development in terms of the role religion played 
in it in order to bring a comparative perspective to my 
study of the problem within the Turkish context. The 
advantages of including such a comparative chapter are 
obvious: it demonstrates that Turkey shares at least one,
if not more, of the problems of modernization with another 
country also undergoing rapid modernization; it imbues

generalizations with greater validity; and it helps detach 
the researcher from the specific cultural biases that he 
may have acquired during the course of studying one 
particular cultural milieu.

Lest Sri Lanka and Turkey seem unlikely candidates for 
a comparative analysis from either a spatial or a his­
torical perspective, it might be useful to point out, at 
the outset, the logic of comparison in this chapter. To 
begin with, any developing country may be compared with 
any other in terms of the common characteristics and prob­
lems that they share. Chief among them are problems of 
social and economic justice, insufficient economic pro­
ductivity and technical know-how and, last but not least, 
problems of national integration, political legitimacy, 
authority, and participation. At this general level of 
comparison, Sri Lanka and Turkey have much in common with 
other developing countries. However, what differentiates
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both from most of the developing countries of Asia, Africa, 
and Latin America is that they are among the very few 
which have been able to sustain democratic institutions and 
processes for a considerable period of time,''- although not 
without some serious setbacks.

At a more specific level, a comparison of Sri Lanka and 
Turkey reveals some striking similarities as well as dif­
ferences. The former include:

(1) Historically, there has been a distinct elite- 
mass cleavage in both countries with highly significant 
political consequences. One aspect of this cleavage has 
been the separation between the official, orthodox religion 
of the urban centers on the one hand, and the folk religion 
of the villages on the other.

(2) In both countries, this gap between elite and mass 
cultures widened under the impact of modernization. The 
nationalist leaders in Sri Lanka and Turkey interpreted 
modernization largely in terms of Westernization. In 
Turkey, the rigid implementation of secularism by the 
Kemalist elite during the one-party period was a major 
factor in the disenchantment of the peasantry with the 
modernization program of the ruling Republican People's 
Party. In Sri Lanka, the nationalist leadership consciously 
sought to underplay communal and religious differences by 
ignoring the demands of the Buddhist majority for a reli­
gious/cultural revival which led to a growing feeling of 
resentment among the rural strata. In both cases, the



285

aspirations of the modernizing elite excluded any pro­
motion of folk culture and traditions.

(3) With the transition to competitive politics in both 
Turkey and Sri Lanka, elite-mass differences became poli­
ticized along distinctly religious lines. In both count­
ries, the opposition parties were led by former members
of the nationalist elite who succeeded in mobilizing the 
rural strata through being attentive to the cultural and 
economic demands of the countryside.

(4) As a result, both countries have experienced re­
ligious conflict. This has been more pronounced and dra­
matic in the case of Sri Lanka where the stru ggle is between 
two different ethnic and religious communities: the 
Sinhalese-Buddhist majority and the Tamil-Hindu minority.
In contrast, upheavals of a religious nature have been 
rather sporadic in Turkey and have mostly occurred during 
the early years of the Republic.

On the other hand, there are also some striking dif­
ferences between the two countries. Briefly, these 
include the following:

(1) Different patterns of historical development. The 
Turkish Republic was established on the ruins of the Ottoman 
Empire and inherited a long tradition of self-rule from 
Its past. In marked contrast, Sri Lanka has been a colony 
for much of its modern history. From the beginning of the 
15th century until the middle of the 20th, the people of 
Sri Lanka have been under the continuous occupation and
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control of first the Portuguese, then the Dutch, and 
finally, the British. This difference in historical legacy 
is important in understanding the impact of religion on the 
political development of the two countries. In Sri Lanka, 
religious revivalism to a large extent was in response to 
past colonial administrations at whose hands the indigenous 
culture had suffered. In the Turkish Republic, on the 
other hand, the reassertion of religious values in politics 
was a result of a reaction by the mass electorate to the 
rigid interprepation of secularism by the Kemalist elite 
who deliberately had sought to minimize the historical role 
of Islam .in Turkish society.

(2) Different socio-cultural settings. Sri Lanka is a 
plural society with distinct sub-national communities along 
ethnic, religious, and linguistic lines. The majority of 
Sri Lanka's people are Sinhalese most of whom are Buddhist 
and speak Sinhalese. The largest minority group are the 
Tamils who are predominantly Hindus and speak Tamil. There 
are also a number of smaller minority groups such as the 
Moors and the Burghers. In addition, there are differences 
between sub-groups within each community. For example, 
there is a discernible cultural cleavage and mutual feelings 
of mistrust between the up-country and the low-country 
Sinhalese. Similar distinctions exist between the Ceylon 
and Indian Tamils and Ceylon and Indian Moors.

Compared with Sri Lanka, Turkey has a more homogeneous 
population, at least along religious lines. The majority
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of the Turks are Sunni Muslims but there is also a sizable 
number of Muslims belonging to the Alevi sect, although 
their numbers are unknown. Ethnically, the majority of the 
Turkish people are Turks, the largest minority being the 
Kurds of the Eastern and the Southeastern regions. In 
contrast to periodic outbursts of communal violence in Sri 
Lanka, the Turkish government has so far been better able 
to contain communal conflicts, although Kurdish uprisings 
posed a serious problem to the Kemalist regime in the 
formative years of the Republic.

The cultural heritage of both countries is intimately 
tied with their geographical location as well as their 
religious traditions. Prom that point of view, Sri Lanka's 
society reveals important differences from the Turkish—  

differences of philosophy, literature, music, architecture, 
life style, social structure (e.g., the caste system), to 
name a few. The logic of comparison in this chapter, there­
fore, is neither spatial nor historical but topical and 
systematic: it rests on the problem to be investigated.

II.

To compare the nature of the major religions in Turkey 
and Sri Lanka is a good starting point in revealing the 
differences of historical experience in the two countries.
As I have discussed in Chapter II, Islam is a political 
religion which emphasizes the importance of building an 
Islamic community on the bases of a divine design. It is
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also an "organic religion," to follow Smith's classifi-
pcation, which theoretically lacks an organized church that 

has internal autonomy and a separate identity from the 
rest of society. In contrast, Buddhism is apolitical since 
theologically history has no relevance for the Buddhist in 
his individual salvation. At the same time, it is a "church 
religion" with an organized body of Buddhist monks within 
the powerful Sangha.

The Buddhists of Sri Lanka, who make up about 65 per
3cent of the total population, belong to the Theravada sect 

(The Way of the Elders), which is more orthodox in its 
interpretation of doctrine than Mahayana Buddhism. The- 
revada Buddhism spread to Sri Lanka and was accepted as a

4state religion around the 3rd century B. C. It is today
the dominant sect, in addition to Sri Lanka, among the
Buddhists of Burma, Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia. Mahayana
Buddhism, on the other hand, has followers in Nepal, Sikkim,

5China, Korea, and Japan.

According to Therevada Buddhism, man's relationship to 
the world is understood in terms of a cyclical pattern of 
life. The individual is caught up in "a wheel of rebirth," 
the Samsara, and experiences a series of births and rebirths 
throughout his existence. The moral principle guiding 
these different levels of existence is explained by the 
concept of karma which determines an individual's rewards 
and punishments in his future existences on the basis of his 
former performance. But whether the individual is rewarded
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or punished in his next existence makes little difference 
in his salvation since in either case, his actions merely 
lead him to another life. Because life is equated with 
suffering in Buddhist philosophy, the tragedy of the in­
dividual lies in the inattainability of death. He can 
achieve happiness only through total extinction. However, 
as long as his actions, whether morally good or bad, have 
consequences, they will lead him not to the happy state of 
death but merely to another life.^

The aim of the Buddhist, therefore, is to eliminate all 
action which leads to consequences. Consequential acts 
stem from individual's desires. Since everything in the 
world is unreal and since existence itself has no meaning 
but only involves suffering, the individual's aim should be 
to destroy the causes of his suffering. Suffering is due 
to the individual's ego and his false search for the 
satisfaction of his desires. To eliminate suffering, 
therefore, man has to extinguish his desires and destroy 
his ego, and this is possible only through following the

g
right course of conduct.

To achieve a release from all desire, the individual 
should follow an "Eightfold Path." Buddhist teaching spells 
out in detail eight correct means of acting in this world. 
They involve the individual's mastery over his mind and 
body: he should have right views, right motives, right
speech, right conduct, right pursuits, right efforts, right 
mindfulness, and right concentration. And rightness is
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further defined in terms of abstention from killing, lying,
stealing, sensuality, and intoxicating drugs or beverages.
The’individual who follows the eightfold path and these five
moral rules will find the "Middle Way," the happy medium
between the extremes of suffering and pleasure. More
importantly, he will reach the state of Nirvana, which is
the extinction of all desires and therefore of life, the
release from the wheel of rebirth, the final state of non- 

9existence.

