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OPINION

MURAT SOMER*

notions in the process of modernization and the

consolidation of democracy in Turkey. There are no
politcal actors remaining on the stege who have fundamentally
rejected laiism in i entirety, bt it s obvious that diflerent forms
of leism are in conflict. It is further apparent that we have been
suffering from a disagreement over laicism and the relationship
between laicism and democracy. Recently, Professor Mustafa
Erdogan published a piece in the Taraf daily attempting to propose
a conceptual framework for the issue from a liberal perspective
(Rethinking goals and functions of laicist, Sept. 27, 2008).In this
piece, he made several points which 1 agree with: acism is the
assurance of social harmony and peace in pluralist societies;
laicism needs to be internalized; “democracy” and “liberty”
should be our starting points in the introduction of lacism; we
have to try to understand libetal thinking without prejudices, and
the secular system of every society is closely related to its state
tradition and it historical relations with religious institutions.

But from this point on, I disagree with his views.

Firdogan says one of our fundamental problems is the falure
of our intellectuals to adequately internalize the laicist paradigm.
T agree with the need for the internalization of the fundamental
‘principles of laicism, and I would ke to add that these principles
need to bestressed when discussing different forms of icism. But
our fundamental issue is not a failure to internalize the “secular
patadigm,” which s & productof historical conditons in the West
and elsewhere in the world. Our greatest shortcoming is a falure:
to develop our awn perspective which relies on our own
assessment of historical conditions in the world and in our
country. In 50 doing, we have to agree to a common language to
ensure that we are communicating on the same level. We have to
explore data and phenomena which we agree on even though
we interpret them differently, and we have to be able to discuss
these. In so doing, we can discover the unchangeable
characterstics of secularism. This wil lead to real enlightenment.

So, what are the data we could discuss? There are many
countries in the world whete the state s secular but the regime is
ot democratc, such s Syria. In other words, secularism does not
necessarily bring democracy. However, some sort of secular
system may be found in any country that can be considered a
consolidated democracy. Strong demacracies such as the US,
Sweden, France and India are also secular. The insfitution of
secularism i different in each of these examples, but ultimately,
they are all secular; in other words, they meet the two
fundamental criteria of secularism, Fist, state and religious affairs
are independent (not separate) of each other in practice in these
states. Second, individuals enjoy broad religious freedoms (es
wellas the freedom of thought and the freedom of conscience).
The fact that all of these consolidated democracies e secular
implies that there is a greater connection between these two
than Erdogan actually thinks. Whether laicism is a prior
condition for democracy is debatable, and a number of political
scientists argue that it is not; however, it is also difficult to
argue that democracy can be consolidated without secularism.

The question remains: What kind of secularism? It s useful
to make  few points here. Secularism does ot exclude piety;
for instance, American society is farly religious. Data show that
seculerism does ot suggest full seperation of state affars from

} Undoubtedly, laicism is one of the most controversial

Democracies where communities are very influential in the lives of
individuals may be seen as flawed. In a mature liberal democracy, people
should have the right to join religious or non-religious groups through
their own will and choices. Likewise, they should‘alsobe free to leave
these groups or be immune from domination and pressure by such eroups
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without taking info account people's various lfestyles, worldviews
and inferests. Individuals feel repressed when they are part of a
minority. For a person who wears a headscarf, the state’s
testrictions on the headscarf and the state’s practices and symbols
that belife this style are more real and hurtul because persons
who wear the headscarf are still a minority in spheres like
universities. For a non-religious person, existing and potential
religious pressures coming from society are more real and
threatening because the majority of society is religious and non-
religious people are & minority. In many cases, women, the
primary object of the pressures stemming from traditional society,
are a minority in terms of socia status and poweer, For the first
group, the fundamental question of laicism is the lberalizetion of
religion from the state, whereas liberalization of the state
from religion is the most important priorty for the second group.

Both groups are right in some of their points. The practice
by which students who have a right to vote are not admitted
to colleges because of their religious preferences attracts
greater acceptance, which is a huge shortcoming for
democracy and liberties. In a society where religious groups
play important spiritual and social functions, a secularism
seeking to exclude all religious groups and communities from
civil society is also becoming more popular, On the other
hand, Turkey has a society where the vast majority of people
are members of the same religion and where people hold that
religion as an important element of daily life. In this sense, it is
quite different from the multi-religious US and the
predominantly secular France. In this case, the protection of
the individual from potential pressure from the religion of the
‘majority needs to be part of the question of secularism. Aside
from the right not to fast during Ramadan, particularly in rural
areas, the absence of freedom to citcize religion and religious
elements is an important part of Turkey's reality. These are
important shortcomings of liberties and democracy. The
teligious and non-religious segments of society perceive these
shortcomings differently. We have to consider these realities
while trying to reach a consensus over the term secularism.

In order to overcome the difference in perceptions held
by different segments of society, we need more empathy;
yet empathy may only be influential to a certain degree. To
create a consolidated democracy, we have to lea how to
manage these differences through democratic insitutions
and practices. This will be possible in time through two ways.

First, in determining legal rules and social policies,
generalzations should be avoided, and a case-by-case approach
should be adopted. We may not agree on whether religion or the
state and the secular individuul are under the most pressure and
face the most threat, but we can cany out a discussion on the
number of mosques, schools and hospitals in Turkey. It is difficult
to believe that girls wearing headscarves or the right to crificze
religious elements at Bosporus Universiy or on Jstiklal Street pose
a threat against the others. However, it is also diffcultto believe
that the right to lead a non-conservatve lfe or o aritcize religious
practicesis actually existent in many places of Anatolia. Therefore,
it may be necessary to introduce some assurances at Atafirk
University and some other anes at Bosporus University. We
have to develop flexible palicies that will consider both reclites.

