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1

INTRODUCTION

This book concerns the tradition of Islamic religious thought written in 
the modern Turkish language in the modern nation of Turkey. T is book 

argues that Islamic theology in the Turkish Republic constitutes a distinct 
tradition of ref ection on the Islamic doctrine of the Oneness of God (tawḥīd 
in Arabic; tevhid in Turkish) as it relates to the intellectual, social and politi-
cal context of modernity. Put simply, Islamic theology in the modern Turkish 
language, or what will simply be called ‘modern Turkish theology’ through-
out this book, revolves around the question of what it means to believe in the 
One God in the context of modernity. 

T is book will thematically explore the ways in which Islamic theology 
in the Turkish Republic seeks to answer the question: what are the implica-
tions of believing in tevhid in the modern era? What does it mean to believe 
in tevhid in the context of modern social thought, modern political thought, 
modern scientif c cosmology or modern conceptions of gender and sexual-
ity? T rough a thematic analysis of modern Turkish theologians’ handling of 
these and other related topics, this book will trace how Islamic theology in 
the Turkish Republic can be viewed holistically as a tradition that developed 
in order to answer what it means to be a Muslim believer in the One God in 
the specif c context of modernity and modernisation.

Islamic theology in the Turkish Republic constitutes a distinct tradition 
of Islamic thought because it emerges within the new language of modern 
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2 | islamic theology in the turkish republic

Turkish, and in the new social and political context of the modern Turkish 
Republic. T e context of rapid social and political modernisation in the late 
nineteenth century in the Ottoman Empire, culminating in the founding 
of the Republic of Turkey in 1923, has framed the way in which Islamic 
theology in the Turkish Republic has developed. Modern Turkey was the out-
come of processes of radical change, and it was into this experience of f ux 
and instability that modern Turkish theology was born. Moreover, Islamic 
theology in the Turkish Republic is written in the genuinely new language 
of modern Turkish, a language that simply did not exist until the opening 
decades of the twentieth century. In a quite literal sense, Islamic theology in 
the Republic of Turkey has always spoken the language of modernity. 

Modern Turkish theology is therefore the product of genuinely unprece-
dented linguistic and social structures. Yet its topic, God, is the very def nition 
of unchanging reality. T e question that has conditioned the development of 
modern Turkish theology is the same question that has animated all Islamic 
theological traditions: what is the relationship between the Creator and the 
created? Who is the One God, and what is the relationship between human 
beings and this God? As this book will demonstrate, the modern Turkish 
theological tradition seeks to answer these questions in ways that are shaped 
by the intellectual, social and political circumstances of the Turkish Republic. 
Due to its emergence in the processes of modern change, modern Turkish 
theology has sought to explore the traditional Islamic theological question 
of tevhid by relating this question to the problem of change and permanency 
in the modern world. Modern Turkish theology has developed as a way to 
answer the question posed to it by modernisation: what is the relationship 
between unchanging truth and the changing world? In other words, what 
is the relationship between the Creator and the created, when we view this 
relationship in the context of modernity?

What is Islamic T eology?

With respect to Islamic theology as a larger tradition, this book follows Sabine 
Schmidtke’s def nition. She argues that Islamic theology focuses on two main 
themes: 1) God’s nature and existence; and 2) God’s interactions with God’s 
creation, most especially human beings.1 As Schmidtke points out, the bases 
of Islamic theological discourse are the descriptions of God in the Qur’an, 
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which Muslims believe to be God’s f nal revelation to humankind. As Ingrid 
Mattson argues, the Qur’an is the ultimate source of divine guidance for 
Muslims on how to understand and enter into relationship with God.2 In 
Martin Nguyen’s apt phrase, ‘theology unfolds in relation to God’, meaning 
that Islamic theology is always a process of forming faith in, and relation-
ship with, the One God.3 T is relationship is based on systematic ref ection 
on God’s revelation to humanity. T e vehicle of this f nal revelation is the 
Prophet Muhammad, whose life and tradition thus become both sources and 
subjects of theological ref ection. 

Islamic theological thought can take numerous forms and can be found 
in numerous genres of religious writing. T e genre of Islamic thought that 
is most specif cally devoted to systematic ref ection on the nature of God 
and the nature of God’s creation is called kalām. T e term kalām refers to 
rational systematic Islamic theology that concerns the cardinal doctrines of 
Islamic belief.4 T e kalām method of theology forms the intellectual basis of 
the most fundamental components of Islamic dogma, and for this reason it is 
often referred to in English simply as ‘Islamic theology’. Kalām can therefore 
also be thought of as Islamic dogmatics or doctrinal theology. Because kalām 
played this role in the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, when the 
term ‘Islamic theology’ is used in this book it is used in reference to traditions 
stemming from this particular Islamic theological method. 

Moreover, the word used in modern Turkish to refer to ‘theology’, or sys-
tematic religious thought, comes directly from the kalām vocabulary. T is 
term is ilahiyat. T is word in Turkish literally translates into English as ‘divin-
ity’ or ‘matters divine’.5 In the kalām texts used in the Ottoman Empire that 
form the historical basis of modern Turkish theology, ilahiyat was the term 
used to denote topics of theological discussion that concerned the existence, 
nature and attributes of God. T us, the technical term in modern Turkish 
for ‘theology’, ilahiyat, is directly derived from the Sunni tradition of rational 
dogmatic theology – kalām. T is is another reason why the tradition of kalām 
and the modern Turkish developments of this tradition are prioritised in this 
book. Kalām is quite literally the source of the concept of ‘theology’ itself in 
modern Turkish. 

T e word ‘kalām’ means ‘speech’ and refers to the theological method of 
dialectic and debate. T is term points to the origins of systematic Islamic 
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4 | islamic theology in the turkish republic

theology in the pluralistic religious environment of the late-ancient Near 
East within which Islamic thought developed. In such an environment, 
rational debate on key points of religious doctrine became a common intel-
lectual practice among theologians within the same faith, and between theo-
logians of dif erent faiths.6 As products of this cultural environment, Muslim 
theologians felt the need to elaborate and defend their faith through rational 
argument and dialectic. Kalām developed over time into an enormous and 
diverse tradition of rational systematic theology devoted to the discussion 
and defence of the bases of Islamic belief, such as belief in the One God and 
the prophecy of Muhammad. T is is why kalām can be considered the most 
fundamental form of Islamic dogmatic theology: it is the type of Islamic 
theology that developed in order to explicate the most essential beliefs of 
the faith.

T ough a wide variety of theological movements and schools developed 
among Sunni Muslims from the seventh century onwards, two kalām schools 
that trace their origins to two tenth-century theologians gradually emerged as 
the main representatives of Sunni theological orthodoxy. T ese two schools 
of theology are the Ash‘ari and the Maturidi schools, named for Abu al-
Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. 935–6)7 and Abu Mansur al-Maturidi (d. 944).8 T eir 
theological methods were similar, as both al-Ash‘ari and al-Maturidi used syl-
logistic and dialectical reason as their theological method of explicating and 
defending the basic points of Sunni Islamic doctrine. T eir theological goal 
was similar as well ‒ to secure the foundations of Islamic doctrine through 
the application of universal reason to the specif cs of Quranic revelation and 
Prophetic tradition. Most importantly, they both argued for the existence, 
loving mercy and power of the One God and the f nality of the message of 
the Prophet Muhammad.

T e dif erences between al-Ash‘ari and al-Maturidi were a result of which 
attributes of God they tended to emphasise the most in their respective theo-
logical systems. As a consequence of their dialectical methods, they present 
their theology in the format of a series of rational answers to dif  cult theolog-
ical questions, such as the question of the relationship between human free-
dom and God’s power. In order to answer these questions, each theologian 
tended to emphasise certain attributes of God as a way to rationally resolve 
theological paradoxes. Al-Ash‘ari, on the one hand, tends to emphasise God’s 
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attribute of omnipotence and the centrality of the text of revelation.9 Al-
Maturidi, on the other, tends to emphasise God’s attribute of wisdom and 
the ability of human reason to understand God’s creation and the meaning of 
God’s revelation.10 Neither would have rejected the other’s basic theological 
claims on these points. At the same time, the dif erences in their emphases 
did at times lead to serious controversy between their followers in the f rst few 
centuries after their death.11 Over time, however, both systems came to be 
accepted within Sunnism as equally valid ways to approach the most crucial 
questions of Islamic belief.

Over the course of the next two to three centuries, the ref ections and spe-
cif c arguments put forward by these two towering f gures of Sunni theology 
were organised by later thinkers into ever more systematic and rationalistic 
theological texts. T is resulted in a highly sophisticated tradition of system-
atic theology that f ourished across the Sunni world. T e kalām tradition 
developed into a highly nuanced and disciplined method of ref ecting on 
the fundamental questions of Islamic religious belief, most especially tevhid. 
From its beginnings, this tradition emphasised the cardinal importance of 
reason and proof in both the elaboration and defence of the most important 
elements of the Muslim worldview. Al-Maturidi’s def nition of kalām, for 
instance, emphasised that it is the discipline of Islamic religious thought that 
uses reasoned proof and ref ection in order to establish the objective truth of 
religious belief.12

T e later kalām theologians, whose work formed the core of the Otto-
man theological tradition, further ref ned this def nition in ways that would 
come to be central to how theology is understood in the modern Turk-
ish tradition. According to ‘Adud al-Din al-Iji (d. 1355), kalām theology 
is designed to refute doubts about the truth of Islamic belief by utilising 
systematic rational argumentation and ref ection.13 Al-Sayyid al-Sharif al-
Jurjani (d. 1413), whose commentary on al-Iji’s work became one of the 
most important works in Ottoman theological study, outlined a def nition 
of theology that has particularly strong resonance across the late Ottoman 
and modern Turkish theological tradition. For al-Jurjani, theology concerns 
two sets of topics. T ese are the nature of the Creator, and the nature of the 
created. With respect to the Creator, theology concerns what the human 
mind can comprehend about God’s essence and attributes. With respect 
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6 | islamic theology in the turkish republic

to creation, theology investigates the forms and attributes of the physical 
world insofar as they relate to their ultimate origin and ultimate destiny.14 In 
other words, according to al-Jurjani’s highly inf uential conception, theology 
rationally investigates the world insofar as it relates to God.

All of these elements became the core of the modern Turkish term ‘ilahiyat’, 
the conceptual basis for the kinds of systematic ref ection on religious belief 
signif ed in the English term ‘theology’. Moreover, all of these elements are 
dif erent ways of phrasing the cardinal doctrine of tevhid. Modern Turkish 
theology, following in this tradition, places tevhid in all of its various aspects 
at the centre of its ref ections. At the same time, modern Turkish theology’s 
focus on tevhid has a distinctly modern character. Establishing the truth of 
tevhid, and exploring all of its complex implications, becomes key to modern 
Turkish theology because it asserts something about the created world that is 
often called into question by modernity. It asserts that the world has sacred 
value because it points to its Creator. T e world is not merely a collection of 
material elements that mechanically coalesce or dissipate according to blind 
natural laws. T e world is the creation of the One God. 

Moreover, the world is ordered by God in ways that ref ect God’s inf -
nite wisdom and loving mercy. T e world in its endless beauty and com-
plexity points towards the truly Inf nite, Ultimate character of its Creator. 
Modern Turkish theology focuses so intently on tevhid not only because it is 
the core of the kalām tradition but because it asserts something fundamen-
tally, unchangeably true about the cosmos that is frequently dismissed in the 
modern intellectual and social context. As we will see throughout this book, 
modern Turkish theology is keen to discuss a wide variety of modern social, 
political and intellectual phenomena precisely because, as al-Jurjani asserts, 
all things are ultimately related to God’s bringing them into being, and God’s 
will for them in this life and the next.

T e methods and specif c arguments of modern Turkish theologians 
are often distinct from the traditional methods and specif c arguments of 
Sunni kalām. T e modern period sometimes puts forward dif erent theo-
logical questions that need to be answered. However, due to the roots of 
modern Turkish theology in the Ottoman systematic kalām tradition, the 
basic technical concepts explored by kalām are still the central concepts 
explored in modern Turkish theology. T ese include the existence and 
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nature of God, the parameters of Prophetic tradition and the nature of 
religion itself. And as described above, the essential characterisation of the-
ology itself in the kalām tradition remains the basis for Islamic theological 
ref ection in Turkey up to the present day. T is book therefore explores 
the Sunni Muslim thinkers writing in the modern Turkish language whose 
work is the direct descendant of the Ottoman kalām tradition, and whose 
theology concerns the most essential questions of Islamic religious belief. 
T is is the tradition that this book refers to as ‘modern Turkish theology’, 
or Islamic theology in the Turkish Republic. 

T e Study of Modern Turkish T eology 

Critical and historical Turkish-language studies of Islamic thought in the 
Turkish Republic have focused on the development of this tradition as it 
relates to the cultural politics of modern Turkey. T ese studies have been 
crucial for shedding light on the question of the Islamic authenticity of 
modern Turkish theology. Tahsin Görgün’s important work, for example, 
argues that the basic cultural problematic of modern Turkey is the goal of 
Westernisation, enshrined in every part of its modern social and political 
structures. T is poses a particular dilemma for Islamic religious thought. 
Traditional Islamic thought is not drawn from Western culture, though the 
political and social framework of modern Turkish society is drawn from the 
West. He thus phrases the problem of theology in modern Turkey this way: 
Are Islamic religious disciplines of thought possible within a Westernised 
social and political framework? Is it possible to change Turkish society with-
out changing its religion?15 

As Görgün explains, the traditional forms of religious thought in Islam 
do, in fact, presume continuing social change. In other words, theology in 
modern Turkey can indeed be considered to be authentically Islamic, even 
if some of its questions and conclusions are dif erent from the pre-modern 
Islamic tradition. T is is because Islamic religious thought is designed to 
connect human life with religious truth. T e various branches of this vast 
tradition, from dogmatic theology to sacred ritual practice to mystical experi-
ence, are all devoted to enabling Muslims to unite their present context with 
the eternal truths of Islam. Far from denying or denigrating the changeable 
nature of human society, traditional Islamic thought sees this historical f ux 
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8 | islamic theology in the turkish republic

as part of the natural order of things. It is therefore the task of Islamic reli-
gious thought to acknowledge, inf uence and/or guide social experiences and 
development on the basis of the eternal truths of the Islamic faith.16 

T e fact that Islamic theology in the Turkish Republic is so deeply inf u-
enced by its specif cally modern social and historical circumstances is thus not 
a mark of its inauthenticity. On the contrary, it is proof that modern Turk-
ish theology is part of a dynamic and complex heritage of Islamic thought 
that has deep roots in the past. As this book will demonstrate, the vitality of 
modern Turkish theology comes precisely from its ability to put traditional 
Islamic theological concepts into dialogue with modernity, thus producing 
novel theological insights that are also grounded in Islamic tradition.