In contrast to Islam, there is no philosophy of history 
in Buddhism. The search for the attainment of Nirvana is 
purely individualistic without any social or political over­
tones. The worldly orientation of Islam is totally absent 
in Buddhism. On the contrary, as Spiro points out, Buddhism 
is a religion of otherworldly asceticism.1  ̂ Since worldly 
activity brings only suffering, and since everything in the 
world is in a state of impermenance (i.e., in a continous 
cycle of being created and recreated), the individual’s 
salvation rests in the recognition that the world is mean­
ingless and that escape from the world and from suffering 
can come about through the renunciation of reality and the 
search for nothingness.11 The individual is alone in this 
attempt to renounce the world. He cannot look for direction 
to the community of the faithful, as a Muslim can, nor 
appeal to God, since Buddhism rejects the concept of an 
omnipotent being. It is not through prayers, or ceremonies, 
but through the perfection of his own mind by following the
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12eightfold path that man will lead himself to salvation.
Social relationships or political arrangements have no
relevance whatsoever to this lonely struggle. History is
not any more relevant either since it has no destiny to be
valued. It moves in no meaningful direction. Nor should
the individual attempt to change its course since there is
neither any divine command to do so, as there is in Islam,

13nor anything to be gained from it.

Because the pursuit of individual salvation in Buddhism
requires the renunciation of the world, it was reserved only
for a religious elite who could lead a life of contemplation
in a monastic order. The Buddhist monastery, the Sangha,
became a powerful organization of the devotee. For the
laity, the adherence to the five moral rules (abstention
from killing, stealing, lying, sensuality, and intoxicating
drugs or beverages) as well as a life of merit-making
through support of the monastic order were accepted as
sufficient for salvation, if not from the cycle of rebirths,
at least from punishments in future lives. By the 3rd
century B. C., there had already developed a gap between
the orthodox Buddhism of the monks and the folk religion
of the laity. The latter combined some of the orthodox
teachings of the Buddha with a belief in gods, demons,
magic, and a cult of worship of both the Buddha himself and

14the lesser gods. This religious syncretism was encouraged 
by the orthodoxy so that the needs of the laity could be 
met with a secondary, and less demanding, "religion of the
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„15masses."

In Sri Lanka, the diversion between orthodox Buddhism and
folk religion had interesting social consequences. The
extreme individualistic orientation of Buddhism was ill-
suited to the communal needs of the Sinhalese villagers.
The Buddhist religion had no rituals and therefore offered
no opportunities for congregational activities. Moreover,
its atheistic orientation deprived it from one of the most
appealing aspects of any religion to mass imagination,
namely, the promise of help from an all-powerful deity in
daily living. Hence, the gap created by the asocial and
ascetic nature of Buddhism was filled by the folk religion
of the masses with its chain of gods and demons from whom
the villagers could ask assistance for better crops, curing
of diseases, elimination of famines, fertility, etc. It
also performed a social function of bringing the community

1 &together during rituals and ceremonies.

The Buddhist orthodoxy allowed the development of this 
second religion partially because it did not emerge as an 
alternative to Buddhism but rather existed side by side with 
it, the two performing different functions in Sinhalese 
society. Whereas Buddhism concerned itself with the indi­
vidual’s preparation for a next life, magical-animism pro­
vided him with direction in mundane affairs. But there was 
a second, and more important, reason for the orthodoxy's 
tolerance of folk religion. The religious elite very early 
recognized that mass support of the Sangha in the form of
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providing material assistance to hermit monks involved in
their own individual salvation would be unlikely to come
unless the masses were offered tangible rewards in return.
Since Buddhism itself could promise no such rewards, a
popular religion supplementing the orthodox version was

17found to be an organizational necessity. Indeed, alms-
18giving is today an organized communal activity and the 

upkeep of both Buddhist temples (viharas ) and the temples 
of the sub-gods (devales ) is provided through the donations 
of the laity.

This duality in the religious field also created a dual 
culture. Much like the dichotomy in Ottoman society bet­
ween, on the one hand, an Ottoman palace culture, and on the 
other, a folk culture of the masses, there also developed 
two distinct cultural heritages in Sri Lanka. Buddhism 
created its own cultural forms as did magical-animism. 
Buddhist literature, sculpture, architecture, etc. differed 
in style from the folk arts and were often found to be 
superior in sophistication to the latter.

Whereas in Ottoman Turkey, the political nature of Islam 
created a powerful religious institution which assumed 
important social and political functions despite the fact 
that Islam recognizes no organized clergy, the reverse 
process took place in Sri Lanka. Although the otherworldly 
asceticism of Buddhism theologically deemphasizes religious 
involvement in political affairs, the importance that 
Buddhism gives to religious institutionalization resulted in
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the close alliance of the state with the monastic order.

Buddhism spread to Sri Lanka from India, where it ori-
21ginated, in the 3rd century B. C. and served as the state

religion of Sri Lanka until the British control of the whole
22island in the 19th century. The collaboration between 

church and state took its expression in the reciprocal 
support of religious institutions by the rulers and of the 
state by the clergy. The unity between the two was 
expressed by the religious functions of the ruler and the 
political functions of the clergy.

In order to have the legitimate right to rule, the king
of Sri Lanka had to be a Buddhist and perform duties as
the secular head of the Sasana, or the religious system.

23These duties involved the "purification of the Sasana,11
i.e., the expulsion of heretics within the monastic order; 
the elimination of corruption among the monks; the settle­
ment of their disputes; and the financial support of the 

24Sangha. Although in ancient Sinhalese thought, the kings 
were conceived of having no divine powers, the meaning of 
kingship underwent change as kings gradually came to be

O Cviewed as lesser divinities (Bodhisattvas), and the idea
that rulers are Buddhist god-kings became an established

, 26 concept.

The bhikkhus (Buddhist monks), in turn, exercised con­
siderable control over state affairs although they refrained 
from direct involvement in politics. This took the form of
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supporting kings whom they considered beneficial to the 
interests of the Sangha and even imposed the ascension to 
the throne of rulers which they favored, without taking 
into account the rules of succession. Much like the ulema 
in the Ottoman Empire, the bhikkus in Sri Lanka had strong 
influence on the masses and used it as a weapon of control 
over the rulers. The legitimacy of kings and the con­
tinuation of their rule depended on securing the support 
of the monastic order. The rulers, therefore, were careful 
to avoid conflicts with the Sangha and to demonstrate their 
interest in Buddhism by donating money or land to Buddhist 
monasteries, organizing religious festivals, building new
temples, levying taxes on consumer goods which were used

27for the maintenance of religious shrines, etc.

Hence, with the acceptance of Buddhism as a state 
religion, the Sangha became a powerful organization per-

2 3forming various religious, social, and political functions.
As in traditional Ottoman society, education was largely
in the control of the clergy and the monasteries became
educational centers with bhikkhus acting as teachers even
in remote villages. Like the medreses in the Ottoman Empire,
the pirivenas in Sri Lanka became important institutions

29of learning and disseminators of the elite culture. More­
over, by controlling the educational process, the bhikkus 
played the crucial role of acting as agents of national 
unity. Their support of state authority was especially
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important in the initial legitimization and institution­
alization of political power in Sri Lanka during the 3rd

31and 2nd centuries B. C.

The monastic order derived its powerful position in 
traditional Sri Lanka society from the development of
a peculiar land ownership system in Sri Lanka which has

32been called "monastic landlordism." This system began
33to operate around the 10th century, and remnants of it

34still remain in effect in up-country Sri Lanka. Its
development can be linked to the merit-making ethic of
Buddhist laymen according to which individual salvation in
future existences was believed to depend on financial support
of the monastic order.. Besides almsgiving to monks, such
support often took the form of donating land to the Sangha.
By the end of the 10th century, the moTlasteries had already

35accumulated large areas of irrigated lands.

Although initially, the administration of these monastic 
properties was left to elected heads of individual monast­
eries, the elective principle gradually changed in favor of 
a less rational system of "pupillary succession." On the 
basis of this latter system, influential families belonging 
to high-status castes virtually came to own monastic proper­
ties as chief monks of the monastery began to appoint

O /T

either their pupils or a relative as successors. Today, 
the ownership of temple property is closely connected with 
kinship patterns as property rights are arranged on patri­
lineal lines. Members of a specific kinship group rather



297

than just any pupil, as the rule of "pupillary succession"
would have it, are vested with the right to inherit monastic 

37property.

This monastic landlordism was reinforced by a feudal 
land tenure system called rajakariya (temple service).
The lands granted to the temples by private individuals or 
by the crown were rented to tenant cultivators who were 
under a legal obligation to work the land. Such a depend­
ency relationship between the temple authorities and the 
crown provided economic security to the former and poli­
tical support for the latter. While the monastic over­
lords benefited from obligatory temple service as well as 
tax exemptions on monastic holdings, they in turn performed 
political services for the king by upholding his legitimacy

O O
and by keeping the peasant population apolitical. Temple 
service is still in effect in present-day Sri Lanka and the

39performance of temple duty continues to be enforced by law. 

