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Discussing Islamism: Among Different Perspectives

For last two decades, it is almost clear that one of the primary focuses of politically 

involved academic debates on contemporary Turkey is about Islamism. Whereas the 

main reason of this situation seems to be the dramatic increase of public visibility of 

Islamist elements (media, political parties, intense debates, academic production) in 

Turkish society, it becomes inevitable to give an explanation and a meaning to Islamic 

movements. Nonetheless, it is not the theological aspect of Islam making it a center for 

intense debates, but its appearance as an organizing principle for an identity: Islamic 

political identity. As the media coverage and the huge academic literature about the 

issue implies, the center of the debates mostly shifted: from Islam as a religion to the 

Muslim as a subject, as well as to the Islamic social movements which might be 

described as ‘collective subjects’. 

Beside this shift in public debates and academic writings, one may simply observe a 

disagreement about the explanation and the direction of this increasing visibility. Two 

approaches seemingly lead the others: Locating the direction of this visibility to the 

opposite side of ‘modernity’ and ‘secularism’, the first perspective tends to see Islamic 

political identity as irrational and marginal in the light of a kind of structural-functionalist 

analysis (Hungtington, 1996: 174; Lewis 2003). Moreover, from a ahistorical and 

marginalizing perspective, this approach sometimes goes further to define Islamic 

political identity with a supposed ‘hostility’ to ‘the state and the laic regime’,  . Tending to 

emphasize the historicity and thus, the diversity and variability of Islamic political identity, 

the other approach which might be seen at the opposite side of the former underlines the 

possibilities of Islamic movements and focuses on different stations and shelters of 

Islamic political identity in its historical adventure (Caha, 2004; 476-493;  Duran, 2004:

, Öniþ, 1997, 2000, 2001: Kuru, 2007; Yavuz: 2003). To summarize one may 

offer that this approach indicates the transformation and transformability of Islamic 

political identity and thus, points out how Islamic political identity changes its direction 

and itself in its history: from Islamization of the state and society to personalization of the 

religion, from radical or moderate/reformist hegemonic goals to the peaceful living 

together strategies and from a nationalistic understanding of religion to a more civil and 
0universalistic world view . Nonetheless, resembling the former approach, what some of 

the studies pursuing this perspective ignores is that how it is impossible to define this 

process finished and closed. Finally testing Islamic political identity through some 

uncertain democratization criteria, this approach holds the risk of an early celebration 

and thus, closing a necessary room for criticism. As both the approaches and intense 

public debates display, one may offer that the so-called ‘simple’ question of practical 

reason appears at this very point: what is the reason behind pro-democratic discourses 

of Islamist movements? Is it real or a kind of strategy or ‘technology’ aiming an Islamic 

hegemony?  

It is needless to say that the pictures taken from the former perspective have in advance 

a problem of framing. Taking the pictures of ‘reality’ from a binary objective (white-west 



and black-orient) and by this nature freezing the phenomena and even framing the 

picture biased, this depiction continuously focuses on some certain scenes and distorts 

the integrity of the phenomena. Though this perspective, handicapped with fixing the 

‘orient’ and embedding it a certain interpretation of Islam with a quasi-representation is 

not unfamiliar at least for the well educated, it seems that some forms of orientalism are 

still ignored or underestimated. Particularly after 9/11, instead of a perspective that 

Gadamer described as “fusion of the horizons”, (Barcadurmuþ, Niþancý, 2007: 110) a 

harsh separation of them colonizes the discourses and making ‘the other’ as deaf-and-

dumb. For taking one and perhaps only one picture of Islamic political identity, this paper 

aims to take the first step with focusing on the ‘other’ subject, that is to say Islamist 

movements themselves. It would not be hard to estimate that the author tends to get into 

dialogue with the studies that might be labeled with the second approach. Nonetheless, 

hopefully there will be some differences, at least new suggestions about this approach in 

the light of criticisms above.