T is book therefore proceeds from the premise that Islamic theology 
written in the modern Turkish language and in the modern political context 
of the Turkish Republic can indeed be considered an authentically Islamic 
theology that deserves to be understood on its own terms. Considering it 
in this way allows for a nuanced and detailed analysis of its most sophisti-
cated conceptual components, which might otherwise be neglected in our 
understanding of the modern Islamic intellectual tradition. On this basis, 
this book endeavours to take the study of modern Turkish theology forward 
by analysing its specif c theological arguments and insights as interlocking 
pieces of a complex and dynamic, but coherent and distinct, tradition of 
Islamic thought.

T e study of modern Turkish theology in the English language is indebted 
to two works in particular, Felix Körner’s Revisionist Koran Hermeneutics in 
Contemporary Turkish University T eology: Rethinking Islam (2005) and 
Taraneh R. Wilkinson’s Dialectical Encounters: Contemporary Turkish Muslim 
T ought in Dialogue (2019). T ese pioneering studies were the f rst book-
length treatments in English of the topics and works of contemporary Turkish 
academic theologians. Both books treat in detail the work of selected living 
Turkish theologians. Körner’s book focuses on the Quranic hermeneutics of 
inf uential Turkish theologians working in the Ankara University Faculty of 
T eology. Wilkinson’s book focuses on the work of two contemporary theo-
logians in particular, Recep Alpyağıl and Şaban Ali Düzgün. It is important 
to make clear that the present work is not presented as a critique or modif ca-
tion of either Körner or Wilkinson’s work, but instead seeks to accomplish a 

6764_Dorroll.indd   86764_Dorroll.indd   8 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



introduction | 9

dif erent goal by outlining the historical development and broad themes in 
Turkish theology from the late nineteenth century to the present day. 

Körner’s and Wilkinson’s works have presented numerous foundational 
insights into the nature of modern Turkish theology that deserve analysis 
here. Indeed, it is hoped that the present work contributes historical depth 
and breadth to these insights. Körner was the f rst scholar writing in English 
to treat modern Turkish theology as a distinct tradition of thought worthy 
of extensive analysis. His work identif es the institutional locus of modern 
Turkish theology as the modern Turkish faculty of theology, the academic 
departments of Turkish universities that house theological and religious 
scholarship.17 His work demonstrates that the study of modern Turkish theol-
ogy is a necessary corrective to the excessive focus on Arabic-language Islamic 
theology.18 As Körner points out, Arabo-centric conceptions of Islamic iden-
tity are endemic in modern scholarship in Islamic Studies, particularly in the 
study of Islamic thought and theology.

Körner’s work also laid out the basic historiographical parameters of the 
study of modern Turkish theology. He notes that the modern Turkish faculty 
of theology is the ancestor of both pre-modern Ottoman and modern Turk-
ish academic traditions, a key point that this book tries to develop into a clear 
historical narrative.19 Körner also referred to the nationalist political context 
of the development of modern Turkish theology, pointing out that Turkish 
theology developed in the context of Turkish social modernisation. As he 
indicates, Islam in the modern Turkish Republic has functioned as the basis 
of ‘national coherence and ethical motivation’.20 T is book tries to develop 
these key historiographical insights through a detailed intellectual history of 
the modern Turkish theological tradition.

Wilkinson’s book of ers necessary correctives to Körner’s and the pres-
ent author’s previous work, and breaks new ground in the study of modern 
Turkish theology. Wilkinson demonstrates that this previous scholarship did 
not take full account of the internal complexity of modern Turkish theology, 
arguing that nationalist political categories such as ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ 
are understood in very nuanced and complex ways by modern Turkish theo-
logians. Wilkinson’s work reveals that modern Turkish theology exhibits a 
‘dialectical’ structure that puts three major traditions into dialogue with one 
another: Ottoman, classical Arabic and Persian, and Western European.21 
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10 | islamic theology in the turkish republic

Wilkinson shows that modern Turkish theology exhibits a ‘plurality of 
conceptual provenance’: it references and critically engages with these dif-
ferent traditions, and arises from the dialogue between them.22 In other 
words, Wilkinson’s key insight is that all three of these traditions of thought 
are considered authoritative for modern Turkish theologians, and are at the 
same time engaged with critically and constructively when modern Turkish 
theologians do their work. Wilkinson, therefore, very precisely identif es the 
elusive quality that makes Turkish theology distinctive: it is, in her words, 
the ‘dialectical encounter’ between these traditions of thought. 

Wilkinson’s insight is a signif cant criticism of, and advancement beyond, 
some of the present author’s previous work on modern Turkish theology.23 
T e historical perspective in the present book is inspired by her critique and 
by the need to of er an historical outline of modern Turkish theology. T is 
book therefore builds on the insights of ered by both Körner and Wilkinson 
by drawing a historical narrative that begins in the late Ottoman period and 
covers the state of Turkish theology up to the present day. T is book provides 
an historical and conceptual map to the vast territory of modern Turkish the-
ology, in the hope that it will be of use to anyone interested in understanding 
the key features of modern Islamic theology in the nation of Turkey. 

Summary of Chapters

Chapter 1, ‘Origins’, argues that the modern Turkish tradition of theology is 
composed of three main inf uences: 1) the legacy of Sunni Ottoman system-
atic theology (kalām); 2) late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Islamic 
modernism; and 3) late Ottoman and early Republican Turkish sociological 
theory. T e chapter examines these inf uences by tracing the development of 
these streams of thought and the institutions that housed them, namely the 
Ottoman system of religious education, the medrese system; and the develop-
ment of modern faculties of theology in the Republic of Turkey. T e chapter 
therefore lays the groundwork for understanding modern Turkish theology 
as a distinct tradition of thought by revealing its institutional and conceptual 
bases in Ottoman and early Republican history. As will be seen throughout 
the rest of the book, these bases would form the main conceptual ingredients 
for how modern Turkish theologians would attempt to understand tevhid in 
relation to modernity, in all of the variety of their approaches to this question.
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Chapter 2, ‘Nation’, discusses the most important social and political 
context of modern Turkish theology that continues into the present day ‒ the 
context of Turkish nationalism and national identity. T is context is key to 
understanding how modern Turkish theology tackles the question of how to 
relate tevhid to the modern world, because modernity in Turkey developed 
within the context of nationalism. Specif cally, the chapter argues that secular 
Turkish nationalism actually nurtured the growth of modern Turkish theol-
ogy by providing a new social and political context for theological ref ection. 
T rough an analysis of the work of a wide range of both late Ottoman and 
Republican-era theologians, the chapter reveals how the social and ideologi-
cal framework of nationalism provided ways for modern Turkish theology to 
develop creative forms of ref ection that would not have been possible outside 
of this framework. 

T is analysis reveals how concepts inherited from discussions of the new 
national community, such as the notion of national progress and the con-
cept of the Turkish nation, provided modern Turkish theologians with new 
ways to assess their pre-modern theological tradition. One example that will 
be discussed in detail is the renaissance of the study of al-Maturidi’s theol-
ogy that has taken place in Turkey as a direct consequence of his inclusion in 
the modern def nition of Turkish national heritage. T e remaining chapters 
of the book will also demonstrate in their own discussions just how inf u-
ential Maturidi theology has become in contemporary Turkey. At the same 
time, the concept of the nation also spurred debates about the relationship 
between religion and the secular state, giving rise to important conservative 
theological critiques of the Turkish national project that will also be analysed 
in this chapter.

Chapters 3 and 4 focus on how modern Turkish theologians directly address 
the fundamental distinction at the heart of the doctrine of tevhid, the distinc-
tion between the Creator and the created. Chapter 3, ‘God’, focuses on the 
cardinal doctrines of God and the nature of religion itself that have played the 
most essential role in the history of modern Turkish theology. T is chapter 
argues that modern Turkish theology def nes God in terms of God’s Oneness 
and God’s loving care for creation and humanity. T ese are the fundamen-
tal and unchangeable truths about the universe. T e truths of God’s Oneness 
and God’s loving concern for the world are crucial to the modern Turkish 
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theological tradition because they af  rm that the world is sacred and possesses 
transcendent value, and is not merely a product of mechanistic material forces. 
T e world possesses this value because it is composed of signs that point to 
these truths about its Creator. T is argument becomes so important to modern 
Turkish theologians because it reveals the genuinely sacred meaning of the cos-
mos in an age when secular materialism has called the religious worldview into 
question. T e main components of this theological argument are analysed in 
this chapter through the work of four of the most important theologians in 
the modern Turkish tradition, İsmail Hakkı İzmirli (or İzmirli İsmail Hakkı) 
(1869–1946), Bekir Topaloğlu (1932–2016), Hülya Alper and Emine Öğük. 

Chapter 4, ‘Humanity’, focuses on the created world, the second half of 
the Creator/created distinction within the doctrine of tevhid. T is chapter 
therefore looks at questions of the human and the changeable. T e chapter 
argues that modern Turkish theology discusses the created world as a con-
stantly changing sphere of ethical action within which humans are com-
manded by God to live out God’s eternal will and to ref ect God’s loving 
mercy in the world. T e chapter reveals how modern Turkish theologians 
emphasise the dynamism of historical change via their appropriation of late 
Ottoman sociology, and thus stress the need for theological ref ection on the 
challenges of living out God’s will the complex and ever-changing context 
of modernity. Specif c issues that are analysed in this context include con-
sideration of the relationship between Islam and representative democracy, 
and the conception of gendered social norms and gender relations. Alongside 
a discussion of numerous other theologians, this chapter features a detailed 
consideration of the importance of the work of Hüseyin Atay (b. 1930) on 
human freedom and ethical action, and a similarly detailed examination of 
the work of Hidayet Şefkatli Tuksal, the author of the f rst systematic feminist 
theological text in modern Turkish. 

Chapter 5, ‘Futures’, considers the possible future directions of modern 
Turkish theology by analysing how the statist policies of the Turkish Republic 
have decisively inf uenced the development of theology in modern Turkey. 
T e chapter argues that the way the Turkish state intervenes in theological 
discussions has been, and will continue to be, the most inf uential factor 
that conditions the possibilities for future development of Islamic theology 
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in the Turkish Republic. T e chapter explores this dynamic by examining 
the kinds of theological voices that have been promoted and marginalised 
by the Turkish state at various points throughout the twentieth and twenty-
f rst centuries, paying particular attention to the history of theology under 
the administration of the current governing party, the AKP (in English, the 
Justice and Development Party). T e chapter includes a close analysis of the 
extraordinary expansion of female religious authority under the AKP, and 
the f rst emergence of LGBTI+ af  rming systematic theological discourse in 
modern Turkey as case studies to understand the capacity of the Turkish state 
in the AKP administration to both promote and marginalise certain kinds of 
theological discourse. 

A Note on Audiences and Inspirations for this Book

T is book is meant for any reader interested in theology in the modern world. 
While it is written from the perspective of someone within the academic f eld 
of Islamic Studies, it is designed to be of use beyond that f eld, particularly in 
a comparative context. T e questions asked by modern Turkish theologians 
are very often the same ones asked by monotheistic believers in the modern 
period the world over, and so will potentially be of interest to practitioners, 
scholars and theologians in other traditions. When discussing the key theo-
logical arguments mentioned in the book, special emphasis has been placed 
on including the key Quranic verses that these theologians use to make their 
points, so that the reader can trace and consider the scriptural bases of these 
arguments. Key Islamic religious terms (such as f qh or Shari‘ah) that are 
crucial to understanding the book’s arguments, but that may be unfamiliar 
to non-Muslim or non-specialist readers, are provided with explanatory end-
notes and references for further reading upon their f rst appearance in the 
text. Moreover, in these cases care has been taken to direct the reader to Eng-
lish resources that are considered both authoritative and highly accessible. 

One major goal of this book is to introduce readers both within and with-
out Islamic Studies to the richness of modern theology in a country that is 
familiar to many, but whose language is foreign to most. As a result, care 
has been taken to focus on works and theologians that are widely known 
and inf uential in the modern Turkish theological tradition. T is includes 
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the work of highly inf uential women such as Hülya Alper whose work is 
essential reading in contemporary Turkish faculties of theology, but which 
is very unfortunately neglected in studies of contemporary global Muslim 
theology. Another goal of this book is to demonstrate the historical connec-
tions between the classical Arabic Sunni theological tradition and the con-
cepts used by modern Turkish theologians. T ese connections are explored 
in detail in Chapters 3 and 4 in particular. Demonstrating these connections 
not only reinforces the arguments made in this book about the historical 
roots of modern Turkish theology but also helps to connect readers familiar 
with the classical kalām tradition with its modern elaborations. 

Finally, this book also attempts to include in its historical narrative voices 
that are theologically signif cant but may also be controversial or even mar-
ginalised in the contemporary Turkish intellectual environment. While this 
book takes the form of a traditional history of theology (or perhaps even 
historical theology), it tries to be inclusive in its scope. Feminist theology 
and LGBTI+ af  rming theology are discussed in detail because they are pro-
found and universally important meditations on the key themes of modern 
Turkish theology in general, even though these voices may unfortunately be 
marginalised in some Turkish academic contexts (as they are in many aca-
demic contexts worldwide). On this point in particular, the present author 
is deeply indebted to the revolutionary, and yet deeply tradition-connected, 
work of Kecia Ali and Scott Siraj al-Haqq Kugle.24 T eir theological medi-
tations taught the present author to think inclusively when attempting to 
understand and chart the development of theology in the modern world. 
T ese theologians have demonstrated the capacity of religious tradition to 
manifest the guidance and loving mercy of God in unexpected but utterly 
necessary ways.

