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Shaped by the pantheistic1 ideology 
of the founders, Türkiye2 has used its 
national education curriculum as an 
instrument of social engineering.
Ismail Haskara

Despite centuries of conservative ideology inspired by Islam, the rapid economic devel-
opment and consecutive millitary victories of the West had caused within the ranks of 
the Ottoman elite an inferiority complex generating a wave of admiration resulting in 
the emulation of European values. Emerging with reinforced positivist doctrines after 
being deeply influenced by the French revolution, this admiration turned into an irre-
ligious political ideology creating a decentralizing effect on the ruling sultanate of the 
Ottoman state. After the Republic was founded in 1923, the Kemalist state ideology was 
imposed onto Turkish society in the form of an aggregation of materialism, social Dar-
winism, positivism, secularism, and Turkish nationalism. To socially engineer a modern, 
secular, temporal and materially prosperous nation, this ideology would in most ways 
carry manifestations of the very character and lifestyles of the Republic’s founders. To 
maintain this ideology, assertive secularism was adopted as a security measure to pre-
vent both the re-emergence of Islamic conservatism and any other nationalist or politi-
cal ideology. While the visual aspects of Islamic society were transformed into a uniform 
Western society through mandatory reforms, the intellectual shift from East to West 
was realised by means of social engineering and religious inculturation through the ed-
ucation curriculum. This article will portray how the founders’ belligerent belief towards 
Eastern-Islamic tradition motivated them towards a new Western looking secular order 
and how these ideas have been imposed through school textbooks.

Keywords: Kemalism,3 assertive secularism, Türkiye, social Darwinism, positivism, na-
tionalism, Islam, Religion, social engineering, modernism.

1. Introduction and Argument

Roth (2015:1) claims that throughout history “ideas of knowledge, politics and ethics have 
continously been intertwined with religious faith and practice”. Thus, it seems meaningless 
to push religion and cultural values aside to leave a huge moral gap of religious incultur‑
ation susceptible to vulnerability. Furthermore, Williams (2007) contends that in teaching 
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literature, there is an educational imperative to teach the knowledge of religion alongside 
it. However, the existence of any prolonged political power suggests that some ideological 
resistance against the ancien regime3 would inevitably emerge (Foucault 1990; Kuru 2008). 
Such resistance would inevitably turn out to be either a deviant understanding of the exist‑
ing faith, a non-religious ideology, a secularist resistance, or an alternative doctrine in the 
form of an amalgamation of the first three (Kuru 2008). One example of the emergence of 
such a resistance is that of Türkiye. After a millenia of Muslim-Turkish history involving 
much interaction with the ever strengthening secular and Christian West, this prolonged 
period of admirative interaction has resulted in a counterculture of a politics of lifestyle 
arousing heated debate in Türkiye’s relationship with society, religion, politics, and ethics.

While scholars such as Charles Taylor and Böckenförde contend that secularism enhances 
modernism which is meant to lead to material gain and increased personal liberties, in the 
case of Türkiye this has not been realised (Bilgin 2008). Historically inspired by Western 
influence and encouraged by the founders’ pantheistic ideology, assertive secularism has 
been implemented as a security measure to not only Westernise Türkiye through social 
engineering, but also maintain its recently adopted Western identity. Artificial and imitative, 
this implementation was enforced without public consultation by means of a charismatic 
leader4 and System Justification Beliefs (SJB)5. To conceal the visual aspects of the Islamic 
society, its long-existant normative values such as traditional attire and the national alpha‑
bet were selectively prohibited to allow more space for Western symbols. While enforcing 
non-Muslim and Western aspects onto Muslim Turkish society, the visuality of Islam and 
the Muslim East were selectively targeted and confined (Topal 2012). To understand the 
underlying reasons behind Türkiye’s polarised state, recognising the role the CUP6 and 
Young Turks7 played in shaping Türkish secularism is intrinsic. While divulging the link 
between Islam and secularism, this article attempts to clarify that Kemalism was dissemi‑
nated to the masses in the form of social engineering through enforced social reforms and 
the education curricula. After primary textural sources such as school textbooks and certain 
books of propaganda of the founding regime are analysed through discourse and content 
analysis, the article will then put forward an alternative understanding of secularism that 
offers more social cohesion.

In societies that have not been able to find cohesion in the relation between religion 
and politics, the friction created from this unrest can generate resistance from both the 
enchanted8 (conservative) and the disenchanted (secular) peripheries. While secularists 
will resist when their perceived or real personal liberties provided for them by the state 
are under threat, the conservatives will resist when their religious freedoms are restricted 
under the pretext of assertive secularism. Instead of providing a social order of mutual 
benefit, Turkish secularism has for decades been inequitable and discriminatory creating 
social resistance. Rather than equally protecting the rights and liberties of both the afore‑
mentioned peripheries, to promote the Western looking appearance of Turkish society, the 
state has unilaterally securitised the conservative periphery to conceal the visuality of Islam 
(Bilgin 2008; Yilmaz 2021). One such resistance in Türkiye was during the late 1990s9 when 
conservatives protested against the restriction of personal liberties imposed against them 
after they were asked to conceal from the social sphere their Islamic attire, namely the 
headscarf. Rather than securitizing any particular periphery through the control account 
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of assertive secularism, the accomodationist account of passive secularism is ideally meant 
to allow enough space in society where “the state safeguards its institutions’ neutrality and 
separation from religion” (Watters 2018: 372). An order of horizontal power sharing with 
passive secularism that allows more space for various lifestyles is recommended for free 
societies (Taylor 2007; Böckenförde 1967; Topal 2012; Kuru 2008).