Carrying on the analogy of taking picture of ‘reality’, it may be offered that it would also be 

crucial to locate a supposed camera. Where will the ‘ideal’ three legs of tripod stand? As 

the studies pursuing the two approaches mentioned above show, there may be possibly 

three more effective points among the others: ‘opportunity structure’ as a “structure”, 
0collective subject(s)/groups and beliefs as moral power . Sometimes underlying only 

one or another, sometimes focusing on two of them or choosing all three variables, social 

scientists study on the transformation of Islamist identity in Turkey. Emphasizing the 

change of ‘opportunity structure’ of Turkey and the authoritarian, laic character of 

constitutional regime/structure, some of them tend to see only one variable as 

explanatory. As Halil Ý. Yenigün (2006) puts, however this approach is beneficiary for 

explaining the direction of the transformation, Islamist movements and identity are 

arguably considered as epiphenomenal and superstructural facts from such a 

perspective. As this instance displays, the lack of other two variables costs ignoring 

some crucial aspects of Islamic political identity. On the other hand, Hakan Yavuz’s effort 

(2003) to consider all the three variables lacks the tensions within –not between- Islamist 

groups themselves. The main focus of this paper occurs at this point: the tensions within 

Islamist groups (cemaats) may have a considerable significance to explain the demands 

for democratization ‘inside’ (the Islamic groups) and ‘outside’ (Turkish society), and thus 

transformation goal of Islamist subject to a more civil identity. To stress this point without 

underestimating the other ways of reading, it is also inevitable to reconsider the moral 

power and opportunity structure, which cannot be seen totally distinct from the formation 

and trans-formation of Islamist political identity as a subject in Turkish society. That is to 

say, a) this moral power includes the Messianic charisma of the leaders of Islamist 

groups and the synergy growing and nourishing the collective identity as well as some 

certain doctrines of Islam and Islamism, and b) the opportunity structure includes the 

paternal pressures inside the Islamist groups, and authoritarian pressures and threats 

from hardcore of the state as well as some domestic and global possibilities. In this 

reading, alongside the opportunities and possibilities, the tensions, the pressures and 

the threats inside and outside the “inner society” can be explanatory for the 

transformation of the identity. 



Inner Societies and Identity

It should be emphasized that Islamist tendency in Turkey cannot be framed into a state-

centered project of political hegemony, but can be understood as a social movement. 

This is the reason why the notion of “inner society” can be an effective concept to 

comprehend the formation and the transformation of Islamic political identity. However 

the political aspect of this movement cannot be overlooked by its very nature (Islamism), 

as both the history of Islamic political identity in Turkey and the historicity of any identity 

requires, it is quite necessary to not to underestimate the social aspect of it. 

As it is well known, Islamist movements in Turkey did not grow under the protection of 

mosques that are controlled by DIB (Diyanet Ýþleri Baþkanlýðý), a huge bureaucratic 

organ of the state(Çiðdem, 2004: 31), but in the houses and apartments. Mostly 

interpreted as the sign of state-society/“inner society” confrontation, this spatial escape 

is the symbol of religious people seeking for a ‘home’ in their own ‘homeland’. After the 

loss of the mosques as public religious places, these multi-functional houses serve as 

residences, as classrooms for both religious and ideological education, places of 

worship and semi-public areas for social, political and philosophical discussions. 

Partially immune to the intervention of authoritarian state, these houses were the most 

secure and essential places of the inner society, and mostly secluded to the television, 

radio and newspapers, which were seen as the instruments of soft power of the outer 

world. As the notion of “inner society” offers, after the declaration of republic, the elites’ 

authoritarian project of laicism created such a reflex of religious existence and survival, 

and with a legacy of Islamist ideology religious people tried to protect the roots of their 

faith and revive an Islamic system of values in a sterile environment. With the aim of 

widening and broadening these circles, Islamic/Islamist beliefs and values has become 

a call for the others in the wider society. Yet, this call was not public at first, but mostly 

personal and based on face-to-face relations in the period of formation of an inner 

society. Resembling a moving castle, diverse Islamist groups (cemaats) tried to broaden 

their inner societies and to add new members to the group for serving the holy Islamist 

cause. This was a ‘world’ within the world, a self-enclosed world aiming a non-existent 

topos, say an utopia, but also trying to give a micro exemplary of it in itself. Against the 

elites seeing the religion most responsible for the underdevelopment and recession of 

the society, this entire dream of Islamists was based on the mobilizing power of Islam as 

well as moral power of it. To achieve this perfectly, it was necessary to find a room for a 

new “world of life” and as it was known and expected, it require making some address in 

real-political field. In post-republican period, beginning as such a kind of passive 

resistance to the idealized modernization project of elites and seeking some nestling 

places out of the statist monopoly, Islamist movements eventually have become visible 

in the political realm. This was the first public and declared step towards the outer 

society.