A Note on Translation and Transliteration

T e large majority of primary texts referenced in this book have not been 
translated into English. All translations from Arabic and Turkish are the 
author’s own unless otherwise indicated. Arabic names and titles have not 
been transliterated in the main text, and ce dates have been used through-
out. T e transliterated forms of words can be found in the bibliography, 
following the transliteration system of the International Journal of Middle 
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East Studies. All English translations of Quranic verses have been taken from 
T e Study Quran. 
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1
ORIGINS

The central claim of this book is that modern Turkish theology constitutes 
an extended and diverse tradition of meditation on the consequences of 

the Islamic doctrine of the Oneness of God (tawḥīd/tevhid) for modernity. 
In other words, modern Turkish theology seeks to answer the question: what 
does it mean to believe in the One God in the context of modernity? T is 
chapter will outline the historical and institutional background that laid the 
groundwork for the modern Turkish theological tradition’s ref ection on this 
question. Specif cally, this chapter argues that the modern Turkish tradition 
of theology is composed of three main inf uences: 1) the legacy of Sunni 
Ottoman systematic theology (kalām); 2) late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Islamic modernism; and 3) late Ottoman and early Republican Turkish 
sociological theory. 

T is chapter will delineate the intellectual and institutional history of 
these three components, beginning in the institutional development of the 
Ottoman system of Sunni Islamic education, the medrese system, and ending 
in the rise of the modern system of theology faculties in Turkish universi-
ties. As the rest of the book will elaborate through further thematic analysis, 
these components came together to form the institutional and conceptual 
structures that modern Turkish theologians used to meditate on the truth 
of God’s existence and nature, and the implications of this truth for the 
modern world.
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T is chapter will trace the historical and institutional developments that 
allowed these three components to interact with one another, leading to the 
emergence of a distinct tradition of Sunni Islamic theology in the modern 
Turkish language at the beginning of the twentieth century. T eology was an 
important part of Ottoman intellectual life due to its place in the Ottoman 
religious educational system, the medrese system. T e highly bureaucratic 
organisation of this system allowed for a specif c set of theological texts and 
traditions to become part of Ottoman Islamic intellectual culture until the 
end of the empire and the beginning of the republic. In this way, modern 
Turkish theology was able to build on classical Sunni theological discourses. 
T e highly organised structure of religious education in the Ottoman Empire 
also laid the groundwork for the development of the modern Turkish faculty 
of theology, the current institutional home of Islamic theology in Turkey. 

T is strong institutional context that bridged the Ottoman and Republi-
can periods allowed sophisticated intellectual discourses to interact produc-
tively with one another. Within late Ottoman and early Republican reformed 
educational institutions such as the Darülfünun and the Ankara University 
Faculty of T eology, traditional Sunni systematic theology, Islamic theologi-
cal modernism and sociological theory became particularly popular topics 
of discussion and analysis among theologians and Muslim intellectuals. T is 
chapter will thus describe in detail the history of the ways in which these 
inf uences merged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to 
form the basis of modern Turkish theology.

T e Pre-modern Ottoman Empire and the Medrese System

Sunni Islamic theology under the Ottoman Empire was distinguished by 
its institutionalisation in the highly bureaucratised state religious education 
system, the medrese system. By providing a stable institutional structure, 
this imperial context gave Ottoman Sunni theology its unique contours and 
parameters. Between the f fteenth and nineteenth centuries, certain texts and 
theological traditions from medieval Sunnism became standard features of 
Ottoman theological education. It is important to outline these major texts 
and traditions here, because these were the immediate backdrop to the devel-
opment of Sunni theology in the Turkish Republic. As we will see in the com-
ing chapters, the principal texts and theological traditions that coalesced in 
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the Ottoman period would form the basis for the development of a uniquely 
modern Turkish theological tradition. 

T e transition of the Ottoman state from a warring, tribal principality 
to a settled imperial government accompanied a shift in Islamic discourse 
in the territories of the empire.1 At the beginning of the fourteenth century, 
the Islamic educational institutions that were under direct Ottoman control 
were largely limited to rural Suf  lodges associated with the multitudes of 
popular charismatic saints that spread Islam throughout the Anatolian coun-
tryside (variously termed şey, derviş or baba).2 T ese institutions had a loose 
relationship with state authorities, but had much deeper roots in Anatolian 
folk Islamic traditions.3 T e needs of the Ottoman state, however, quickly 
favoured the creation of a settled class of Sunni Islamic authorities who would 
be a much more stable and reliable source of dynastic legitimacy.4 T is new 
class of Sunni Muslim scholars would come from a uniquely Ottoman insti-
tution, the medrese (from the Arabic term, madrasa). T ese Islamic educa-
tional institutions had much in common with their institutional predecessors 
in the medieval Islamic world and drew on their scholarly traditions.5 Like 
the madrasas, the Ottoman medreses focused their studies on Islamic religious 
disciplines,6 leaving scientif c traditions such as medicine and astronomy to 
be developed in separate schools created for that purpose.7 T e Ottoman 
medreses also built on the legacy of Seljuq madrasas that predated the 
Ottoman control of Anatolia.8

At the same time, Ottoman medreses dif ered in important ways from 
other educational institutions in the medieval Islamic world. T eological 
education in medieval cities such as Baghdad and Cairo was based on the 
individual relationship between a teacher and student.9 Students acquired 
expertise based on the individual teachers under whom they studied. T us, 
academic prestige resided in, and was transmitted through, the personal 
authority of well-known teachers who could teach in a variety of formal 
and informal contexts. T eological education f ourished both under state 
patronage and outside of it; some institutions were closely connected with 
state authority and others were run exclusively by private endowment. 
Teachers could be attached to a specif c centre of learning, the court of a 
ruler, or a variety of other institutional contexts. In other words, in medi-
eval Sunni Islamic societies before the Ottoman Empire, there was no 
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tradition of a wholly state-run and thoroughly centralised system of theo-
logical education.

T e Ottoman system of medreses introduced an entirely new model of 
Sunni religious education. T e f rst medrese in Ottoman territory was founded 
in 1331 in Iznik. T e medrese of ered instruction in all the Islamic religious 
disciplines, which would have included theology.10 Between 1331 and 1451 
(the beginning of the second reign of Mehmet II, the conqueror of Con-
stantinople, r. 1444–6 and 1451–58) at least eighty-four separate medreses 
were founded; by then, a new system of education had fully supplanted the 
independent Suf  lodges and small independent Qur’an schools that had pre-
viously dominated the countryside.11 T is new system of medreses was fully 
under state control and provided education for state functionaries. Beginning 
with educational reforms under Mehmed II and Süleyman the Magnif cent 
(r. 1520–66), Ottoman medreses were classif ed by the state according to a 
rigid system of promotion and prestige. Successive Ottoman administrations 
further ref ned, reorganised and consolidated the hierarchy of this system 
over the course of Ottoman history.12 

T ough the details of the system varied over time, medreses were grouped 
according to criteria of prestige. A precise order of career advancement by 
appointment at increasingly more prestigious institutions was set out in Otto-
man law. T is career path began at the lowest levels of countryside medreses 
and could culminate in appointment at higher academic levels, such as pro-
fessoriates at highly ranked medreses in Istanbul or various high-ranking qāḍī 
(imperial judge) positions throughout the empire. T e relative ranks of indi-
vidual medreses and the other specif cities of this system varied in accordance 
with periodic changes in Ottoman administrations and the policies of a given 
Sultan, but the graded and bureaucratised structure of the system remained 
in ef ect until the end of the empire. 

T e centralisation of religious authority under the state was a feature of 
Ottoman governance from its beginning. As far back as Orhan I, Muslim 
religious scholars had played a role in sanctioning the use of state power;13 
now, the Ottoman state had fully integrated the Islamic religious scholarly 
class, the ‘ulamā’, into the machinery of the Ottoman government. In the 
apt phrase of Ahmet Yaşar Ocak, the Ottoman Empire ef ected an ‘assimi-
lation of the state with Islam’ that was unprecedented in Islamic history.14 
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T is assimilation was made possible by a sacralisation of state authority that 
had never been achieved to such an extent under previous regimes in Islamic 
lands. T e Ottoman state from the f fteenth century on, in opposition to 
the rising Shi‘i Safavid Persian empire to its east, promoted Sunni orthodoxy 
within its borders, and the medreses became the intellectual backbone of 
state religious orthodoxy. While the utilisation of notions of Sunni ortho-
doxy in the legitimation of the state were a feature of other dynasties such 
as the Seljuqs, the complete incorporation of the ‘ulamā’ and Sunni religious 
institutions into the state bureaucracy seems to have been unique to the 
Ottomans.15

T e Ottoman Empire also established a centralised state of  ce of Sunni 
Islamic religious authority as part of its incorporation of Sunni Islamic reli-
gious institutions into the machinery of the Sultan’s state. In 1425, Murad II 
(r. 1421–44 and 1446–51) established the of  ce of the Şeyhülislam, the high-
est position at the top of the Sunni religious hierarchy in the empire.16 T is 
position was originally established to issue Islamic juristic opinions support-
ing government decisions, but it grew to have broad institutional authority. 
It always remained, however, subordinate to the Sultan himself.17 T e f rst 
person appointed to this position was Molla Fenari (d. 1431), a renowned 
scholar from a village near İnegöl, a city in northwestern Anatolia not far 
from the former Ottoman capital of Bursa. Molla Fenari’s own theological 
background would have major consequences for the development of Otto-
man theology. Molla Fenari was one of the f rst Ottoman-era scholars to 
produce large numbers of students and original works. His adherence to the 
tradition of philosophical Ash‘arism helped to establish this school’s domi-
nance in the theological curricula of Ottoman medreses, as will be discussed 
in more detail below.18

T is Ottoman merger between religious and state power was not properly 
a theocracy, as Ocak usefully points out: religious institutions were explicitly 
subordinated to the state, not the other way around.19 In Ottoman political 
theory, religion (din) and the authority of the ruler or the state (devlet) were 
distinct concepts. Religion provided sacred legitimacy to the Ottoman ruling 
dynasty, but did not have the authority to wield worldly power or to operate 
the government itself. T e ruler and the state were vested with the duty of 
ensuring the f ourishing of Islamic religious life, in exchange for the sacred 

6764_Dorroll.indd   216764_Dorroll.indd   21 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



22 | islamic theology in the turkish republic

blessing of the religious establishment.20 In other words, in the Ottoman 
Empire, religion and state supported one another, but were distinctly dif er-
ent kinds of authority. Religion had to do with adhering to the will of God 
and thus attaining eternal reward, while the state had to do with preserving 
earthly order and justice. T e emperor, the Sultan, was ultimately in control 
of both of these hierarchies. 

T is conceptual distinction between religion and state corresponded to a 
legal distinction in Ottoman law, the distinction between kanun and Shari‘ah 
(Islamic ritual practice).21 Kanun comprised public code that was promul-
gated by the Sultan and the ministers of state. Shari‘ah governed the pri-
vate sphere of Muslim subjects of the Ottoman realm, and was sanctioned 
and supported by the Ottoman state. T is distinction in legal practice and 
norms was not only found in Ottoman society, but was also a common fea-
ture of pre-modern Muslim states more broadly.22 T ough these Ottoman 
conceptual and legal distinctions do not correspond precisely to the modern 
‘secular’‒’religious’ binary, they do illuminate the pre-Republican backdrop 
to the kinds of theological and social debates that will be explored more fully 
in the f nal two chapters of this book.

T e Main Features of Sunni T eology in the Ottoman Medreses

Crucially for the history of modern Turkish theology, one of the distinguish-
ing features of the Ottoman medreses was the important place accorded to 
Sunni systematic theology (kalām) in this system. Due to a lack of consistent 
documentary evidence, it can be dif  cult to determine which exact subjects 
and texts were taught in which institutions at a given time or place in Otto-
man history. T e extant curriculum lists vary with respect to which subjects 
were included for study and instruction. What is clear is that Sunni kalām did 
occupy a central place in medrese curricula and academic life throughout the 
history of the empire.23 Due to its speculative and rational nature, kalām did 
at times provoke controversy outside the medrese system. Despite its capac-
ity for controversy, however, kalām continued throughout Ottoman history 
to be a staple of medrese education, and therefore of elite Sunni academic 
discourse in general. Providing key examples of this will help illustrate how 
a Sunni theological tradition formed under the Ottoman Empire that could 
then be passed down to modern Turkish theologians.
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As noted above, it is likely that systematic theology in some form was 
taught at the f rst Ottoman medrese founded in Iznik in 1331. T e oldest 
extant imperial laws associated with the medreses are those attributed to 
Mehmed II. T ough this material is thought to contain signif cant anachro-
nisms, it does give a sense of Ottoman legal tradition from the 15th and 16th 
centuries.24 One curriculum list drawn from this legal corpus lists important 
works that were taught in medreses during this period, including a commen-
tary on the creed of ‘Adud al-Din al-Iji (d. 1355) and the commentary of 
Al-Sayyid al-Sharif al-Jurjani (d. 1413) on the Tajrid al-I‘tiqad of Nasr al-Din 
Tusi (d. 1274). T e great Ottoman polymath Katip Çelebi (d. 1657) also 
provides information on works that Sultan Mehmet the Conqueror ordered 
to be taught: these include al-Jurjani’s commentary on al-Iji’s Mawaqif f  ‘Ilm 
al-Kalam, and Sa‘d al-Din al-Taftazani’s (1322–90) Sharh al-Maqasid.25 One 
extant curriculum list for higher-level medreses under Süleyman, however, 
does not list kalām among its subjects.26 

Further evidence for the place of kalām in Ottoman Islamic education can 
be found in the records left by individual scholars. A number of prominent 
scholars from the classical Ottoman period personally detailed the books 
they studied during their education and even the medreses where these books 
were taught. According to the Ottoman scholar Taşköprülzade (d. 1561), 
al-Jurjani’s commentary on al-Tusi’s Tajrid was taught at the lower level 
medreses, while al-Jurjani’s commentary on al-Iji’s Mawaqif was reserved for 
instruction at the higher level medreses. Documentary evidence from 1741 
attests that kalām was taught in mid-level medreses.27 Other evidence from 
the eighteenth century suggests that some students preferred to study phi-
losophy rather than the standard works by al-Iji and al-Jurjani.28 In other 
words, theology remained an important, if at times controversial, scholarly 
discipline throughout the history of the Ottoman Empire. T e exact nature 
of its importance and popularity depended heavily on the policies of Sultans 
and the opinions of scholars, which of course varied widely over the course of 
the six centuries of Ottoman history.