III.

The dependence of the Sangha on state protection meant 
that Buddhism could flourish only under a Buddhist state. 
Indeed, it suffered neglect and disunity once Sri Lanka 
became a colony. The Portuguese were the first colonial 
power to establish domination over most parts of the island 
and their rule lasted for more than a century (1517-1655). 
During that time, Buddhism in Sri Lanka witnessed a brutal 
suppression as Buddhist temples were destroyed, sacred books
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burned, and Buddhists barred from holding governmental 
offices. At the same time, the Portuguese engaged in a 
widespread campaign of proselytism as missionary activities 
were encouraged and Catholic churches built throughout the 
island.

When the Dutch ousted the Portuguese in 1655, the 
Buddhists enjoyed a comparative freedom for a while. The 
Dutch at first directed their efforts towards the persecution 
of Roman Catholics who had become a sizable community under 
the Portuguese. However, once the Portuguese left the 
country, the Dutch followed their example of spreading their 
own faith, this time Protestantism, through persecuting the 
native Buddhists. As during the previous century, social 
and political mobility came to depend on religious affi­
liation. Unless a Buddhist, a Hindu, or a Muslim converted 
to Protestantism and became a member of the -church, he could 
neither hold an official position in the government nor 
even be allowed to farm land. Buddhists were heavily taxed
and their inheritance rights were severely restricted. As

111a result, many of them converted to Protestantism.

But it was during British rule (1796-19^8) that Buddhism 
suffered its greatest losses. The Portuguese and the Dutch 
had been able to control only parts of the island. The up- 
country Kandyan Kingdom had successfully resisted foreign 
intervention and had remained a citadel of Buddhism through­
out Portuguese and Dutch rule. However, the Kandyan Dynasty 
came under British control in 1815 when the Kandyan chiefs
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sided with the British against the Kandyan monarchy. This
meant that Buddhism was no longer the state religion on any
part of the island. Although the British guaranteed the
protection of Buddhism by the Kandyan Convention of 1815,
such guarantees stayed on paper as Buddhism entered into a

4 2new phase of decline.

The fall of the Kandyan Kingdom signalled not only the 
end of the last Buddhist state in Sri Lanka but also trans­
ferred the bases of legitimacy from Buddhist god-kings to 
British governors. Since very early times in the history of 
the nation, political legitimacy had come to be identified 
with a network of religious symbols. The possession of the 
Buddha’s alms bowl, of the branch from the Bodhi tree, the 
Sacred Tooth of the Buddha, and other relics had been con-

48sidered a prerequisite for legitimate political rule.
That is to say, traditionally, political legitimacy had a 
religious base. The transfer of these symbols of authority 
to the British meant that the latter’s legitimacy had gained 
religious sanction as far as the mass of the Buddhist pop­
ulation was concerned. For example, a rebellion instigated 
by the Kandyan chiefs against the British in 1818 was 
suppressed when the rebels learned that the Tooth Relic was
in the possession of the British, a fact which left them

44without a justifiable cause for revolt.

The British sought to spread Protestantism and Western 
culture in Sri Lanka through (a) using the educational system 
as a means of proselytism, (b) encouraging missionary
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activity, (c) giving state support to Christian churches,
(d) disestablishing the Buddhist Sangha by depriving it of 
its financial bases, and (e) encouraging conversion to 
Christianity by blocking access to civil service jobs to 
the Buddhists.

The educational policy of the British administration in
Sri Lanka was designed to terminate the historical role of
B u d d h i s m  i n  e d u c a t i o n a l  m a t t e r s .  T h r o u g h  a  n u m b e r  o f

crucial decisions, Buddhist educational institutions were
deprived of their former role in shaping the life of the
Sinhalese according to Buddhist culture and system of values.
On the recommendation of a commission sent by the British
government, the Colebrooke Commission of 1829, Sinhalese and
Tamil schools were closed down in 1832 and in their place
five English schools were founded. This was followed by
the establishment of the Colombo Academy in 1836, later
called the Royal College. By 1848, the number of English

45schools had risen to 60. These schools were at first
administered by the Church of England in Sri Lanka and later
by the School Commissions composed of members of the clergy
and government officials. Most received government grants
and geared their curriculum to Christian education. At the
time Sri Lanka received independence from Britian (1948),
the most important boys’ secondary schools were Christian,
with the exception of the Royal College, which was a secular

46institution, and four Buddhist schools.
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B e s i d e s  s p r e a d i n g  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  f a i t h ,  t h e r e  w a s  o f

course a second reason for the British emphasis on education.
Through the educational system, the colonial governors of
Sri Lanka hoped to use the native elite, who had received
a Western education and were therefore sympathetic towards
the British, as intermediaries between themselves and the
local population. Frederick North, who was the first
governor of Sri Lanka and the most controversial of the

Zi 7
B r i t i s h  g o v e r n o r s ,  ' b l u n t l y  s u g g e s t e d  t h i s  t o  t h e  B r i t i s h

government. North's primary concern as governor was to
propagate Christianity. To that end, he proposed that
Sinhalese and Tamil youths be sent to England to be
educated as parish priests who would, upon their return,
use their position to keep the natives content with British
administration. Although North's proposal was rejected,
he nevertheless carried out his policy through locally

48training native youths.

The imposition of British culture and of Protestantism
on the population of Sri Lanka through the educational
system was reinforced by a parallel effort of encouraging
m i s s i o n a r y  a c t i v i t y  a n d  g i v i n g  s t a t e  s u p p o r t  t o  C h r i s t i a n

churches. Since the British educational institutions were
officially connected with the church establishment, their
administration was largely left in the hands of missionary 

49bodies. By 1872, the number of missionary schools had
cr n

risen to 402 with over 25s000 enrolled students. At 
the same time, the Dutch effort to convert the native elite
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to Christianity through limiting civil service jobs to 
Christians was continued by the British. Although the 
British formally abolished the Dutch rule that only Christ­
ians could hold governmental jobs, the system of choosing 
bureaucrats on the basis of their religious affiliation
nevertheless was in effect informally during the British

51administration as well.

But the major blow to Buddhism in Sri Lanka came with 
the financial losses that the Sangha suffered under the 
British. As I have pointed out, the close association 
between the Sangha and the state throughout much of Sri 
Lanka’s history had been a crucial factor in the financial, 
and therefore social and political, strength of Buddhism on 
the island. The survival of the Sangha as an institution 
had always depended on the financial support and protection 
that it received from the state. The British withdrawal 
of such support, coupled with a counter-support to Christian 
churches and missionary bodies, did much towards weakening 
the institutional basis of Buddhism and ultimately, its 
impact on society.

Between 1819 and 1900, much of temple land was exprop­
riated by the British government and sold to English plant-

52ers, to be developed as tea and coffee estates. Some of
this property was transferred to missionary churches and 

53schools. Based on the estimate of a Buddhist Committee
of Inquiry set up in 1954, the temples lost 800,000 acres

54of land during this period. In addition, the abolishment
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55of rajakariya by the British administration in 1832
deprived the Sangha.of free service on its property.
Instead of rajakariya duty, the tenants on temple lands
could now pay a small sum of money. This led to the neglect
of temples and their property as well as a decrease in their
activities, such as organizing religious festivals or 

56rites.

After 1840, Buddhist priests lost their legal status
when Mackenzie, then the governor of Sri Lanka, refused the
appointment of priests to various temples. This had been
among the traditional duties of Sinhalese kings, and the
British had promised to perform it by the terms of the 1815
Kandyan Convention. Mackenzie’s decision meant that the
priests could no longer sue tenants who failed to pay rent
or perform due services, since, in a court of law, they had
no document to prove that the British government had

57confirmed their appointments.

IY.

The revival of Buddhism in Sri Lanka and the emergence 
of Buddhist nationalism as a distinct political movement has 
to be understood against this colonial background. The 
bitterness with which Sri Lanka’s Buddhists assess the 
impact of British administration on Buddhism is well 
documented in a report of the Buddhist Committee of Inquiry, 
which was set up in 195^ following the resolution of the 
33rd annual conference of the All-Ceylon Buddhist Congress
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58held a year earlier. The general tone of the report was 
one of resentment against the neglect and the consequent 
decline of Buddhism In Sri Lanka during British rule. 
Although the British later modified some of their earlier 
policies (in the educational field, for example, the 
British administration gradually recognized its respon­
sibility of providing help to vernacular schools), and 
although British rule no doubt set the bases of a secular 
state in Sri Lanka, the fact nevertheless remains that 
Christian culture was imposed on the indigenous population 
at the expense of Buddhism.

The beginnings of a national protest movement and of a
growing self-assertiveness of the native population go back
to the last quarter of the 19th century. The founding of
the Buddhist Theosophical Society in 1880 was a landmark in
the revival of interest in Buddhist culture. Prom 1880
until the end of the century, a number of both Buddhist and
Hindu organizations were established with the purpose of
restoring indigenous cultures. Several publications in
Sinhalese and Tamil languages also emerged which aimed to

59back up the effort towards a cultural revival.

