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INTRODUCTION 

 This essay examines whether or not, why, and on which issues religious and secular 

actors’ beliefs and values change in contemporary Turkey with respect to questions of 

pluralism and democracy. Empirically, the essay mainly draws on a systematic and 

comparative content analysis of four religious and two secular newspapers covering their 

issues between 1996 and 2004. The findings from the content analysis are supplemented by 

comparisons to other studies and interviews with social actors. The main puzzle motivating 

the study is a set of questions that seem to be critical for Turkey’s democratization in its 

current stage. Why do the major social and political actors seem to have trouble recognizing 

the legitimacy, and even desirability, of social and political freedoms not only for themselves, 

but also for others they see as different, competing, or threatening? While criticizing each 

other for disregarding the importance of their freedoms, why do they seem unwilling to 

tolerate more pluralism within their own constituencies? Are there any partial changes in 

actors’ considerations that may portend future changes in actions? 

 One way to pursue this question is by examining the state and the legal and political 

institutions, including the political party system that undermines the emergence of a 

pluralistic, consensus-based democracy, and civil-military relations. 1 Another way is through 

qualitative studies such as focus groups and actor interviews that are geared to understanding 

and interpreting specific groups’ perceptions of pluralism and democracy. 2 Yet another way 

is to infer constituency values and preferences through representative surveys that are tailored 

to measure people’s views via their responses to pre-determined or open survey questions at 

different points in time. 3 While all of these methods offer valuable insights, it is also 

important to examine how the information, views and considerations change over time in the 

debates and deliberations in a public platform such as the printed media.  

 Media actors constitute major pressure groups in Turkish politics. 4 As I will say more 

on later, the media also appear to constitute important sites of deliberation, discussion, and 

contestation by the secular and religious intelligentsia. As democratic theorizing highlights, 

“if democracy is not entirely ‘government by discussion,’ it is government by discussion [and 

deliberation] in part.” 5 Turkey’s quarrelsome parliament, and its polarized political parties 

producing all-powerful leaders dominating intra-party discussions do not always fit this image 

of democracy. 6 But the weakness of inter- and intra-party deliberation gives all the more 

reason for the media to operate as an alternative site where public debate and criticism of 

ideas take place for secular and religious elites.  
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 Thus, pending a methodological and theoretical discussion later, suffice it to say here 

that changes in media content can be seen as possible indicators, and partial causes, of 

changing elite beliefs, discourse, and values. To a lesser extent, there are theoretical reasons 

to expect that they are also partial indicators, and influence, the changing values and beliefs of 

the larger public, through such effects as agenda-setting, priming, framing, and persuasion. 7 

This effect is not likely to be strong among the Turkish public overall, although it may be 

somewhat higher among more educated segments of society with higher levels of media 

readership. However, the links between the media content and mass public opinion or voter 

preferences is outside the purview of this essay. The focus is on the elite opinion and 

discourse as represented by the media.  

 The content analysis is designed to quantify continuous changes over time. This 

enables one to produce testable hypothesis regarding when actors changed their conceptions 

and normative evaluations of questions like pluralism, secularism, and democracy, with 

regard to which specific issues, and through what kind of debates. For example, do actors’ 

understandings of democracy and pluralism shift in such ways that more diversity-friendly 

ideas gain currency? Do they demand pluralism only for their own group, or also for “others,” 

whether they perceive these others as the seculars, the pious, the non-Muslims, the Kurds, or 

the Alevis? When did significant shifts occur in the combinations of different views 

expressed? 

 In contemporary Turkey, the weakness of a credible and inclusive embrace of 

pluralism within the boundaries of law manifests itself especially but not exclusively in 

relations between self-anointed “pro-secular” and (Islamic) “conservative-democratic” actors. 

This stalls the emergence of social and political coalitions to undertake much needed legal-

institutional reforms. These reforms would deepen democracy and secure a more pluralistic 

society and government meeting EU standards. Under a more pessimistic scenario, the 

weakness of pluralistic values may undermine social coexistence and democracy in the long 

run. 

 Between 2002, when the Islamic-conservative Justice and Development Party (AKP) 

came to power, and 2007, when political tensions began to escalate between secular and 

religious-conservative actors, Turkey, on the surface, made major advances toward 

consolidating a pluralistic democracy. 8 Thanks to political stability and legal-political 

reforms guided by the EU membership criteria, its freedom score improved from 9 in 2002 to 

6 in 2006. These advanced reforms helped the start of the EU accession talks in 2005. In the 

same period, the economy grew at an average rate of 7.3 percent per year.  
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 One source of this economic dynamism is what one may call Turkey’s “new religious 

pluralism.” 9 A government rooted in former Islamist parties—the AKP firmly rejects this 

legacy and calls itself conservative democrat—had a powerful social and psychological 

impact. Both the AKP’s policies in areas such as public recruitment and procurement, and the 

indirect effects of its Islamic image, have reinforced the socioeconomic changes that started 

earlier so as to give rise to a new visibility, vitality, and self-confidence of Muslim-

conservative segments of society. This manifests itself in the form of new, diverse, and 

competitive sets of religious-conservative actors in such areas as government, business, 

education, and the media. This new religious pluralism enables new segments of society to 

become part of the upper and middle classes, and generates more diversity of religious and 

secular lifestyles and expressions. 

 However, this seems to have come at the price of a society vocally divided over the 

country’s identity, the role of religion in social and political lives, and the distribution of 

power and economic benefits between religious and secular actors. This also appears to have 

affected the performance of the government. The democratic reforms lost momentum in 2007, 

and a series of public rows and legal-political crises followed. These involved the AKP, the 

secularist judiciary and military and non-state actors such as the pro-secular and religious 

media, business-labor associations, and the intelligentsia. The AKP politicians’ desire to 

secure their place in mainstream Turkish politics in the face of secularist opposition might 

have contributed to their decisions regarding the presidential elections in 2007. They 

nominated and eventually elected one of their most important figures, Abdullah Gül, instead 

of someone who might have been more agreeable to the secularist opposition. The 

accompanying legal-political crises included an online ultimatum by the military, a series of 

pro-secular mass rallies in which many speakers lent support to military interventions, and 

constitutional crises including a legal case to ban the AKP. 

 Most importantly for this essay, both political and social, and state and non-state 

actors seemed to be divided into the supporters and skeptics of the government and its Islamic 

image. Each charged the other with trying to curtail its freedoms, but remained defiant 

whenever faced with evidence that the other may also suffer from social and political 

restrictions. In other words, de facto pluralism has not produced normative pluralism. 

Categorizing each other as either “secularists” (laikçiler) or “Islamists,” both groups employ 

the discourse of democracy and pluralism to charge the other with having a democratic 

deficit. But they fall short of categorically including each other’s formative lifestyles, values 
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and identities in their vision of pluralism. They also fail to promote sufficient pluralism and 

diversity within their own ranks and constituencies. 

 Politically, secularist social, political and bureaucratic actors have been reluctant to 

accept the AKP and its constituencies as fully legitimate and trustworthy partners of the 

democratization process. They so far have also been reluctant to recognize religious groups as 

equal beneficiaries of democratic rights and freedoms. For example, secularist political actors  

such as the Republican People’s Party (CHP) has been unwilling to seek a democratic 

compromise to allow women with Islamic headscarves to enter universities, while finding 

ways to protect secular freedoms. 10 In return, the AKP has attacked the CHP for curtailing 

covered women’s rights with respect to religion, education and employment. But it has not 

acknowledged that secular women might have legitimate fears that the government may need 

to address. Similarly, the AKP and religious non-state actors fiercely criticized the 

Constitutional Court for its 2008 ruling where it declared the AKP’s involvement in “anti-

secular” activities, even though the Court declined to use its constitutional authority to ban the 

party. 11 Yet, the AKP tacitly endorsed an ongoing case to ban the pro-Kurdish Democratic 

Society Party (DTP) for separatism. 12 

 More ominously, social actors such as the labor and business associations, advocacy 

groups, the media and the intelligentsia also seem to suffer from a lack of inclusive pluralism. 

For example, one Islamic women’s rights group defines the headscarf problem as the most 

important problem of Turkish women. 13 As the content analysis also reveals, religious 

newspapers share this view and charge the seculars with prejudice against the pious. 

However, while rightfully demanding the seculars to recognize their own problems of 

freedom, most religious actors hastily dismissed an academic report that examined self-

reported social and economic pressures that were imposed on secular individuals, especially 

women, by religious-conservative groups. 14  

 Similarly, when Prime Minister Erdoğan began a public campaign against the pro-

secular media giant the Doğan Group, pro-secular media rightly criticized the prime 

minister’s actions as incompatible with democracy. They also attacked the religious media for 

failing to show solidarity against government pressures on media freedoms. Indeed, after a 

major improvement between 2002 and 2005, Turkey’s score for media freedom deteriorated 

from 48 to 51 in 2008. 15 However, the religious media charged back that the pro-secular 

media did not back them up when they were previously faced with anti-democratic 

interventions by secularist governments. 16 As the content analysis will reveal, such 

stereotypical perceptions are not always well-founded. There is diversity within each type of 
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actor. Part of the pro-secular media opposed the secularist violations, for example those in the 

period of 1997-1998. Some religious media actors were critical of Erdoğan’s actions. 