2. The CUP and the Young Turks, their ideologies and role 
in shaping the fundamentals of Turkish state ideology

Named after Kemal Ataturk, the founder of Modern Türkiye, the fundamentals of Turkish 
state ideology (Kemalism) take its inspiration from the core ideals of the CUP, the political 
party that overthrew the Ottoman sultan Abdulhamid II10 in 1909 (Yılmaz 2021). Hanioğlu 
(2001) contends the Young Turks’ ideology was an amalgamation of scientism, materialism, 
social Darwinism, positivism, secularism, and Turkish nationalism. In repudiating conserv‑
atism, during CHP’s second congress of 15–20 October 1927, Atatürk claimed that “nowhere 
in history has there been an example where the politics of Islamism has been successful” 
(Giritli 1980: 18). Ataturk has demonstrated his passion towards CUP ideology on numerous 
occasions and some clear examples of such rhetoric is: “I do not leave space for any dogma, 
any rule frozen in time as spiritual heritage. My spiritual heritage is science and reason” 
(Giritli 1980: 18). One similar statement by Ataturk is “Our true mentor in life is science” 
(Giritli 1980: 22).

Inculcated by notable figures like the German military theorist Colmar von der Goltz, 
the founders11 were convinced that it was the duty of military officers to go beyond their 
traditional roles and guide the state and society to achieve the much-needed social change 
(Yılmaz 2021). Goltz is the author of the Social Darwinist book Das Volk in Waffen (A Nation 
in Arms) which argues that war was inevitable. Known as one of Germany’s major theorists 
of warfare, Goltz was sent to Türkiye as a millitary officer in June 1883. Extensively contrib‑
uting to the modernisation of the Turkish army during World War 1, Goltz gained the admi‑
ration of many young Turkish millitary officers. He modernized the army so effectively that 
Türkiye was decisively winning the Greco-Turkish War of 1897 until the major European 
powers intervened (Brittanica 2021). It was leaders with such ideological motivations that 
drove the modernist and positivist Young Turks12 such as Ataturk to force the dethroning of 
the Ottoman Sultan Abdulhamid II, paving the way for the commencement of the Second 
Constitutionalist Period13 of the Empire. After 1923, mandatory reforms were implemented 
by the Republic’s founding elite to maintain the new regime’s existence, “Power holders 
process information and make decisions that help them to maintain their position in the 
hierarchy by sustaining or increasing their degree of control over resources” (Keltner, Gru‑
enfeld & Anderson 2003; Kipnis 1976).

Apart from scientism, materialism, social Darwinism, positivism and nationalism, another 
ideological source of inspiration embraced by the CUP and Young Turks was a mid-nine‑
teenth-century German ideology known as Vulgärmaterialismus. “Fusing materialism, sci‑
entism, and social Darwinism into a simplistic creed, it maintained that science must have 
a leading role in society while religion must be rejected” (Hanioğlu 2011: 48–49). The logic 
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behind Vulgärmaterialismus was to engineer a rational, irreligious, and prosperous society 
(Yilmaz & Ertürk 2021; Bilgin 2008). Deeply influenced, young Ottoman intellectuals during 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries started to accuse Islam, claiming that it hindered 
reform (Cündioğlu 1996; Kılıçarslan 2014). As the fundamental source of normativity in 
Ottoman society, such accusations against Islam demonstrate the existence of an inferiority 
complex aroused by the rapid millitary and economic development of the West. Being social 
Darwinists, the Ottoman elite seemed to be unconcerned by the intrinsic role of how colo‑
nialisation and slavery had unjustly contributed to the rise of the West (Heblich, Redding & 
Voth 2023).

Inspired by the cultural, economic, and political parameters of European nationalism, the 
founders forged a secular, racist version of Turkish nationalism. Ottomanism14 was deemed 
as an impractical attempt to form a uniform identity based on citizenship and “neglecting 
the name of the Turk was an attempt to erase it from the face of the earth” (Akdag 2005: 
41). Repudiating Ottomanism, the book “There is no religion, there is the nation” by Ruşeni 
Barkın15 is a sublime example that outlines Turkish nationalist ideology. Traumatised after 
consecutive millitary defeats the Ottoman Empire sustained during the Balkan wars16 and 
World War I, nationalism was especially bolstered after the state had lost vast quantities of 
land to minorities they had for centuries controlled. Backed by the major European powers, 
the Ottoman minorities had successfully attained and established their modern, nationalist, 
and secular states. Apart from loss of land and the physical and psychological wounds 
inflicted upon its population, the horrendous conditions imposed by the treaty of Serves17 
had traumatised the Ottoman intellectuals even further (Yılmaz 2021). Such traumas helped 
bolster the formation of this security orientated ideology (Kemalism) which later evolved to 
become “the constitutive creed of a secular and modern Turkish nation state” (Yeğen 2007: 
120; Hanioğlu 2011: 161). In its early years, the espousement of Turkish nationalism was to 
become a pretext and a driving force in creating the desired Republic that would strive to 
confine or erase the visual aspects of the Muslim-East.