The political counterpart of this cultural revivalism 
was the emergence of political organizations during the first 
quarter of the 20th century which formed the nuclei of the 
independence movement. In 1916, the Ceylon Reform League 
was founded which was followed, a year later, by the
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founding of the Ceylon National Association and of the Ceylon 
National Congress in 1919. Quite early, however, various 
active groups within the nationalist movement began to get 
organized along distinctly ethnic-religious lines. The 
Ceylon National Congress, for example, although initially 
formed as an all-inclusive organization, became identified 
with the low-country Sinhalese. The up-country Sinhalese 
formed their own organizations, the Kandyan Association in 
1918 and the Kandyan National Assembly in 1924. The Tamils 
founded the All-Ceylon Tamil Conference in the early 1930s 
and the All-Ceylon Tamil Congress in 1944. The Muslim 
interests were represented by the Ceylon Muslim League, 
founded in 1932, and the All-Ceylon Moors’ Association. 
Finally, the Europeans organized themselves around the

6 0European Association founded in 1927*

Hence, instead of establishing a united front against 
the British, various ethno-religious groups in Sri Lanka 
began to use the nationalist movement for parochial ends.
No doubt, this diversity of interests reflected the high 
fragmentation of Sri Lanka's society. As I have earlier 
pointed out, Sri Lanka is a plural society which is divided 
into distinct ethnic, linguistic, and religious groups.
The Sinhalese are in the majority (70 per cent of the 
population), speak Sinhalese, and are predominantly 
Buddhists. Of these, 38 per cent come from rural areas 
of ’’Kandyan" or hill-country districts and hence are known 
as the Kandyan Sinhalese. Although not much of a linguistic
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or religious difference exists between the up and the low- 
country Sinhalese, there is nevertheless a feeling of mis­
trust, on the part of the Kandyan Sinhalese, of the more 
sophisticated, better educated, and urban low-country 
dwellers. The Tamils are the major minority group and 
make up approximately 23 per cent of the total population. 
They speak Tamil and are largely Hindus. Of these, 11 per 
cent are Ceylon Tamils and 12 per cent are Indian Tamils.
The Moors make up about 6.3 per cent of the total population, 
5.7 per cent of which are Ceylon Moors and 0.6 per cent 
Indian Moors. They are of Arab descent and hence are 
Muslims. Linguistically, they are divided on the basis of 
their place of settlement and speak either Tamil or Sinha­
lese depending on whether they live in Tamil or Sinhalese 
surroundings. Finally, there are the Burghers who are 
descendents of mixed marriages between the natives, on the 
one hand, and the Portuguese, the Dutch, or the British, 
on the other. They are predominantly Christian with English
as their mother-tongue. A very small percentage of Malays,

61Veddhas, and Europeans also live on the island.

What this social framework presents us is a society 
that is highly fragmented along ethnic, linguistic, and 
religious lines. The nationalist movement in Sri Lanka, 
therefore, has to be interpreted as both a reaction to 
colonial domination and as an assertion of communal soli­
darities. Sri Lanka’s independence was rather easily 
achieved and came about as a by-product of the Indian
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independence movement. The absence of an intense struggle 
for independence meant that different communal groups did 
not have to organize themselves around national goals but 
rather, could press for specific communal interests. Hence, 
the independence movement created not national but communal 
solidarity networks. The absence of a unified effort 
towards independence prevented the development of oppor­
tunities for the creation of a strong nationalist movement 
which would mobilize different ethnic, linguistic, or 
religious groups under a common cause. It is significant 
that the history of the independence movement in Sri Lanka 
was characterized by the struggle of different ethnic 
groups to secure their own interests. For example, many 
of the problems that developed subsequent to the drafting 
of three constitutions (the 1920 Constitution, the Donough- 
more Constitution of 1931 and the Soulbury Constitution of 
19^6) related to questions of territorial versus communal 
representation. The Constitution of 19^8, which gave Sri 
Lanka full political independence, provided a compromise 
formula which secured adequate representation for minority 
groups but left the problem of political integration un­
solved. The way political parties and the national elite 
responded to this challenge reflects the strong influence 
of the indigenous culture on political life and explains 
why formal political institutions, although closely modelled
on the British example, were inadequate in themselves to

6 2provide for a stable political system.
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Since independence, ethnic, religious, linguistic and 
other traditional differentiations have constituted the 
major lines of cleavages in Sri Lanka's politics. The 
first party with a substantial following to emerge in 
Sri Lanka's political life was the United National Party 
(UNP), founded by D. S. Senanayake, who had been an 
important political figure since the 1920s. Senanayake's 
UNP came to power in the first elections held in 19^7 and 
stayed in power until 1956. Senanayake had a wide following 
in the countryside and among different ethnic groups. He 
sought to widen his appeal through incorporating the 
interests of various communal groups into the program of 
his party. His emphasis on Sri Lanka's nationalism, which 
would supersede communal solidarities, was indeed effective 
in securing the support of minority groups. Among the 
most important organizations that joined the UNP were the 
Ceylon National Congress, the Ceylon Muslim League, and the 
Sinhala Maha Sabha. The latter was an organization founded 
by S. W. R. D. Bandaranaike in 1937 with the purpose of 
representing Sinhalese/Buddhist interests.

Hence, for a short period, the UNP was able to integrate 
different groups within its ranks thanks to its reputation 
as an interethnic and interfaith party. In the early 1950s, 
however, the UNP gradually began to lose its former strength 
because of leadership conflicts. In 1951, intra-elite 
rivalries between the Senanayake and Bandaranaike families 
resulted in a fundamental rift within the UNP. Senanayake's
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reluctance to designate Bandaranaike as a successor to him­
self led to the resignation of the latter from the UNP, 
who subsequently formed his own Sri Lanka Freedom Party 
(SLFP). The SLFP, in coalition with other smaller parties 
and some independents, defeated the UNP at the polls in

64
1956.

During the campaign for the 1956 election, the SLFP 
stressed religious and linguistic differences as part of 
its program. Bandaranaike's "Sinhalese Only" slogan, 
through which he indicated his decision to designate Sin­
halese as the official language, and his promise to give 
Buddhism "its rightful place" proved to be extremely popular 
in a country where approximately 70 per cent of the pop­
ulation are Sinhalese Buddhists. However, politicizing 
religious, ethnic, and linguistic differences intensified 
communal cleavages and led to serious political instability. 
Following the Official Language Act of 1956, which estab- . 
lished Sinhalese as the official language of Sri Lanka, 
widespread riots broke out between the Sinhalese and Tamil 
communities in which around 200 people were killed. The 
government’s policy also led to the emergence of a Tamil 
separationist movement organized by Tamil leaders within 
the Federal Party. When the Tamil demands for the estab­
lishment of an autonomous Tamil state within a federal 
arrangement were turned down by Sri Lanka’s government, 
communal unrest once again broke out in 1958 with greater 

numbers of People killed and thousands left without h o m e s . 65
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At the same time, the Bandaranaike government ini­
tiated' a series of measures to strengthen the position of 
Buddhism on the island. Two Buddhist universities were 
established and a ministry of cultural affairs was created, 
under the directorship of a militant Buddhist civil servant, 
to promote Buddhist values and culture. Among the acti­
vities of the ministry were the extension of government 
grants to Dhamma schools (like the imam-hatip schools in 
Turkey, these are religious semineries where the emphasis 
of the curriculum is on the teachings of the Buddha), 
to Buddhist publications, to the influential Young M en’s 
Buddhist Association (YMBA), to the Buddhist monasteries, 
temples, and pirivenas for additional construction, and 
to Buddhist missionaries abroad. At the same time, the 
ministry helped establish and form organizational links 
with 4000 nation-wide temple associations which were to

A Afunction as a link between lay Buddhists and the Sangha.DD

The SLPP’s use of religion as a means of politicizing 
the rural Buddhist population also led to the politicization 
of the clergy. After 1952, Buddhist monks increasingly 
became active in politics and were often encouraged to do 
so by the SLFP l e a d e r s h i p . ^  For example, among the 
founders of the party was a monk of considerable influence 
within the Sangha, Mapitigama Buddharakkhita. He was 
actively involved in politics as a supporter of the Maha- 
.jana Eksath Peramuna—  the SLFP coalition in the 1956



311

election. In an effort to broaden the appeal of the MEP 
ticket to rural voters, Buddharakkhita organized nation­
wide monks' associations (Sangha Sabbas). Approximately 
75 Sangha Sabhas in various regions were affiliated with 
Eksath Bhikkhu Peramuna (United Monks' Front), which had 
been formed a few months before the election date and which

/TO

had become an ardent supporter of the MEP.