Certain theologians and their works did, however, attain canonical sta-
tus in Ottoman theological circles. T e most important of these were a-Iji, 
al-Jurjani and al-Taftazani. Commentary on and discussion of these theo-
logians’ work in particular formed the core of most theological thought 

6764_Dorroll.indd   236764_Dorroll.indd   23 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



24 | islamic theology in the turkish republic

and scholarship in the Ottoman period.29 Al-Jurjani’s commentary on al-
Iji’s Mawaqif was the most common work taught at the advanced levels of 
instruction in theology.30 Al-Jurjani’s and al-Iji’s theology represented the 
most outstanding examples of what is often referred to as the ‘late’ tradi-
tion of Sunni theology, a tradition that begins with Fakhr al-Dan al-Razi’s 
(1149–1210) incorporation of the philosophical concepts of the great Ibn 
Sina (d. 1037) into orthodox Sunni theology.31 T is tradition of Sunni the-
ology combined the Ash‘ari school of Sunni dogmatic theology with the 
philosophical structure of Ibn Sina’s metaphysics to produce a genre of 
theology that set out a systematic and rationalistic vision of Sunni Islamic 
belief. T is is the particular style of theology that became dominant within 
the Ottoman medrese system.

Al-Taftazani’s Sharh al-Maqasid was also a major text of instruction at the 
advanced levels of theology. Al-Taftazani’s text is perhaps best described as a 
synthesis of both of the major schools of Sunni dogmatic theology, Ash‘arism 
and Maturidism, and as such represents another important dimension of the 
development of Sunni theology in the Ottoman period: Sunni theological 
synthesis.32 T ough al-Razi’s version of Ash‘arism seems to have formed the 
basis of Ottoman formal education in Sunni theology, the inclusion of al-
Taftazani in the Ottoman curriculum (who wrote a famous and widely read 
commentary on the Maturidi creed of Abu al-Barakat al-Nasaf , d. 1310) 
points to the fact that many Ottoman theologians saw no fundamental con-
f ict between dif erent schools of Sunni dogmatics, such as the Ash‘ari and 
Maturidi schools. 

T is spirit of synthesis is most clearly on display in the extremely popular 
(and misleadingly named) ikhtilāf (‘disagreement’) genre of texts that detail 
the points of divergence between the Maturidi and the Ash‘ari schools. In 
fact, the goal of these texts was to examine supposed dif erences one by one 
and demonstrate that they were not actually substantive dif erences after all, 
or at the very least were not dif erences that justif ed accusations of heresy 
from either side. Indeed, this attitude seems to have prevailed particularly 
in the f fteenth century, when scholars were found writing commentaries on 
Maturidi and Ash‘ari creeds in almost equal numbers. For instance, one early 
Ottoman specialist in theology, Hayali Ahmed Efendi (d. 1470), wrote very 
popular and inf uential commentaries on both al-Iji and al-Taftazani.33 
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T ese comparative ikhtilāf treatises epitomise the Ottoman tendency 
towards synthesis as well as its acceptance of Sunni theological diversity. T e 
earliest example in this genre seems to have been authored by the Mamluk-era 
scholar, Taj al-Din al-Subki (d. 1370), Nuniyya al-Subki.34 Al-Subki’s work 
comparatively examines the key theological positions of these two schools 
and concludes that most of the points in which they dif er are merely seman-
tic, and that those points that are substantive disagreements are not so serious 
as to necessitate accusations of heresy. T is two-part argument became the 
standard form for all subsequent texts in this genre, which, like al-Subki’s, 
conclude that the dif erences between these two Sunni traditions of er no 
basis for animosity among their adherents.35 Some Ottoman authors, such as 
Kara Halil Pasha Çorlulu (d. 1775–6), even made the case that all disagree-
ments between the two schools were merely semantic.36 

In sum, theology in the Ottoman period developed a broad notion of 
Sunni theological consensus that was bureaucratised and co-opted by the 
Ottoman state. T eological education, and thus the development of theo-
logical thought more generally, became an important part of the specif c 
policy decisions of each successive emperor’s government. T is unprece-
dented level of institutionalisation in Sunni theology meant that a certain 
body of theological works would be passed down as authoritative right up 
until the development of the modern Turkish state in the early twenti-
eth century. T is provided modern Turkish theology with a readily avail-
able basis in, and organic connection with, pre-modern Sunni theological 
traditions. It also meant that the development of theology in the Turkish 
Republic would be decisively inf uenced by the intervention of the Turk-
ish state, because the modern Turkish Republican government would also 
assert authority over religious education in the country (as will be discussed 
in the last chapter of this book).

T e Ottoman Islamic intellectual tradition was able to form the basis of 
modern Turkish theology because it endured in a coherent and institution-
alised form well into the modern period. Because the Ottomans had so thor-
oughly integrated Islamic religious education into their state structure, and 
because a specif c tradition of systematic Sunni theology played a key role in 
this system of religious education, Sunni systematic theology from the Otto-
man tradition formed the foundation for the emergence of modern Turkish 
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theology. Systematic Sunni theological ref ection became such a marked fea-
ture of modern Turkish Islamic intellectual history because a strongly system-
atic and strongly pan-Sunni tradition of thought had already been shaped by 
the Ottomans, and this tradition was the basis of the education of the late 
Ottoman theologians who, as we will see, would go on to begin the process 
of developing modern Turkish theology. 

T e Life of Mulla Haf z

In order to help bring all of the above historical information into better 
focus, it is helpful to summarise the biography of one scholar in particu-
lar, Haf z al-Din Muhammad ibn Ahmad Basha ibn ‘Adil Pasha (better 
known as Mulla Haf z). His life, described in Taşköprülzade’s Shaqa’iq 
al-Nu‘maniyya, provides an illustrative example and case-in-point of the 
unique features of the Ottoman medrese system analysed above.37 Born in 
Persia sometime in the late f fteenth century, Mulla Haf z moved to Otto-
man territory and began his studies under the scholar ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn 
al-Mu’ayyad, and subsequently presented his work to Sultan Bayezid II 
(r. 1481–1512). Impressed with his scholarship, Bayezid awarded him 
headship of a medrese in Ankara. After teaching f qh there, he then became 
a professor at a medrese in the town of Merzifon in northwestern Anatolia. 
After composing a supra commentary on al-Jurjani’s commentary on al-
Sakkaki’s (1160–1229) widely read work on rhetoric (Miftah al-‘Ulum), he 
presented this work to his former teacher, Ibn al-Mu’ayyad, who approved 
of his work.

Mulla Haf z then travelled to Istanbul where he became a professor at 
the medrese of the minister Ali Pasha, during which time he composed a 
supra commentary on al-Jurjani’s commentary on al-Iji’s famous systematic 
theological work mentioned above, al-Mawaqif fī ‘Ilm al-Kalam. He was 
then appointed professor of a medrese in Iznik, where he wrote an apparently 
widely known treatise on prime matter. He then became a professor at one of 
the famous ‘Eight Medreses’, a complex at Fatih Mosque in Istanbul widely 
regarded as one of the most prestigious centres of learning in the empire at the 
time. During this period of his life, he authored a commentary on al-Tusi’s 
Tajrid. Finally, he became a professor at Ayasofya medrese, at the top of the 
Ottoman higher educational system. During his tenure at Ayasofya, Mulla 
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Haf z authored a text called ‘T e City of Knowledge’ (Madinat al-‘Ilm) where 
he synthesised sections of major works on Quranic hermeneutics, kalām and 
f qh. After leaving this position, he was of ered a retirement stipend of seventy 
dirhams a day, and died around 1550.

Mulla Haf z’s career summarises the professionalisation and synthesis of 
Islamic education that took place in the Ottoman period. His career arc takes 
him from the edges of the empire to the heart of imperial power, in a gradual 
ascent from less prestigious institutions to the Ayasofya medrese, one of the 
greatest academic institutions in the empire. Moreover, this series of promo-
tions was based on his own individual work as a scholar, which spanned 
numerous disciplines. Finally, his academic work exemplif es how theology 
played a crucial role at various stages of higher education in the medreses. 
T roughout his life, Mulla Haf z participated in a highly structured and regu-
larised system of education that was under the direct control of the Ottoman 
state and which rewarded him at the end of his illustrious career with a rather 
generous retirement income.

T e Late Ottoman Empire I: Islamic Modernism

T e transition to modern Islamic theology in Turkey from the pre-modern 
Ottoman Islamic theological tradition was part of a much larger social and 
political shift experienced in the territories of the late Ottoman Empire. At 
the end of the eighteenth century and throughout the nineteenth century, 
Ottoman elites f rst put into action their centuries-old debates over the causes 
of the apparent decline in the political and economic pre-eminence of their 
empire. T is was the era of constant reform, a series of dramatic political and 
social engineering carried out by the Ottoman state with the intention of 
modernising Ottoman society to such an extent that it was able to economi-
cally and militarily compete with developing West European powers.38 T ese 
reforms began with attempts to reverse the decline of Ottoman military 
power by remodelling Ottoman armies along European lines. Gradually, and 
most especially during the Tanzimat period in the middle of the nineteenth 
century, these top-down reform programmes attempted to dramatically alter 
the social fabric of Ottoman life by establishing equal legal treatment for reli-
gious minorities and economically integrate the Ottoman Empire with the 
growing international market. 
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T ese reform programmes set in motion a period of social transforma-
tion that culminated in the disintegration of imperial loyalties into a rapid 
succession of national independence movements, each claiming a mandate 
to establish a modern republic to defend the interests of a new national 
community. Modern Turkey emerged as a result of this process, as Turkish 
nationalists defended the contemporary borders of the Turkish Republic 
as the historical centre of a Turkish national community, winning con-
trol of this territory in a struggle against the attempts of the Allied powers 
to divide it among themselves at the end of the First World War. In the 
transition from empire to nation state, nearly all aspects of social life were 
reconf gured and reimagined in the light of the understanding that the 
Turkish-speaking inhabitants of Anatolia constituted an historical com-
munity distinct from centuries of Ottoman imperial civilisation. In other 
words, the concept of nation and its attendant political system, republi-
can democracy, led late Ottoman intellectuals to re-examine conceptions 
of religion, gender, social hierarchy and economic theory, and under the 
inf uence of West European philosophical currents even the nature of the 
world and humanity itself.39 T e history of modern Islamic theology in 
Turkey begins with these reimaginings, most particularly the redef nition 
of religion, religiosity and national community. 

T e legacy of Ottoman reformism reached its radical conclusion after 
the collapse of the Ottoman Empire following the First World War. In the 
early years of the new Turkish Republic, founded in 1923, the f rst presi-
dent of Turkey and nationalist leader Mustafa Kemal Atatürk and his govern-
ment undertook a series of drastic social reforms that aimed, in his words, 
to ‘form Turkish society into a modern society in every aspect’.40 T e Otto-
man Sultanate was abolished (1924), the Caliphate was abolished (1924), 
fezes and turbans were declared illegal (1925), all Suf  shrines and lodges 
were outlawed (1925), and legal reforms designed to solidify the equality of 
women and men under Turkish law were continued throughout the decade, 
including granting women full suf rage and rights in political participation 
(in 1935, eighteen female representatives were elected to the Turkish parlia-
ment). In 1924, all religious institutions were brought under the control of a 
single government ministry for religious af airs, now called the Diyanet İşleri 
Başkanlığı, or simply ‘the Diyanet’. 
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All education was brought under the control of the state also in 1924, 
and medreses were abolished entirely. In 1928, the Latin alphabet was intro-
duced as the basis for the new Turkish alphabet, replacing the Ottoman use of 
Arabic script, as part of a massive programme of linguistic reform. In addi-
tion, in 1926 a civil legal code based on West European models was imple-
mented (replacing any legal function that Shari‘ah had fulf lled to that point), 
and in 1937 the principle of laicism was included in the Turkish constitution. 
T ese social transformations reached every aspect of Turkish society, and were 
meant to replace loyalty to the Ottoman dynasty, the Sunni Caliphate or 
the worldwide Muslim community (the Umma) with loyalty to the Turkish 
Republic, the Turkish nation and the principles of strict secularism along the 
lines of the French model of laicism.41 

T is climate of reform and innovation led to the development of a dis-
tinctly Ottoman and modern Turkish version of Islamic modernism. Islamic 
modernism is one of the most inf uential intellectual movements in the 
modern Muslim world, having its roots in a synthesis of classical Islamic 
intellectual traditions with political and social questions that emerged in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Islamic modernism is based on the 
argument that there exists a fundamental distinction between religious beliefs 
and practices that ref ect eternal truths, and religious beliefs and practices 
that are the products of human contingency and thus subject to reform or 
abrogation. 

As Abdolkarim Soroush points out, the distinction between the ‘unchange-
able’ and the ‘changeable’ in Islamic belief and practice has been the key 
theological motif in Islamic modernist thought since its early development.42 
T e ef ort to def ne the true essence of the Islamic faith is at the heart of 
the modernist project: returning to the essence of Islam means the necessary 
reform of the faith in the light of modern social and technological change.43 
T is reform was also seen as necessary to strengthen the Muslim community 
to resist the onslaught of Western imperialism and colonialism.44 Determin-
ing what constitutes ‘true’ Islam is the precondition for both social progress 
and the defence of the most necessary elements of Islamic tradition. T e 
Islamic modernist distinction between the changeable and the unchangeable 
in religion would go on to be highly inf uential in modern Turkish theology, 
as successive chapters and analyses in this book will demonstrate.
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T is distinction played a key role in debates over gender and social 
reform in Muslim societies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. T ese debates emerged as a consequence of the encounter with 
Western imperialism, and they took place in the context of nationalist 
modernisation and legal reform.45 As Ziba Mir-Hosseini points out, the 
theological distinction between the changeable and the unchangeable in 
Islam was a particularly important part of Islamic modernist discussions 
on gender in the Arab world and elsewhere. She refers, for example, to 
the work of the Tunisian Tahir al-Haddad, whose 1930 work on women 
in Muslim legal practice was based squarely on this distinction between 
the eternal and the contingent, the essential and the contextual, in Islamic 
religious belief and practice.46

As Aysha Hidayatullah points out, the Islamic modernist project is 
also based on a strong vision of theological rationalism. Islamic modern-
ists explicitly described Islam as a religion compatible with Enlightenment 
conceptions of natural reason, modern progress and empirical scientif c 
discovery.47 For Islamic modernists, the best of what modern progress had 
to of er had already been anticipated in the achievements of classical Mus-
lim theology and religious culture. In their view, change brought on by 
rational investigation represented the dynamism of the faculty of reason 
gifted by God to the human being. T e great Egyptian modernist theolo-
gian Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905), for example, described theology in the 
same rationalistic way as the Ottoman reformists. He famously argued that 
classical kalām was based on a rejection of traditional intellectual author-
ity and a purely rational method that ref ected the progressive and modern 
essence of the true spirit of Islam.48 ‘Abduh was deeply admired by many of 
the Ottoman reformists, and key themes in his work re-emerged through-
out late Ottoman intellectual culture.49 

At the same time, Islamic modernism is not merely reducible to Enlight-
enment rationalism. Much like the Ottoman reformers who were inf uenced 
by his work, ‘Abduh was conscious of the potential dissonance between 
Enlightenment rationalism and traditional Islamic thought. Like other 
Islamic modernists, he recognised a dynamism in Islamic theology that 
mirrored the dynamism he perceived in modern thought, but he did not 
ignore the uniqueness of Islamic religious identity. As Samira Haj has argued, 
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Islamic modernism sought to navigate a middle course between the conserva-
tive reactionism of the existing Muslim scholarly establishment of the time, 
and a simplistic acceptance of all things Western.50 In other words, Muslim 
modernists in the Ottoman Empire and elsewhere saw European modernity 
as a stimulus and inspiration for a critical and rational re-evaluation of their 
own traditions.