3. Secularism as a security measure in ascertaining 
Türkiye’s mission of Westernisation

Numerous scholars have emphasised that admiration is a factor which motivates individu‑
als to emulate (Zagzebski 2010: 54). In understanding the founders’ ideological motivations, 
the intrinsic role of Western admiration is arguably the core driving factor. Ever since 
the Ottoman Empire started to stagnate and decline against the ever-strengthening West, 
Turkish history has witnessed severe admiration leading to emulation. Schroeder (2010: 
42); Angress, (1972: 168) and Archer (2018: 140) have all supported Zagzebski’s claim that 
“admiration leads to emulation”. It was after the founding of the Republic that this emulation 
took a more forceful turn and came to be presented to the people as revolutionary reforms. 
Angress, (1972: 59) claims that “admiration, rather than being motivating, is a paralyzing 
emotion”. This paralysing emotion has manifested on Turkish society through mandatory 
Western reforms where Turkish society was asked to put aside its traditions and adopt the 
new state ideology forged for them. The promotion of the state to emulate the West through 
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admiration has caused a hybrid identity where a vast majority of the Turkish population 
have neither been able to hold on to their own values, or become Western. Contrary to 
state ideology, Turkish conservatives argue that Türkiye should be more selective and only 
adopt and imitate things that are not contrary to their cultural and religious values. The 
prominent late journalist Uğur Mumcu has stated that the Turkish citizen is someone that 
“marries according to Swiss law, is penalised according to German law, ruled according to 
French law and buried according to Islamic law” (Bozgeyik 2018). Archer adds clarity to 
the case of Türkiye by claiming that “The desire to emulate, then, is a desire to possess for 
ourselves the features we admire in the other person” (2018: 140). In support of this, Zavalsız 
has claimed that the main reason why some Turks converted to Christianity is that they are 
“more interested in becoming Western, rather than becoming Christian” (Zavalsız 2012: 192).

Contrary to the belief that the secular state provides freedoms, the control aspect of 
Turkish secularism was adopted as a security measure to ensure that the recently founded 
Republic maintained its newly adopted Western appearance (Bilgin 2008; Gözaydın 2008; 
Topal 2012; Lewis 2002). Deemed by the founders as the best political and social arrange‑
ment for keeping Turkey safe, the Kemalist elites argued that so long as the Turkish state 
has control over religious institutions, it could prevent challenges to the state from both 
inside and outside the country (Bilgin 2008). Thus, with anxiety of returning to its undesired 
former state in their psyche, the founders’ case for Türkiye’s turning to assertive secularism 
is best described as a “recourse to discourses of danger” (Bilgin 2008: 600). To ascertain the 
longevity of the state ideology, the founders believed that the state’s population needed 
to posess the positivist, materialist, Darwinist, and pantheistic values which the founders 
themselves carried (Yılmaz 2021).

With the desire for visual, Western looking change, the founding of the secular state in 
1923 did not mean that the power of the state would be distributed to the masses who still 
were not Western enough. Since achieving the material gain aspect of secularism was crucial, 
any hindrance in the course of secularisation carried a threat of failing to “achieve success 
in the material world” (Davison 1998: 165; Parla & Davison 2004: 118–125; Bilgin 2008: 600). 
This anxiety could be read as “a response to non-military and non-specific security concerns 
rooted in the ambivalence of European/international society toward Türkiye’s difference” 
(Bilgin 2008: 600). Manifesting both the level of social polarisation and the anxiety of the 
possibility of Türkiye repudiating its Western appearance, Yavuz (2003: 46) asserts that 
Türkiye has historically considered “large sections of its own society18, rather than foreign 
countries, as its main threat”. Although Bilgin defines Türkiye’s anxiety as non-specific, the 
founder’s desire to become visually Western is clear indication of their animosity towards 
the Eastern/Arab aspects of Türkiye’s past, making their concerns somewhat specific. This 
concern is still manifested through caricatures portraying the imam as either ugly, unintel‑
ligent, or malevolent.19
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4. Newly founded Republic, charismatic leader, 
and System Justification Belief (SJB)

Another security aspect of Türkiye’s secularism is against the real or perceived threat of 
not only religion, but also alternative visions that contradict “the founding leaders’ vision of 
transformation by control” (Bilgin 2008: 598). Turkish state ideology would not tolerate cer‑
tain others that would undermine the principles founded by the charismatic leader Atatürk, 
ideologies such as “religious fundamentalism, Kurdish separatism and deviant ideologies” 
(Çifci 2013: 6–8). However, since it was mainly Islam that carried visual aspects contrary 
to Western lifestyle, “religious fundamentalism stood out as the most principal threat to 
secularism” (Çifci 2013: 6). The prominent historian Bernard Lewis20 (2002: 261) claims that 
Ataturk’s radical changes, even the changing of the capital city from Istanbul to Ankara were 
“actions against the new Türkiye’s past”. The founders’ adoption of assertive secularism and 
the marginalisation of the values of the Islamic ancien regime21 has consequently divided 
Turkish society into two. This division has created the desired and the tolerated citizens who 
chose to conform to the regime’s mandatory changes, versus the failed, liminal, and undesired 
citizens who chose to hold on to their conservative values (Anderson 2013; Yılmaz 2021).

