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THE KEMALIST DISCOURSE AND
A PARADIGM SHIFT IN TURKISH POLITICS

This study examines the conceptual, intellectual, ideological, and historical roots of the kemalist
discourse, as well as the theoretical foundations of Westernization, modernization, and secularization of
Turkish society. The aim of the research is to analyze the role of kemalist discourse in Turkish politics and
to identify the paradigm shift from kemalism to alternative political discourses. The objectives include
identifying the strengths of kemalism and revealing its weaknesses and limitations amid profound politi-
cal transformations and changes in Turkey’s domestic and foreign policy.

The relevance of the study is determined by the decline of the dominant kemalist discourse and
the rise of alternative political ideologies, particularly following the coming to power of the Justice and
Development Party. The methodology is based on a critical review of academic literature and historical
sources, as well as methods of historical analysis and critical discourse analysis. These approaches make
it possible to examine how the kemalist discourse shaped the secular republican political order and
guided the development of Turkish society since the foundation of the republic.

The findings show that kemalism functioned as a hegemonic ideology of state and nation-building,
transforming Turkey from an Eastern political entity into a modern, Westernized, and secular state. Dur-
ing the nation-building process, the kemalist elite focused on constructing a new secular and Western-
oriented national identity, marginalizing Islam, the Ottoman past, and certain ethno-religious minorities.
At the same time, internal contradictions of kemalism were revealed, which contributed to the rise of
conservative and Islamist movements and the search for a new national paradigm. The study enhances
understanding of the complexity and trends of contemporary Turkish politics and provides a foundation
for further research.

Keywords: kemalism, Turkey, nationalism, secularism, Westernization, Islam, neo-Ottomanism.

t.b. )Kymaran

Hapxo3 YHuBepcuteTi, AAmatbl, KasakcraH
e-mail: gabit.zhumatay@narxoz.kz

KemMaAnCTiK AMCKYPC XaHe
TYPiK casicaTbIHAAFbl MAPAAMIMaHbIH, ©3repyi

ByA 3epTTeyae KeMaAUCTIK AWMCKYPCTbIH, KOHLUEMTYAAAbIK, WHTEAAEKTYaAAbIK, MAEOAOTUSAbIK,
XKBHe Tapuxu Herizaepi, COHAaM-ak, TYPIK KOFamblH BeCcTepHM3aumaAay, MOAEPHM3ALMAAAY >KeHe
CeKyAspu3aumanay TEOPUSIABIK, aAFbILLIAPTTAPb! KApacTbIpblAaAbI.

3epTTeyAiH MakcaTtbl — TYPiK casicaTbIHAQFbl KEMAAMCTIK AMCKYPCTbl TaAAQY XKOHE KeMaAM3MHEH
6aramanbl CascM AMCKYpCTapFa ©Ty YAEpICiH aHbiKTay. 3epTTey MIHAETTEepi KeMaAM3MHIH, KyLUT
KaKTapblH anKkblHAQY >K8He TYpKMSHbIH, ilIKi >K8He CbIPpTKbl casicaTblHAAFbl TepeH, e3repicrep
YKaFAarblHAQ OHbIH BACI3 TYCTapbl MEH LUEKTEYAEPiH aHbIKTayAbl KaMTUADI.

3epTTeyAiH ©3eKTiAIr KeMaAUCTIK AMCKYPCTbIH YCTEMAITIHIH 8AcipeyiMeH eHe acipece DaireT
XOHEe AaMy MapTUSCbiHbIH OWMAIKKE KeAyiHeH KeriH 6aAaMaAbl WMAEOAOTMSIAAPABIH - KYLLEIOiMEH
6anAaHbICTbl. DAiCHaMa FbIAbIMM BAEBMETTEP MEH Tapuxu AEPEKKO3AEPAI CbIHM TaAAdyFa, Tapuxu
TAaAAQY >KOHe CbIHM AMCKYpC-TanAay oAicTepiHe Herizaeaeai. Ocbl 8aicTep apkblAbl KEMAAMCTIK
AMCKYPCTbIH, pecrybAMKaHbIH, KypbIAybiHAH 6epi 3aiMblpAbl Casicu TOPTINTI KAAbINTACTbIPYAaFbl >KOHe
TYPIiK KOFaMbIHbIH AaMyblH GaFbITTayAarbl POAI 3epTTEAEAI.

3epTTey HeTMXKeAepi KeMaAM3MHIH MEMAEKeT MeH YAT KYPYAarbl FereMOHMSAbIK, MAEOAOTUS
6oAFaHbIH >kaHE TYPKMSIHDBI LbIFBICTBIK, CasiCU KYPbIAbIMHAH 3amaHayu, BECTEPHM3ALMSAAAHFAH >KaHE
3aibIPAbl MEMAEKETKE aliHAaAAbIPFaHbIH KepceTeAi. YAT KaAbINTacTbIpy 6apbiCbiHAQ KEMAAMCTIK dAMTA
MCAAQMAbI, OCMaHAbIK, MypaHbl >X8He Kenbip 3THO-AIHM a3LWbIAbIKTaPAbI LETTETE OTbIPbIM, GATHICTHIK,
JKOHE 3aMbIPAbI YATTbIK, GiperenAikTi KaAbinTacTbipyFa 6acbiMAbIK, 6epai. COHbIMEH KaTap KEMAAM3MHIH
ILUKi KaMLWbIABIKTAPbl aHbIKTAAbIM, OAApP KOHCEPBATMBTIK XXOHE MCAAMLLbIA KO3FaAbICTapAbIH ©cCyiHe
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Kemaauncrckuin Auckypc u
CMeHa NnapaAMrmbl B TypeLKOM NMOAMTUKE