However, there is some truth to these perceptions, and it is clear that social and political 

actors are divided by mutually suspicious perceptions.   

 Scholars of Turkey also disagree over the question of whether or not Turkey has been 

moving toward a more pluralistic society and democracy. 17 Drawing on historical and 

qualitative-interpretive methods, optimists praise new religious movements’ potential as 

indigenous modernizers that “vernacularize modernity” and selectively adopt modernity. 18 

They also critically highlight the illiberal-authoritarian responses that secularist actors and 

institutions give to religious movements. Insofar as they address issues of democracy, one 

weakness of these studies is that they tend to identify openness to modern aspects of life with 

openness to pluralistic democracy. In return, skeptics retort by arguing that religious actors’ 

adoption of modernity falls short of embracing liberal or pluralistic democracy. They point to 

the opaque character of many religious movements, the secondary role they assign to women, 

and their exclusive practices vis-à-vis “outsiders.” 19 Indeed, adopting modern life styles, even 

pluralism per se, does not necessarily imply adoption of inclusive pluralism discussed here. 

However, few of the optimist or critical studies produce testable arguments, identify under 

which conditions religious movements may embrace pluralistic democracy, and equally apply 

the same critical standards to both types of actors.  

 Outside observers are also divided over religious pluralism and democracy in Turkey. 

The AKP’s establishment and coming to power had been hailed by many commentators as an 

emerging example of “Muslim democracy.” 20 From 2007 onward, highly critical accounts 

gained momentum that emphasized the AKP’s Islamist background and charged it with 

“creeping Islamization.” 21  

 Against this backdrop, the empirical and explanatory goals in this essay can be 

summarized in terms of a set of interrelated puzzles.  

 

Secular and Religious Beliefs and Change 

 Many secular and religious actors hold images of each other as “inherently against 

secular democracy and pluralism and wanting a religious-authoritarian social and political 

order” or “inherently against pluralistic democracy that includes the pious and opposing 

religion and religious people.” Notwithstanding these images, did the religious and secular 

actors’ beliefs and values change between 1996 and 2004 in regard to questions of pluralism 

and democracy? Insofar as the optimists are right, and beliefs and values changed, on which 
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specific questions, when, and how did they change? Was the AKP’s emergence in Turkish 

politics preceded or accompanied by changes in the content of the debates among religious 

actors? 

 Both short-term and sustained changes are informative. Short-term changes reveal 

how actors react to specific developments. Insofar as these reactions make sense, this also 

suggests that the content analysis was properly conducted and infers valid changes. By 

comparison, sustained changes are more important and suggest that the dominant convictions 

and values of actors may be changing. For various reasons, a fear of cultural pluralism and of 

ethnic, religious and cultural minorities has long been a part of Turkish political culture. 22 

How similar or different are religious and secular actors in this respect? Did they converge or 

diverge with respect to their understandings of pluralism in the period in question? Finally, 

the events and social-political developments that brought about sustained changes in the 

actors’ discourse provide important clues and policy insights about why and how value 

changes occur for religious and secular actors. More specifically, the main falsifiable 

hypotheses to be tested will include the following. Although they are formulated in am 

“either-or” form for simplicity, they do not necessarily refer to mutually exclusive outcomes 

and can be partially falsified or supported. 

 

H1. Religious actors have an electoral and majoritarian (as opposed a liberal-pluralistic) 

understanding of democracy, disregarding its requirements such as individual and 

minority rights.  

H2. Religious actors embrace democracy as a means to achieve Islamic ends but not as a 

value in itself. 

H3. Religious actors have embraced pluralism and pluralistic democracy while the 

seculars have become more authoritarian, especially vis-à-vis their relations with religious 

people. 

H4. The secularist-authoritarian interventions of February 28, 1997 and the EU’s 

acceptance of Turkey’s candidacy for membership have caused Islamists to change their 

conception of democracy and pluralism. 

H5. The seculars supported the February 28 interventions and in general support military 

interventions to protect secularism. 

H6. The AKP’s coming to power has caused seculars to become (a) less democratic and 

(b) more diversity-averse. 
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H7. Religious actors synthesize modernity and indigenous values by justifying modern 

concepts such as democracy and pluralism in terms of indigenous (Islamic or Turkish) 

values, models, and intellectual sources.  

H8 Secular actors are westernizers justifying modern concepts such as democracy and 

pluralism in terms of western values, models, and intellectual sources. 

H9. Secular actors are more amenable to social diversity and pluralism than religious 

actors are. 

H10. Religious actors increasingly view matters of faith and life style as individual 

choices. 

H11. Religious (secular) actors embrace social pluralism for Muslims (seculars) but not 

for non-Muslims (unseculars or anti-seculars). 

H12. Secular (religious) actors are more amenable to pluralism in the sense of positive 

views on groups such as non-Muslims, Kurds, Alevis, women, gays, and people with 

heterodox beliefs and life styles. 

H13. Religious actors have developed more supportive views on secularism. 

H14. Religious actors’ conception of reforming Turkish secularism envisions a greater 

role for religion (a) in state affairs (b) in social affairs.  

 

In addition, the findings will produce insights into how to reconcile the AKP’s policies and 

the Turkish society’s outlook in the 2002-2006 period on one hand and after 2007 on the 

other. On the surface, the first period was marked by democratization and the second period 

was marked by public polarization. One possible explanation is that purely political factors 

caused the apparent polarization and tensions after 2006. For example, an argument one often 

hears in interviews with religious and liberal-secular actors is that common religious and 

secular people have no conflicts in their daily lives, but secularist and Islamist elites stir up 

these divisions. 23 If this claim is true, one would expect to see no major conflicts between the 

religious and secular actors’ views on issues of social and political pluralism. Insofar as the 

claim is unfounded, one would expect to find some conflicts of views that can plausibly be 

linked to the political conflicts from 2007 onward. Similarly, one would find some 

explainable correspondence between the religious actor values and the AKP’s performance in 

promoting pluralism in different areas.  

 

RELIGIOUS PLURALISM AND THE VOLUNTARY PRINCIPLE  
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 One type of pluralism that has become more salient in the world in recent decades is 

religious pluralism. 24 From Asia to Western Europe, what may be called the “new religious 

pluralism” poses peculiar challenges to contemporary democracies and non-democracies. 

How will developing and established democracies cope with the challenge of extending more 

freedoms to “new” religious actors? To what extent will new religious actors allow the same 

freedoms they demand from governments to others? Which models of secularism and state-

religion relationship will better cope with the challenges of new religious actors? 25  

 In recent decades, religious actors have diversified and become more visible and vocal 

in spiritual as well as social and political realms. These changes are variably attributed to 

global migration patterns, cultural and technological changes that provide new opportunities 

for religious groups to mobilize, and the renaissance of religion relative to secular 

philosophies. 26 In Muslim polities in general and in Arab Muslim societies in particular, the 

social, political and ideological rise of Islam has additional and yet insufficiently understood 

causes including the democratic deficits of many Muslim polities and the crises of secular 

nationalisms and political parties. 27 All in all, religious actors of different colors have become 

important social and political players in many countries, and their views and interests will 

need to be taken into account during the establishment and operation of democracy.  

 A vibrant scholarly debate is ongoing over the relationship between this new religious 

pluralism and democracy.  Optimists focus on the opportunities religion and religious 

institutions provide for civic engagement and democratic participation especially in 

established democracies, if their activities expand beyond religion and develop civic trust 

among citizens. 28 Pessimists focus on the absolutist and exclusionary tendencies of religious 

claims especially within Abrahamic religions, and on their potentially divisive and 

authoritarian effects on polities. 29 However, empirical evidence is yet insufficient to draw 

any reliable conclusions even about specific religions or religious traditions, considering that 

there are vast differences across religious traditions, polities, and economies. 30  

 From an analytical and theoretical perspective, however, one can argue that the way 

the new religious pluralism may affect pluralistic democracy would depend on two responses. 

The first is whether governments will respond as “liberal or illiberal democracies,” i.e. 

whether they will tend to employ pluralistic and voluntary-based, consensus-seeking policies, 

or majoritarian and authoritarian policies. The dominant wisdom in current research is that 

illiberal policies vis-à-vis non-violent religious actors are counterproductive in that they breed 

radicalism. Accordingly, despite all the fears Muslim minorities evoke in western 
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democracies, relatively “liberal or moderate” Islamist actors are more easily found in these 

countries. 