The role of the monks in the 1956 election campaign 
indisputably had a role to play in the MEP victory. Their 
organizations reached down to the villages. Through sermons, 
meetings, publications, financial support, as well as door- 
to-door visits, the monks acted as an arm of the MEP or­
ganization during the campaign. After the MEP came to 
power, Buddharakkhita became a powerful figure in the 
politics of Sri Lanka. He had a vast chain of Buddhist 
organizations under his direction and influential con­
nections within the government, which he used for building 
a patronage network. At the same time, the United Monks' 
Front began to function as a powerful pressure group which 
could often dictate the policies of the new government.^9

The cooperation between the EBP and the MEP govern­
ment, however, did not last long. The EBP leadership 
increasingly-became disappointed with Bandaranaike*s hand­
ling of the religious-linguistic question. By 1959j the 
breach between the EBP and the SLFP was out in the open.
The EBP leaders were considering means of finding a new
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party which would be an alternative to the SLFP. Buddha­
rakkhita' s political career, however, came to an end in 
late 1959 with his imprisonment following the assassination 
of Prime Minister Bandaranaike by a Buddhist monk who, the 
Criminal Court later decided, had acted under orders from 
Buddharakkhita

Bandaranaike’s communal policies had alienated both 
the minority groups and the Buddhist leaders from the 
SLFP. For the former, the government's decision to enforce 
the use of Sinhalese as an official language and its 
efforts to promote Buddhism in Sri Lanka became a threat 
to their cultural and economic interests. For many Tamils, 
employment opportunities in government services were 
blocked since they lacked a knowledge of the Sinhalese 
language. For the Buddhist leaders, on the other hand, 
Bandaranaike's pre-election promises seemed to have been 
compromised after the MEP came to power. Finding itself 
in the midst of communal disturbances which it had helped 
to create, the Bandaranaike government increasingly became 
cautious about intensifying communal conflicts through 
giving further encouragement to Buddhist-Sinhalese 
interests. Bandaranaike's assassination tragically demonst­
rated how dangerous his communal policies had been. Unable 
to satisfy either side, Bandaranaike became a victim of his 
own success in politicizing religious-linguistic dif­
ferences as a means of electoral victory.
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Bandaranaike' s death did not put an end to communal 
disturbances. Under his widow's leadership, the SLFP 
coalition emerged victorious in the second of the two 
elections held in March and July of I960. Although the 
March election had brought the UNP to power, it could not 
obtain a vote of confidence in the Parliament and hence 
was forced to resign. The SLFP's success in the July 
election was partially due to the support it received from 
the Federal Party. The Tamil leaders, by supporting Mrs. 
Sirimavo Bandaranaike, had hoped for a change in the lin­
guistic and religious policies of the SLFP. The "Sinhalese 
Only" campaign, however, was reimplemented immediately 
after the SLFP formed a government. ^1

The new government's determination to continue the 
former MEP policies vis-a-vis religious and linguistic 
questions again led to communal disturbances. In 1961, 
the Federalists organized resistance movements throughout 
the Tamil-speaking areas by blocking administrative of­
fices. The government responded by arresting the party 
leaders of the FP and putting the Northern Province 
(heavily Tamil populated) under military rule. In 1963, 
Sinhalese was made the compulsory official language in the 
administrative offices of the North. By 1964, civil 
servants in the Northern Province who could not or who 
refused to use Sinhalese in the handling of official 
business were forced to retire. The SLFP coalition, 
however, was defeated by the UNP in the 1965 election which
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led to a relative relaxation of the former government's 
communal policies. The "National Government" which the 
UNP formed included, for the first time since 1956, a 
Tamil minister in the cabinet. In 1966, the new government 
agreed to permit the use of Tamil in the administration of 
the Northern and Eastern Provinces, to conduct civil 
service examinations in both languages, and to terminate 
the compulsory retirement of civil servants on linguistic 
grounds. A decade of Sinhalese-Buddhist dominance in 
Sri Lanka's politics thus temporarily came to an e n d . ^2

V.

The 1956 election was a turning point in the politics 
of Sri Lanka. It resulted in three significant changes in 
the political system of the country: (1) the social com­
position of the ruling elite was radically altered, (2) 
the rural population was politicized, and (3) a gradual 
erosion of secularism occurred along with greater stress 
on symbols of parochialism at both the national and local 
levels.

Whereas the UNP political elite as a whole were 
Western"educated, and, as one observer put it, "resembled 
the former colonial rulers in everything but the colour 
of their skins... and like the colonials... were 
scarcely able to appreciate the meaning of Sinhalese 
culture, language, religion or interests, the
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composition of the SLFP elite, as Table 15 illustrates, 
reflected a profound change in the social profile of the 
ruling elite in Sri Lanka after the SLPP victory.

TABLE 15
SOCIO-ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF SRI LANKA'S POLITICAL 

ELITE BEFORE AND AFTER 1956

Before 1956
1. Broadly Ceylonese

2. Largely Christian
3. Mostly high-caste
4. Highly urbanized
5. Highly Western-educated

6. Largely engaged in 
Western-type occu­
pations

7. Of the highest economic
and social class

After 1956
1. Overwhelmingly Sin­

halese
2. Heavily Buddhist
3. Somewhat lower-caste
4. Largely rural
5. Generally less 

educated but more 
Swabasha-educated*

6. Engaged in more 
traditional occu­
pations

7. Very largely drawn 
from middle economic 
and social classes.

* Swabasha means mother-tongue, either Sinhalese or Tamil.
Source: Marshall R. Singer, The Emerging Elite: A Study
of Political Leadership in Ceylon (Cambridge, Mass.:
The MIT Press, 1964), p. 49•

Sinhalese nationalism, therefore, can be viewed as 
a response both to colonial domination and to the socio­
economic supremacy of a Westernized political elite.^ 
The role of Western education in upward social mobility
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largely declined as a result of the SLFP's emphasis on 
Sinhalese culture and values. As a student of Sri Lanka’s 
politics has written:

The basic difference between the 
nationalism of the Westernized middle 
class and that of the Sinhalese-edu­
cated groups was that while the former 
emphasized the nation as identified with 
state or country, the latter identified 
nation with "race." While the nation­
alism of the former was secular, that 
of the latter was very closely inter­
connected with r e l i g i o n . 75

The key to the SLPP's success lay in its leadership's 
insight that the Sinhalese-Buddhists, both throughout 
centuries of colonial domination and nearly a decade of 
independence, had been second-class subjects or citizens 
in a country where they made up the majority of the total 
population and that any political movement which promised to 
alter their status would be likely to find a large following. 
The UNP's brand of secular nationalism was an alien concept 
introduced into the Sinhalese culture by the British. In 
traditional Sinhalese society, state and Buddhism were never 
two separate entities to be taught of as autonomous 
spheres. The UNP elite had borrowed the Western definition 
of nationalism and had hoped that in doing so, traditional 
forms of identity would be superseded by a greater allegiance 
to the nation. But to the Sinhalese masses, the "nation" 
that they hoped to create probably seemed too much like the 
"nation" under the British: with English as the official
language, with Buddhist institutions on the decline, and
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with Western education as a key to success. An alternative 
definition of nationalism which stressed the cultural 
distinctiveness of the Sinhalese and their Buddhist tra­
ditions was thus unlikely to fail to capture the approval 
of this discontent community.

This change in the composition of Sri Lanka’s political
elite came about as a result of the politicization of the
rural strata. Rural masses were mobilized to such an
unprecedented extent that the 1956 election was viewed by
one student of Sri Lanka’s politics as a revolution which

7transferred power from one "class" to another. Eighty-
five per cent of the population of Sri Lanka live in rural 

77areas. This means that the rural vote is a determining
factor in electoral victory, and it indeed was in the SLFP's
ascendency to power in 1956. The 1956 election in Sri
Lanka, like the 1950 election in Turkey, was, to use Hunt-

7  Qington's term, a "ruralizing election." The election 
results in both countries for the first time revealed that 
the modernizing elite, within a competitive system, could 
no longer impose its vision of a modern society on tradi­
tional rural masses without taking into account rural 
demands. After 1950 in Turkey and 1956 in Sri Lanka, 
political parties which failed to consider the importance 
of the rural factor in politics also failed in electoral 
competition.

Mass political participation achieved through emphasis 
on communal differences, however, proved to be an extremely
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destabilizing factor In Sri Lanka’s politics. As Weiner 
points out, problems of integration are not intense in 
countries under colonial domination. A colonial power 
shows little interest in developing national loyalties. 
Rather, the aim of a colonial regime is to create an indi­
genous elite which has adopted the cultural values and the 
language of the colonizing country. Since political par­
ticipation is limited, often to that sector of the society 
which is Westernized, parochialism of the local population 
does not affect decision-making. But once independence is 
achieved and mass participation in politics permitted, the
question of national integration proves to be one of the

79most difficult problems of political stability. In Sri 
Lanka, it was after independence, particularly after the 
expansion of political participation, that the forces which 
led to division and disunity grew in strength. The poli­
ticization of communal differences also replaced national-

8 0secular loyalties with parochial ones.

VI.