B AaHHOM paboTe MCCAEAYIOTCSI KOHLENTYaAbHblE, MHTEAAEKTYaAbHbIE, MAEOAOTUYECKME U UCTO-
puyeckre KOPHM KEMAAUCTCKOrO AMCKYPCa, a TakxKe TeopeTuyeckre OCHOBbI BECTEPHM3aLMK, MOAEP-
HM3aLMKU 1 CEKYAIpU3aLMK TypeuKoro obuiecTsa. Lieab MccAepAOBaHMS 3aKAIOHUAETCS B aHAAM3E Kema-
AMCTCKOrO AMCKYpCA B TYPELKOM MOAUTHKE U BbISIBAEHUM MapaAMIMaAbHOIMO CABMIa OT KemaAm3ma K
AAbTEPHATMBHbBIM MOAUTUYECKUM AMCKYpCaM. B 3apaum nccaepaoBaHUS BXOAUT OMNpeAeAeHr e CUABHbBIX
CTOPOH KEMaAM3Ma, a TaK>Ke BbIIBAEHME ero CAAGOCTeNn 1 OrpaHuUeHnii B yCAOBUSX TAYHOKMX MOAUTU-
YeCcKMx TpaHCchopMaLLMiA U M3MEHEHUI BO BHYTPEHHEN W BHeLIHe NoAuTHKe Typumm.

AKTYaAbHOCTb MCCAEAOBaHUS 00YCAOBAEHA OCAAOAEHMEM AOMMHUPYIOLLEr0 KEMAAMCTCKOro AMC-
Kypca U yCMAEHMEM aAbTEPHATMBHbBIX MAEOAOIUI, MPEXAE BCEro MoCAe MpUXoAa K BAACTM [lapTum
CMpPaBeAAMBOCTU M Pa3BUTUS. METOAOAOTUSI MICCAEAOBaHUSI OCHOBbBIBAETCS HA KPUTUUYECKOM aHaAM3e
Hay4HOW AMTepaTypbl U UCTOPUYECKMX MCTOUYHMKOB, a TaK>Ke Ha METOAAX UCTOPUYECKOro U KpUTUYe-
CKOro AMcKypc-aHaamsa. C Mx MOMOLLbIO PACCMATPMBAETCS POAb KEMAAMCTCKOrO AMCKypca B (hOpMU-
POBAHMM CBETCKOr0 pecnybAMKAHCKOrO MOAUTUYECKOro MOPsiAKA U B Pa3BUTUM TYPELIKOro o6LwecTsa C
MOMeHTa 06pa3oBaHus pecnyBAnKU.

Pe3yAbTaTbl MCCAEAOBAHMS MOKa3bIBAIOT, UYTO KEMAAM3M BbICTYMaA rereMOHUCTCKOM MAEOAOTMEN
rOCyAapPCTBEHHOTO M HALLMOHAABHOTO CTPOMTEABCTBA, TpaHChopmmnpoBas TypLMIO U3 BOCTOUYHOIO MO-
AMTUYECKOro 06pa3oBaHms B COBPEMEHHOE, BECTEPHM3MPOBAHHOE 1 CBETCKOE FOCYAApCTBO. B npouec-
Ce HaLMOHAABHOIO CTPOMTEABCTBA KEMAAMCTCKAsi IAMTA COCPEAOTOUMAACh Ha POPMMPOBAHMU HOBOW
CBETCKOM M 3arnaAHO OPMEHTMPOBAHHOM HALMOHAAbHOWM MAEHTUUYHOCTM, BbITECHSS MCAAM, OCMAHCKOe
MPOLLUAOE U PSiA STHOPEAUTMO3HBIX MEHBLUMHCTB. B TO >ke Bpemsi BbIsIBA€HbI BHYTPEHHMe NPOTUBOpEeYms
KeMaAM3Ma, KOTopble MPMBEAU K POCTY KOHCEPBATUMBHbBIX M MCAAMUCTCKMX ABMXKEHUI U MOUCKY HOBOM
HaLMOHAABHOW MapaAurMbl. MccaepaoBaHme cnocobeTByet 6oaee ray6OKOMY MOHUMAHUIO AMHAMUKKI U

TEHAEHLMN COBPEMEHHOM TYPEeLKOM MOAUTUKM.

KAroueBble caoBa: KEMaAn3M, TprI,VISI, HaUMOHaAN3M, CEKYASAPU3M, BECTEPHN3aUnd, MCAaM, HEOOC-

MaHU3M.