Systems Justification Beliefs is an ideology which shares its roots in biological determin‑
ism and reinforces inequality (based on gender, race, or class) “mediated by system justifi‑
cation beliefs (SJB), outcomes included support for Donald Trump over Hillary Clinton as 
president, justifying police brutality” (Rudman & Saud (2020: 1139). In attempting to create 
the desired citizen (LAST),22 the Turkish state has consequently created certain groups 
as liminal citizens, failed citizen and the tolerated citizen as outlined by Anderson (2013). 
Since, for the founders, a pious and religious way of life carried the visual aspects of Islam 
and is consequently deemed contrary to the Western way of life, the state forged uniform 
ideology would in no way tolerate certain others. In the Weberian context of charismatic 
authority, society for the individual has to a great extent become a society of convenience 
where the world is split into two: those for versus those against the state ideology. Under 
these constraints, a uniform Turkish society with limited space for personal development 
has been predetermined for its people by the founding regime, leaving them entrapped 
under ideological parameters. This process has led to an unconscious, militarist, secular 
periphery who believe that they are the custodians of the nation, “that any alternative belief 
or lifestyle is a voice of hostility” (Yavuz & Ozcan 2007: 120).

As mentioned in the March of the Tenth Anniversary,23 Türkiye has aimed to socially 
engineer a new human through imitation of Western values (Yılmaz 2021). Those who 
resisted state ideology were deemed undesired citizens and deprived of critical positions 
within the state (Yılmaz 2021). A clear example of this has been the decades long unjust 
grading system imposed on the Imam Hatip Schools. In his article Let’s Go to Imam Hatip 
Schools,24 Şevki Yılmaz highlights one of the greatest struggles Erdoğan has had to deal with. 
Although there was no headscarf ban in the Turkish constitution, under SJB, it was still 
banned by certain institutions of the secular establishment such as the Institution of Higher 
Education (YÖK). So that the “non-Western” [for emphasis] conservative periphery would 
be excluded from the social sphere, Türkiye has overwhelmingly imposed Western morals 
pushing for a secular, rational and a visually Western identity compatible with the project 
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of modernity (Yılmaz 2021). Benefits of full citizenship could not be enjoyed unless one 
adopted the secular, Turkish state ideology of the newly founded state, a mirror image of 
the materialist, positivist, secular, and nationalist ideology and character of the charismatic 
leader Kemal Ataturk (Lewis 2002).

5. The dissemination of the founders’ irreligiosity being 
promulgated to the masses through school textbooks

To understand how the founders perceived the religion of Islam and why they were so 
obsessed with Westernisation, primary government document sources and school text‑
books will be analysed. Among others, certain pages from four books, The Fundamentals of 
Turkish History25 (Inan et al. 1930), three school textbooks; History 1 (1931), History 2 (1931) 
and Knowlege of Civilization for the Citizen (1931) will be analysed by their content and 
discourse on the founders’ perception of religion and Islam. Furthermore, The Complete 
Works of Ataturk (2008) is a multi-volume compilation of almost every genuine piece of 
work known to have been written by Ataturk, including his handwritten notes, letters, and 
official state documents. Also, prepared under Atatürk’s instructions, (Inan et al. 1930) is 
regarded as the official historical, political, social, and cultural doctrine of the CHP and the 
modern Turkish state. Written and published with extraordinary speed,26 the History 1 (1931) 
and History 227 (1931) textbooks are perfect examples of how the Pantheism in (Inan et al. 
1930) is manifested to the public through the national curriculum.

The sincere belief that the ancien regime lacked the renaissance and the enlightenment to 
enhance personal development for the purpose of self-discovery and creativity had led the 
founders to seek change through education. This belief pushed them to determine definitive 
perimeters around religion through secularism “pointing to education as the main battle‑
field in state-religion controversies” (Kuru 2007: 569). The following examples demonstrate 
how “materialist and positivist ideas had been imposed to the masses through the Turkish 
national education curricula” (Akdag 2005: 41). As the Republic’s official ideology, page 2 
of (Inan et al. 1930) clearly states that all sacred verses are imitations of the Torah, and that 
science is superior to revelation. In stark contrast to the concept of revelation28 in Islam 
which states that the verses of the Quran have directly descended from God and have noth‑
ing to do with the Prophet’s personal opinion,29 History 1 (90–91) school textbook claims the 
Qur’an is the Prophet’s personal opinion.

5.1. The founders’ belief that Christianity is more secular than Islam

The founders’ admiration for the West had gone to such extremes that school textbooks 
started to praise Christianity over Islam. Claiming that the prophet Jesus was more secu‑
lar than Prophet Muhammad, the book contends “Jesus did not interfere in state matters” 
(History 2 1931: 67). The main difference between the two religions was outlined as “Chris‑
tianity is not a worldly religion, it did not interfere in state matters and when it did, it had 
to withdraw” (History 2 1931: 67). It is this alleged aspect of Christian (Western) culture, 
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the regime contending that while Christianity is secular, Islam is not, that manifests as 
the most significant difference between the East and West (History 2 1931). This alleged 
difference between the two prophets, religions and consequently two seperate cultures is 
latently indicated as justification for assertive secularism as “a need for a reinterpretation 
and application of secularism” (History 2 1931: 67). Thus, according to the state, Islam needed 
to be controlled and confined to either the private sphere or the mosque building because 
unlike Christianity, it was not secular. Representing the visual aspects of Islam, the Ottoman 
sultanate and the Caliphate were consequently seen as the significant markers of the differ‑
ence and the obstacle to reform. The founders’ narrative for regime change was unless this 
regime was not replaced with a secular order, this traditionally Islamic society could not be 
transformed into a rational, irreligious, prosperous and progressive nation. A crucial part of 
this transformation was the adaptation of Western laws “to reach the level of contemporary 
civilisation, it was compulsory to adopt the laws of Western nations” (Ataay 1973: 201–202). 
Implying that the ancient regime was primitive, the laws adopted from the West were intro‑
duced into Turkish society as “Turkish Civilised law” [for emphasis].