A statistical examination of voting patterns in Sri 
Lanka in the 1956 election bears out the significant role 
of religious affiliation and ethnicity in the political 
loyalties of Sri Lanka's electorate during that election 
year. Tables 16 and 17 indicate the percentage distribution 
of the total population according to ethnicity and religion, 
respectively. As Table 16 shows, the Sinhalese are



TABLE 16
Percentage Distribution of Sri Lanka's Population Classified by Ethnicity, by Province

Province
Low-country Kandy m

Ethnicity 
Ceylon Indian Ceylon Indian

Sinhalese Sinhalese Tamils Tamils Moors Moors
ALL OF SRI LANKA 42. 8% 2 6 . 5 % 11.055 12.055 5.7% 0. 6%

Western 79.7 2.0 4.3 4.7 4.7 0.9
Central 9.5 44.7 2.9 35.8 5.2 0.6
Southern 93.9 0.5 0.6 2.0 2.5 0.0
Northern 1.3 1.0 89.9 3.1 3.5 0.6
Eastern 6.1 6.9 45.8 1.5 37.7 0.4
North-Western 32.3 55.9 3.1 2.0 5.5 0.5
North-Central 16. 9 66.4 6.0 1.5 8.1 0.5
Uva 8.2 48.9 2.9 35.6 2.9 0.5
Sabaragamuwa 12.5 66.4 1.3 16.3 2.5 0.3

Note: Percentages may not add up to 100 because the categories for Burghers, Eurasians,
Malays, Veddahs, Euroepans, and others were omitted.
Compiled from: Department of Census and Statistics, Census of Ceylon: 1953, Volume I,
General Report (Colombo, 1957), pp. 182-183.



TABLE 17
Percentage Disribution of Sri Lanka’s Population Classified by Religion, by Province

Province
Buddhist

ALL OF SRI LANKA 64.3$
Western 72.1
Central 51.0
Southern 94.0
Northern 2.1
Eastern 12.2
North-Western 75.5
North-Central 82.8
Uva 56.9
Sabaragamuwa 78.1

Religion
Hindu Muslim Christian

19.9$ 6.7$ 9.0$
6.2 6.6 16.9

35.4 6.3 4.4
2.2 2.6 0.9

79.3 4.1 14.3
43.0 38.2 6.4
3.2 6.1 14.8
6.2 8.8 2.1

36.4 3.6 3.0
15.9 3.0 2.7

Note: Percentages may not add up to 100 because the categories for Zoroastrians, Free
Thinkers, Agnostics, and others were excluded.
Compiled from: Department of Census and Statistics, Census of Ceylon: 1953» Volume I,
General Report (Colombo, 1957), pp. 201-204.

320



321

are concentrated in the Western, Southern, North-Western, 
North-Central, and Sabaragamuwa provinces. The total per­
centages of the Sinhalese In these provinces are 81.7, 94.4, 
88.2, 83.3 , and 78.9 per cent, respectively. As would be 
expected, these provinces are also predominantly Buddhist (see 
Table 17).

The stronghold of the Tamils is the Northern province 
where they make up 93.0 per cent of the total population. The 
Eastern province is also Tamil populated (47.3 per cent of 
the population). The Central and Uva provinces, on the other 
hand, have a more balanced ethnic division with 54.2 per cent 
Sinhalese and 38.7 per cent Tamil for the Central and 57.1 
per cent Sinhalese and 38.5 per cent Tamil residents for the 
Uva provinces. The ethnic differentiations again correspond 
to the religious, with the majority of the Hindus concentrated 
in the Northern and Eastern, and with an almost halfway divi­
sion between Buddhists and Hindus in the Central and Uva pro­
vinces (see Table 17).

When we look at the percentage of seats received by the 
MEP coalition and the Federal Party in each province in the 
1956 election, we can see a strong correlation between party 
strength and the ethnic/religious distribution of the popu­
lation. In the 1956 election, Bandaranaike1s Sri Lanka Freedom 
Party, in coalition with the Marxist-oriented Viplavakari 
Lanka Sama Samaja Party (VLSSP) and some independent candidates 
formed a single front in opposition to the UNP. This front 
took the name of Mahajana Eksath Peramuna (People’s United



TABLE 18
Election Results In Sri Lanka, 1956 

Percentage of Seats Received by Parties in Each Province

Province Party
MEP-SLFP MEP-VLSSP MEP NLSSP UNP FP TRF TSF TC Ind. CP

ALL OF SRI LANKA 41.056 5.2$ 9.4% 14.756 8.4% 10.5% 0.0$ 1 . 156 1 . 156 6 . 3$ 2.1$
Western 35.0 10. 0 5.0 45.0 5.0 _ _ _
Central 73.3 — 6.6 20. 0 _ — _ — — — —
Southern 41.6 8.3 33.3 — 8.3 — — — — — 8.3
Northern — — — — — 64.4 11.1 11.1 11.1
Eastern — — — — — 57.0 - 14.2 - 28.5 —
North-Western 40.0 _ 20-.-0 — 10. 0 — - - - 30.0 —
North-Central 60.0 - 20.0 _ 20.0 _ — — — _ —
Uva 57.1 — — 28.5 14.2 _ — — — — —
S ab ar a gamuwa 50.0 20. 0 30.0 — — — — — "

Note: Percentages may not add up to 10CI because of rounding off.
* Percentage of votes received by each party in each province could not be calculated becaus
census data only provides the number of votes cast for the winning candidate in each elect-
oral district but does not indicate the distribution of the vote to other parties running in 
the same district.
Compiled from: Department of Census and Statistics, Statistical Abstract of Ceylon: 1961
(Colombo, 1961), pp. 102-111.
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Front). As Table 18 shows, the combined percentage of 
seats received by the Front (MEP-SLFP, MEP-VLSSP, and MEP) 
was 50.0 per cent for the Western, 79-9 per cent for the 
Central, 83-2 per cent for the Southern, 60.0 per cent for 
the North-Western, 80.0 per cent for the North-Central, 57.1 
per cent for Uva, and 70.0 per cent for Sabaragamuwa pro­
vinces. Except for the Central and Uva provinces, the rest 
are heavily populated by Sinhalese/Buddhists.

The Tamil Congress (TC), the Tamil Speaking Front (TSF), 
and the Federal Party (FP) together polled 75.5 per cent of 
the seats in the Northern and 71.2 per cent in the Eastern 
provinces, which are predominantly Tamil/Hindu areas. In 
the Eastern province, it is reasonable to assume that some 
of this support for the Tamil parties came from the Moor 
community. The Moors in the Eastern province make up 38.1 
per cent of the total population, a figure which is close 
to the 47.3 per cent for the Tamils of the area (see Table 
16). As residents of a Tamil community, the Moors in the 
Eastern province speak Tamil. Hence, they would be likely 
to vote for a Tamil party which emphasizes linguistic rather 
than ethnic or religious issues. Indeed, Table 18 validates 
this point. The Tamil speaking Front received seats only 
from the Eastern province in all of Sri Lanka which is also 
the only province where there is a large Moor community.

None of the MEP-related parties were able to win a single 
seat in the Eastern and Northern provinces. Why the Tamil/



3 2 k

Hindu population in the Central and Uva provinces (approx­
imately 36 per cent of the total population in each province) 
failed to vote for Tamil parties is rather perplexing. As 
Table 18 shows, neither the TC, nor the TSF, nor yet the FP 
were able to pull a single seat in either province. We 
can only surmise that surrounded by Sinhalese-Buddhist neigh­
bors, the Tamils in these areas were either more cautious or 
less organized than their counterparts in the Northern and 
Eastern provinces where they live en bloc.

Table 19 shows the percentage of voting participation in 
each province during the 1956 election. As compared to the 
next electoral year (see Table 20), voting participation

TABLE 19
Percentage of Voting Participation during the 1956 

Election in Sri Lanka, by Province
Province Percentage of Voting Participation
Western 90.8 %
Central 93-3
Southern 92.3
Northern 7 k . 2
Eastern 79.1
North-Western 83.0
North-Central 96.2
Uva 93.3
Sabaragamuwa 99.7

Compiled from: Department of Census and Statistics,
Statistical Abstract of Ceylon: 1961 (Colombo, 1961),
pp. 98-111.

rates in the 1956 election were unusually high. In the 
province of Sabaragamuwa, for example, 99.7 per cent of all
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registered voters went to the polls. To be sure, the level 
below which the figures for election turnouts reveal low 
political participation changes from one political system 
to another. But from a comparative perspective, close to a 
100 per cent participation rate would lead us to suspect 
that either elections were bought off or voters were coerced 
to cast their votes. This points up to the fallacy of the 
argument that high rates of political participation indicate 
political development. The extremely high participation 
rates in the 1956 election in Sri Lanka were secured through 
communal politics. If it is true that the extent of

TABLE 20
Percentage of Voting Participation during the July i960 

Election in Sri Lanka, by Province
Province Percentage of Voting Participation
Western 90.0 %
Central 87.9
Southern 75*7
Northern 66.4
Eastern*
North-Western 77-4
North-Central 72.1
Uva 74.5
Sabaragamuwa 78.7

* Percentage of voting participation in Eastern province 
could not be calculated because of discrepancy in census data 
which records a greater number of votes cast than registered 
electors. Hence, the percentage comes to over 100$.
Compiled from: Department of Census and Statistics,
Statistical Abstract of Ceylon: 1961 (Colombo, 1961), 
pp. 112-119.
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parochialism in political life influences the rate of 
participation in Sri Lanka, political participation in and 
of itself is not, then, a good indicator, at least in Sri 
Lanka's case, of political development.