Introduction

The paper sheds light upon the conceptual, intel-
lectual, ideological and historical roots of the Ke-
malist discourse and theoretical underpinnings of
Westernization, modernization and secularization
of Turkish society. The goal of the study is to exam-
ine the Kemalist discourse in Turkish politics, and
a paradigm shift from Kemalism to alternative po-
litical discourses. The objectives of the study are to
identify the advantages and strengths of Kemalism
and ascertain its weaknesses and drawbacks against
the backdrop of profound political transformations
and shifts in domestic and foreign policy of Tiirkiye.
Today’s Turkish society and politics are widely con-
sidered as an arena of a power struggle between the
conventional hegemonic Kemalist discourse and an
Islamist discourse represented by the AKP (Adalet
ve Kalkinma Partisi) under the leadership of Re-

cep Tayyip Erdogan (Adak 2022, p. 3). Scholarship
points to the recent developments in Turkish poli-
tics, notably the attempts of the AKP to craft a new
society and state by marginalizing and replacing the
dominant Kemalist republican system (Kutay 2020,
p- 69). Kemalist nation building has heavily relied
on Westernization, secularism and Turkish nation-
alism. Yet at the same time, the Kemalist ideology
has suppressed and excluded Islam and the Otto-
man past from nation building process and from
forging a new nation and a new political regime.
In this regard, the AKP or Erdoganism has skill-
fully been exploiting Islam and Ottomanism (neo-
Ottomanism) for its political objectives. Scholarship
draws attention to the rise of the AKP as an indica-
tion of the decline of Kemalism, whose two pillars,
secularism and forced Westernization have clashed
with Turkish society (Coskun 2023). Yet Aytiirk
and Esen claim that as the post-Kemalist paradigm
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is not widely embraced in Tiirkiye, there is a need
to nurture an alternative paradigm (Ufuk Haksever
2024: 111). Furthermore, despite the conventional
narrative that Kemalist nationalism has excluded
Islam from Turkish national identity, scholarship
argues that even in the context of aggressive secular
regime, Muslimness has remained the precondition
for being a Turk and getting full citizenship rights
(Oktem 2025: 25-26). Oktem maintains that from its
inception the Republic of Tiirkiye has been an eth-
nocratic regime (Oktem 2025: 20).

From this standpoint, although as the found-
ing ideology of the Republic of Tiirkiye, Kemalism
has remained the hegemonic political and ideo-
logical discourse in Turkish politics and society, its
dominant position has been challenged and eroded
by alternative political ideologies, especially the
AKP. In Kutay’s view, the AKP has sought to craft
a new conservative political regime by displacing
the mainstream Kemalist secularist regime (Kutay
2020: 69). In this regard, it is highly relevant to re-
examine the historical, conceptual and ideological
roots and underpinnings of Kemalism. Mustafa Ke-
mal Atatiirk and the Kemalist elites initiated and ef-
fectuated radical and profound social changes and
cultural transformations that were marked by the
painful transition from the Ottoman period to the era
of Turkish republicanism and secular regime. Draw-
ing on the Western European model of modernity,
secularism and nationalism, the Kemalist political
establishment embarked upon the path of erecting
a new society and political regime. The advent of
the Kemalist political regime heralded the histori-
cal, ideological and cultural rupture from Islam and
the Ottoman legacy. Having prioritized secularism,
modernity and Turkish nationalism, the Kemalist
political establishment came to increasingly per-
ceive Islam and the Ottoman past as ‘other’ and an
impediment to the Turkish nation’s path towards
Westernization.

Therefore, the founding fathers of the Republic
of Tiirkiye cultivated an essentialist form of Turkish
nationalism and systematically cleansed the Turkish
history of its Ottoman segment, eliminating Islam
from a new Turkish national identity (Bora 2015:
41). Atatirk’s Westernization project placed Eu-
ropean modernity at the center of nation building,
simultaneously ‘othering’ and excluding Ottoman
history and Islam (Uzer 2020: 277). In addition
to nurturing Turkish nationalism and reinforcing
etatism, secularism and modernity, the Kemalist
elites increasingly focused on cultural and ethnic
homogenization. They also have excluded certain
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social and ethnic groups, forging an authoritarian
rule and systematic suppression of dissent and al-
ternative ideologies (Yilmaz 2021: 72). As Atatiirk
himself was a military man, the Turkish army has
traditionally been the main guardian and guarantor
of the republican order and secular political system.
Yet with the rise of the AKP, the decisive role of
the Turkish army in protecting the secular order has
eroded. Despite numerous charges and allegations
that the advent of the AKP has led to Islamization
of Turkish politics and society, leading scholars
question their validity. Valiyev argues that Tiirkiye
under the rule of the AKP has not witnessed Islam-
ization, rather Erdogan has prioritized dismantling
the closed state discourse of Kemalists and fortify-
ing the state via a more comprehensive and inclu-
sive approach, which binds both nationalists and
religious groups together (Valiyev 2025: 3). Having
rejected the principles and narratives crafted by the
Kemalist political establishment, these groups have
been instrumental in the deconstruction of the Ke-
malist discourse and have managed to incorporate
themselves into the Turkish national identity and
project (Valiyev 2025: 3).