The second way to overcome the differences is related to
language. We have to create a common language and set of
concepts by which different goals may be defended via similar
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to make a few points here. Secularism does not exclude piety;
for instance, American society is fairly religious. Data shaw that
secularism does not suggest full separation of state affairs from
religious affairs. England and Switzerland still preserve state
churches, Germany imposes a chuch tex and France maintains
control over religion. What makes a system truly seculax is the
independence of state affairs fram religious affairs rather than a
separation between the two. There is a state church in Britain;
and up until recently, church acthorities were natural members
in the House of Lords. What is necessary for s ecularism is the
independence of state affairs from religious principles and a
determination to regulate these affairs based solely on secular
and rational principles. (It should also be noted that state affairs
may be inspired by religious precepts; statesmen may be
religious persons and be inspired by their religious beliefs.)

Another important point to underline is the presence of some
countries which are accepted as democracies but whose
secularism raises doubs, such as Tsrael and Senegal. Do these
examples show that democracy can be consolidated without
secularism? 1 think we have to rely on our reasoring and intellect
to make some choices. To what extent do we find the communal
democracy in such examples acceptable? s demacracy all
about political pluralism and holding free elections? What sort
of impact will the excessive influence of religion over private
Tegal and social relations have on the fundamental freedoms
of the individuals? If we consider these impacts, to what
extent can we see these countries a liberal democracies?

At this point, it Is also possible to criticize a definition of
freedom propased by Erdogan. In the aforementioned piece,
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their own will and chmces. Likewise, they should*aism'be free tor leave
these groups or be immune from domination and pressure by such groups

Erdogan promotes democracy (and secularism) within the
contet of freedom from state repression alone. For this reason,
he quite rightly criticizes the control or regulation of religious
practices by a secular state. This is an accurate but incomplete
judgment from a liberal perspective, In modern democracies, the
state is also obligated to protect individuals from peripheral
restrictions and repression. From this perspective, the state may
be called to protect the individual from religious (social or
institutional) zepression and pressure. Again, from this
perspective, democracies where communities are very influential
in the livees of individuals may be seen as flawed ones. In a
mature liberal democracy, people should have the right to join
religious or non-religious groups through their own will and
choices. Likewise, Ehey should also be free to leave these groups
ot be immune from domination and pressure by such groups.
So, what sort of laicism could Turkey agree to? Right at this
point, Erdogan has an offer, which I agree with but on which I
think he did not adequately elaborate. Depending on a
country's own conditions, the primary question and
fundamental goal of secularism may change; for instance,
Erdogan said, “While laicism aims to liberate the state from.
religion in France, the primary goal of secularism is to liberate
religion from the state in the US.” So, what should be the

fundamental question of laicism in Turkey? Is the fundamentel
problem state repression of religion and religious people, oris it
religious pressure over the state as the assurance of free men?

Today, two major views are in conflict over this matter in
Turkey. The first one s promaoted by Islamic circles with diverse
colors and backgrounds, which accuse their antithesis of being
“radical or militant secularist.” According to this view, religious
people suffer from repression in Turkey. and the primary goal
of secularism should be to liberate religion and religious people
from the hegemony of the state and secular drcles. I response
to this view, secularists stress that the real problem stems from
the eagemess of pious people to make religion influential in
soial and public affairs. They accuse their opponents of being
Tslamist. It should be noted that this is a simplistic division, and
nelther of these groups Is homogenous. There are many actors
within both groups willing to live together with their
ideological opponents and some eager to impose their
preferences through state apparatus and coercion. However, it
is obvious that there Is a polarization between these two
heterogeneous groups, which suffer from an issue of distrust,

But which one of the above views is true? This should be
emphasized first: It is possible that both views are accurate. It
wouldl be useless to atternpt to provide an answer to this question

The second way to overcome the differences is related to
Janguage. We have to create a common language and sct of
concepts by which different goals may be defended via similar
notions in politics. For instance, we would go nowhere If the
headscarf debate is over religious duties versus modernity. If itis
a teligious duty, it may mean that every female needs to wear a
Iheadscarf; and if it is ot part of modern life, this may suggest
that wearing a headscarf should also be banned in other
spheres, But both arguments may be discussed with reference to
women'’s rights and the xight to education. In that case, vre may
find a middle approach that will observe the veiled women's
right to education and protect the women from the pressure
of the majority. We can detect the contexts where both rights
are at stake and develop relevant policies that will protect
the individual against discrimination or majority repression.

To what degree can we be optimistic abaut reaching such a
onsensus in an environment where politics is becoming more
polarized and foeusing on conflict rather than reconciliation?
Broad acceptance of Atatiirk’s reforms, our historical culture
promoting coexistence, our relatively long democratic
cxperience andl the BU bid -- regardless of whether Turkey
becomes a full member — offer us important opportunities to
manage our differences in line with democracy, freedom and
development goals, Purification of political parties from
cormuption and the evolution towards a system where different
wiews balance and check each other will strengthen social
confidence and make significant contributions to this process.

* Murat Scwer is an associate professor at Kog University in
dhe department of international relations.