As I have pointed out, one result of the 1956 election 
was the political mobilization of the rural population. 
Extensive grass-roots activity by the SLFP in all provinces 
with a Sinhalese/Buddhist majority was a major feature of 
its election campaign. As Table 21 shows, most provinces,

TABLE 21
Percentage Distribution of Population in Sri Lanka by Type

of Community, by Province
Province Urban Rural
ALL OP SRI LANKA 15.0 % 85.0$
Western 34.2 65.8
Central 9.1 89.9
Southern 10.4 89.6
Northern 13.5 86. 5
Eastern 12.3 87.7
North-Western 4.9 95.1
North-Central 8.0 92.0
Uva 4.7 95.3
Sabaragamuwa 2.7 97.3

Compiled from: Department of Census and Statistics,
Statistical Abstract of Ceylon: 1961 (Colombo, 1961), 
pp. 30-31. * '

except the Western, are predominantly rural. In all, except 
the Northern and Eastern provinces, participation rates in 
1956 were extremely high, including the most urban Western
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province (see Table 19). This suggests that the determinant 
factors in participation rates were ethnicity and religion 
rather than urbanization. But it also suggests the extent 
to which the rural Sinhalese/Buddhist population was poli­
ticized in that election year. For example, if in the pro­
vince of Sabaragamuwa which is 97-3 per cent rural, 99-7 
per cent of all registered voters participated in the elect­
ion, we can reasonably assume that of those who voted, the 
majority were of rural background. In the Eastern and 
Northern provinces which are Hindu/Tamil areas, on the 
other hand, the percentage of voting participation was 
lowest compared to the rest of Sri Lanka.

VII.

When we compare Sri Lanka and Turkey in terms of the 
impact of religion on political development, we find some 
striking similarities between the experiences of the two 
countries. In this concluding section, I shall attempt to 
discuss some of these similarities in terms of the stages 
of development which both countries have undergone. These 
may be identified as (1) an historical period of mutual 
cooperation and support between church and state, (2) a 
period of gradual decline in the functions of religious insti­
tutions with a parallel expansion of state functions, (3) the 
emergence of a secular nation-state under the leadership of 
a Westernizing elite, and (4) the breakdown of secularism and 
Westernization following an increase in political participation.
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The first two of these four stages have been experienced by 
all societies, including those of the West. The last two 
stages, however, are peculiar to the experiences of most 
new nation-states including Turkey and Sri Lanka. All four 
are closely related to several developmental crises which 
have emerged at some point in the history of nations although 
in a different sequential order: crises of national integ­
ration, political institutionalization, legitimacy, and 
political participation.82

Historically, religion played an important role in the 
social and political life of both the Sinhalese kingdoms and 
the Ottoman Empire. In the former, Buddhism’s emphasis on 
religious institutionalization created a powerful Sangha 
which was economically supported by both the lay devotees 
and the state. In the latter, Islam’s concern with the 
founding of a Muslim community within the borders of a Muslim 
state likewise created a powerful religious organization of 
the ulema despite the nonclerical nature of the faith. In 
both countries, religion assumed several important functions:

(1) It provided legitimacy to political rule. In Sri 
Lanka, Buddhism’s status as a state religion required of the 
king that he profess the Buddhist faith in order to have the 
legitimate right to rule. The concept of Buddhist god-kings 
who protected the Sasana became the only acceptable definition 
of rulership. In Ottoman Turkey, the Sultan-Caliph’s status 
as both the head of the state and of the world Muslim com­
munity similarly included the notion that he derived his
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legitimacy from a divine source. The role of the religious 
institutions in upholding the legitimacy of the ruler was 
especially important in this context. In Sri Lanka, although 
the Sangha and the state were institutionally distinct, they 
nevertheless depended on each other for political support.
As a result, while the king assumed certain religious 
functions, the bhikkhus assumed political ones. Through 
extending or withdrawing their approval, the Buddhist monks 
could often decide who the legitimate ruler would be. In 
the Ottoman Empire, the ulema hierarchy had no such insti­
tutional autonomy. Rather, it was linked to the state 
bureaucracy through the office of the Seyhu11-Islam. But as 
part of the state mechanism, the ulema, through official

»i *fetvas of the Seyhu’1-Islam, could sanction, or fail to do 
so, both the legitimacy of the rulers and of their policies.

(2) It set the basis of individual identity. Although 
in both Sri Lanka and Turkey, orthodox Buddhism or Islam 
differed fundamentally from the folk religion of the masses 
(Sufism in Turkey, magical-animism in Sri Lanka), the ortho­
dox version nonetheless performed at least one important 
function in the daily lives of individuals. It defined for 
them their distinctiveness as members of a religious-cultural 
community. For a Sinhalese or an Ottoman peasant, religion 
was the only institutional link he had between his closed 
village environment and the rest of the country. Besides 
being a peasant, his self-perception also included a definition 
of his identity as a Muslim or a Buddhist.
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(3) It controlled the educational system. Until the 
emergence of secular educational Institutions, education was 
one of the most Important functions of both the Sangha and 
the Ottoman Religious Institution. In the Ottoman Empire, 
the medreses , and in Sri Lanka the pirivenas , became great 
centers of learning.

The dependency relationship between the church and the 
state in both countries gradually changed in favor of the 
state with the beginnings of secularization. In both 
countries, secularization was a byproduct of the Western 
impact. In Sri Lanka, the Sangha lost its status and power 
under colonial governments. The Portuguese, the Dutch, and 
finally the British, all sought to substitute their own 
culture and system of values with the indigenous. Their aim 
was to replace the influence of Buddhism with Christianity 
in state affairs rather than the separation of church and 
state. In the late 19th century, however, the British grad­
ually laid the foundations for a secular state. As a result, 
the Sangha, which had traditionally depended on state protect­
ion, became weak and disorganized. In the Ottoman Empire, 
secularization attempts came from within the Ottoman elite 
but as a result of a reaction to the superiority of Western 
technology. The secularization of education, of law, and of 
intellectual life was seen as one major step towards the 
Westernization of the Empire. The expansion of state functions 
in most fields led to a constriction of the role religion 
played in traditional Ottoman society.
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The emergence of nationalist movements and the estab­
lishment of secular nation-states in both countries led to 
the final separation of church and state. The elites of 
Sri Lanka and Turkey sought to achieve national integration 
through a program of cultural transformation which took the 
West as a model in social and intellectual life. However, 
instead of creating a national culture, this Western orient­
ation of the political elite created a distinct cultural 
cleavage between the Westernized and the more traditional 
sectors of the society. For Sri Lanka’s masses, the Western 
outlook of the UNP elite seemed to reflect the same kind of 
disdain which their former colonial masters had displayed 
towards the indigeneous culture. For the Turkish masses, 
the Westernization program of the Kemalists seemed to be a 
heretical imposition of an alien culture on a Muslim popu­
lation.

With increased political participation, this gap between 
elite and mass cultures became politicized. Religion was 
used by competing elites in both countries as a means of 
electoral victory through identifying elite goals with 
traditional mass aspirations. While this led to the break­
down of Kemalist secularism in Turkey, it brought about a 
severe systemic crisis in Sri Lanka.

The politicization of religion was a major factor in 
the mobilization of the countryside in Sri Lanka and Turkey. 
Hence, although it did lead to a breakdown of secularization
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in both countries, it also played an important role in their 
political development. For the first time in the history of 
both, the political elite came to recognize that their 
political survival depended on peasant support and that to 
secure such support, they had to take into account the economic 
and the cultural aspirations of the countryside. The 
satisfaction of these demands should not be interpreted as 
a trend towards either traditionalism or modernity. It is 
both. On the one hand, it has led to parochial politics, 
but on the other, to the expansion of political participation.
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CONCLUSION

In the preceeding chapters, my discussion of the role 
religion played in Turkey’s political development had centered 
around a basic theme. Put in its simplest terms, I have 
argued that religion performs multiple functions in the 
developmental process. The interplay between tradition and 
change shows marked differences during different phases of 
societal development. As one component of tradition, religion 
may either precipitate, contribute to, or impede socio­
economic and political change.