Materials and methods

The study draws upon the relevant studies and
historical sources pertaining to Kemalism, Kemalist
nation building, modernization and crafting a new
nation, the nexus and rupture between the Ottoman
past and the republican period, the decline of Ke-
malism and emergence of alternative political and
ideological forces and discourses. The study em-
ploys a variety of research methods. The most im-
portant research method is a review of the relevant
literature as studies on this issue provide up-to-date
knowledge, conceptual and theoretical basis of the
problem, indicating gaps in scholarship. Besides
conducting a literature review, the study uses meth-
ods of historical analysis and critical discourse anal-
ysis. These methods are essential in exploring and
getting a deeper understanding of the political views
and ideas of Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, the founder of
the Republic of Tiirkiye. Atatiirk’s ideas conceptu-
ally, ideologically and theoretically underpin the
state and societal structure and system of Tiirkiye.
Rooted in and evolved from the late Ottoman period
political developments and discourses, Kemalism
became the founding ideology of the Republic of
Tiirkiye that still sustains Turkish society and po-
litical system (Ziircher 2005: 14). As part of the late
Ottoman political and intellectual elites, Mustafa
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Kemal and his followers pursued two key goals,
namely liberation of the homeland from the Greek
invaders and Western colonial powers and estab-
lishment of a modern secular nation state (Yavuz
2019: 20). Studies refer to nationalism and secular-
ism as the twin pillars of Kemalist ideology (Ya-
vuz 2019: 10). Although scholarship considers the
ideas of Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk as the founding
ideology of Tiirkiye, studies emphasize that Ke-
malist nationalism and secularism have become
the main sources of current deep crises in Turk-
ish politics and society (Yavuz 2019: 10), which
have reflected in the rise of the AKP (Adalet ve
Kallkinma Partisi) and reemergence of Islam as a
powerful political and ideological force in Tiirkiye
(Tokdogan 2024: 73-74).

Literature review

In the current Turkish politics and society dom-
inated by the AKP under the leadership of Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, Kemalism as the founding ideolo-
gy of Tiirkiye and the Kemalist Republican People’s
Party (CHP, Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi) are seen as
the key source of trouble and problems in Turkish
society (Tokdogan 2024: 74). This is because Islam
that has always been central in Turkish history and
culture and provided national and cultural cohesion,
was systematically suppressed and marginalized
during Mustafa Kemal’s aggressive Westerniza-
tion and cultural reforms and afterwards (Tokdogan
2024: 74). The birth of the Republic of Tiirkiye in
1923 was marked by the profound cultural, ideo-
logical and political rupture of the new Kemalist
regime from the previous Ottoman period, which
was reflected in Kemalist attempts to suppress and
eliminate Islam, Islamic traditions and groups. Na-
tion building process and construction of a new uni-
fied nation and national identity were accompanied
by the state-orchestrated systematic assaults on
Islam. In this cultural war waged by the Kemalist
regime the biggest losers were Islam, Oriental iden-
tity of the Turks and the Ottoman legacy (Tokdogan
2024: 73-74). Besides Islam and the Ottoman past,
certain non-Turkish ethnic groups such the Kurds
who shared common religion and history rooted in
the Ottoman past with the Turks became victims of
Kemalist monoethnic and monocultural nation state
model (Ege 2022: 558; Yavuz 2016: 455). Kemal-
ist nationalism and efforts to craft an ethnically ho-
mogenized society and Turkish identity led to the
erosion and marginalization of Islam and Kurdish
identity (Ege 2022: 558).

Uzer asserts that the founding father of the Re-
public of Tiirkiye held negative attitudes towards
the Ottoman past, rejecting any idea of reconciling
their Westernizing efforts with Islam and Ottoman-
ism (Uzer 2020: 275). Therefore, Atatiirk and other
prominent leaders of the early republican period
suppressed Islam and the Ottoman legacy, and at the
same time, made great strides in crafting a Turkish
nation state resembling and imitating Western Euro-
pean nations (Uzer 2020: 275). Despite the fact that
Mustafa Kemal and other leading political figures in
the early republican period were the products of the
late Ottoman era modernization and Westernization
efforts, they associated the Ottoman past with bitter
defeats, humiliations, cultural, economic and politi-
cal backwardness. Since the Ottoman past and Islam
were identified as ‘other’ and irrelevant for Kemalist
nation building, the new republican regime system-
atically sought identity change from an Islamic and
Ottoman identity to a Western, secular and Turkish
nationalist identity (Uzer 2018a: 339). Besides, the
Kemalist regime was in search of civilizational and
cultural change by discarding its Oriental and Islam-
ic affiliation and shifting towards the West, adopt-
ing Western lifestyle predicated upon rationalism
and science rooted in the European Enlightenment
(Uzer 2018b: 30).