 The second response regards the extent to which religious actors will (in principle or 

de facto) accept “the voluntary principle,” i.e. coexistence with secular actors and acceptance 

of faith and “membership” of religion (or different interpretations thereof) as choices rather 

than as “taken for granted.” 31 To rephrase this idea by using Hirschman’s well-known 

categorization, the question is to what extent religious actors will allow “exit and voice” 

within their own constituencies, and “voice and loyalty” for secular actors with whom they 

share a polity. 32 

 Whether or not liberal-pluralistic democracies can afford to be entirely neutral 

between religious and secular doctrines is a yet unresolved political-philosophical question. 

Insofar as the religious actors in question are willing to embrace the rules of pluralistic 

democracy, a framework of basic human rights, and the “voluntary principle,” however, the 

same requirements above should also apply to secular actors. This is necessary for trust’s 

emerging between religious and secular actors, especially in cases where new religious actors 

have mobilized and demand more say in public life. Excluding them would divide the society 

and undermine democratization, as the troubles of democratization in contemporary Turkey 

suggest.  

 From this point of view, following religious actors, secular actors should also allow 

“loyalty and voice” for religious actors and “exit and voice” within their own communities. 

Simultaneously, democracies may still need to promote some pro-secular values such as 

critical thinking through such policies as education, and may try to inculcate identities and 

loyalties that crosscut religious and secular comprehensive doctrines. 33 They may do so in 

order to endow citizens with the potential to actually exercise their formal freedoms of “exit, 

voice, and loyalty,” and lest pluralism produces societies fragmented into mutually exclusive 

and inward-looking religious and secular communities.  

 The adoption of an inclusive pluralism is not easy for many religious and secular 

actors. For many religious actors, to allow voluntarism in faith goes against their creed. In 

many Muslim countries, Islamic actors perceive themselves as a latent majority that is long-

oppressed by secular-authoritarian regimes. Hence, once they have political power they may 

not want to share it with their former “oppressors.” Similarly, secular-nationalist ideologies 

for which religion is a rival ideology, and enlightenment values according to which traditional 

religions are divisive and backward forces, continue to hold sway among many secular actors. 

Religious radicalism and violence reinforce these perceptions. Thus, the “twin tolerations” 
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between religious actors and the secular state, which is argued to be necessary for the 

establishment of a truly pluralistic democracy, is not an easy task to accomplish in practice. 34  

This is especially true in countries with significant rifts between religious and secular actors. 

In a nutshell, then, new religious pluralism poses significant challenges to democracy, the 

resolution of which requires state and non-state religious and secular elites to reevaluate some 

of their values.  

Extant empirical-quantitative research on the Turkish public produces mixed findings 

on whether the voluntary principle is gaining currency or losing ground in Turkey.  On one 

hand, for example, the percentage of people supporting a Shari’a-based religious state fell 

from 21 percent in 1999 to 16.4 percent in 2002 and 8.9 percent in 2006. 35As potential signs 

of the perception of religious lifestyle as choice, 71.5 percent of the women using an Islamic 

headscarf declared in 2006 that they did so because it is a “religious injunction,” not because 

others in society wanted them to. In addition, 65.2 percent declared that they would endorse 

their daughters to take off their headscarves on university campuses, where there is a ban of 

headscarves, in order for them to obtain a college education. 36 On the other hand, 39.5 

percent of the men who would like their wives to cover their heads or whose wives already 

covered their heads thought that women who are covered have more honor than those who 

don’t. This suggests that the choice not to cover their heads may be a limited choice for many 

women. Furthermore, intolerance of social-cultural difference is found to be higher among 

people who see themselves as religious. As signs of religious-secular polarization and the 

perceived nature of new religious pluralism, 32.6 percent thought that there has been an 

increase of the people who want a Shari’a-based religious state and social system in the last 

10-15 years, although actual figures indicate that it has decreased during that period. 37 

 

PLURALISTIC VALUES AND DEMOCRATIZATION  

By examining democratization as part of a multifaceted process of modernization 

often understood in linear terms, early modernization theories put much emphasis on mass 

communication, elite socialization, and changing public values as independent or 

intermediary variables accompanying the emergence of a modern, pluralistic and democratic 

society. 38 However, by examining democratization as a matter of transition from 

authoritarian to democratic rule (and then the latter’s consolidation), and conceptualizing 

democratic governance mainly in procedural terms, extant research indicates that value 

changes such as the adoption of an inclusive notion of pluralism discussed above are neither 

necessary nor sufficient for “establishing” an electoral democracy. Rather than values and 
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beliefs, it is argued, what makes democratization possible and democratic reversals unlikely 

are either actions such as democratic pact-building, or conditions such as economic interests 

incentive-compatible with democratization, legal-economic institutions able to mediate social 

and political conflicts, and the absence of natural resource rents that reduce political elite need 

for popular legitimacy and increase elite capability to suppress dissent. 39 

Factors found to facilitate transition to democracy include divisions within, and 

popular mobilization against, the authoritative regimes, exit options for military 

establishments, pacts among pro-democratic elites, visionary leaders wanting to strengthen 

their own legitimacy, powerful external actors with major stakes in regime change, or a 

combination thereof. 40 Cross-country empirical studies suggest that the most important factor 

increasing the likelihood of democratization and decreasing the likelihood of a democratic 

reversal is economic development. 41 An emergent political economy literature maintains that 

both economic development and, thus, democratization, are endogenous to conditions of good 

governing institutions such as property rights regimes, which are themselves shaped 

exogenously by historical factors. 42 Regime breakdowns are more attributed to elite conflicts 

than to citizen beliefs and preferences, even in the event of public polarization. 43 The 

emphasis is on interests such as distribution of economic benefits and competition for status, 

and on institutions such as regularized elections, rather than on beliefs and values. 44 

Thus, the roles of interest, bargaining, and institutions that mediate conflicts and solve 

commitment problems cannot be overstated in explaining political change. Democracy may 

be established through inadvertent decisions by, or interest-based bargaining among, non-

democrats in heart who view democracy as a second-best option to hegemony. Value changes 

in the form of genuine commitment to democracy or pluralism may come later as a result of 

habituation and rationalization, but are unnecessary and insufficient for establishing 

democracy. 45 

However, values and beliefs become important as explanatory factors as soon as one 

views democratic development as a continuous process rather than a break from authoritarian 

rule, adopts more substantive definitions of democracy, and focuses on partial democracies 

(rather than the dichotomous division of democracies and autocracies) that have difficulties in 

consolidating a pluralistic democracy.  

If one explains democracy in terms of “continuous variables” rather than “a static yes 

and no check list,” values (or beliefs) of interpersonal trust as well as a healthy dose of 

distrust of the elected officials become crucial for dissolving clientelistic relationships and 

creating a truly responsive government. 46 This may require transformations of relations 
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among religious and secular groups. “Dissolution of segregated trust networks, integration of 

previously segregated trust networks, and the creation of new politically connected trust 

networks…qualify as necessary causes of democratization.” 47 Cross-country evidence also 

suggests that the development of post-industrial values is strongly associated with the 

evolution of more inclusive democracies where individual autonomy, security, and identity- 

and life style-based differences are valued by the electorate and protected by the state. 48  

In recent years, attention has shifted from “democracies” and “autocracies” per se, 

which are presumed to be separated by democratic transition, to the large sample of countries 

that lie in-between. 49 The nature of partial democracies and the question of when and how 

they can produce better functioning democracies and consolidate them are among the less 

understood and less theorized areas of political science. 50 The deepening and consolidation of 

pluralistic democracy is a demanding and uneven process, as the Turkish case also illustrates. 

In 2008, the majority, or 63 percent, of the countries in the world were electoral democracies, 

including such a diverse group of countries as Denmark, Canada, Albania, Venezuela, and 

Ukraine. Yet, most of these electoral democracies were also considered to be “partially 

free.”51 These countries have the basic democratic institutions but fail to improve the quality, 

stability, and scope of their democracy. One reason for this may be the inability or 

unwillingness of the major social and political actors in these countries to embrace an 

inclusive form of pluralism. If this is true, research should pay more attention to the 

intentional as well as unintentional social-cognitive, political, and economic processes that 

may bring about changes in beliefs and values.  

The rising importance of state security as opposed to human security in the post-

September 11, 2001 environment, led to a decline in the zeal for democratization in the world. 

Nevertheless, throughout the world, many disgruntled and disadvantaged groups, or political 

regimes who long for international legitimacy, continue to adopt the discourse and major 

institutional principles of democracy. It is relatively easy to do so for them mainly as an 

instrument to promote their own interests, whether these interests are primarily economic, 

political, or cultural. In other periods, the same groups had turned to ideologies and discourses 

such as socialism and nationalism for the promotion of more or less the same interests. They 

now turn to democracy to advance their own freedoms, and this is a good thing in itself for 

democratization. While doing so, however, they often want to limit or remain indifferent to 

the freedoms of others that they see as different, competing, or threatening. This may be an 

important reason why partial democracies are more conflict-prone to inter-communal conflict 

than even autocracies, why many electoral democracies become illiberal democracies and fail 
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to accomplish what we may call democratic consolidation. 52 While established democracies 

are less vulnerable to these tendencies, they are not immune to them either. Thus, 

democratization should better be viewed as an open-ended process. 