Modern Turkish theology grew from the interaction of classical Ottoman 
theology with the newly developing Ottoman Islamic modernism in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.51 T is Ottoman-Turkish strain of 
Islamic modernism came to be referred to in modern Turkish by the term 
yenilenme, or ‘renewal’, meaning the renewal of traditional Islamic theo-
logical thought in the context of modern social and technological change.52 
T e Islamic modernist distinction between the changeable and unchange-
able thus became key to the development of the modern Turkish theological 
tradition. T e task set before Muslim modernism, to rediscover the true 
essence of Islam, became central to the mission of modern Turkish theol-
ogy. As this book argues, modern Turkish theology takes up this task by 
meditating on the essential theological belief of Islam ‒ the existence of the 
One God and the consequences this belief has in the ever-changeable social 
context of modernity.

T e development of Ottoman Islamic modernism began in the mid-
nineteenth century. In 1865, a cadre of Ottoman intellectuals established 
a secret society called Ittıfak-ı Hamiyet, or ‘Patriotic Alliance’. T ese intel-
lectuals, later known as the Young Ottomans, advocated the establishment 
of a constitutional state and of a liberal political regime. T eir comprehen-
sive intellectual programme included a theory of religion that foreshadowed 
debates and conceptual distinctions that developed in modern Turkish poli-
tics, social thought and theology. In their famous Letter from Paris (their place 
of exile), they argued that religion pertains to the domain of the spiritual and 
the afterlife, and is to be distinguished from the worldly laws of the state.53 
T is argument was not meant to denigrate the value of religion, but rather to 
protect its true value. Distinguishing between eternal truth and the contin-
gent circumstances of social life is necessary in order to protect the essential 
truth of religion and the value of this truth as a properly transcendent guide 
to the higher purpose of social life.
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T ese words express a momentous shift in Ottoman Islamic thought: in 
the late nineteenth century, the essence of religion came to be thought of as 
something conceptually distinct from politics and social policy, as something 
that primarily referred to the ‘eternal’.54 Political concepts that in the Otto-
man period found their legitimacy in religious discourse, such as sovereignty 
or rights, were now being welded to West European philosophical notions 
of popular sovereignty and natural rights. T e inf uential intellectual Namık 
Kemal (1840–88), for instance, argued that what was moral was determined 
based on conformity to the notion of the Good, which itself was created 
by God.55 Sovereignty, however, rested in the people, though their natural 
rights came from God. In this way a modernist Islamic discourse emerged 
that attempted to synthesise classical Islamic theological ideas with the liberal 
constitutionalist political discourses of the late nineteenth century. Namık 
Kemal’s understanding of Shari‘ah also ref ected his acknowledgement that 
religious truth could be decoupled from social reform; thus, he held that the 
concrete rulings of the Shari‘ah (the aḥkām) could be changed over time.56 

Modernist Islamic discourse emerged in the unique intellectual climate of 
the late Ottoman Empire that f owered in the period following the great wave 
of comprehensive Ottoman reform known as the Tanzimat and ended with 
the establishment of the Turkish Republic (roughly 1839–1923). During this 
period, three dominant strains of thought emerged in answer to the question 
of how to pull the Ottoman Empire back from the brink of f nancial and 
political ruin and restore it to its former position of pre-eminence in global 
af airs. T ese were Westernism, Islamism and Turkism.57 T ese three ideolo-
gies were not exactly well-def ned, but instead were broad intellectual ten-
dencies that could be present to a greater or lesser degree in a single thinker 
or set of discourses. Westernists argued for wholesale adoption of Western 
philosophical commitments (such as philosophical materialism, positivism 
and secularism) and concepts of governance, such as the establishment of 
a secular republic and the complete removal of Islam from political power. 
Islamists, on the other hand, argued that Islam must remain the ideological 
basis of the state, but that autocracy should be replaced with some form of 
constitutionalism. 

A third current of thought emerged that utilised the concept of Turk-
ish nationality to mediate between the competing demands of Islamism and 
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Westernism. Turkism saw the concept of a shared Turkish identity to be the 
most suitable means for both preserving a sense of cultural distinctiveness 
and enabling the adoption of West European social models and technolo-
gies conducive to modernisation. Turkism argued that Islam was part of the 
Turkish national story, and thus could not simply be discarded as a relic of an 
Oriental past. At the same time, certain West European forms of governance 
and social policy (most notably democracy and gender equality) represented 
the true ideals of the Turkish national culture, long lost under the inf u-
ence of Ottoman imperialism. T e negotiation of these disparate theoretical 
elements achieved lasting cohesion in the formulations of Ziya Gökalp 
(1878–1924),58 perhaps the most inf uential intellectual voice of modern 
Turkish thought. His sociological ref ections on Turkish identity and Islam’s 
role in Turkish history would become highly inf uential in the development 
of a modern Turkish Islamic theological tradition. 

T e Late Ottoman Empire II: Ziya Gökalp and Sociology

Ziya Gökalp was born Mehmed Ziya in Diyarbekir province in 1878; he 
later adopted the surname ‘Gökalp’, or ‘sky hero’, as an homage to old Turk-
ish folklore. As a leading intellectual of his day, he actively participated in 
the Young Turk movement that resulted in the overthrow of the absolute 
Ottoman monarchy in 1908. Gökalp’s thought had wide impact beyond this 
period, however. His analysis of Turkish nationhood synthesised the intellec-
tual tendencies of Westernism, Turkism and Islam into a coherent intellectual 
Turkish nationalism that became foundational for modern Turkish intellec-
tual and cultural history. 

Besides politics and military reform, the Ottoman reform movements 
of the nineteenth century also extended their ef orts to the translation and 
dissemination of European philosophy and social thought. T e inf uence of 
French thought in particular extended deeply throughout nearly all areas 
of Ottoman elite society. A British traveller to Istanbul in 1847–8, Charles 
MacFarlane, was once told to his surprise by a student at the Galatasaray 
Medical School that he and the rest of the students at the school were follow-
ers of Voltaire.59 T is French inf uence carried over to the nationalist period 
just before and after the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, that is, the period of 
Ziya Gökalp’s most inf uential intellectual activities. Like other intellectuals 
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of his time, Gökalp was particularly inf uenced by French sociology in gen-
eral and by the works of Emile Durkheim in particular.60 Sociology became 
for Gökalp the key to a correct understanding of history, religion and politics: 
sociology was for him the most ef ective intellectual tool in approaching the 
question of Turkish identity. In 1912, Gökalp became the f rst professor of 
sociology at the Darülfünun (discussed below), putting him in a particularly 
strong position to inf uence the direction of Turkish theological thought.61

Gökalp famously rejected any racial def nition of nationhood, arguing 
that race simply cannot be correlated with any particular social formation.62 
Likewise, he regarded the notion of ethnic purity as a complete myth: the 
historical reality of intermarriage and the intermingling of peoples made it 
impossible in his view.63 Instead, Gökalp argued for a national identity based 
on a shared culture inculcated by societal norms and social education. T e 
‘nation’ is the society into which a person is born and through which a per-
son is shaped according to its ideals. T e bond of unity between people of 
the same nation is their shared experience of a single social context.64 Gökalp 
saw the individual’s experience of society as absolute: everything that makes 
an individual person who they are is provided to them in a social setting, 
through the social inculcation of values. 

In describing the essence of national culture, Gökalp made a crucial 
conceptual distinction that would become instrumental in the def nition of 
‘Turkishness’ in later periods of modern Turkish history. Gökalp distinguished 
between ‘culture’ and ‘civilisation’, arguing that culture refers to the values 
and sentiments inculcated by a given society into an individual.65 T ese val-
ues are innate to the individual: they are organic and authentic, and cannot 
be changed by individual initiative. T ey are what people refer to when talk-
ing about the ‘national’. T ese are the cultural characteristics imparted to any 
individual who is raised in the Turkish national society, whether their race is 
of Turkic descent or not. Again, what it means to be Turkish is not imparted 
by racial or ethnic characteristics, but the experience of being raised in Turk-
ish society. T e term ‘civilisation’, however, refers to those aspects of human 
culture that are created by human initiative, and thus can be harmoniously 
shared by peoples of dif erent nations. T ese include science, aesthetics, tech-
nology or any other form of culture that is a product of human creativity and 
not the result of being born into a certain social environment. 
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For all the apparent artif ce of this distinction, this conceptual move 
authorised a highly important feature of modern Turkish intellectual life: the 
assumption that the adoption of West European social and cultural institu-
tions does not conf ict with Turkish national distinctiveness. T is conceptual 
distinction allowed Gökalp to declare that the Turkish nation should discard 
Ottoman civilisation for ‘Western’ civilisation, and become Western in civili-
sation while remaining Turkish in culture. Becoming Turkish in culture was 
to be accomplished by Ottoman elites spending time among Turkish peasants 
to learn the folkways of Turkish national culture. At the same time, these 
same elites were to impart Western civilisation to the Turkish masses.66 In 
fact, Gökalp saw no contradiction between authentic Turkish national values 
and Western civilisation. Gökalp’s theory may help explain why mainstream 
Turkish intellectual culture has usually had little objection to certain social 
institutions and conceptions that were originally imported from Western 
Europe, such as representative democracy and the secular state. 

Gökalp viewed religion (and all other aspects of a human being’s inter-
nal life) in Durkheimian terms. Durkheim famously describes religion as 
the ref ection of the social group: religion is produced by society and is a 
concrete manifestation of a given society’s norms, institutions and values.67 
T is conception of society produced Gökalp’s attempt to reform Shari‘ah 
jurisprudence (f qh), by the creation of what he called ‘social f qh theory’ 
(ijtimā‘ī uṣūl-i f qh).68 T is theory sought to incorporate the insights of mod-
ern social science into the study of the sources of Islamic legal rulings, thus 
allowing for the f exibility and adaptation of classical Islamic jurisprudence 
to modern social needs. Gökalp argued that religious principles based on 
divine revelation are not subject to change; however, religious rulings rooted 
in social conditions are liable to change along with those social conditions.69 
As will be discussed in Chapter 4, these arguments foreshadowed similar 
claims that would be made by Turkish theologians throughout the history 
of the Turkish Republic.

Gökalp also inherited the Young Ottomans’ view of religion as an essen-
tially internal experience. T is meant a separation between religion and 
worldly af airs such as politics and the state. In his words, ‘[t]he state and 
the medrese are two separate worlds’.70 Like many Muslim intellectuals of 
the period, Gökalp separated the legislative power of the state from religion, 
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arguing that religion only referred to matters of private belief and worship 
(itikat and ibadet).71 Like the Young Ottomans, he argued that this separa-
tion was necessary to protect the inner transcendent essence of religion from 
worldly corruption. Gökalp also argued that this distinction was a basic prin-
ciple of Islam itself, referring to Qur’an 4:59, which he interpreted as a com-
mand to believers to obey the rulers of the societies in which they live. In his 
view, this verse implicitly recognises a distinction between religious authority 
and secular authority by separating the authority of God and the Prophet 
from the power of temporal rulers.

Gökalp adopted the term diyanet to refer to personal religious practice, 
arguing that this is the true def nition of what constitutes religion, rather 
than adherence to any particular model of politics or government.72 T ese 
matters, as the Qur’an demonstrates, are left to the discretion of individu-
als and societies. In this way Gökalp argued that the establishment of such 
modern notions as equality between the sexes and democratic government is 
in no way in conf ict with Islamic values, but instead serves as the expression 
of their essential truths in a modern social context. As Markus Dressler points 
out, Gökalp’s body of work argued that the moral values and spirit of Islamic 
culture and the development of novel modern social institutions could be 
seen as fundamentally compatible with one another.73 

Gökalp’s elaboration of religion as a sociological and cultural phenom-
enon exemplif es the broad intellectual climate in which modern Turkish 
Islamic theology came into being. As outlined above, the intellectual ferment 
of the late Ottoman Empire encouraged discussions of Islamic theology that 
grew from the medrese tradition, but quickly acquired their own distinctive 
character. T ese new parameters took into account the notion of a Turkish 
national community, the establishment of liberal participatory forms of gov-
ernance, the privatisation of religion and the acceptance and even encourage-
ment of radical social change such as changes in gender norms. 

T ese socially and politically reformist currents of thought were not 
alone, of course, in this intellectual environment. However, due to their of  -
cial patronage by the Ottoman state and their continuing support by Turkish 
national governments, these currents of thought acquired a unique level of 
importance and pre-eminence during the period of Young Turk rule from 
1908–18 and the subsequent establishment of the Turkish Republic after the 
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First World War in 1923. T is meant that these ideas would become foun-
dational to modern Islamic theology in the Republic of Turkey, and certain 
key academic institutional formations allowed them to consolidate and per-
petuate their authority in Turkish Islamic intellectual life. Chief among these 
institutions was the large network of theology faculties (ilahiyat fakülteleri) 
that today form part of the Turkish state and private university system. T ese 
faculties are the outcome of a process of the reorganisation of Islamic intel-
lectual life in the late Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, a process 
that laid the foundations for the institutional context of contemporary 
Turkish Islamic theology.