Although the Kemalist regime and its aggres-
sive Westernization and secularization policies
made Islam and the Ottoman past less visible and
marginal, scholarship highlights their comeback
and resurgence over the past several decades. This
has reflected in the renaissance of Islam and Islamic
political movement across the country, which have
eventually prompted a slow shift away from the
dominant Kemalist discourse towards Islamic and
Ottoman identity (Uzer 2018a: 340). With the ter-
mination of the CHP’s monopoly over politics and
power at the end of the 1940s and rise of alternative
political parties, certain segments of Turkish society
reclaimed the nation’s Islamic identity and the Otto-
man past. In this case, Yavuz and Oztiirk argue that
the reformist Kemalist elites with predominately
European and Balkan background neither acknowl-
edged nor understood the role and power of Islam
and the Ottoman legacy in Anatolia (Yavuz & Oz-
tirk 2019: 2). With European background and heav-
ily influenced by the Jacobin French ideology, the
Kemalist elite failed to grasp to what extent Islam
was central to the worldviews of Anatolian Turks
(Yavuz & Oztiirk 2019: 2).

As the hegemonic state-inspired ideology, Ke-
malism became the guardian of the republican order

45



The kemalist discourse and a paradigm shift in Turkish politics

and secular system (Yavuz, 2019, p. 12), the Ke-
malist regime outlawed and suppressed any alterna-
tive discourses and ideologies, especially Islam and
adherents of political Islam, labelling and framing
them as hostile elements and proponents of ‘Islamic
fanaticism’ (Yavuz & Oztiirk 2019: 4-5). The laik
ideology or [aiklik (secularism) was instrumental-
ized as the driving force of the top-down modern-
ization, Westernization and cultural change (Yavuz
& Oztiirk 2019: 5). Studies stress the conceptual
and theoretical origin of the Young Turk movement
and Kemalism. In Yavuz’s view, positivism or Au-
guste Comte’s social change and an idea of progress
came to increasingly shape and guide modernist dis-
courses in the Ottoman empire and then in the early
republican period (Yavuz 2019: 10). According to
Auguste Comte’s theory of social change, human
societies tend to evolve through key three stages of
progress, namely theological, metaphysical and pos-
itive stages. While in the theological stage religion
serves as the hegemonic concept in shaping people’s
understanding of the world, the metaphysical stage
is marked by a shift away from supernatural expla-
nations towards scientific inquiry, and in the highest
positive stage, people increasingly tend to rely on
reason and scientific knowledge and prioritize sci-
ence and rational understanding of changes, society
and the world. In this regard, positivism was central
to the Young Turk movement’s efforts to dissoci-
ate European modernity from European cultural and
Christian roots and make use of it in developing ra-
tional thinking (Yavuz 2019: 10).

From this point of view, positivism lied at the
core of Kemalist modernization and laicism (secu-
larism) as its guiding principle. The Kemalist top-
down nation building in line with positivism, science
and European modernity rejected and precluded the
influence of religion in all essential dimensions of
society such as economics, politics, education, com-
munity, family and way of life (Yavuz 2019: 10).
Moreover, despite the top-down state-sponsored
consolidating and homogenizing peculiarities of Ke-
malism grounded in secularism and Turkish nation-
alism, studies point to the exclusionary and divisive
character of the Kemalist ideology. Specifically, the
suppression and exclusion of Islam, the Ottoman
past, and Kurdish ethnonationalism from the nation
building process by the Kemalist elite soon back-
fired. Although the Kemalist ideology has remained
the dominant discourse supplying Turkish society
with political and cultural cohesiveness, knitting it
together, the resurgence of political Islam and Kurd-
ish nationalism has shown the weakness and short-
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comings of Kemalism. In this regard, the twilight of
the CHP and ascension of the AKP to power have
signaled the need to address the deep cleavages and
divisions along cultural, political, ethnic and reli-
gious lines in Turkish society.

To be specific, the AKP has highlighted the ne-
cessity to incorporate Islam into Turkish politics
and national identity to curb Kurdish ethnonation-
alism, prevent the nation from being taken apart
and provide national cohesion and a deep sense
of unity (Yavuz 2019: 16). Although studies tend
to highlight a growing Islamization of Turkish so-
ciety since the advent of the AKP, certain scholars
call into question the soundness of such assump-
tions. In Valiyev’s view, the conventional narratives
about citizenship and nationalism predicated upon
Kemalism are no longer relevant against the back-
drop of the resurgence of more robust and pertinent
discourses (Valiyev 2025: 3). For that reason, the
rise of the AKP ought not to be seen as Islamization
and at the same time, the political developments and
trends should not be oversimplified. The ascension
of the AKP is rooted in the need of Turkish society
to redefine the conventional political discourses that
had guided the development of Tiirkiye throughout
the 20™ century and cultivate a new sound strategy
to address acute domestic and foreign policy issues.
Specifically, the Turkish political establishment is
now preoccupied with the reconsideration of the Ke-
malist secular discourse and offering a more robust
and sound strategy that would guide the nation in
the 21% century. This is reflected in the wider ac-
ceptance of Islam, neo-Ottomanism and ethnic mi-
norities, which demonstrates that the Turkish state
under the rule of the AKP has managed to transcend
the conventional confined state structure and craft a
more inclusive and sustainable political order (Vali-
yev 2025: 3-4).