Viewing it as an analytical tool and “discernible process” rather than as an outcome 

that can empirically be verified, the consolidation of pluralistic democracy can be defined 

here as the democratic processes of voting, negotiation, deliberation, and consensus-building 

becoming “the only game in town,” even in times of crises and major conflicts of interest. 53 

This is hard to achieve unless the major groups in divided societies achieve a certain level 

acceptance of each other’s rights and freedoms and their acceptance becomes credible to the 

other groups. Without such credible embrace of pluralism, these groups will not agree to 

democratic reforms that would make power fully accessible to their perceived rivals.  

It is true that economic development beyond a certain level of per capita income 

makes democratic reversals very unlikely, and, over time, a more pluralistic and democratic 

social and political culture may result from the emergence of a post-industrial society. 54 

However, the movement toward a post-industrial society does not happen automatically and is 

itself endogenous to the deepening of democracy. Furthermore, as popular reactions in many 

western European societies to Muslim and other immigrants suggest, post-industrial 

democracies’ embrace of pluralism may also be reversible.  

 

TURKISH SECULARISM AND DEMOCRACY 

. A comprehensive discussion of secularism, or Turkish laicism, is outside the scope of 

this essay. 55 Instead, the goal is to provide some background information on the secular-

religious divide in Turkey, which should help to make sense of the empirical findings below. 

A rift over secularism, or over the nature of it, has long been a major cleavage within Turkish 

politics. It goes back to the Ottoman modernization efforts and in particular to the 

establishment of the Republic in the 1920s and 30s. During the latter period, far-reaching 

secular reforms under the leadership of Kemal Atatürk pacified autonomous religious actors 

and replaced traditional-religious institutions with either secular institutions or pro-secular 

ones tightly regulated by the state.  

Turkey is one of the only four countries in the world that had a majority Muslim 

population and could be considered an “electoral democracy” as of the end of 2008, none of 

which was considered fully “free” in terms of political and civil liberties. 56 It also is the most 

secular democracy in a Muslim context in the following specific sense. It has no official state 

religion, and freedom of religion and the principle of secularism (laiklik) are enshrined in its 
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constitution. The other three democracies with Muslim majorities, Mali, Senegal, and 

Indonesia share these characteristics except that Indonesia lacks the constitutional principle of 

secularism. However, Turkey is the only one that has a legal system that is completely void of 

religious principles, including the civil code legislating social issues such as marriage and 

inheritance. The Constitution prohibits the legislation of any law based on religion, and it is a 

crime for any political actor to try to base the state’s workings on religious principles. 57  

This does not amount to an institutional separation of state and religion, however. The 

Turkish state controls and regulates religious affairs and de facto supports Sunni Islam. The 

colossal Directorate of Religious Affairs regulates Muslim religious practices, and appoints 

and pays the salaries of all the imams in the country. 58 According to Article 24 of the 

Constitution, it is the state’s duty to supervise all religious and moral education. These 

practices are aimed at checking religious radicalism and promoting a more rational and pro-

secular religion in the perception of secularist state agencies and pro-secular societal actors. A 

1934 law prohibits the public use of certain outfits and titles such as Sheikh that signify 

traditional religious authority, although it is no longer enforced consistently.  

A more current and highly polarizing restriction on clothing is the ban on the Muslim 

headscarf in schools and government offices. Islamic non-state actors vehemently oppose it 

but it has been upheld by the Turkish Constitutional Court and the European Court of Human 

Rights with the justifications that it may be a symbol of anti-secular politics and may create 

religious pressures on uncovered women. 59 As a result of such practices, the Turkish 

government is heavily involved in religious affairs. According to one data set measuring  

state-religion entanglement, Turkey had the 23rd highest score of government involvement in 

religion, in a group of 175 countries. 60 Similarly, such restrictions adversely affect Turkey’s 

score for religious liberties. A detailed US Department of State report concluded in 2007 that 

the government “generally respected” freedom of religion. However, an international ranking 

based in a different evaluation put the environment of religious freedoms in Turkey as 

“partially free.” 61 

Turkish secularism is in some ways similar to, and was partially inspired by French 

laicism, adopting its ideals of enlightenment and fear of irrational religion. 62 But it differs 

from the French model through its support of religion and the resulting visibility of religion in 

society and politics. According to government statistics, in 2007 there were roughly 79,000 

mosques in the country, which are all supported by the government in one way or another, in 

comparison to 42,000 schools of primary of secondary education. The public denunciation of 
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the secularism principle per se remains a taboo for politicians. However, unlike their French 

counterparts, Turkish politicians freely accentuate their piety in expectation of voter support.  

These differences are not surprising, as Turkish secularism evolved from specific 

historical circumstances in a Muslim context. 63 It built on the partial 

modernization/secularization model of the Ottoman ancien régime that attempted to reform 

and co-opt traditional religious institutions and authorities (ulama). Convinced of this model’s 

inadequacy, Kemalist reformers in the republican period replaced them with new institutions 

and actors that were either secular or under state supervision. In practice, this meant that the 

reforms targeted the religious non-state actors such as the Sufi orders. Religious courts, orders 

(tariqats), and schools were dissolved and replaced with secular courts and schools. 

Traditional-religious foundations (vaqfs) lost their autonomy and were brought under 

government supervision. A number of other changes followed, such as the westernization of 

the alphabet and calendar, universal suffrage for both sexes, and the adoption of secular civil 

and penal codes based on Swiss and Italian models. These were top-down, state-led reforms. 

The more religious-conservative and more liberal wings of the Kemalist elites opposed these 

radical reforms and disagreed that they were necessary for modernization and eventual 

democratization. And, the grievances of the Islamists and traditional religious actors which 

were the target of these reforms gave rise to an ongoing friction between the state and Islamic 

non-state actors.  

However, after the transition to multiparty democracy in 1950, religious actors were 

increasingly tolerated, and steadily expanded both their autonomous space and access to state 

agencies through formal and informal arrangements with center-right governments. Some of 

them also supported political parties and played crucial roles in the socialization of Islamist 

and Islamic-conservative politicians. In return, they obtained government favors in business 

and public recruitment. The multi-party system allowed Islamist political parties to contest 

elections and come to power in local and national government, despite military interruptions 

in 1960-61, 1971, 1980-83, and partially in 1997, and periodic shutdowns of political parties 

by courts for “anti-secular activities” and “inciting religious divisions.” 

The 1980-1983 military regime also supported some Islamic actors with a view to use 

Islam as an antidote to rightist and leftist extremism. The subsequent governments of Prime 

Minister and later President Özal were crucial in the expansion of religious non-state actors. 

He supported Islamic actors by allowing them more access to state agencies and the political 

mainstream. More indirectly, Özal supported Islamic businesses and other actors via his 

policies that emphasized the market and turned the inward-oriented Turkish economy to an 
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outward-oriented one. These policies increased religious non-state actors’ economic and 

intellectual exposure to the outside world and enabled them to gain autonomy from the state 

by focusing on international trade and export-oriented production. These policies increased 

the opportunities for religious actors to form a vast array of “legitimate and illegitimate” 

Islamic movements employing “state-centric and society-centric” strategies to promote more 

Islamic models of society and politics. 64 Islamic non-state actors gained even more access to 

the state as a result of the Islamist Welfare Party’s (RP) success in the 1994 local elections.  

A watershed moment came for Turkish Islamic actors in 1996-1997. The RP won the 

1995 national election and became Turkey’s first party that ran on an explicitly Islamist 

platform and became the dominant partner of a coalition government. The RP’s symbolic 

moves, such as a dinner for heads of religious tariqats at the Prime Ministry and a visit to 

Libya, caused strong negative reactions from the secularists. The subsequent “February 28 

process,” which the military and the judiciary as well as the secularist media and civil society 

actively supported, compelled the RP government to resign in June. A crack-down on actual 

and perceived Islamist political and economic actors followed, along with a series of 

secularist reforms. Among these were legislation and policies that made it more difficult for 

the graduates of the religious imam-hatip high schools to enter universities, which led to a 65 

percent fall in enrollment. These were originally opened in 1951 as vocational schools to train 

prayer leaders and preachers (imams) but then were effectively transformed into high schools 

preferred by families who wanted their children to receive a more religious education. 