5.2. The founders’ belief of man having created God

Since the founders’ doctrines were pantheistic and contradicted the majority Muslim pop‑
ulation’s doctrines of creation and revelation, Turkish state ideology has never received 
grassroots support (Yilmaz 2021). In striking similarity to the earlier stated book30, the book 
(History 1), under the chapter Zeka (Intelligence) denies the existence of divine revelation 
(wahy):31 “it needs to be understood that all knowledge of belief is the product of human 
intelligence” (1931: 2). Claiming religion is the product of human intelligence can also be 
interpreted as man having created God and religion. In page 10 , the existence of God is 
again renounced by stating that “any claim of a creator other than nature itself is a creation 
of the imagination” (Inan et al. 1930). This idea is clearly demonstrated in the statement, “the 
concept of divinity and its perimeters is a creation of mankind’s intellect” (Inan et al. 1930: 
55). Expressed a little differently, this disbelief of God’s existence is clearly disseminated in 
History 1 as “While intelligence is the guide to understanding nature, all beliefs, ideas and 
concepts that are perceived to be above nature are fabrications created by mankind himself” 
(2). Maintaining that God is a creation of human intellect, the concept of monotheism is 
stated as “the product of politics that transformed polytheism into monotheism” (Ataturk’ün 
Bütün Eserleri, vol. 24: 43–44). To the founders, it was the social, cultural, and political 
environment that forced the shift towards monotheism. In a chapter fabricated stories: how 
religion was born,32 religion is defined as “something that evolved over time. While there 
was no concept of religion in early man, over time, as societies developed, the concept of a 
creator emerged, that it was human intelligence that created God” (History 1 1931: 23).

The book Vatandaş İçin Medeni Bilgiler33 (Knowlege of Civilization for the Citizen) by by 
Afet was first published by the Turkish Ministry of Education on 9 July 1931. Like the oth‑
ers, this book propagates the state’s ideology on culture, civilisation, politics, and religion. 
Although the author was originally titled as Afet Inan, on more recent publications the 
author is titled Atatürk. In the foreword, Afet Inan provides information to the reader in 
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regards how the book was written: “With distinguished intellectuals around him such as 
politicians, writers, lawyers and millitary personnel, most of the ideas in the book origi‑
nated from around Atatürk’s dining table” (Gürses 2010: 237). While contending in the book 
that the nation had to be ruled under both political and ideological tutelage, the concept 
of morality has been seperated from the realm of religion and replaced with nationalism34 
(Gürses 2010: 243). Nationalism is promoted in the book as “Having joined their motivations 
to become a society, the Turkish people have come from a rich history and culture” (Medeni 
Bilgiler 1931: 43). Also, in page 20 of the same book, the state is defined as a power that has 
obtained legitimacy over a certain area or region (Hoffman, et al. 2017). Republished under 
the name of Atatürk in 1969, 1988 and 1998 as Medeni Bilgiler, worth quoting at length, 
Inan summarizes in the epilogue the context of how the book was written: “Having taken 
Atatürk’s handwritten notes as evidence, his ideas will now have their place in history. 
The book provides space for incidents that I have personally witnessed which comforts 
me in that I am fulfilling my responsibility towards history. Having discussed such issues 
with Atatürk and his friends and then publishing them under my name has given me extra 
motivation to fulfill my tasks.”35

Along the lines of pantheism, the book states “when humans began to understand that 
nature was greater than everything, they, who are the children of nature, began to better 
comprehend their own greatness”.36 The book continues to tackle the conservative param‑
eters of religion (Islam) by contending that “nature necessitates humans to unconditionally 
use and develop the abilities it has bestowed to them.”37 In a tradition of both pantheism and 
paganism38 and holding deep reverence for the world and nature, the above words “nature 
being greater than everything” [for emphasis] can easily be considered as an alternative 
narrative that replaces God (Allah) with nature. Deeming humans as the children of nature, 
the book provides humans with an ancillary kind of divinity, an alternative understanding 
of closeness to God (Leftow 2016). Much in line with pantheism, these views can also be 
deemed as a combination of how materialism and positivism view religion. In other words, 
restricted to the perimeters of the physical world, there is no God, no religion, no spiritual‑
ism; everything exists within the parameters of this physical world.