Results and discussion

Since the establishment of the Republic of
Tiirkiye, Turkish policymakers have maintained
a pro-European and pro-Western foreign policy
course, which reflect in the country’s membership
in Transatlantic political and security institutions.
In this regard, Yilmaz and Bilgin argue that Tiir-
kiye’s rapprochement and further integration with
Transatlantic institutions have led the country to
acquire Western identity (Yilmaz & Bilgin 2006:
39). In Aydin’s view, Tiirkiye’s Western orientation
and identity were cultivated under the leadership of
Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk with its aggressive Europe-
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anization and profound cultural transformation of
Turkish society from an Oriental archaic into mod-
ern and industrial one (Aydin 2000: 105). Although
modern Tiirkiye’s Western identity was shaped in
the early republican era, its roots go back to the late
Ottoman period when Ottoman political and mili-
tary elites emulated Europe (Ahmad 2008a: 196).
In the second half of the 19" century, the Ottoman
leaders came to understand that profound structural
reforms could pave the way for the further existence
of the Ottoman empire. Hence, conceptual and in-
tellectual foundations of modernization in Ottoman
society were laid in that period (Ziircher 2005: 14;
Ziircher 2010: 136).

Despite its Oriental origin, the Ottoman empire
was both an eastern and European empire, encom-
passing the vast lands of Asia, Africa and Europe.
In the second half of the 19" century, the Ottoman
empire was referred to as “the sick man of Europe”
(Ahmad 2008b: 262; Taspinar 2008: 15). Up to the
end of the 1870s the River of Danube had separated
the Ottoman realms from Europe. Yet subsequently,
the empire’s European possessions were consider-
ably reduced. In the eyes of the educated Ottoman
intellectuals and officers, the Ottoman empire con-
sisted of two key realms: on the one hand, Anatolia,
and on the other, Rumelia. In 1908, the leaders of
Committee of Union and Progress (CUP, [ttihad ve
Terakki Cemiyeti) raised the alarm about the possi-
ble loss of European realms of the empire due to the
Western advocacy for the independence of Macedo-
nia, which might lead to the removal of the capital
from Istanbul to Asia Minor (Hanioglu 2011: 200).
They feared that the move of the empire’s capital
to Asia would exclude the Ottoman state from the
ranks of European powers, reducing it to the status
of a second-class Asiatic state. In case of the loss
of Rumelia, the Ottoman empire would be reduced
to the level of Persia or any other eastern state
(Hanioglu 2001: 236).

Although Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk had moved
the country’s capital from Istanbul to Ankara, he
strongly adhered to the conventional CUP discourse
about the strategic significance of keeping a Euro-
pean character and identity of Tiirkiye, which was
central to the survival of a new emerging nation.
Having shared the Young Turks’ vision, Mustafa
Kemal argued that the loss of the nation’s European
character and reducing it to an Asiatic country like
Iran would mean the end of Tiirkiye as a nation state
(Hanioglu 2011: 201). However, despite the loss of
European possessions and the move of the capital
to Anatolia, Mustafa Kemal was certain that the na-

tion’s European character did not vanish, and quite
the opposite, it remained unchanged, having kept its
European identity. In Mustafa Kemal’s view, Tiirki-
ye’s Europeaness rooted not in geography but rather
in culture and civilization. Despite residing mostly
in Asia, Mustafa Kemal and its followers identi-
fied themselves and the country with Europe and
the Western civilization. In this sense, he made tre-
mendous efforts to craft a Turkish nation state and
society in European cultural terms. Hanioglu claims
that Mustafa Kemal’s endeavors to modernize and
Westernize Tiirkiye and Turkish society constituted
one of the greatest social, political, cultural and so-
cietal experiments and transformations of the first
half of the 20" century (Hanioglu 2011: 201).

As an officer in the Ottoman army, Mustafa Ke-
mal was amongst progressive Ottoman intellectu-
als and military who advocated modernization and
Europeanization of the empire. In this context, his
pro-Western and pro-European vision and views
had been shaped before the Turkish War of Inde-
pendence in 1919-1923. Like other pro-Westerners
in the Ottoman empire, Mustafa Kemal was con-
vinced that the country was destined to be part of
Europe. Yet to achieve that goal, he understood
that profound and dramatic cultural and political
changes and transformations were needed. For this
reason, Mustafa Kemal and how followers initiated
and effectuated the Westernization project. In their
endeavor to modernize Turkish society, Mustafa
Kemal and his followers sought to convince the
Turkish people that their country was integral part
of Europe, and at the same time, they pursued the
goal of persuading Europeans that the Turks in fact
shared the same culture as theirs and thereby both
the Turks and Europeans were part of the Western
culture and civilization (Hanioglu 2011: 202).

Literature draws attention to the two key aspects
of Mustafa Kemal’s Westernization project, specifi-
cally on the one hand, ideological and political, and
on the other, cultural and social (Hanioglu 2011:
202). In ideological and social terms, Mustafa Ke-
mal attempted to minimize everything that under-
mined and suppressed the nation’s Europeanness
and at the same time, he reinforced its European
character. His aggressive and vigorous Westerniza-
tion project entailed the sharp decrease of the role
of Islam in politics and society as it was seen as the
main impediment to modernization of the country.
In this case, merely convincing the Turks that they
were part of Europe would not be enough to foster
and entrench Tiirkiye’s Western identity. Perhaps
the most important precondition for becoming a Eu-
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ropean nation was to embrace European culture and
Western civilization. From this standpoint, Mustafa
Kemal contended that any part of local Turkish cul-
tural norms that were not in line with Western civili-
zation ought to be discarded and eliminated. Having
rejected any idea of non-Western modernity, Mus-
tafa Kemal called attention to the necessity of re-
moving local cultural norms that were not consistent
with Western concepts of modernity. In this regard,
a multitude of local indigenous cultural and social
elements associated with Islam were removed.