Although they are public schools, most of them are built through the initiative and 

contributions of pious private citizens. 65 

This period of defeat and disarray gave rise to several shifts in the mindsets and 

actions of Islamic actors. While augmenting their resentment of the seculars, it created a sense 

that secular institutions such as the military and judiciary and powerful non-state actors such 

as the secular media and trade unions would not allow Islamists to govern on an openly 

Islamist and anti-western platform. It also led to an appreciation of the protections offered by 

a western-style, full democracy. 66 

The AKP emerged from this experience. It was founded in 2001 by the pragmatic 

reformers (yenilikçiler) within the RP. Within a year, the AKP won the national elections and 

managed to come to power in a single-party government. 67 The destruction of the Turkish 

political and economic center as a result of the 2000-2001 financial crises helped the AKP to 

fill the gap. However, the crucial factor was its program, discourse and political organizations 

that downplayed religion and emphasized economic and political reforms to combat 



Somer, Democracy (for me): Religious and Secular Beliefs and Social and Political Pluralism in Turkey 
 

 18

corruption and generate a more responsive government and prosperous economy. 68 In 

government, the AKP has avoided any legal-institutional changes that one may call Islamist, 

apart from a short-lived attempt to criminalize adultery, and a constitutional amendment to 

legalize headscarves in universities that was later annulled by the Constitutional Court. Any 

Islamic changes in society occurred indirectly through religious non-state actors that were 

tolerated, or, according to pro-secular claims, favored by the government. Accordingly, 

secularist concerns about Islamization were focused on areas such as government recruitment. 

It is claimed, for example, that government promotions systematically favor the graduates of 

religious imam-hatip schools that were a target of secularist policies in the 1997-1998 period. 
69 

 

THE MEDIA AND PLURALISTIC BELIEFS AND VALUES 

A comprehensive, or even detailed, review of the research on the role of the press in a 

democracy is outside the scope of this essay. The following discussion has two goals. First is 

to argue that the press has a significant role as a “public forum” where deliberation, 

contestation and persuasion take place in democracies, and is one of the sources that shape 

people’s opinions, beliefs, and values on social and political issues. Second, the press in 

Turkey appears to act as a significant platform where public discussion and contestation, if 

not deliberation, occurs especially but not only for the intelligentsia. It may also be an 

indicator and partial source of changing elite beliefs and values.  

On one hand, there are many a priori reasons to expect that the press significantly 

influences the public’s beliefs and values in democracies. People have limited time and 

cognitive resources to seek and process information and are surrounded by distorted, messy, 

and often contradictory information with regard to social and political issues. 70 In such 

environments, people rely on mental shortcuts such as the “availability” and 

“representativeness” heuristics. 71 Hence, their judgments vary according to how frequently 

various types of information are presented to them, in association with which prior 

knowledge, and in which order. People’s judgments also depend on which options they think 

they have in front of them. 72 Thus, the press can affect people’s beliefs by determining in 

which combination, when, and how they present news and commentaries to the public. 

“Media frames,” for example, “select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them 

more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem 

definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation.” 73 In 

other words, the press has powers of agenda-setting, priming, framing, and persuasion. 74 
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 However, these powers of the press are constrained by various important factors. First, 

the powers of the press depend on citizens’ being either “subjects” passively absorbing 

information or “participants” seeking and actively processing and interpreting information. 75 

However, since the seminal study of Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba, we know that major 

portions of the public in democracies are not well-informed about social and political issues 

because they neither seek nor absorb the information available to them, in the press or 

elsewhere. This is all the more true within countries and social groups with low degrees of 

education and media literacy. The second factor that constrains the press’ powers is the fact 

that in market societies, the readers select the newspapers and the journalists as much as the 

journalists select how they will frame the information. Audience autonomy, i.e. the readers’ 

powers to choose which newspaper to buy and which news and which journalist to read, 

compels the press to tailor their coverage to the preferences of their audience.  

Furthermore, well-informed, or participant, citizens are hard to persuade for the press 

because they are already committed (predisposed) to a viewpoint. In return, poorly-informed, 

or parochial, citizens are also hard to persuade because they are unlikely to seek or encounter 

a media outlet that provides information contradicting their social or political loyalties. 76 

However, under conditions where the public is already divided on issues and predisposed to 

defer to those “experts” who are aligned with their own political views, journalists as experts 

may influence (but not dominate) the public opinion. 77 In other words, media discourse as 

elite, or expert, discourse is more influential on mass public opinion the more the public 

trusts, pays attention, and is able to understand the elite discourse. 

In light of these considerations, one cannot expect the Turkish media to have a 

comparatively high influence on mass public opinion. Turkey is a developing country where 

the level of human development, which includes levels of literacy and education, lags behind 

per capita income. Among 45 countries with a Muslim majority, Turkey ranked in 2005 the 

10th highest in terms of GDP per capita but only the 19th in terms of education. 78 The Turkish 

public’s trust in the media is also lower than its trust in the armed forces, “the church” 

(religious institutions), the legal system, and the political system, but it is higher than its trust 

in companies. 79 Thus, the press clearly has some impact on the Turkish public opinion but 

this impact is probably limited, and the predispositions of the public must also shape the 

content of the press.  

 However, shaping mass public opinion is not the only, or necessarily most important, 

function of the press in a democracy. The media is also an essential “public forum” for 

republican (as opposed to direct) and deliberative democracy, where actors exchange views, 
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share common experiences, and persuade each other. 80 Ideally, for a well-functioning 

democracy, these forums should be as inclusive of common citizens, and as crosscutting of 

social and political cleavages, as possible.  

In divided societies one can also conceptualize the press as a set of partially interactive 

public forums where the intelligentsia of particular social and political groupings exchange 

views, have common experiences, form convictions, and persuade each other. In other words, 

one can imagine them as platforms where elite discourses are shaped. For various reasons, 

Turkish newspapers can also be conceptualized as political and economic pressure groups. 

 The Turkish press is mainly privately owned. 81 It also is similar to the French press in 

terms of its professional ethos. Turkish journalists tend to be closely tied to the political field, 

assigning to themselves a bigger role of interpretation and political activism than the US 

journalists, who tend to view their primary role as reporting facts and contending views. 82 On 

a randomly selected day in 2008, for example, op-ed pieces took 5.5 percent of the New York 

Times (excluding letters to the editor), while it took 8.3 percent of Le Monde, 7.5 percent of 

Milliyet, and 8.8 percent of Zaman.   

Turkish journalists do not shy away from taking sides in political controversies and from 

reflecting their own subjective views and values. Journalists, especially columnists, tend to 

view themselves as public intellectuals with a mission of informing as well as interpreting 

events for the public, in pursuit of self-anointed goals such as democratization, (secular or 

religious) “justice” or “modernization.” 83 From a more long-term, critical perspective: 

Having emerged as a counter-elite, journalists in Turkey have been far from neutral 

brokers. They have, in fact, aspired to a role more dominant than that of active and 

participant journalists in the continental European style, for they wish not only to 

influence but to shape political regimes, policies, and the course of events in the 

polity and society. 84 

Most newspapers are owned by major business groups with political and social-

ideological alliances, and are connected ideologically with different constituencies and social 

movements. These include the newspapers content analyzed.  Zaman is closely tied with the 

powerful Fethullah Gülen faith–based community, Yeni Şafak has close organic ties with the 

AKP and many of its writers act as formal or informal advisors for the party, and Milli Gazete 

is closely associated with the Islamist-nationalist National Outlook movement (Milli Görüş). 

Milliyet is owned by the powerful and pro-secular Doğan media and business group and 

Cumhuriyet is owned by the Cumhuriyet Vakfı (Republic Foundation). The latter’s readers 

formed an organization its goals include to promote secular democracy, science, reason, and 
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“contemporary values.” 85 The fact that these newspapers are privately owned does not mean 

that they are not vulnerable to government policies and other political pressures that may hurt 

them. There is no legal limitation on Turkish media-owners to having operations outside of 

the media sector. Thus, these newspapers are involved in clientelistic relations with the 

government and with their political, ideological and economic allies to differing degrees. 86 

 

THE METHODOLOGY 

The newspapers that were content analyzed, and their average daily circulations in 

1996 (rounded up to the nearest thousand) were Milli Gazete (18,000), Zaman (259,000), Yeni 

Şafak (23,000), Vakit (35,000), Milliyet (629,000), and Cumhuriyet (48,000). The first four 

are religious conservative newspapers. 87 For terminological simplicity and lack of better 

terms, and to comply with the Turkish daily usage of “religious-secular divide,” the terms 

“religious” and “secular will be employed in reference to the  two types of newspapers (and 

actors) throughout the rest of the essay. 88 By 2008, the combined circulation of the religious 

newspapers increased to roughly 1 million, which is indicative of the expansion of religious 

non-state actors. By comparison, the circulation of Cumhuriyet remained around the same but 

that of Milliyet fell to around 260,000. 

The goal of the content analysis has been to track the relative attention to, and 

contending views and judgments in regard to 13 categories including electoral and liberal 

democracy, social and political pluralism, nationalism, and the western world. The analysis 

uses original methodology that draws on quantitative content analyses and is similar to the 

“manual holistic” and “deductive” approaches to framing analyses. 89 The primary aim is at 

documenting and quantifying “manifest” rather than “latent” meaning. The difference from 

framing analyses is that, rather than trying to trace a fixed number of frames, the goal is to 

trace references to as many different normative judgments and code words as possible in 

order to capture changing frames of meaning.  