As part of the official pantheistic ideology of the Republic, the concept of the creator is 
that nature and the universe created their own selves which mankind is a part of, implying 
that God and the Universe are identical (Leftow 2016). Then, in order to put meaning to 
the forces around him, mankind created his own beliefs which God is a part of. In 1934, the 
Minister of the Interior Şükrü Kaya announced that with the advancement of science and 
technology which has provided answers to most of mankind’s questions, religion has come 
to a stage where it is no longer needed.39 Aklıselim40 (Common Sense), originally written by 
Baron d'Holbach and titled Le Bon Sens, ou Idées naturelles opposées aux idées surnaturelles, 
was given to Ataturk as a gift by its translator Abdullah Cevdet, a prominent atheist of the 
time (1920s). Written to refute all aspects of religion such as revelation, prophethood, life 
hereafter etc, this book was much appreciated by the founders (Çeçen 2020). In the book 
called, There is no religion. There is nationality, Barkın claims in the foreword that he wrote it 
to demonstrate the true face of religion, to free his people of this misfortune (Barkın 2000). 
Barkın places nationalism above religion by emphasising that their holy book is nationalism 
which embraces happiness, unites Turks and enhances knowledge (Ibid.).
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Ataturk emphasising that he only believes in what he can see and grasp, that the physical 
world holds all the answers to questions he may want answered is clearly indicative of 
his belief in pantheism. Thus, it can be argued that this materialist, socially Darwinist and 
philosophical approach of clinging to the physical is another justification for the material 
gain aspect of secularism that motivated the founders towards these assertive reforms. With 
inspiration from Turkish nationalism, the founders went as far as to philosophically lay 
claim to secularism by contending that it did not originate from France, that its origins 
came from Turks themselves.41 Although Turkish nationalism was seemingly the driving 
factor, the adoption of the Latin alphabet suggests that the desire for Westernisation was a 
stronger motivational force for the founders. If Turkishness had truly been prioritised, the 
founders would have adopted the traditional Göktürk alphabet over the Latin script. A clear 
example of nationalism based on race and history is the state of Israil’s readoption of the 
ancient Hebrew alphabet. Rather than imitating through admiration, soon after their state 
was founded in 1948, Israil chose to readopt its ancient script.

While the regime has continously claimed that secularism is the seperation of religion 
from state affairs, the state has always used the assertive control aspect of it. The former 
minister of the interior, Şükrü Kaya, had claimed during the early years of the Republic that 
“the duty of religion had ceased to exist42”. Such contradictory rhetoric raises the question: 
“if the duty of religion has ceased to exist, then why does it need to be controlled?” [for 
emphasis]. Kaya also reemphasises the control factor of secularism by contending that “Our 
intention behind secularism is that we do not want, and we will not allow religion to inter‑
fere with state matters. We want religion to be resticted to within the perimeters of places 
of worship.”43 A prominent academic of the Republic, Tarık Zafer Tunaya, has defended 
Turkish secularism to the extent of social Darwinism and System Justification Belief (SJB) 
by announcing “the state’s use of violence can be justified if it has to seperate religion from 
state affairs” (Öztürk 2020: 288).

6. Türkiye’s reassessment of Secularism

Emphasising the importance of normative values within society, in 1978 Böckenförde wrote 
an article about The State as an ethical State, “asking whether the state ought to, and even 
could provide such an ethical substance” (Künkler & Stein 2018” 7). Demonstrating the 
importance of passive secularism, Foucault outlines what he calls a shift from repressive 
sovereign power to productive pastoral power (Hacking 1985). Thus, an inclusive and 
open-ended society is what Türkiye has historically lacked. When a process of authentic 
exercise of democratic constituent power is realised, religious freedoms will disseminate 
more freely44 (Bockenförde 1967). Since power sharing in democratic societies is one of the 
most heated topics of the last few decades, realising a fully democratic system requires more 
than just a constitution, parliament, and other governmental institutions. Contrary to the 
assertive, the passive version of secularism provides more social space for both the secular 
and the conservative peripheries within the state.

Worth remembering that assertive secularism in general is not necessarily compatible 
with democracy, freedom, or any similar modernist term; versions of it as in the former 
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USSR or Maoist China have been as totalitarian as the strictest theocracy (Alrebh 2019). In 
this regard, societies that lack the dominating power of its own people will lack full democ‑
racy. As for the Weberian term of carismatic authority, secularism in the case of Türkiye 
can be better understood under the legality of the sublime values of the charismatic leader, 
Atatürk. Charismatic authority in Weber’s formulation occurs “when an individual’s special 
gifts of body and mind are acknowledged by others in society” (Dow 1978: 83). As a part of 
this heritage, the philosophical and political values of the CHP and Kemalist secularism are 
clearly outlined in the Turkish constitution. Although Turkish secularism has traditionally 
often been described as excluding certain peripheries from the public sphere, called “dis‑
tancing neutrality” (Böckenförde 1973), Böckenförde recommends “Open neutrality (passive 
secularism) which allows for religion to develop in the public sphere, such as in the school, 
educational institutions, and in the public order [... It] seeks to create a balance in the secular 
goals of the state”(Künkler & Stein 2018: 10).