To achieve his goal and initiate change and cul-
tural transformations, Mustafa Kemal launched top-
down state-orchestrated assaults on Islam, Islamic
traditions and institutions. Scholars draw attention
to one significant advantage that Mustafa Kemal
possessed unlike other great reformers and modern-
izers of the East. Specifically, Atatlirk drew from the
experiences of the reformers of the Ottoman society
at the end of the 19" and beginning of the 20™ cen-
turies who had increasingly sought to modernize the
empire by introducing Western modernity. Although
at that time modernity and its effects touched upon
the upper level of Ottoman society, it was unable to
penetrate the lower social strata. As European mo-
dernity was solely embraced by Ottoman political
elites, to manage the state and governance, they had
to devise a hybrid legal system, consisting of both
Islamic legal system and European legal principles.
Despite being part of Turkish political elites who
adhered to Western modernity, Mustafa Kemal was
convinced that Western influence should not be con-
fined within the upper strata of Turkish society, and
it ought to penetrate the lower social strata, especial-
ly those of the most conservative segments of Tiirki-
ye. Social and cultural revolution devised and spear-
headed by Mustafa Kemal was intended to trigger
radical changes and transformations, which would
turn Tiirkiye into a Western nation state regardless
of its geographical position (Hanioglu 2011: 205).

Modernization and nation building in Tiirkiye
under Mustafa Kemal in the 1920s-1930s pursued
the goals of transforming the nation from an Ori-
ental backward country into an advanced modern
Western political entity. Nation building under-
taken by Mustafa Kemal was conceptually, ideo-
logically and theoretically underpinned by the Six
Arrows (Alt: Ok), which became the founding ideol-
ogy of the Republic of Tiirkiye. Atatiirk’s Six Ar-
rows consisted of republicanism (cumhuriyet¢ili),
nationalism (milliyet¢ilik), populism (halk¢ilik),
etatism (devlet¢ilik), laicism (laiklik), and revolu-
tionism or reformism (inkilap¢ilik) (Ahmad 2008a:
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186; Yavuz & Oztiirk 2019: 4; Ziircher 2005: 14).
The driving force and ideological underpinning of
Atatlirk’s Westernization project was Turkish na-
tionalism, which was rooted in as well as emanated
and evolved from the late Ottoman era when the
rising Ottoman intellectuals had been in search of
a national identity (Morin & Lee 2010: 6). Despite
historically being an Islamic society, Tiirkiye under
Mustafa Kemal drifted away from religious deter-
mination, pivoting to Western secularism (Hanioglu
2011: 131). From this perspective, Mustafa Kemal’s
modernization and cultural reforms were guided by
secularism, nationalism (forging a new nation) and
the concept of a new history (Foss 2014: 826; Morin
& Lee 2010: 4).

In Mustafa Kemal’s view, Islam, the Ottoman
past and other local elements were an impediment to
his Westernization project. Influenced by Western
European ideas of nationalism, secularism and mod-
ernism, Atatiirk and his followers nurtured Turkish
nationalism that was designed to replace religion,
specifically Islam (Ahmad 2008a: 184). Drawing
upon the French experience of building a secular so-
ciety and the concept of secularism (laicité), Atatiirk
embarked upon the path of transforming an Oriental
Islamic society into a Western secular society. Hav-
ing seen Islam as an obstruction to modernization,
the new republican regime launched systematic as-
saults upon Islam. Atatiirk himself emphasized that
Islam was in fact a religion of Arabs who used it as
a tool to dominate non-Arabs (Hanioglu 2011: 132).
Rejecting any idea of a positive impact of Islam,
he increasingly focused on curtailing Islam’s lead-
ing role in society. At the same time, in his search
of the greatness of the Turks, he plunged into an-
cient history, arriving at the conclusion that before
their conversion to the religion of Arabs, the Turks
had been a great people and even they had been the
founders of an advanced civilization in human his-
tory (Hanioglu 2011: 132).

After the establishment of the Republic of Tiir-
kiye, the Ottoman past and Islamic traditions were
found an obstacle to progress (Foss 2014: 826).
Aggressive modernization and cultural transfor-
mations systematically erased everything deemed
to be a hindrance to the Westernization project. In
particular, the Ottoman past and Arab-Persian cul-
tural legacy were seen as obsolete, which needed
to be discarded for the sake of a higher and nobler
cause. The Arabi-Persian script was replaced by a
new Latin alphabet, the Islamic calendar was substi-
tuted by the Gregorian calendar and Turkish citizens
were obliged to embrace cultural changes and adopt
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Western lifestyle (Foss 2014: 826). Besides, it was
believed that history and political ideology predi-
cated upon Islam and the Ottoman legacy were con-
sidered irrelevant and inappropriate for a modern-
izing and secularizing nation state (Alaranta 2008:
124). For this purpose, Mustafa Kemal and his fol-
lowers engaged themselves in history writing and
knowledge construction to legitimize their actions
and make their efforts sustainable. The Ministry of
Education and other agencies were tasked with writ-
ing and producing standard textbooks in line with
the ideals and policies of the state. As a result of the
top-down state-sponsored history writing, in 1930
“The Outlines of Turkish History” was published
(Hanioglu 2011: 163).