Such a distinction, it seems to me, is especially 
important to draw in the Turkish case. Since the 19th 
century, Turkish intellectuals and reformers have viewed 
religion in unidirectional terms, namely, as an impediment to 
progress. Until the mid-1960s, a major issue which cate­
gorized political forces in Turkish society was religion.
Of all the basic tenets of Kemalism, secularism stood as a 
line of demarcation between traditionalism and reformism.
In a sense, secularism versus anti-secularism became a 
surrogate for Left-Right distinctions along class lines.
The paranoia with which Turkish intellectuals have approached 
all manifestations of religiosity in Turkish society has 
only recently begun to fade. This change of attitude is,
I think, a consequence of changes in intellectual pers­
pectives. In the more liberal atmosphere of the post-1960 
period, the intellectual elite, for the first time since the
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establishment of the Republic, was permitted to question the 
long-standing official myth that there were no class distinct­
ions in Turkish society. Once the concept of class freed 
the issue of religion from its surrogate role, the latter 
began to lose its importance as a major problem. To put it 
differently, the emergence of distinctly political ideolo­
gies decreased the saliency of religion as a substitute 
political ideology. To be sure, Islam continues to play a 
role in electoral behavior. However, although it has served 
this role at least since 1950, the legitimization of it-is 
rather recent. As the National Salvation Party experience 
shows, Turkish intellectuals have only recently accepted the 
fact that religion is one, among many, factors which affect 
an individual’s political choices without being a factor of 
instability for the system.

The NSP experience, as Chapter 5 indicates, also shows 
that the religious dimension of voting behavior may reflect 
a tendency towards the politicization of horizontal loyalties 
rather than the continuation of vertical ones. In other 
words, the seemingly religious manifestation of political 
behavior may be,.in fact, a manifestation of a reaction 
against socio-economic change by individuals or groups who 
have been adversely affected by modernization because of 
their marginal social or economic standing. Hence, in 
addition to the increased legitimization of the religious 
factor in politics, we may also be witnessing a trend towards 
the blending of socio-economic grievances with religious
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concerns.

This change in religion's role in the political system 
that we are now observing is the most recent of such changes 
during a long process of political development in Turkey. As 
I have pointed out throughout this study, the functions of 
religion in Turkish society have varied during different 
phases of the developmental process.

(1) In the Ottoman period, Islam defined individual 
identity and political legitimacy as well as function as a 
mechanism of social control. In other words, it had a system- 
maintaining function and helped sustain the stability of the 
Ottoman socio-political structures.

(2) During the next phase of Turkey's political 
development, namely, the transition from an empire into a 
nation-state, religion served as a source of national unity 
against the invading foreign powers. Although there were 
counter-revolutionary groups during this period who sided 
with the Sultan-Caliph and his collaborationist, government 
in the name of religion, in general, the mobilization of the 
Turkish peasantry by the nationalist leadership owed much
to the cooperation of a large number of local clerics and 
the use of religious symbolism by the nationalists themselves 
as a means of rallying mass support. Religion hence func­
tioned as a base for the building of national identity.

(3) After the establishment of the Republic in 1923, 
religion became a means of protest against the authoritarian 
one-party regime. The gap between the aspirations of the
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Kemalist elite to build a Westernized Turkey and those of 
rural masses created an atmosphere of latent opposition to 
the secularization program of the new government. During 
the first decade after the establishment of the Republic, 
this latent opposition burst out into the open several times 
in the form of armed rebellions against the government by 
various sectarian groups.

(4) In the next stage, that of transition from one- 
party rule to democracy, religion served as a means of mass 
mobilization in the hands of a newly-established opposition 
party which sought to gain a foothold in electoral politics 
through politicizing the religious dimension of the long­
standing elite-mass gap. Although the politicization of 
religion was seen as a threat to the secular foundations
of the Republic by Turkish intellectuals, it is clear that 
religion was instrumental in the rapid mobilization of the 
countryside.

(5) Finally, during the next phase in Turkey’s poli­
tical development, namely, that of transition from non- 
ideological to ideological politics, religion assumed a 
less central role in political polarization as the Left- 
Right cleavage has become a major source of conflict in 
Turkish society.

From a more theoretical perspective, therefore, religion 
and political development should be viewed as interdependent 
variables. Such a relationship of interdependency would mean 
that religion both affects the course of political development



and is affected by it. The impact of religion on the 
political process seems to be especially important during 
three phases of political change. These are (1) the 
building of national integration, (2) changing patterns of 
political legitimacy, and (3) the expansion of political 
participation.

1. Religion and national integration. National inte­
gration has been defined as "the process of bringing to­
gether culturally and socially discrete groups into a single 
territorial unit and the establishment of a national 
identity."1 The role of religion in national integration, 
defined as such, is twofold depending on the characteristics 
of the social system. In religiously homogenous societies 
which are, however, divided along ethnic, linguistic, 
tribal or other lines, religion may be an instrumental 
factor in achieving integration. To the extent that bonds 
of a religious community are stronger than other parochial 
loyalties, it may be possible to unite different groups in 
society on the basis of their common religious ties. On 
the other hand, in religiously plural societies which are 
at the same time divided along other lines, religion may 
further exacerbate the problem of integration.

A second dimension of national integration is "the 
problem of linking government with the governed," that is 
to say, the closing of the gap between the elites and the

pmasses. In traditional societies where the basis of 
individual Identity is religious, religion may help bridge
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the distance between the elites and the masses. Although 
elite and mass cultures may be different including differ­
ences between the orthodox religion of the elite and folk 
religion of the masses, common religious loyalties neverthe­
less may provide a frame of reference by which the masses 
relate themselves to the elite culture. On the other hand, 
in societies undergoing secularization where the process of 
removing religious influence from political and social 
relationships has been achieved in elite centers but has 
failed to penetrate the mass culture, religion may serve as 
an additional source of divergence between the two cultural 
systems. In such a setting, it may further widen the elite- 
mass gap.

2. Religion and political legitimacy. Religion has 
traditionally played an important role in securing legitimacy 
to political authority. In traditional societies where the 
basis of political authority is religious, religion may 
perform a system-maintaining function by stabilizing defi­
nitions of political legitimacy, and consequently, of poli­
tical obedience. On the other hand, in modern nation-states 
where the basis of political authority is secular, religious 
institutions may either (a) totally disassociate themselves 
from sources of political authority and confine their role 
to purely religious concerns, or (b) may challenge secular 
political authority by providing alternate definitions of 
political legitimacy. In the latter instance, they may 
perform either a conservative or a revolutionary role
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depending on the circumstances which have determined the 
involvement of religion in the political process as a base 
of protest against the system. In political systems where 
authority rests on coercion, wealth, privileged birth, etc., 
rather than the consensus of the ruled, the challenge of 
religion to the bases of legitimacy, if it occurs, may take 
a revolutionary character. On the other hand, in societies 
where religious opposition to political authority stems from 
a clash of institutional interests and where such opposition 
is designed to bring back the influence of the church on the 
government, it may take on an obscurantist character.

3. Religion and mass political participation. In 
competitive political systems, religion may play an important 
role in the expansion of political participation to the 
masses. During the transition to competitive politics, the 
level of politicization and the sense of political efficacy 
of the electorate is usually low. This is especially the 
case in those developing countries where the transition to 
competitive politics has resulted from elite decisions from 
above based on exogenous influences rather than mass demands 
from below. In an effort to politicize the masses, therefore, 
competing elite groups may find it expedient to rely on 
parochial loyalties in order to build a mass base. Since 
religion in most societies cuts across other loyalties based 
on class, ethnicity, kinship, language, etc., it offers the 
widest base of support. This is the case even in religiously 
plural societies where there is a large religious majority
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along with several minority groups.

In religiously plural societies, the politicization of 
religion for electoral gain usually results in a confessional 
pattern of elections. Each religious group votes for parties 
defending its own interests. Where there is a majority 
group, however, the likelihood of serious and often bloody 
systemic stress increases as minority groups are continually 
frustrated in their efforts to elect governments which pay 
heed to minority demands. However, although the politici­
zation of religion may lead to instability in the system, 
it plays a constructive role to the extent that it increases 
the level of politicization of the mass electorate.

In religiously homogeneous societies, on the other hand, 
religion may become a political issue if the process of 
separating church and state has in one way or another led to 
divided public opinion. This division may become all the 
more strong if the secular versus the anti-secular cleavage 
in society overlaps with other political or social conflicts. 
The politicization of the problem, once again, may help 
expand mass participation in politics although, as in 
religiously plural societies, it may at the same time lead 
to systemic stress.

In this study, I have sought to analyze the relationship 
between religion and political development in the Turkish 

context. Although a chapter on Sri Lanka was included to 

add, however briefly, a comparative dimension to the problem,



the analysis presented here nevertheless remains as a case 
study. As such, it is limited in terms of its wider 
implications for the building of theoretical constructs. 
Even within these limitations, the study suggests a number 
of important issues and perspectives that may be fruitfully 
pursued in other case studies, and eventually by systematic 
comparison, so as to advance and clarify the underdeveloped 
theory of the role of religion in political development.
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