Like Türkiye, every nation on earth is to some extent linked to the debate on the relation‑
ship and parameters of religion and state. Many theories have been developed in regards 
what the parameters of religion in the secular order should be. Some of these theories focus 
on material development and “modernity through cultural, socioeconomic and political 
dynamics, ignoring the crucial role of religion due to their secularist bias” (Mutluer 2018: 
2). Other theories like Böckenforde’s theory of open neutrality and Taylor’s theory on the 
Modern Order of Mutual Benefit45 contend that the secular order needs to be neutral and also 
provide social space for its individuals. Taylor maintains that “the Modern Order of Mutual 
Benefit is meant to serve for the benefit of every citizen where both the buffered (secular) 
and the enchanted (religious) can lead their ordinary lives and pursue their own economic 
ends with confidence” (Sorban 2015: 177). In determining state neutrality, evaluating it under 
the framework as described by Böckenförde is useful, “a pioneer thinker on the relationship 
between law, religion, and politics” (Künkler & Stein 2018: 2). Considering Böckenförde’s 
aphorism that “the liberal, secularized state lives from presuppositions that it cannot itself 
guarantee” (Kunker & Stein 2018: 2), Erdoğan’s choice to shift from the decades long asser‑
tive secularism towards passive secularism demonstrates how pivotal Böckenförde’s ideas 
on the foundations of statehood are. Thus, AK party’s long period of political rule is a clear 
indication of the popular support it has received.

Similair to Böckenförde’s article about ‘The State as an Ethical State’ [for emphasis], 
implying his support for natural law as well as positive law,46 on 31 January 2012, Erdoğan 
emphasised that he wanted a pious youth (Canatan 2014). During his speech at the Islamic 
Cooperation Organisation in 2020, Erdoğan stressed, in line with the space offered by passive 
secularism, the importance of Islam to manifest in all aspects of life and not be restricted to 
the personal realm (Tüfekyapan 2020). Such rhetoric convinced much of Turkish society 
that Erdoğan was serious about transforming Turkiye’s system of assertively secularism 
into an order of passive secularism (Künkler & Stein 2018). Although the Turkish constitu‑
tion clearly indicates that it is a secular nation and even though the definitive parameters 
of secularism in the Turkish constitution have been defined,47 Turkish society is still at 
loggerheads as to how it should be implemented.
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Conclusion

In Eric Jan Zurcher’s notable article “The Progressive Republican Party and Political 
Conservatism” the fundamental values of conservatism are outlined. These are commonly 
known as; the importance of religion, consulting the people, the importance of avoiding 
injustice on people when implementing reform and seeing society as an organism rather 
than a mechanism. Identifying society as an organism is particularly worthy of mention 
in that it denotes the necessity of consultation and approaching society without prejudice, 
values which Türkiye has historically lacked. Türkish secularism, on the other hand, is 
best understood under the Weberian term of carismatic authority where social, political, 
and religious legality has depended on the sublime values of one leader. Based on this, the 
doctrines of Kemalist secularism are clearly stated in the Turkish constitution. With little 
space for religion to develop freely, Turkish state ideology has seen religion not only as a 
political threat, but also as a cause of social, cultural, political, and economic decline. To 
prevent this perceived threat, mandatory reforms such as the banning of Muslim attire, 
the replacement of the Ottoman-Arabic alphabet with the current Latin based one and the 
replacement of the Arabic call to prayer with a Turkish translation of it were introduced. 
Consequently, intellectual reforms of social engineering through the national education 
system implementing the official irreligious ideology of the founders were promulgated 
into school textbooks. In line line with state ideology, school textbooks clearly suggest that 
religion was not taught for moral development, rather to transfer a positivist definition of 
religion compatible to the irreligious ideology of the state. While instrumentalising asser‑
tive secularism as a security measure, the founders sought to Westernise future generations 
through the national education curriculum.
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Iṡtanbul: Kaynak Yayınları.



Journal of the Contemporary Study of Islam | Volume 4 | Issue 1 | 2024
Ismail Haskara • Shaped by the pantheistic ideology of the founders, Türkiye has used its national education curriculum as 
an instrument of social engineering. • pages 68–86 • https://doi.org/10.37264/jcsi.v4i1.06