Seen as a revisionist interpretation of human and
Turkish history, “The Outlines of Turkish History”
entirely overlooked the Ottoman past. In this case,
1919 was indicated as the inception of history of the
Turkish people and a new Turkish nation state when
the Turkish War of Independence began (Alaranta
2008: 124). To legitimize and sustain the new re-
gime, Mustafa Kemal focused on erasing all traces
of Ottoman history and mythologizing the historical
past, glorifying Turkish history and putting greater
emphasis on the contributions of the Turks to human
civilization. In this regard, Islam was defined as the
main cause of Turkic decline (Hanioglu 2011: 165).
At the same time, in terms of mythologizing history,
the Turkish people were put at the center of nation
building and modernization of Turkish society. To
cultivate a modern Turkish identity and Turkish-
ness, Atatiirk and his followers promoted the thesis
of a civilizing mission of the Turks that preceded the
Islamic period and went back to the ancient times
(Hanioglu 2011: 165). In forging and reinforcing
new nationalistic narratives, the republican regime
pursued the goal of convincing the outside world
that the Turks were not a backward, primitive and
underdeveloped people, and simultaneously, incul-
cating a sense of pride and greatness in the Turkish
people. This reflected in the history textbooks, in
which the Turks were portrayed as the first builders
of civilization in human history, as the “highest and
first civilized race of humanity”, and the founders of
Chinese, Greek, Mesopotamian, Egyptian and Ro-
man civilizations (Foss 2014: 829; Uzer 2020: 278).

Conclusion
Kemalism has been at the core of nation build-

ing, modernization, Westernization, and the secu-
lar republican order in Tiirkiye since 1923. As the

founder of the Republic of Tiirkiye, Mustafa Kemal
Atatiirk ushered the country into a new era of mo-
dernity and Western orientation. To turn his country
and people into a modern Western and highly de-
veloped nation, Atatiirk and the republican political
establishment carried out the transition of Tiirkiye
from the imperial period to a new republican era.
In the process of this transformation, the Kemalist
elites triggered dramatic and tectonic political and
cultural change in Turkish society. In this case, the
founders of the Republic of Tiirkiye embarked upon
the path of crafting a new state, society and nation,
placing at the center of nation building the Turkish
people as the state forming nation and builders of a
new political entity. In engineering a new society,
the founding fathers discarded the Ottoman past and
Islam that had long bound together a multireligious,
multicultural and multiethnic empire.

Despite the Ottoman empire acknowledging re-
ligious and cultural diversity of the state and thereby
bestowing cultural autonomy upon the conquered
peoples, Islam was the mainstream and dominant
religion, which lied at the foundation of the Ottoman
civilization. Yet with the advent of the new political
regime in lieu of the Ottoman empire, the new Turk-
ish state focused on building a culturally and ethni-
cally homogenized nation. Besides, Atatiirk and his
followers placed a greater emphasis upon instilling
modernity and European identity in the Turkish peo-
ple. In the context of ethnic and cultural homogeni-
zation, many non-Turkish peoples, including those
who adhered to Islam, were subjected to cultural
assimilation. Moreover, the founding fathers over-
looked the significance of Islam and Ottoman his-
tory in the nation building process. In forging a new
national identity predicated upon Europeanness and
Western modernity, the Kemalist political elites ex-
cluded the Ottoman past and Islam as inconsistent
with modernity. This in turn has indicated the obvi-
ous weaknesses and limitations of Kemalism as the
founding ideology of Tiirkiye.

A greater emphasis upon secularism, Western-
ization and suppression of alternative ideologies and
identities at the expense of [slam, the Ottoman history
and ethnic minorities, primarily the Kurds, have re-
vealed the contentious, divisive and flawed character
of the Kemalist discourse. For that reason, from its in-
ception, the secular republican regime and Kemalism
have increasingly been challenged and contested by
alternative discourses and groups. After the one-par-
ty system came to an end led by the Kemalist CHP,
new alternative political and ethnic forces reemerged.
While being loyal to Atatiirk’s legacy, these forces
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promoted different discourses and perspectives. Ex-
cessively marginalized and swept under the rug,
different ideologies such as Islam, Ottomanism and
Kurdish ethnonationalism experienced their resur-
gence. Although the Kemalist regime with the sup-
port of the Turkish army has endeavored to maintain
the secular regime intact, the hegemony of Kemal-

ism in Turkish politics has been eroded. In particu-
lar, the emergence of the AKP led to erosion of the
dominant role of Kemalism. Even before the advent
of the AKP, other political parties had invoked Islam
and neo-Ottomanism to address the deep divisions,
reevaluate the Kemalist regime and effectuate mean-
ingful changes in Turkish society.
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