In this narrative, this is the point that displays the inconsistency of the so-called 

antagonism mentioned above between Islamist groups and state: The supposed threats 

from state to the Islamist groups and vice versa only define some certain periods. After 

the democratization wave of Post-World War II, the coming of multi-party system and the 

governance of DP may be an example for the relief of the pressures on Islamist groups 



despite the reactions of bureaucracy. Afterwards, some Islamist political parties were 

founded by an Islamist group that seems to have constituted a political tradition from 

MNP up to FP (for some, AKP), and closed and prohibited by the state considering some 

Turkey’s special conditions. In the period of which the existential threat for the 

established state order occurred as the communist diffusion rendered by leftist groups, 

not only the pressure on Islamist groups relieved, but also they were openly or secretly 

supported by the state. For Islamist groups conceived of communism a threat for them, 

they willingly accepted this alliance and took part in the anti-communist front against the 

leftist groups. Nevertheless, the primary source of this kind of alliances seemed to be the 

state and these alliances were not based on a pure tolerance and a will to support, but 

they were always issue based and conditional. 

What this first step points out is that the Islamist groups are reflexively changed by their 

necessary exposure to the ‘world’ as well as they intervene and change the deeds of world. To 

widen the circles and broaden the inner society, Islamist subject was bound to go out of the secure 

inner society and leave its “closed” world for both the sake of salvation and hegemony. The cost 

was sometimes unexpected and sometimes surprising as well as promising and rewarding: the 

encounter with the world is not a sheer meeting of two, but a dialogue touching each other, as the 

rules of the game and the order require. What can be defined as opportunities and possibilities 

could not come alone, but hand to hand with risks and threats. As the wider concept of ‘world’ 

includes here a world of language, of mentality and of culture and of life, the new generations of 

Islamist groups were born into a new world different than their parents’ and became one of the 

subjects of the transformation of Islamist identity. 

The Narrative of New Generations as the Actors of Transformation

Post-1980 period symbolizes an interval of time that Islamist social movements got a 

considerable visibility in the public realm. As the reconstructive processes of neo-liberalism 

weakens the monopolist power of the state(s) in the realms of education, media and economy, the 

new structures of opportunity occurred for Islamist groups as other non-governmental 

formations (Göle, 2000: 91-117). Conceiving of these opportunities as the means for the service 

Islamist cause, the motivation of the members of these groups to make use of the opportunities 

goes beyond the self-interest. When the Islamist cause is in hand, the moral power of Islam backs 

up all the enterprises for the service of the cause. Reminding what Max Weber defined as the 

mobilizing power of Calvinist spirit, which made ground for the emergence of industrial 

capitalism by seeing economical success as the symbol of religious salvation, a mobilizing power 

led the members of Islamist groups to the fields of opportunity with a high degree of solidarity. 

In this period, these actors aiming to serve Islamist cause by providing hegemony in the symbolic 

world, achieved to utilize these fields of opportunity: in the economical realm, an Islamist 

bourgeoisie appeared and became organized under an organization named MÜSÝAD. Alongside 

the domestic fields of opportunity, they made some international investments from Middle Asian 

Republics to Europe and Africa. With the weakening of public monopoly in the media, Islamist 

groups considerably became more effective with the radio stations, newspapers, TV stations and 

journals and magazines. The first models of non-interest banking institutions came out in Turkey 

and organizations of finance and companies of insurance belonged by Islamist groups followed. 

The field of education was the most significant sector for Islamist groups aiming a new 



generation formed by the idealized values of Islam and Islamism: the private schools preparing 

students to the higher education, colleges and universities, dormitories and residences for 

university students. Islamist groups also attached importance for public schools as well as private 

education institutions. The public universities with a high qualification and the possibilities of a 

qualitative education were seen as a field of opportunity: the students were oriented to continue 

their education in these elite colleges for a more effective human resource. Enabling poor 

students to pursue a successful career like their own children, Islamist groups provide many 

people a service of scholarship, shelter and an unofficial guidance system. The compensation of 

these so-called “self sacrificial” services was hot loyalty to “charismatic group” and working for 

the holy cause. The attached sublime meaning transcending any self-interest in economic 

relations was also at work when it comes to professions: jobs should be seen as a service and a 

kind of worship. 