J C S I

81
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Notes

1.	 Pantheism: the doctrine that the universe conceived of as a whole is God and, conversely, that there is no 
God but the combined substance, forces, and laws that are manifested in the existing universe (Brittanica).
2.	 The Turkish government has recently asked that the country be called by its Turkish name, a change 
which the United Nations has now adopted.
3.	 The official state ideology of Türkiye.
4.	 The term ancien regime has been adopted from Ahmet Kuru’s article “Passive and Assertive Secularism: 
Historical Conditions, Ideological Struggles, and State Policies toward Religion”.
5.	 Charismatic leader or authority is a concept of leadership developed by the German sociologist Max 
Weber. It involves a type of organization or a type of leadership in which authority derives from the charisma 
of the leader. This stands in contrast to two other types of authority: legal authority and traditional authority 
(Wikipedia). In the case of Türkiye, this leader is Atatürk.
6.	 According to system justification theory, people hold not only favorable attitudes about themselves, but 
also to the groups they belong to. This system also justifies an inferiority of low-status groups and a positive 
image of higher status groups. In the case of Türkiye, this SJB is Kemalism.
7.	 The Committee of Union and Progress was a revolutionary organization and political party active between 
1889 and 1926 in the Ottoman Empire and the Republic of Turkey.
8.	 Young Turks (Turkish Jöntürkler): a coalition of various reform groups that led a revolutionary movement 
against the authoritarian regime of Ottoman sultan Abdülhamid II, which culminated in the establishment of 
a constitutional government. After their rise to power, the Young Turks introduced programs that promoted 
the modernization of the Ottoman Empire and a new spirit of Turkish nationalism.
9.	 The enchanted and disenchanted peripheries are terms acquired from Charles Taylor’s book, A Secular 
Age. The enchanted refer to the conservative and devout population, while the disenchanted refer to those 
who lead a secular and modern way of life.
10.	Although predominantly a Muslim country, during these years (called the period of February 28th Post‑
modern Coup) Türkiye was embroiled in poltical turmoil around the headscarf issue.
11.	 Abdülhamid II was the Sultan of the Ottoman Empire from 31 August 1876 to 27 April 1909, and the last 
sultan to exert effective control over the fracturing state. The period in which he reigned in the Ottoman 
Empire is known as the Hamidian Era.
12.	Most of the founders of the Republic of Türkiye such as Ataturk, İnönü, Rauf Orbay, Ali Fuat Cebesoy, 
and Kazım Karabekir came from military backgrounds.
13.	Despite the name, Young Turks included many Arabs, Albanians, Jews, and initially, Armenians and 
Greeks. To organize the opposition, progressive medical students and others formed a secret organization 
named the Committee of Ottoman Union (later Committee of Union and Progress – CUP), which grew in 
size and included exiles, civil servants, and army officers.
14.	The Second Constitutional Era was the period of restored parliamentary rule in the Ottoman Empire 
between the 1908 Young Turk Revolution and the 1920 dissolution of the General Assembly, during the 
empire’s twilight years.
15.	Ottomanism was a concept that was created to attain social cohesion, an order based on nationality 
rather than race and religion.
16.	A member of parliament during the single party regime of Atatürk.
17.	Apart from some islands in the Aegean Sea, it is estimated that Türkiye lost 83 % of its land in Europe.
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18.	The Treaty of Sèvres was a 1920 treaty signed between the Allies of World War I and the Ottoman Empire. 
The treaty ceded large parts of Ottoman territory to France, the United Kingdom, Greece, and Italy, as well 
as creating large occupation zones within the Ottoman Empire.
19.	“Large sections of its own society” refers to the conservative periphery.
20.	http://www.ozyazilim.com/ozgur/karikatur/cehennem.html.
21.	Bernard Lewis (31 May 1916 – 19 May 2018) was a British American historian specializing in oriental 
studies. Lewis was a Professor of Near Eastern Studies at Princeton University. Lewis’ expertise was in the 
history of Islam and the interaction between Islam and the West.
22.	The Otoman Empire.
23.	LAST is the acronym for Laic, Ataturkist, Sunni, and Turk as defined by Prof. Ihsan Yılmaz in his book 
called Creating the Desired Citizen. Here the secular-Sunni Turk who is Kemalist is preferred as the desired 
citizen.
24.	In this march, it states “in 10 years we created 10 million young people of every age”, which is indicative 
of the policy of social engineering.
25.	Şevki Yılmaz, 22/08/2013, Yeni Akit newspaper, Haydi imam hatipe (Let’s Go to Imam Hatip Schools.
26.	While this book was published as the official historical doctrine of the Turkish state ideology regime, it 
carries valuable insight into the regime’s religious standing. This book will be identified as Inan et. al, 1930 
from hereon.
27.	The History 1 school textbook was written, published, and taught in public schools in less than a year after 
The Fundamentals of Turkish History was published in 1930.
28.	The History 1 and History 2 books were taught in public schools between 1931–1941.
29.	Turkish Encyclopedia of Islam.
30.	Q. 53:4.
31.	Inan et al., “The Fundamentals of Turkish History” (1930).
32.	Waḥy is the Arabic word for revelation. In Islamic belief, revelation is God’s Word delivered through his 
chosen individuals – known as Messenger prophets – to mankind.
33.	History 1 for High School.
34.	This book will be referred to as (Medeni Bilgiler 1931) from now on.
35.	Atatürk, “Medeni Bilgiler”, 43.
36.	Atatürk, “Medeni Bilgiler”, 238.
37.	Atatürk, “Medeni Bilgiler”, 80–81.
38.	Atatürk, “Medeni Bilgiler”, 80–81.
39.	https://www.umass.edu/rso/spirals/Site/Paganism.
40.	Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi, Devre 4, Inikat 11, Sayfa 77.
41.	Originally written in 1772 by the French philosopher Baron d'Holbach, it was translated into Turkish in 
1924 by Abdullah Cevdet. In 1928, the book was reprinted in the new Turkish alphabet added to the national 
education curriculum list of books.
42.	Atatürk, “Medeni Bilgiler”, 264.
43.	Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi, Devre 4, Inikat 11, Sayfa 77.
44.	https://tarihibilgi.org/laiklik-nedir.
45.	Here, Böckenforde is referring to a society of a passive version of secularism, where he argues that if that 
society carries more religious symbols, then the more secular it is.
46.	Charles Taylor is a renowned Canadian philosopher whose most significant contribution in the field of 
secularism is his book A Secular Age. This book argues against the secularization thesis of Max Weber, and 
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Steve Bruce. Taylor argues that secularization holds as long as modernity progresses, which will gradually 
diminish the influence of religion.
47.	According to the University of Louisiana at Lafayette, natural law refers to those laws that derive their 
legitimacy from moral reasoning and are based on what is believed to serve the best interests of the common 
good while positive laws are those that obtain their legitimacy through legislative means and are enforced by 
civil or political authority. See https://www.reference.com/world-view/difference-between-natural‑law-pos‑
itive-law-8f2dc0c93c1f9508.
48.	On 18 April 2013 a more passive definition was given to secularism by the Turkish Constitutional Court 
under act 2012/128.