T e History of the Faculty of T eology in the Turkish Republic

T e national vision of the Turkish Republic provided the framework for an 
entirely new institutional context for Sunni theology in Turkey. T at new 
institution, the modern Turkish theology faculty, is the subject of the f nal 
section of this chapter. Just as the Ottoman state asserted control over all 
Islamic religious education in the empire, the new nationalist administration 
would assert the same level of control over religious education in the new 
Turkish Republic. State control over theological education in the Republic 
was part of the larger ef ort to completely reorganise and modernise Turkish 
society along the lines described above. T e transformation of late Ottoman 
theological academia into the modern Turkish system of the theology facul-
ties under the early Turkish nationalist regime is therefore one of the key 
historical processes that enabled the emergence and development of modern 
Turkish theology. It was in the theology faculties of the Turkish Republic 
that the three intellectual roots of modern Turkish theology (classical Sunni 
Ottoman systematic theology, late Ottoman Islamic modernism and late 
Ottoman sociological theory) were woven together in the modern Turkish 
language for the f rst time.

T e f rst modern university in the Ottoman Empire, the Darülfünun, 
opened its doors in 1864 as part of a medrese reform movement occurring 
during the Tanzimat period. T is institution also produced the f rst Faculty 
of T eology in the Ottoman Empire. Situated next to the imperial mosque of 
Ayasofya, in the heart of the Ottoman capital of Istanbul, the Darülfünun was 
meant to lead the empire in a series of modernising educational reforms in 
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imitation of the modern university system taking shape in Western Europe. It 
operated until 1933, when it was reorganised as Istanbul University, still one 
of the most prestigious universities in Turkey today. 

T roughout its history the Darülfünun experienced a series of reorganisa-
tions and reforms, and only included a faculty of theology during certain 
periods of its existence.74 In 1912, the f rst section of the Darülfünun devoted 
to the traditional Islamic religious disciplines was established, but was closed 
soon thereafter in 1919.75 T is section was called variously Ulum-u Aliye-i 
Diniyye (T e Higher Religious Sciences) or Ulum-i Şer’iyye (T e Shari‘ah 
Sciences). T e curriculum of this Shari‘ah sciences section featured courses 
on Quranic interpretation, the study of Prophetic traditions, the jurispru-
dence of Islamic ritual practice (f qh), f qh theory and methodology (uṣūl 
al-f qh), systematic theology (kalām), ethics, Suf sm, Prophetic biography, 
Arabic literature and philosophy, the history of philosophy, the history of 
Islam and the history of religions.76 In other words, there was a heavy focus 
on the study of traditional Islamic religious disciplines organised according 
to the institutional demands of a modern university and combined with a 
signif cant of ering of modern Western disciplines such as the history of phi-
losophy and the history of religions. T e programme ref ected the Islamic 
modernist outlook of the members of its faculty, who advocated the enrich-
ment of the traditional Islamic intellectual worldview with the insights of the 
modern West European social and humanities disciplines.

T e theology section of the Darülfünun was reopened in 1924 and then 
closed again permanently in 1933 with the rest of the institution. T is 
second incarnation of the faculty featured at least one key dif erence from 
its predecessor: it no longer of ered courses in f qh, except in the context of 
historical study. It also focused heavily on modern social science research 
methodologies.77 T e faculty was of  cially titled the ‘Faculty of T eology’ 
(İlahiyat Fakültesi), the f rst time this term had ever been used to denote an 
educational institution.78 T e faculty journal (Darülfünun İlahiyat Fakültesi 
Mecmuası) also published articles on research and reform in Islamic disci-
plines, and published in particular numerous articles by Durkheim, trans-
lated into Turkish.79

During this brief period the Darülfünun theology faculty was home to 
the most important f gures in Islamic theological reform in the late Ottoman 
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and early nationalist period; such important theological reformists as İsmail 
Hakkı İzmirli (or İzmirli İsmail Hakkı) (1868–1946), Mehmed Şerefettin 
Yaltkaya (1879–1947) and Yusuf Ziya Yörükan (1887–1954) taught there.80 
T is generation of theologians was particularly important for the develop-
ment of Islamic thought in the Turkish Republic, and so deserves some 
detailed discussion here. T ese theologians shared a desire for the Islamic 
modernist style of renewal (yenilenme) of Islamic thought in the Ottoman 
Empire. T is distinguished them from more conservative Islamic intellectuals 
and ‘ulamā’ of the time.81 

İzmirli articulated his project of renewal in terms of a ‘new Islamic theol-
ogy’ (Yeni İlm-i Kelam – this theological project will be featured in particular 
detail in the third chapter of this book). T is project was motivated by his 
study of traditional kalām and its shortcomings in the modern philosophical 
context. He describes his theological methodology as a combination of the 
core theological insights of the classical Sunni tradition and the methodologi-
cal and scientif c insights of Cartesianism and the modern Western philo-
sophical tradition more broadly. Moreover, İzmirli described this project as a 
service to Islam itself, as it would enable modern Muslims to secure the essen-
tials of their faith in the modern context.82 He therefore conceived of Islamic 
theology as a discipline always in dialogue with its social and intellectual 
context, and argued that it was time to change its philosophical interlocu-
tors. In the past, kalām scholars were versed in the philosophical thought of 
f gures such as Plato, Aristotle and the Greek Pre-Socratics because these con-
stituted the intellectual vernacular of the period.83 However, İzmirli argued 
that modern Islamic theology had to be reconstructed along the lines of a 
reconstructed kalām: it must be reconceived to take into account the Western 
philosophical currents of the modern age.84

 Instead of integrating the defence of Muslim dogma with the philo-
sophical insights and precepts of the ancients, İzmirli argued that the new 
Islamic theology must both thoroughly integrate, yet also be prepared to 
critique, the bases of modern Western philosophy, including Bacon, Des-
cartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Malebranche, Hume, Kant, Hegel, Comte, Mill 
and Bergson.85 Not only did these philosophers for him represent signif cant 
advances in human thought but, perhaps most importantly, İzmirli observed 
that they were becoming the standard reference for the new generation of 
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Turkish Muslims and that the new Islamic theology had to both apprecia-
tively and critically engage with them in order to secure the foundations of 
Islamic belief for succeeding generations of young Muslims in Turkey and 
around the Muslim world.86 

İzmirli stressed that his new Islamic theology would never conf ict with 
the conclusions of empirical scientif c investigation. On the contrary, it would 
seek to use the conceptual tools of modern scientif c knowledge, combined 
with Quranic theology, to demonstrate the truth of Islamic belief.87 He also 
emphasised the importance of reason in Islam, arguing that though revela-
tion may include precepts that are inaccessible to reason, it does not include 
precepts that are fundamentally irrational.88 On the contrary, Islam by nature 
encourages the free use of reason and the rejection of the unthinking imita-
tion of authority.89 

Without embarking on such a comprehensive theological undertaking, 
Yaltkaya made very similar arguments. He was also a vocal champion of 
religious progressivism and believed in the fundamentally ‘reasonable’ and 
‘scientif c’ nature of Islam. In his view, Islam evinces ‘complete harmony’ 
between empirical science and the principles of Quranic theology.90 
Yaltkaya also stressed the importance of human free will and imitative in the 
true understanding of religion.91 Like İzmirli, Yaltkaya was also concerned to 
remain within the bounds of Islamic theological orthodoxy and emphasised 
that the existential root of Islam is revelation. God, whose existence can be 
demonstrated by reason alone, is recognised through a very personal relation-
ship with the believer who locates their belief in God in their innermost heart 
and approaches the divine from a stance of awe and reverence.92

Unlike İzmirli, however, Yaltkaya did not locate the roots of a new and 
modern Islamic theology in philosophy. Instead, he turned to Gökalp’s soci-
ology as the foundation for reform in Islamic thought.93 Yaltkaya was a strong 
supporter of Gökalp’s proposal for reform in Islamic law based on social con-
tingency and even argued that ‘the social is the birthplace of the spirit of the 
sacred’.94 In fact, Yaltkaya was even known to have been a close associate 
of Gökalp.95 Like Gökalp, Yaltkaya was clearly a follower of Durkheimian 
sociology and viewed religion in general and Islam in particular in these 
terms.96 T is is in fact the point at which he and İzmirli part ways: though 
they served on the same reformist theological faculty, they participated in 
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dif erent reformist theological circles. İzmirli belonged to the group of Ottoman 
Islamic reformers that published in the well-known modernist journal Sırat-i 
Müstakim (T e Straight Path; 1908–25) that also included translated articles by 
Muhammad ‘Abduh and Jamal al-Din al-Afghani.97 He was famously opposed 
to Gökalp’s sociological framework for reform in f qh, and published extensive 
refutations of his position and in favour of reform based on classical f qh meth-
odologies, albeit understood in a modernist context.98 

İzmirli’s works notably betray little trace of nationalism, and he famously 
declared that he owed no allegiance to any particular classical Islamic theo-
logical school, Ash‘ari or other.99 T is ref ected the syncretistic nature of 
Sunni Ottoman theology discussed above, which focused on the similarities 
between Sunni schools of thought instead of declaring allegiance to one in 
particular. İzmirli’s older contemporary, Manastırlı İsmail Hakkı (d. 1912), 
ref ected this outlook. He argued that the Ash‘ari and Maturidi schools were 
of equal value in defending the Islamic creed, and that neither could accuse 
the other of being heterodox.100 İzmirli and many of his contemporaries in 
late Ottoman Sunni theological circles therefore had no interest in def ning 
a specif cally Turkish heritage of Islam or of focusing on one Sunni theologi-
cal school over another. Yaltkaya, by contrast, published in the modernist 
Islamic journal İslam Mecmuası (Journal of Islam; 1914–18) which had clear 
Turkish nationalist tendencies and strongly supported the works of Gökalp 
in this regard.101 

Yaltkaya was eventually appointed to the headship of the Turkish govern-
ment’s central ministry for religious af airs, the Diyanet, in 1942, and served 
in that capacity until his death in 1947. His colleague at the Darülfünun, 
Yusuf Ziya Yörükan, however, continued to serve in an academic capacity 
even after the closing of the theology faculty in 1933. After this, the only aca-
demic venue to teach higher Islamic Studies was provided at Istanbul Univer-
sity by the Institute of Islamic Sciences, attached to the Faculty of Letters.102 
Yaltkaya and Yörükan taught at this institute as well, but Yörükan would be 
the only professor of Islamic theology to go on to teach in the f rst theology 
faculty founded during the Turkish Republic, the Ankara University Faculty 
of T eology.103 

Yörükan’s career played an important role in the development of mod-
ern Islamic theology in Turkey because it spanned the transition from late 
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Ottoman to early Republican theological academia. He was a product of the 
late Ottoman medrese system, taught in the f rst reformed institutes of reli-
gious education at the end of the Ottoman Empire (during which time he 
also participated in outlining the widely inf uential Islamic reformist agenda 
discussed above), and then went on to become one of the f rst professors 
at the f rst faculty of theology founded in the Republic of Turkey. He also 
wrote the f rst article in the f rst issue of the Ankara University Faculty of 
T eology’s faculty journal, a short catechism of Islam comprised of Quranic 
verses translated into Turkish. Yörükan conducted his work as a specialist in 
Islamic theology at the Faculty of T eology at Ankara University by solidify-
ing the modernist and reformist trend of thought that he had promoted in 
the late Ottoman period. T e combination of Islamic modernism and Turk-
ish laicism that characterises Yörükan’s work will be discussed more exten-
sively in the last chapter of this book, as it concerns both the past and future 
political dynamics of the history of theology in modern Turkey.

T e Ankara University Faculty of T eology

To sum up the main arguments of this chapter: T e roots of modern Turkish 
theology consist of three intellectual strands: (1) the legacy of Sunni Ottoman 
systematic theology (kalām); (2) late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
Islamic modernism; and (3) late Ottoman and early Republican Turkish soci-
ological theory. T ese three strands were woven together by the institutional 
context of the Ottoman Empire, and then the early Turkish Republic. In the 
Ottoman period, the highly centralised and state-controlled medrese system 
ensured that a coherent and stable body of Sunni Islamic systematic theology 
was available to late Ottoman theologians as they confronted the challenges 
of social and political modernity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. 

In the course of their ef orts to confront these challenges, late Ottoman 
theologians and religious intellectuals developed their own version of Islamic 
modernism. T ey also thoroughly incorporated the insights of European 
sociology into their deliberations on the nature and future directions of 
Islamic and Turkish society. When the Ottoman Empire collapsed and gave 
way to the Turkish Republic, a new institutional context emerged that would 
bring these three intellectual strands together: the modern Turkish faculty of 
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theology. Just as the Ottoman medrese system provided a stable institutional 
context for the growth of pre-modern Sunni systematic theology, the mod-
ern Turkish theology faculties provide the stable institutional context for the 
development of systematic Sunni theology in modern Turkish.

In order to more clearly conceptualise all of these complex historical devel-
opments, this chapter will close with a brief discussion of the f rst faculty of 
theology founded in the Turkish Republic: T e Ankara University Faculty of 
T eology. T is faculty remains one of the most prestigious in the country, 
and its history served as the model for the development of every successive 
theology faculty in modern Turkey. Founded in 1949, the Ankara University 
Faculty of T eology was intended to further the modernisation of Islamic 
belief and practice in the new Turkish Republic. 

T e records of the parliamentary debate leading to the establishment of 
the faculty indicate that the mission of religious modernisation was the main 
reason its establishment was supported by the Turkish state. T e prominent 
intellectual İsmail Hakkı Baltacıoğlu (1886–1978) contrasted the new theol-
ogy faculty with the traditional medrese, arguing that faculties of theology 
embody scientif c, ‘objective’ (objektif) studies, replacing the medrese’s irratio-
nal and ‘subjective’ (sübjektif) methodologies.104 Baltacıoğlu also emphasised 
the key role the new faculty would play in fostering the social sciences. T e 
Minister of Education at the time declared that the new faculty ‘would be 
worthy of the Atatürk Revolution’ and would even serve as a bulwark against 
conservative reactionary opposition to the new Republic and its social poli-
cies.105 T e f rst year of instruction at the faculty (1949–50) included the fol-
lowing courses: Arabic, Persian, English, German, French, Sociology, logic 
and philosophy of the sciences, history of Islam, history of Islamic schools of 
thought (taught by Yörükan), history of Islamic art and comparative history 
of religions.106 

T e curriculum of the faculty in its f rst year of operation is particularly 
informative about the character of this innovative institution. Unlike the 
curriculum of the f rst Darülfünun theological faculty (1912–19, the fac-
ulty of Shari‘ah sciences) discussed above, the Ankara faculty’s f rst year of 
course of erings did not include a single subject related to Shari‘ah. In 1953 
and 1954, courses were added in classic Turkish religious texts, psychology 
and sociology of religion, Qur’an, Prophetic traditions, f ne arts, pedagogy, 
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history of Suf sm, foundations of Islamic belief, Islamic philosophy, history 
of the Turkish Revolution and ‘Islamic law’ (İslam hukuku).107 

T e courses of ered at the Ankara faculty followed in the footsteps of 
the second Darülfünun faculty (1924–33) by focusing on Shari‘ah as an 
object of primarily historical study. T is is unsurprising, considering that 
implementation of the Shari‘ah at the state level was by that point illegal in 
Republican Turkey. T ough a course in Islamic law was added in 1953 and 
1954, the subject remained subordinated to the historical study of Islamic 
thought and Islamic history. Overall, the early Ankara theology faculty 
courses exhibited a strong focus on intellectual history and the study of the 
historical legacy of Islamic thought and culture. T is focus helped foster the 
kind of intensive study of the classics of Islamic intellectual history that is 
at the foundation of most systematic Islamic theological projects in Turkey 
today. T e Ankara faculty also incorporated elements of Turkish national-
ism, with its inclusion of courses in Turkish religious classics and Turkish 
Republican history. 