The content-analysis consisted of three parts. During the preliminary analysis, first, 

potential subject categories were determined deductively based on research interests and 

based on theories of religion and politics. Then, one full-time graduate assistant and the 

author examined around 1,200 randomly selected articles from the target newspapers in order 

to identify the actual subjects covered and questions discussed in these newspapers. These 

were then combined with the deductively derived ones to create detailed tables categorizing 

the different subjects discussed, contending value judgments made, and code words used. 
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This exercise was aimed at addressing the “validity and reliability problems” in the extraction 

of the subject categories and questions. 90  

In the second, main part of the analysis, twenty part-time undergraduate and graduate 

coder analysts were recruited through interviews that were aimed at excluding individuals 

opinionated on the issue of religion and secularism and went through a two-day training 

period. 91 These analysts then content analyzed the newspapers in Istanbul and Ankara 

libraries by using the same tables, rules and definitions for subject categories. With some 

interruptions due to technical and financial problems, the main content analysis began in April 

2007 and ended in December 2008. In about 4850 newspaper issues, more than 42,463 

articles have been found relevant and analyzed. Thus, validity and reliability problems were 

minimized by covering a large number of issues, distributing the issues among 20 analysts 

with no consecutive day examined by the same person, and each coder’s employing the same 

rules and answering the same set of questions while coding the articles.  

The coders were not instructed to try to infer the overall opinion of an article. For 

example, if an article on nationalism contained arguments and examples both favoring and 

critical of nationalism as an ideology or sentiment, they were instructed to code both positive 

and negative judgments for the article on nationalism. This reduced the role of their subjective 

judgments as their job was not to make predictions and judgments about what the dominant 

viewpoint in the article was or which particular frame the article fit more than other frames. 

Instead, their role was to code all the views and considerations expressed in a manifest way. 

Opinion can be considered as consisting of predispositions as well as “considerations.” 92 

Thus, the method is designed to capture not only views but also considerations, which can 

turn into views and predispositions in the future. For example, if an article in general was 

praising the human rights but also pointed to some examples where they were abused by 

terrorists and endangered security or seemed to conflict with some notion of “Islamic values,” 

the coders coded both positive and negative judgments on human rights. They also had an 

option to code “neutral”: when no normative claims were made. Thus, in a sense, the coders 

coded views and considerations, not “articles,” “texts,” or the presumed authors’ dominant 

values. This made it possible to code the changing composition and balance of different views 

and considerations that were manifest in a particular newspaper.  

The third part of the analysis consisted of the compilation, and comparative analysis, 

of the findings, which are continuing. The findings below come from the categories on 

electoral democracy, liberal democracy, social pluralism, political pluralism, human rights, 

and secularism. The analysis of the Vakit newspaper was abandoned after covering one and a 
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half years of its issues, because of too many missing past issues in libraries. It was replaced 

with Milli Gazete, after verifying that the results were similar to that of Vakit.  

 

CONTENT ANALYSIS 

1. Democracy 

1.a. Electoral versus Liberal-Pluralistic Democracy 

 Muslim public opinion in general is not necessarily less supportive of democracy than 

the rest of the world. 93 The findings of the content analysis are consistent with this 

observation. An article related to the category of democracy could contain three types of 

opinions, or a combination of them. It could contain positive opinions that highlight its 

benefits, say, representation and freedom; negative opinions that highlight its costs, say, 

perceived conflicts with Islamic principles; neutral opinions that do not make any manifest 

value judgments. In the three religious newspapers content analyzed, within a total of 5,853 

codings of democracy, there were only 607, or 10.4 percent “negative” codings, i.e. opposing 

or skeptical views referring to the flaws or failures of democracy.  

This skepticism is still almost double of the skepticism in the secular newspapers,  

which had 258 negative codings, or 5.8 percent, within a total of 4,478 codings on democracy. 

However, most of the negative codings in the religious newspapers came from Milli Gazete, 

which is the most conservative-Islamist one among the three and had 17 percent negative 

codings on democracy in a total of 2636 codings. By comparison, Yeni Şafak had only 4.0 

percent of negative codings, similar to Milliyet’s 3.1 percent. Finally, Cumhuriyet had a 

relatively high percentage, 8.7 percent, of negative codings on democracy, in a total of 2119 

codings.  

One may ask, however, which conception of democracy Islamic non-state actors 

embrace. More specifically, the first hypothesis above regarded the question: 

 

H1. Do religious actors have an electoral and majoritarian understanding of democracy, 

disregarding substantive democracy’s other requirements such as individual and minority 

rights? 

Do Turkish Islamic actors embrace democracy primarily as electoral democracy, 

which may be abandoned or turn into “illiberal democracy” once Islamists solidify their 

power through elections, or primarily as “liberal” or “pluralistic” democracy that protects 

minority and individual rights though the rule of law, whoever is in government? 94 Certainly, 

these are not exclusive dimensions of democracy. Both the will of the majority and the 
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protection of minority rights are important for democracy. However, the ratio between the 

two is informative by showing the changing emphasis of different actors’ understanding of 

democracy, and whether or not their understanding emphasizes pluralism.  

 Based on the preliminary analysis, electoral democracy was defined for the analysts as 

“the discussion of democracy by focusing on its roles in determining the rulers through 

elections and in bringing the people’s will upon government.” Liberal democracy was defined 

as “the discussion of democracy by emphasizing its features such as freedoms, human rights, 

rule of law, and minority rights.” Table 1 shows the ratio of the times democracy was 

discussed primarily as liberal democracy to the times it was discussed primarily as electoral 

democracy in each newspaper. A shift of emphasis occurred in Islamic newspapers from 

electoral democracy to liberal democracy, which is most visible in positive codings. While the 

ration was 1.1 in 1996 and 1997, after 1998, the positive codings for liberal democracy were 

at least double the positive codings for electoral democracy. In other words, in discussing 

positive considerations regarding democracy, the terms of reference came predominantly from 

a liberal conception of democracy.  

The findings indicate that religious media actors’ support for liberal democracy is 

converging on a similar value as the secular support for liberal democracy. Figures 1 and 2 

capture the changes in individual religious newspapers and compare them to the secular 

newspapers. The interviews also conveyed the sense that Islamic non-state actors were at 

home with at least the rhetoric of liberal democracy. 

The liberal/electoral democracy ratio was higher for secular newspapers, the yearly 

average being 1.9 for religious newspapers and 3.0 for the secular. However, it is interesting 

to see that in those years when an Islamic party was elected to power (1996, 1997, 2003, and 

2004), and in years that led to the elections that brought an Islamic party to power (2001 and 

2002), the ratio for negative codings was less than one. In other words, more of the negative 

codings for democracy in secular newspapers came from electoral democracy in those years. 

Arguably, its allowance to bring Islamists to power is a negative aspect of electoral 

democracy from an exclusionist pro-secular point of view.  
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Table 1. Electoral vs. Liberal Democracy 
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Figure 1. 
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Figure 2. 

1.b. Human Rights 

Human rights are another main component of a liberal democracy. As Figure 3 demonstrates, 

the findings on human rights support the view that religious and secular newspapers are 

converging on the value of a human rights-based, liberal democracy. The comparisons among 

religious newspapers are also revealing. The positive codings are considerably more, and 

negative codings are considerably less, in Yeni Şafak and Zaman, compared to Milli Gazete. 

Thus, the former, which have higher circulations and are close to the AKP, have a more 

positive view on human rights than the latter, which opposes the AKP and has lower 

circulation. Milli Gazete is critical of the AKP and closely associated with a political party 

following the RP tradition. 95 
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Figure 3. 

1.c. Democracy as an Instrument or Goal 

Like other actors with an authoritarian potential, Islamist and Islamic-conservative actors may 

view democracy mainly as an instrument to come to power. 96 The fear that Islamists may use 

democracy to come to power only to Islamize society is prevalent among skeptical secular 

actors. Hence, the second hypothesis above was: 

 

H2. Religious actors embrace democracy as a means to achieve Islamic ends but not as a 

value in itself. 

 

The analysis found inconclusive support for this hypothesis. As Figure 4 captures, this view 

received only about 3 codings per year and per newspaper. About half of them, or 1.5 codings 

were supportive of this idea. As Figure 5 shows, one fourth of the codings were supportive 
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codings on the category “democracy being a goal in itself” for Islamic actors. Critical codings 

(for example because democracy is seen as a western import incompatible with Islam) were 

only about 10 percent. As a whole, however, this does not seem to be an important issue 

within the discussion among Islamic actors. This may or may not mean that democracy is 

viewed as an instrument. However, it does indicate that, whatever the dominant view is 

among religious actors, there is no significant debate going on in light of new considerations 

portending changes in dominant views. 

 

 

Figure 4. 