In this period, the number of the people joining this Islamist festival splendidly increased and the 

limits of the inner society should become wider and wider: the meaning of this was the 

broadening of the scope of the group and plunging into the very deepness of the world. Political, 

economical, cultural and educational boundaries of the group became more relative and 

coincided with the public realm. It is to be pointed out that, for the loss of the strict limits and 

boundaries, this festival is still sometimes controversial within and between Islamist groups. 

As the membrane of the inner society forced by the will to have a more capable profile of human 

resources, an unintended consequence came forth regarding the transformation of Islamic 

political identity: the paternal tension between new generations and elder ones. The main reason 

of the tension was the discomfort of new generations who grew in a more closed relation with the 

‘outer world’. The newly demands of individuality and liberty within the group and the 

discomfort about the strict hierarchy was ignored, underestimated and even opposed by the 

veterans. Younger opinion leaders were also criticizing an understanding of religion making use 

of idealized values as the defense of the status quo within the group, and ignoring its esthetics, art, 

and vital elements, reduction of Islam to a mere holy cause. As the younger generations conceive 

of the problem of inequality not only because the in-group informal hierarchy, but also an 

approach regarding a hierarchy between the belief and the believer. For the new generation, the 

values to be protected include not only religious ones, but also the values of modern life such as 

individuality and liberty. The troublesome experiences of Islamist groups (prohibition of veiling, 

for instance) would become meaningful in the public realm with these newly concepts of liberty. 

In these new conditions, the old habit of redefining anything with a fore-adjective Islam was left: 

from Islamic politics, Islamic knowledge, and Islamic state to real politics, secular knowledge 

and democracy. 

Nonetheless, the discomforts of the younger were not expressed publicly but appeared mostly as 

an inner criticism. The tension did not usually cause a collective break off from the group, for it is 

almost impossible to oppose the charisma of the leaders and the spirit of the community. Also, 

whereas the elders are non-tolerant and backed up by the power of the community and an 

idealized life, the younger generations needed to time to prove their rightfulness and to get 

organized. However the younger generations share their stories each other, they did not follow a 

way to establish a collective front. Their primary potentials for a unity were their capacity to reach 

some common intellectual sources and the life they live in this outer world. Although these 



tensions did not result with a split of the organic integrity of the groups, they eroded the fixed and 

absolute design of Islamist identity. It is certain that there were some tensions and conflicts in the 

history of each group resulted with splits and emergence of new groups; this was different than 

others. Almost typical for all the groups, the conflicts between generations were focused on not 

moral values but on methods and procedures. Well educated and familiar with some literature 

rather than oral culture, the younger generations caused to deform the uniform identity of the 

group and diversified the discourses of the community without aiming to damage it. At this point, 

the paternal pressures in group paved a way for discovery of some concepts like individuality, 

criticism and liberty, and the strategies of utilizing them to understand the in-group relations. 

The new subjects emerging as the younger generations also began to make sense of the world and 

their relations with ‘the other’ through these new concepts. The shock of the postmodern coup of 

28 February also caused to question the old charisma of the big leaders and the spirit of the 

community. After this soft coup, not only the political rights of Islamists, also the life-world of 

them was strictly controlled by the state. The traumatic effect of this coup has also created an 

unintended consequence: a process of harsh discussions and criticisms within Islamist groups 

had begun and the leading actors of this process were the younger generations. Questioning the 

real power of their communities, the younger generations had a chance to offer another methods 

and procedures in the face of this failure. In this process, authoritarianism was labeled as one of 

the sources of main problems in Turkish society and Islamist groups began to comprehend the 

significance of democracy and the superiority of the law. 

Conclusion

AKP is a perfect example for the consequences of these tensions between elder and younger 

generations in Islamist groups. This political party became the symbol of the transformation of 

Islamist identity and the victory of the younger generations. Also, the younger Islamist subjects 

from other traditions and groups are now productive and effective in the media, academy and 

non-governmental organizations in Turkey. They are one of the actors of transformation of 

Islamic political identity, and their influence on their groups and Turkey cannot be easily 

ignorable in the history of democratization in Turkey. Thank you very much. 
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