From the earliest years of the faculty both male and female students 
were enrolled.108 T e faculty also came into being during a period of great 
intellectual openness to international inf uences. For instance, the famous 
German scholar of Islam and Suf sm, Annemarie Schimmel, taught in the 
faculty from 1954 to 1959. In addition, throughout the 1940s the Turkish 
government commissioned the translation and popularisation of classics of 
world (largely West European) literature and philosophy. In 1952, a similar 
project was launched for the translation of classics from the Islamic world 
originally written in Arabic, Ottoman Turkish and other historical languages 
of the Muslim world.109 

T e Faculty of T eology at Ankara University would prove to be the most 
inf uential Islamic academic institution in the f rst decades of the Repub-
lic. In 1990, only nine faculties of theology existed in Turkey, and six were 
headed by graduates of the Faculty of T eology at Ankara University (as will 
be discussed in the f nal chapter of this book, the number of theology facul-
ties has skyrocketed in the 2000s).110 T e faculty also served as a model for 
later institutions, and inaugurated the critical and sociological study of Islam 
in Turkish intellectual life. It remains best known (and sometimes critiqued) 
for its modernist leanings.111 
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T e Turkish state throughout the twentieth century asserted a high degree 
of control over the activities of the theology faculties, mirroring how the old 
Ottoman government had dealt with the medrese system for centuries before. 
In an ef ort to depoliticise the activities of religious scholars, a law was passed 
in the Turkish parliament on the very same day that the Ankara faculty was 
opened which declared that anyone who attempted to use religion as the basis 
for ‘judicial, social, economic, or political order’ or to in any way undermine 
Turkish laicism would be liable to imprisonment.112 T is provision of the 
Turkish penal code (Article 163) was abolished in 1992; however, higher 
education remains under close state supervision.113 T e political context of 
theology in Turkey that results from this state supervision will be discussed in 
detail in the f nal chapter of this book.

T rough a thematic analysis, the rest of this book will elucidate how the 
three main streams of inf uence, 1) the legacy of Sunni Ottoman systematic 
theology (kalām); 2) late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Islamic 
modernism; and 3) late Ottoman and early Republican Turkish sociological 
theory, interacted with one another to produce a modern tradition of theol-
ogy in the Turkish linguistic and republican national context. T e historical 
developments outlined above created an institutional context within which 
these streams of thought could interact with one another. At the same time, 
the new linguistic context of the modern Turkish language provided a new 
space for the creation of a distinct theological tradition. In this way, modern 
Turkish theology was born when elements of classical and Ottoman Islamic 
tradition were melted down and reformed in the crucible of the modern 
Turkish language and the modern Turkish nation. 
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2
NATION 

The late Ottoman and early Republican period produced the basic insti-
tutional and intellectual structures that laid the foundation for modern 

Turkish theology. T e same period also saw the creation of the political and 
social community of the Turkish Republic: the Turkish nation. T is chapter 
argues that secular Turkish nationalism aided in the growth of modern Turk-
ish theology by providing a new social and political context for theological 
ref ection. T e conceptual shifts engendered by the nationalist context did 
not arrest the development of Sunni theology in Turkey, but instead helped 
to produce creative theological responses to the novel challenges posed by 
this new political environment. Modern secular Turkish nationalism did not 
destroy vital and profound religious thought in the new Republic, as might 
be assumed. On the contrary, it helped infuse modern Turkish theology with 
its own distinct character and creativity.

T is chapter will therefore discuss how the novel conceptual framework of 
Turkish nationalism provided key concepts that have come to constitute core 
features of modern Turkish theological thought, such as notions of progress, 
national history and the relationship between religion and the secular state. 
In other words, the redef nition of community provided by the framework of 
secular nationalism allowed for a new tradition of Sunni theology to be born 
that responded specif cally to the Turkish national context. T is redef nition 
allowed for new forms of theological thought to be explored and developed, 
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as the task of moving the Turkish nation forward while at the same time 
delineating its ancient heritage took on urgent importance. T is nationalist 
agenda both gave new life to theological ref ection in modern Turkish and at 
the same time gave rise to a century’s worth of controversy over the relation-
ship between secularism, nationalism and Islam that continues to this day in 
modern Turkey. T is chapter will chart this complex relationship between 
modern Turkish theology and modern Turkish nationalism, including the 
theological critiques that Turkish nationalism has received from multiple 
points on the Turkish ideological and political spectrum.

T eology and National Progress

During the late Ottoman period, notions of social progress and evolution 
became key modes of Islamic theological argumentation, especially among 
Ottoman Muslim modernists. Many of the most inf uential Ottoman Sunni 
theologians of the time agreed that Islam and Islamic thought supported, 
strengthened or even epitomised social progress and evolution. In an article 
titled ‘Islam and Progress’ published in 1904, the Ottoman Şeyhülislam Musa 
Kazım (1858/59–1920)1 argued that the most basic elements of Islamic 
thought and practice supported human social progress and that it is Islam 
itself that is the basis of a nation’s progress and process of civilisation. His 
particularly striking words on this point deserve quoting here: ‘the religion 
of Islam is not an obstacle to progress. On the contrary, it is that which 
commands and encourages progress; it is the very reason for progress itself ’.2 
In the same piece, Kazım argues that the basis of this progress and national 
civilising process is liberty, also a core value of Islam.3 Kazım def nes prog-
ress as the development of fundamental humanity and human values in a 
national community, based on the ethical underpinning of Islamic religious 
faith and practice.

Along very similar lines, Elmalılı Muhammed Hamdi Yazır (1878–1942)4 
argued in his 1923 article ‘T e Islamic Religion is not the Obstacle to Prog-
ress, it is the Basis of Progress’ that true progress is def ned as progress in 
moral virtue and human goodness, and that it is only Islam that can form 
the basis of this moral development in the modern context.5 According to 
Yazır, the basis of virtue is self-sacrif ce on behalf of one’s community, from 
which the individual draws their own strength and vitality. Religion, which 

6764_Dorroll.indd   546764_Dorroll.indd   54 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



nation | 55

commands and inculcates virtue in the individual, constitutes the af ective 
basis and urge to perform necessary acts of self-sacrif ce on behalf of others 
T us, religion is the basis both for society itself and for the virtuous indi-
vidual impulses that sustain social progress.6 Yazır appeals to the Qur’an as 
the foundation of this view. He cites 19:73–6 to argue that Islam provides the 
necessary moral guidance that is the basis for doing good deeds in the world. 
T erefore, Islam provides the moral foundation for the implementation of 
new ideas and practices insofar as these constitute genuine moral and social 
improvement for humanity.

For nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Ottoman thinkers, progress 
was to be ensured by the rational and modern reorganising of society and 
government into a new system of social and political order (nizam). T e 
concept of ‘reform’ (ıslah) became the impulse at the heart of social prog-
ress and order. As Rıdvan Özdinç points out, these terms were f rst used in 
an administrative sense within Ottoman government circles. T ey became 
central concepts for a larger project of social and individual reform, a proj-
ect that was integrated into Ottoman theological language during the post-
Tanzimat period.7 In his theological magnum opus published in 1923–4 
(Yeni İlm-i Kelam), İsmail Hakkı İzmirli wrote that the entirety of the Islamic 
religion, including all of its religious rulings, is directed towards the reform 
of human reason, human action and the human heart in accordance with 
truth and justice.8 

Modernist Ottoman theologians of this period also began to coalesce 
around a general consensus that one feature of proper modern social order 
is a conceptual distinction between religion and the form of the state. T eir 
wide array of suggestions for political and governmental reform were based 
on the theological proposition that the Qur’an and Hadith did not prescribe 
any particular form of human governance or politics, but asked only that state 
and politics accord with the basic religious principles of Islam.9 In their view 
these Islamic principles included human virtue, respect for humanity and the 
rights of individuals, and (as described above) the fundamental importance 
of social progress and change. 

A key feature of these late Ottoman theologians’ ethical philosophies 
is their use of the traditional Islamic concept of adalet (justice) to frame 
their theological arguments for universal human rights and social progress 
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outlined above. According to İzmirli, one of the key goals of the revision of 
Islamic thought in the modern period is its contribution to the establishment 
of justice in this world by helping to lay the foundations for harmonious and 
ordered social relations. Justice is the purpose of the practical elements of 
Shari‘ah, that is, the elements of Islamic legal practice that are subject to 
continual reform on the basis of their ability to foster and maintain justice in 
a given social context. T ese practical elements of Shari‘ah practice include 
governmental policies, law and administration ‒ all elements of Shari‘ah that 
must be evaluated or re-evaluated on the basis of their ability to contribute 
to a just social order.10 

Kazım made a similar point by arguing that the essence of true civilisa-
tion is the establishment of justice at all levels of society, which ensures the 
prosperity and general welfare of the entirety of the people.11 Yazır went so far 
as to describe justice as the most important concept in Islam used to describe 
proper relations between people. Furthermore, according to Yazır, justice 
means the establishment and the defence of human rights (hukuk-ı beşer).12 
In order to support his view, Yazır cites the well-known saying attributed to 
the Prophet that one year of justice is better than seventy years of worship.13

On these bases, Ottoman theology in this period elaborated a new frame-
work for the discussion of ethical values. Concepts that lay at the heart of 
human rights discourses such as liberty and equality came to be seen as 
divinely mandated forms of the basic Islamic ethical value of justice. T e 
process of inculcating these notions of human rights into the populace and 
governmental structure in an Islamic theological idiom came to be under-
stood as vital with regard to the process of creating a truly moral and mod-
ern civilisation. Inherited from the philosophy of the French Revolution, 
the concepts of liberty and equality in particular became watchwords of the 
Ottoman intelligentsia in this period. Özdinç points out that the notion of 
liberty (hürriyet) came to be a positive point of reference in nearly all forms of 
late Ottoman thought, a kind of universal term for all forms of positive social 
change and development.14 

In his 1908–9 article titled ‘Liberty-Equality’, Kazım envisioned liberty as 
a kind of liberation from any kind of pressure to deviate from the free exer-
cise of religious observation and national customs.15 He stressed the moral 
dimension of liberty, arguing that it must incorporate both responsibility 
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and order.16 Like Yazır, he saw the willingness of the individual to sacrif ce 
for the good of society as a fundamental part of social order, and therefore 
a necessary correlate to any understanding of unrestricted human action.17 
According to Kazım, liberty lay at the heart of Islam’s social vision, which 
requires that members of the government take great pains to respect individ-
ual rights and vigorously oppose any unjust violation of them.18 In his view, 
the concept of equality did not mean absolute sameness among individuals, 
but rather total equality in all individual rights and social relations, and in 
the eyes of the law.19

Kazım also argued that men and women possessed equal rights, though 
he interpreted this argument in characteristically nineteenth-century terms of 
gender complementarity and dif erence.20 According to Kazım, the distinct 
natures of men required that they play distinct and separate roles in society.21 
Kazım framed this argument as a requirement of human order and civilisa-
tion. He also took pains to point out that his recommendations for gender 
relations should not be construed as a legal question enforceable by the coer-
cion of the state, but rather as a recommendation for proper religious prac-
tice and moral rectitude.22 Yazır also uses notions of equality and liberty to 
argue for the social equality of Muslims and non-Muslims. He argues that the 
Qur’an makes it clear that it is a grave sin to infringe on the rights of minori-
ties, as in 29:46, where God commands Muslims to express their dif erences 
with Jews and Christians in a civil and non-coercive manner.23

Ottoman progressivism found its most radical expression in the politi-
cal agenda of the nationalist Turkish state under the leadership of Mustafa 
Kemal Atatürk. According to Atatürk, social progress was the ultimate goal 
of the entire Turkish nationalist project. Progress here meant assimilation to 
West European modernity, and any Ottoman social institution that resisted 
this assimilation was simply abolished and replaced with a copy from a West 
European model. Conformity to Western modernity meant Enlightenment, 
while resistance to it meant superstition.24 T is conception of progress turns 
on a very strict positivist dichotomy between the modern and the traditional 
and invests the state with the role of rescuing the people from ignorance and 
moulding them into model citizens of the modern world.25

Yet one of the main arguments of this chapter is that the emergence of 
this Turkish nationalist notion of progress actually aided the development 

6764_Dorroll.indd   576764_Dorroll.indd   57 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



58 | islamic theology in the turkish republic

of modern Turkish theology. T is almost millenarian conception of secular 
progress resulted in the severe repression of conservative religious piety, as 
will be discussed further in this chapter. At the same time, however, the shift-
ing of the frames of reference for Muslim identity in the territory that would 
become the modern Turkish Republic spurred modern Turkish theologians 
to rethink the framework of Islamic theology itself. T ese ef orts resulted in 
new paradigms of theological analysis, including concepts of religious change 
and renewal that, as the rest of this book will demonstrate, would become 
vital to the development of Islamic theology in modern Turkey. 

In other words, though radically secularist notions of progress often 
proved unworkable or even hostile to Islamic religiosity, the concept of 
social change as an authentically Islamic value did become central to modern 
Turkish theology. T eologians whose work bridged the transitional period 
between the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and emergence of the Turkish 
Republic translated Ottoman-era Islamic modernist notions of progress into 
the Republican context. T is allowed modern Turkish theology to develop a 
concept of progress that was acceptable to the new secular nationalist political 
context, and organically connected to Islamic tradition. 