  

 

Figure 5. 
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Yet, as Figures 6 and 7 capture, there was considerable skepticism in secular newspapers 

about Islamists’ seeing democracy mainly as a goal rather than as a tool. For example, 57 

percent of the codings in Figure 6 indicate a disagreement that Islamists may embrace 

democracy as an end goal. This question was also a bigger part of the discussion in secular 

newspapers, receiving 7.4 codings per year/newspaper, in comparison to 2.8 codings per 

year/newspaper in religious newspapers.  

Similarly, the idea of electoral democracy being a tool for Islamists received 15 

codings per year/newspaper in Milliyet and Cumhuriyet. The findings reveal a divergence of 

opinion within secular newspapers. As Figure 7 captures, skepticism (positive codings) 

decreased in Milliyet after the AKP came to power in 2002, while it increased in Cumhuriyet. 

In fact, in 2004, the percentage of negative codings in Cumhuriyet reached the same high 

levels it showed in 1997 when the Islamist RP was in power.   

 

 
Figure 6. 
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Figure 7. 

 

1.d. Support for Military Interventions 

Although, as we have seen above, the secular media remained to be more supportive of 

democracy in general than the religious newspapers, the secular skepticism about religious 

actors’ intentions gives reason to expect that the third and fifth hypotheses may be true: 

 

H3. Religious actors have embraced pluralism and pluralistic democracy while the seculars 

have become more authoritarian, especially vis-à-vis their relations with religious people. 

H5. The seculars supported the February 28 (1997) interventions, and in general support 

military interventions to protect secularism. 

 



Somer, Democracy (for me): Religious and Secular Beliefs and Social and Political Pluralism in Turkey 
 

 32

Within a total of 351 codings on the secularist “February 28 intervention,’ only a minority of 

108, or 31 percent, of the codings in secular newspapers consisted of supportive views on the 

intervention. A higher share, 41 percent were critical codings. This contradicts the 

stereotypical perception prevalent among Islamic actors that the “seculars” all supported the 

intervention. The Islamist perception might be shaped by the headlines of some newspapers 

that were supportive of the intervention, ignoring the multiplicity of the views expressed 

within these newspapers. 97 Opposition to the “February 28 intervention” in the secular press 

was even higher within the “liberal democracy” context of discussions. 221 codings, or 46 

percent of all the codings in Milliyet and Cumhuriyet reflected negative views. Similarly, in 

Milliyet, 83 percent of the codings for “military interventions in general politics” were critical 

codings opposing any military interventions in politics. On the surface, these findings do not 

support the hypotheses H3 and H5. 

However, as Table 2 shows, there are some pro-military intervention findings. Support 

for military interventions in politics was higher in Cumhuriyet than in Milliyet and somewhat 

increased after 2000.  

 

Table 2. 

 

Furthermore, supportive codings for military interventions were considerably higher in both 

secular newspapers when the context was not military interventions in general, but “military 

interventions in politics to protect secularism.” Table 3 captures the numbers for Milliyet and 

Cumhuriyet. The year 1997 is revealing. In both newspapers, positive codings favorable to the 

military were higher than the negative codings in that year of major secularist, military-

engineered and autonomous protest against the RP in power. However, the opinion was more 
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divided in Milliyet, with 13 negative and 27 neutral codings against 17 positive (pro-

intervention) codings. By contrast, the opinion was more determined in Cumhuriyet with 7 

negative and 12 neutral codings against 20 positive codings. 98 

 

 

Table 3. 

 

Finally, the findings provide little support for the hypothesis A6(a), which states that the 

seculars became less democratic after the AKP came to power in terms of political 

democracy, except for some increase in Cumhuriyet’s after 2000 for the military to protect 

secularism. 

 

1.e. When did religious actors adopt a more liberal understanding of democracy?  

One of the hypotheses was about when and why Islamic actors adopted a more liberal 

or pluralistic understanding of democracy, emphasizing its aspects such as the rule of law and 

minority rights.  

 

H4. The secularist-authoritarian interventions of February 28, 1997 and the EU’s acceptance 

of Turkey’s candidacy of membership have caused Islamists to change their conception of 

democracy and pluralism. 

 

The findings support the thesis that the secularist-authoritarian interventions of February 28, 

1997 were an important, negative experience that made many Islamic appreciate the benefits 
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of democracy. All the findings from the content analysis show that major shifts occurred in 

the discourse of the Islamic newspapers in favor of democracy in general, and its liberal-

democracy aspects in particular. Table 1 above shows a major increase in the ratio of codings 

for liberal democracy over the codings for electoral democracy in 1998. The increase was 

sustained in the subsequent years, albeit at a lower rate. In Figure 1, both Yeni Şafak and 

Zaman register major and sustained drops in negative considerations on liberal democracy 

beginning in 1999. In Milliyet, after 1998, positive codings for “democracy a tool for 

Islamists” drops. Similar findings are found on many other categories that are not shown here 

for space considerations. The thesis that February 28 was a formative experience giving rise 

to more positive considerations for liberal democracy was also supported consistently during 

interviews with actors. Paradoxically, it seems that this extra-legal and anti-democratic period 

led many Islamists to better appreciate liberal democracy and the rule of law. 99 

The findings also indicate that the EU’s decision to recognize Turkey’s candidacy in 

December 1999 had a positive impact. This immediately improved the EU’s image (not 

shown here) in the religious newspapers. After 1999, the annual number of negative codings 

for liberal democracy became consistently below 10, practically negligible.   

 

2. Indigenous Modernizers versus Westernizers? 

A7. Religious actors synthesize modernity and indigenous values by justifying modern 

concepts such as democracy and pluralism in terms of indigenous (Islamic or Turkish) 

values, models, and intellectual sources.  

A8 Secular actors are westernizers justifying modern concepts such as democracy and 

pluralism in terms of western values, models, and intellectual sources. 

 

In the content analysis, the coders were asked to code whether different positions were 

justified by making references to Islamic, western, Turkish, or “other” sources. Examples of 

an Islamic reference could be, for example, a hadith, the views of a Muslim philosopher, or a 

rule or practice in a Muslim country. An example of a western reference could be, for 

example, a ruling of the European Courts, the views of a western philosopher, or a practice in 

a western country. The category “other” is a residual category as well as refers to logical 

reasoning and self-reflection without making any manifest reference to outside sources.  
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Figure 8. 
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As Figure 8 shows, the content analysis did not find support for the hypotheses A7 and A8, at 

least with respect to political issues. Secular and religious newspapers did not differ 

significantly in terms of their intellectual sources and the examples/models they employed 

whenever they wanted to justify political positions. Figure 8 only shows the results on the 

justification of liberal democracy, but findings in other political categories were consistent. 

Thus, secular and Islamic Turkish actors may not be as different as they tend to think in terms 

of their intellectual sources and models, at least on political matters.  

 

Social Pluralism 

3.1. Social Pluralism in General 

A fear of ethnic, cultural, and religious diversity has long been a characteristic of the 

political and bureaucratic cultures in Turkey. This may partly be attributed to the legacy of the 

disintegration of the multiethnic and multi-confessional Ottoman Empire, of which Turkey is 

the principal heir.  

 Cross-country research suggests that the main differences of Muslim societies from 

the rest of the world revolve around views and values over social issues. Available survey 

studies in Turkey also suggest that, among those who consider themselves religious, 

intolerance of social pluralism defined as avoidance of people with different ethnic and 

religious identities and lifestyles as neighbors, colleagues, or marriage partners, tends to be 

higher than among people who consider themselves not religious. 100 Accordingly, one of the 

hypotheses above stated that: 

 

H9. Secular actors are more amenable to social diversity and pluralism than religious actors 

are. 

 

 In the content analysis, the category of social pluralism was defined as those “that 

discuss (or refer to) the diversity of social, cultural, religious, and similar (such as different 

life styles or different interpretations of a philosophy or religion) groups, the relations 

between these groups, and the benefits of, or problems caused by, such diversity.” Thus, 

social pluralism includes questions of ethnic-cultural pluralism, different life-styles, and 

different interpretations of Islamic teachings and the “good life.” An example could be the 

coexistence of churches and mosques, different Muslim sects, or secular and religious life 

styles in the same neighborhood. An article related to the category of social pluralism could 

contain three types of opinions, or a combination of them. It could contain positive opinions 
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that highlight its benefits, say, cultural exchange; negative opinions that highlight the frictions 

and losses it creates, say, the country’s loss of identity; neutral opinions that do not make any 

manifest value judgments. Figure 9 summarizes the comparison between the religious and 

secular newspapers. 

 

 
 

 

Figure 9.  

 

Figure 9 shows that the convergence that was observed between religious and secular 

newspapers with respect to their evaluations of political democracy is not replicated with 

respect to issues of social pluralism. Religious media actors remain considerably more 

suspicious of social diversity than secular actors are.  
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Furthermore, the cross-time analyses indicate a moderate movement toward more 

positive considerations only in Yeni Şafak, as Figure 10 illustrates.  
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Figure 10. 

