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Changing Perspectives on Islamism and Secularism
in Turkey: the Gulen Movement and the AK Party

by Ahmet Kuru

The debate between secularists and Islamic groups, a conspicuous feature of Turkish
politics for decades, changed in the late 1990s when the political discourse of main-
stream Islamic groups embraced secularism. The establishment elite advocate the ex-
isting French model of an ‘assertive secularism’, meaning that, in the public domain,
the state supports only the expression of a secular worldview, and formally excludes
religion and religious symbols from that domain. The pro-Islamic conservatives, on
the other hand, favour the American model of ‘passive secularism’, in which the state
permits the expression of religion in the public domain. In short, what Turkey has wit-
nessed over the last decade is no longer a tussle between secularism and Islamism, but
between two brands of secularism.

Two actors have played crucial roles in this transformation: the Giilen movement and
the Justice and Development (AK) Party. Recently the Giilen movement became an
international actor and a defendant of passive secularism. Similarly, although the AK
Party was originated from an Islamist Milli Gorlis (National Outlook) movement, it
is now a keen supporter of Turkey’s membership to the European Union and defends
(passive) secularist, democratic regime. This paper analyses the transformation of these
important social and political actors with regard to certain structural conditions, as well
as the interactions between them.
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Ahmet T. Kuru (PhD, University of Washington, Seattle): Assistant Professor, San Diego
State University, Department of Political Science, teaching Religion and Politics, Middle
East Politics. From 2008: Postdoctoral Research Scholar, Center for the Study of Democracy,
Tolerance and Religion, School of International and Public Affairs, Columbia University.
Among recent papers: ‘Passive and Assertive Secularism: Historical Conditions, Ideological
Struggles, and State Policies towards Religion,” World Politics, 2008; ‘Secularism, State
Policies, and Muslims in Europe: Analyzing French Exceptionalism’, Comparative Politics,
2008; ‘Reinterpretation of Secularism in Turkey: the Case of the Justice and Development
Party’, in The Emergence of a New Turkey, 2006; ‘Globalization and Diversification of Islam-
ic Movements: Three Turkish Cases,’ Political Science Quarterly, 2005; ‘Fethullah Giilen’s
Search for a Middle Way between Modernity and Muslim Tradition,” in Turkish Islam and
the Secular State, 2003. Current working on a book-length comparative study of secularism
and state policies toward religion in the US, France, and Turkey.
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