Thus, H9 is supported by these findings.    

 

Another hypothesis regarded whether religious and secular actors had different standards for 

pluralism for in-group and out-group members. Examples of in-group and out-group diversity 

would be the Alevi Muslim minority and Christian Armenians, in respective order..    

 

H11. Religious (secular) actors embrace social pluralism for Muslims (seculars) but not 

for non-Muslims (unseculars). 

 

Notably, the religious newspapers were as suspicious of differences coming from non-

Muslims as they were of intra-Muslim differences. For “in-group pluralism” (among 

Muslims) the percentage of negative codings, 39 percent, was almost the same as the negative 

codings for “outgroup pluralism” (non-Muslims), 41 percent. Thus, the source of concern did 

not seem to be non-Muslimness, but diversity and difference per se. For example, the 

percentage of negative codings for the category “non-mainstream identities and life styles” 

was 31 percent in religious newspapers, compared to 16 percent in the secular newspapers.  

However, although secular actors were more open to social pluralism in general than 

religious actors were, they were not sympathetic toward social differences emanating from 

“un-secular” people (laik olmayanlar), which according to secular stereotypes may also be 

understood as being against Turkish secularism (laiklik). 59 percent of the codings in Milliyet 

and 65 percent of the codings in Cumhuriyet were negative with respect to manifestly un-

secular, out-group social pluralism.  

Thus, the findings support H11 for seculars but not for Muslims. Note, however, that 

the meaning of in-group/out-group was not symmetrical for both groups. The “in-group” for 

Muslims includes “secular” (i.e. not practicing or not religious) as well as religious Muslims, 

the out-group consisting of non-Muslims only. Religious actors regarded in-group diversity as 

suspiciously as they regarded out-group (non-Muslim) diversity. The dividing line between 

in-group and out-group for seculars, was secularism (laik olmak), the out-group thus including 

unsecular (or anti-secular) Muslims as well as non-Muslims. 

 

3.2. The Voluntary Principle 
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On a rhetorical level, the analysis found support for the voluntary principle discussed above 

and the hypothesis H10 , as shown in Figure 11. In fact,. The support for “religious belonging 

as individual preference” was higher in the religious press than in the secular press. 

 

H10. Religious actors increasingly view matters of faith and life style as individual 

choices. 

 

 

 

Figure 11. 
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Figure 12. 

 

If the voluntary principle is adopted not only rhetorically but also categorically as a value, 

however, it should translate into tolerance and recognition toward people who make different 

choices.  

 

3.3. Support for Group-specific social diversity 

A number of the questions in the content analysis were aimed at measuring actual support for 

different social-cultural groups such as the Alevis, Christians, Kurds, and people with 

different life styles. For space considerations, only three of them are shown here, but the other 

results are similar. They enable one to test the Hypothesis 12: 

 

H12. Secular (religious) actors are more amenable to pluralism in the sense of positive 

views on groups such as non-Muslims, Kurds, Alevis, women, gays, and people with 

heterodox beliefs and life styles. 

 

In general, the support of the voluntary principle in the religious newspapers did not translate 

to the support of actual rights that would enable social minorities to be recognized and equally 

represented in society. Furthermore, it did not translate to tolerance for non-religious 

differences such as sexual preferences. Figure 13 summarizes the findings for the Alevis and 

gays and lesbians. What is notable in the findings vis-à-vis the Alevis is not only the low 

percentage of supportive codings for equal Alevi rights (52 percent). It also is the low number 

of the codings. This shows that the problems of the Alevis were not a significant issue for the 
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religious newspapers, although they constitute a major minority and have many legitimate 

concerns such as Sunni Muslim social prejudices against them and their lack of recognition by 

state agencies. Similarly, the issue of gays and lesbians seems to be a taboo. 
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Figure 13. 

 

Finally, there were signs of new considerations on some issues, as suggested by the 

comparatively high percentage of the positive codings on Armenians in religious versus 

secular newspapers. This may be a sign that the AKP would find some support from religious 

actors by taking reconciliatory steps toward Armenians.  
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Figure 14. 

 

Political Pluralism 

 The category of political pluralism differed from social pluralism in that it specifically 

referred to political pluralism and rights, as in the ability of communists, or Kurdish 

nationalists, to form political parties, labor rights to organize, and women’s rights such as 

quotas to increase women’s representation in the Parliament. As Figure 15 shows, in general, 

religious actors embrace the idea of political pluralism, in fact, Yeni Şafak and Zaman more 

than Milliyet and Cumhuriyet. 
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Figure 15. 
  

However, this support does not translate into actual rights for many groups. In the interest of 

space, the findings on only one issue are shown here: women’s rights.  

 Securing gender equality in a Muslim context was arguably among the main goals of 

Turkish secularist legal-institutional reforms, and Turkish women formally enjoy mostly 

equal rights with men. Seculars often support the ban on headscarf in the name of women’s 

rights. But secular governments before the AKP have not implemented pro-active policies to 

secure women’s rights and freedoms. 101 Turkey’s gender gap score in 2008, 0.59, was even 

below the average of majority-Muslim countries, 0.62. 102 However, beyond the campaigns to 

lift the headscarf ban, religious actors do not necessarily support policies and rights that 

would make the political system more open to the participation of women either. 
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Figure 16. 

 

Secularism 

   

The content analysis did not find any support for the hypothesis 

 

A14. Religious actors have developed more supportive views on secularism. 

 

Figure 17 does not indicate any positive trend toward secularism. Whenever secularism was 

an issue, it was mostly referred to as a problem, most of the time in the form of a criticism of 

Turkish secularism. Similar observations were made also during the interviews. For example, 

the head of an NGO close to the AKP criticized the Constitutional Court for a 2008 ruling in 

which it warned the party against supporting anti-secularism, labeling the decision 
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“politicized and biased.” Later in the conversation, however, he argued that “ideally, of 

course, we would not have secularism.”  
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Figure 17. 

 

But many religious actors may not oppose secularism per se, but Turkish laicism that 

envisages state regulation of religion, as discussed above. In other words, they may be 

amenable to a different type of secularism. However, how would the religious actors reform 

Turkish secularism?  

Against this backdrop, a major another source of conflict between secular and religious 

actors is their diverging understandings of secularism. Since religious actors are critical of 

secularism in Turkey and would like religion to be less restricted, what type of a role do they 

desire religion to play under a “better” secular system? Figures 18 and 19 suggest that the 

focus is once again on social affairs. In the context of the question of secularism, there were 

more codings (304) of the statement “religion should be more effective in social affairs” than 

the codings (234) of the statement “religion should be more effective in state affairs,” and 

twice as many codings (207) were positive for the first statement. Thus, with respect to the 

hypothesis 

 

A15. Religious actors’ conception of reforming Turkish secularism envisions a greater 

role for religion in (a) state affairs (b) social affairs.  

 

The findings support A15 (a).  
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Figure 18.  
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Figure 19.  

 

 

IN LIEU OF CONCLUSIONS 

Compared to earlier periods of Turkish democracy and society, there are now more 

human rights organizations with secular and un-secular understandings of human rights, more 

charity organizations with different understandings of justice and welfare, more think tanks 

with different visions of Turkey’s place in the world, and more intellectuals with cultural and 

intellectual with different parts of the world. There are also a more diverse group of 

politicians, business people, union leaders, activists, and academics, and more newspapers 

and TV-channels with different takes on the news in Turkey.  
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In a consolidated pluralistic democracy, this new pluralism could create a potential for 

human development and creativity. Turkey’s close links with the western world, its relatively 

high per capita income level, and relatively long experience with democracy create significant 

incentives for social and political actors to consolidate democracy and avoid any democratic 

breakdown. However, the existence of interests does not suffice to induce people to act more 

responsibly individually, and to come together to act collectively, to protect their interests. 

Religious and secular actors have a common interest in cooperating to establish institutions 

and practices that would secure freedoms and protections for both. But they are so far unable 

to embrace pluralism in a normative sense and categorically recognize each other’s legitimate 

problems of freedom. This is not an easy task, given Turkey’s peculiar secular-religious 

divide and the new religious pluralism in the world. The latter poses significant challenges to 

even established democracies. 

The evidence presented in this essay suggests that religious and secular actors in 

Turkey in fact made significant advances toward adopting democracy, and a more pluralistic 

version of it. However, it also shows that they so far have failed to embrace inclusive 

pluralism vis-à-vis groups they see as threatening some of their fundamental values and 

interests. Thus, the emergence of a more inclusive and consolidated pluralism requires people 

to overcome significant barriers in their social lives and cognitive worlds. A Turkish proverb 

says that one bad lesson is better than a thousand good advices. One can only hope that, 

having had bad lessons in the past, Turkish social and political elites will know better and 

manage to overcome their divisions through deliberation and persuasion rather than 

manipulation and coercion. 
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