T e work of Ahmet Hamdi Akseki (1887–1951)26 exemplif es this transi-
tion and translation. In 1944 Akseki wrote that the ‘evolution of humanity’ 
constitutes the central goal of Islam itself.27 Akseki also def ned progress in 
moral terms, as that which protects social harmony and cohesion.28 Akseki 
argues that the goals of Islam’s religious rulings (ahkam) are ‘individual and 
social evolution’ and happiness and success in this life and the next.29 Islam 
is based on universal principles that can be used as a guide for meeting the 
particular social needs of every age.30 He also goes to great lengths to argue 
that human reason is one of the most important of these bases, at that accord-
ing to Islam the exercise of human reason is the foundation of authentic 
religious belief.31 He also argued in 1948 that Shari‘ah rulings are subject 
to reinterpretation and renewal over time, in accordance with the need to 
continually adjust the application of Islam’s universal principles to changing 
social environments.32

Unlike the radicalism of secularist Turkish nationalists, however, Akseki 
saw progress as an incremental process that when properly executed and 
managed actualised the true essence of human nature and the ultimate goals 
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of religion itself. Social progress and individual human virtue were two sides 
of the same religious coin in his view. As with Kazım, Yazır and many other 
Ottoman theologians, according to Akseki Islam constituted the moral 
centre of modern human social and individual development. For both late 
Ottoman and early Republican theologians, it was only by a return to the 
essence of Islam itself that true progress and social evolution (on the way to a 
truly moral and modern civilisation) was possible.33

Akseki’s writings also stress the importance of liberty and the protec-
tion of human rights as Islamic ethical values. He argues that Islam’s ethical 
vision allows no individual to exercise command over a person’s spirit, reason 
or conscience.34 Akseki argues that Islam is dedicated to the protection of 
natural rights (tabii haklar), such as life, liberty, private property and equal-
ity. According to Akseki, these individual rights are restricted only insofar 
as their exercise attempts to disrupt social order.35 He further clarif es that 
if individual liberty has a limit, it is located at the border of someone else’s 
individual liberty.36 Individual liberty includes protections of the freedom of 
the press, freedom of conscience and political freedom. T e responsible use 
of this individual freedom is, in fact, the basis of virtue (fazilet).37 Akseki also 
argues that individual liberty encompasses freedom of belief and worship, 
and that Muslims are religiously obligated to protect the rights of belief and 
worship of others.38

T e T eological Limits of Progress

Given the potential audacity of the Turkish nationalist discourse on progress, 
it is important to determine what the limits of progress were from the per-
spective of modern Turkish theology. T ough conceptions of progress and 
change would become central to modern Islamic thought in Turkey, already 
in the late 1920s the limits of radical change in Islamic practice had begun 
to emerge. T e limits of this change corresponded to a distinction that we 
will see emerge time and again in modern Turkish theology: the distinction 
between the essentials of Islamic theological belief and worship practice, and 
social norms and institutions. In other words, as will be discussed in later 
chapters in particular detail, modern Turkish theologians converged on the 
argument that the basic beliefs of Islamic theology (most especially tevhid ) 
and the traditional rituals of worship could not be changed. But religious 
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rulings that did not have to do with these areas, such as rulings regarding 
marriage, family life, political life, and so on, could be changed. 

İzmirli had already opened up this discussion at the very beginning of his 
magnum opus Yeni İlm-i Kelam (published in 1923–4). He argues that within 
Islam one can detect certain immutable beliefs and practices that comprise 
the essence of Islam; these have been elaborated on the basis of revelation 
using the various methods of human reason. At the same time, he argues that 
there are certain elements of Islamic practice that are subject to change and 
reform in order to ensure that these elements of practice are able to accom-
plish their essential goals within changing human societies. In this sense, 
İzmirli distinguishes between theological judgements and practical judge-
ments: the former are established as rationally certain and cannot change, 
while the latter have elements that may change as social needs develop over 
time.39 T eological judgements such as tevhid cannot be changed, and practi-
cal judgements concerning the specif cations of worship and ritual practice 
cannot be changed. Practical judgements related to human interaction, how-
ever, can change over time.

We can discern the hardening of this distinction already in the late 
1920s by analysing the reception of one widely discussed proposal for reli-
gious reform. In 1928 T e Darülfünun theology faculty produced a report 
on the question of reform and modernisation in religion, a document that 
would have wide inf uence among government circles in the early years of the 
Turkish Republic. T is report on reform was prepared by a committee headed 
by the esteemed scholar of Turkish religious history, M. Fuad Köprülü 
(1890–1966), and included İzmirli, Mehmed Şerefettin Yaltkaya and Yusuf 
Ziya Yörükan. However, Yörükan claimed in 1947 that this report had been 
published without the knowledge of most of the members of the faculty.40 It 
is likely that Yörükan and others opposed some of its more radical suggestions 
such as the wearing of shoes during worship. However, Yörükan, İzmirli and 
other members of this reformist circle did publicly support and help imple-
ment the basic precepts of the document (such as the translations of religious 
texts into Turkish, the call for national religious reform and the establishment 
of the modern Turkish theology faculty).41 

T e report is remarkable for its succinct inclusion of the most basic pre-
cepts of Turkish Islamic theological modernism. T ese include the sociological 

6764_Dorroll.indd   606764_Dorroll.indd   60 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



nation | 61

analysis of religion, the identif cation of (and the need to foster) a national 
Turkish religious tradition, the religious commitment to democracy and the 
claim that religious practices are subject to constant change in accordance 
with changing social conditions. Numerous elements of the suggestions in 
the report were actually carried out by the Turkish government after it was 
released, and the report was also published on the front pages of the daily 
Istanbul newspaper Vakit in 1928. 

T e report begins by stating its explicit intent to reform the religion 
of Islam in the larger cause of the ‘Turkish Revolution’, referring to the 
radical social and political reforms being carried out by the Turkish state at 
the time.42 In the view of the document’s authors, the essence of the reli-
gion of Islam is separate from particular social manifestations of religious 
truth, and thus formal religion must be open to change as society changes 
throughout history. Religion was a necessary part of the nationalist project 
in their view; however, arcane and irrelevant forms of religious life had to 
be discarded to enable the true essence of Islam to be actualised in modern 
social circumstances. 

T e report clearly outlines the sociological bases of this conception of 
religion. It states outright that ‘[r]eligion is a social institution’. It emphasises 
that constant change and ‘evolution’ is the hallmark of social life, and there-
fore religion is subject by nature to change and evolution. Moreover, this 
change and process of renewal in religious practice is driven by the needs of 
‘Turkish democracy’.43 Reminiscent of Gökalp and Durkheim, the document 
clearly understands religion in sociological terms, and analyses it as a product 
of social forces. T us, religion is suitable for periodic change, as the original 
social conditions that continually act as its foundations change as well. 

At the same time, the document stresses that the part of religion that must 
‘evolve’ through the process of modernisation is not the part that makes reli-
gion what it essentially is; the inner truth of religion is rigidly distinguished 
from social and political contingencies. T us, the document makes another 
key point that, as will be demonstrated in Chapter 4, will be developed 
throughout the history of Turkish theology in the twentieth and twenty-f rst 
centuries: the distinction between the ‘divine’ and ‘human’ elements of reli-
gion. T e document draws a fundamental distinction between the human 
(beşeri) and the absolute (mutlak), the latter term referring to the Quranic 
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revelation and the essential theological and moral principles of the Islamic 
faith.44 T is means that religion possesses both changeable and unchangeable 
aspects, the former being related to varying social conditions and the latter 
relating to divine truth. 

T e report also goes on to call for a number of specif c religious reforms 
that it argued would enable the true nature of Islam to best be revealed in 
the context of the nascent Turkish Republic. T ese suggestions included an 
emphasis on orderly worship, the proper training of preachers, praying in the 
mosque while wearing shoes and the use of musical instruments in commu-
nal prayer. T e document also called for the use of Turkish as the language 
of worship. T is provision was famously carried out by Atatürk’s govern-
ment, which meant that until Atatürk’s party (the Republican People’s Party, 
Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi) was voted out of power in 1950 all calls to prayer 
were made in Turkish instead of Arabic. T is recommendation had f rst been 
made by Ziya Gökalp in his book T e Principles of Turkism, published in 
1923.45 T e document ends by calling for the development of a modern 
Turkish theology faculty to serve as the locus for these reform ef orts.46

It was precisely the proposals for changes to the specif cs of ritual wor-
ship that were rejected. As mentioned above, the use of modern Turkish as 
a ritual language in place of the traditional Arabic was entirely abandoned, 
and it is of course still the case that it would be unthinkable to wear shoes 
inside the worship space of a mosque. One the other hand, the document’s 
sociological understanding of religion, its emphasis on Turkish democracy 
and national solidarity, and its call for better education of Islamic religious 
authorities all became widely accepted principles of modern Turkish reli-
gious life. In other words, changes to religious rulings on social interaction, 
so long as they were enacted in accordance with broader Islamic moral 
principles, came to be accepted and encouraged by modern Turkish theo-
logians. Changes to the specif cs of ritual worship, on the other hand, were 
decisively rejected. T is conceptual distinction between the changeable and 
the unchangeable in Islamic religious practice, already here emerging in the 
f rst years of the Republic, would emerge again and again as a key theme of 
modern Turkish theology, in a wide variety of specif c theological contexts 
and debates.
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T eology and National History

T is chapter asserts that the ideological context of Turkish nationalism 
enabled new and creative forms of Sunni theology to f ourish that would 
have been impossible outside of this context. One particularly striking piece 
of evidence for this assertion is the modern Turkish rediscovery of the work 
of the great Sunni dogmatic theologian Abu Mansur al-Maturidi (d. 944).47 
According to research based on reliable manuscript evidence and published in 
Turkish over the past few decades,48 al-Maturidi was a well-known and widely 
respected theologian and scholar during his lifetime. His theology systema-
tises the fragments of theological arguments found in works attributed to 
Abu Hanifa (d. 767), the eponymous founder of the Hanaf  school of Sunni 
ritual practice and theology.49 Al-Maturidi’s theology defended the bases of 
traditional Sunni belief, but sought to do so in a way that was not dependent 
on irrational submission to religious tradition. His theological methodology 
was characterised by a moderate rationalism and epistemological realism, and 
he was stridently critical of both speculative rationalism and excessive tradi-
tionalism. His work can therefore be described as moderate Sunni theological 
rationalism, which makes his thought very characteristic of the kalām genre 
of theology in general (as discussed in the Introduction and Chapter 1).

Al-Maturidi was born and spent the entirety of his life in Central Asia, the 
region of the world that Turkish nationalists at the beginning of the Republic 
asserted was ‘the homeland of the Turks’.50 His name refers to Maturid, either 
a village near, or a neighbourhood within, the city of Samarqand in present-
day Uzbekistan. T ough al-Maturidi’s theological views and academic circles 
in his native Samarqand are well-documented, nothing is known with cer-
tainty about his ‘ethnic’ lineage or even his native language. He seems to have 
spent little, if any, signif cant time away from Samarqand throughout his life, 
and was probably not a native speaker of Arabic, based on the highly idio-
syncratic syntax of his extant theological works. As will be described in detail 
below, however, Turkish nationalists reasoned that al-Maturidi was ethnically 
Turkish on the basis of his Central Asian origins.

T e adoption of al-Maturidi into the Turkish nationalists’ def nition of 
Turkish national heritage was, in fact, a positive development in the history 
of modern Turkish theology. T e redef nition of the Muslim community in 
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the Turkish Republic as a national community meant the reclamation of parts 
of Islamic theology neglected or underdeveloped in the Ottoman period. 
Because al-Maturidi came to be understood as a part of Turkish national 
heritage, this enabled the retrieval and revival of his theology in the Turkish 
Republican context. T is opened up new possibilities for modern theology 
in Turkish that have not been explored in any other modern Sunni tradi-
tion, where interest in al-Maturidi remains marginal. In addition, though it 
is impossible to establish al-Maturidi’s ‘ethnic’ identity, it is indisputable that 
his theology has been a key component of the pre-modern Islamic traditions 
from Central Asia, Anatolia and the Ottoman territories that form the his-
torical lineages of modern Turkish Islamic thought and practice.51 

T is particular theological development, like the others examined so far, 
had roots in the late Ottoman period but came to full fruition only in the 
Republican context. As explained in Chapter 1, the Ottoman medrese cur-
riculum strongly favoured Ash‘arism and coexisted with a strong tradition of 
theological synthesis. However, alongside these developments, some Otto-
man theologians maintained a preferential attitude towards Maturidism. A 
near-contemporary of Molla Fenari, Hızır ibn Jalal al-Din al-Rumi (known 
as Hızır Bey; d. 1458), authored the f rst explicitly al-Maturidi theological 
work in the Ottoman period, al-Qasida al-Nuniyya, a work which found 
many interested readers and commentators in the following centuries.52 
Other authors throughout the Ottoman period evinced an open preference 
for Maturidism, though in this era of synthesis they were far more reluctant 
to accuse Ash‘arism of heresy than their intellectual ancestors had been. 

T e Bosnian scholar Kaf  Hasan Efendi al-Aqhisari (1544–1616), for 
example, authored a treatise, Rawdat al-Jannat f  Usul al-I‘tiqadat, that 
he said was inspired by his happenstance discovery of a manuscript of al-
Maturidi’s Kitab al-Tawhid in Mecca.53 Aqhisari’s treatise is essentially a 
summary of the Sunni articles of faith with a distinct Hanaf -Maturidi bent 
to issues such as the def nition of belief. Ahmad ibn Hasan Bayadi Zadeh 
(d. 1687), the son of a Bosnian immigrant to Istanbul who had the good 
fortune to count the Şeyhülislam of Süleyman the Magnif cent, Abu Sa‘id 
Efendi (d. 1662) as one of his teachers and who also enjoyed an illustri-
ous career that culminated in his accession to a professorship at the Ayaso-
fya medrese, authored two famous compilations of (and commentaries on) 
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the theological sayings of Abu Hanifa.54 It is interesting to compare Bayadi 
Zadeh’s professional success with the biography of Mulla Haf z mentioned 
in the previous chapter. Both of these scholars during roughly the same time 
period were promoted to one of the highest academic posts in the empire, a 
professorship at Aya Sofya, yet each of them possessed contrasting theologi-
cal inclinations. 

T e most dramatic assertion of a distinctly Maturidi theological identity 
in the Ottoman period came in the form of a heated theological controversy 
that emerged in the eighteenth century over the understanding of the classic 
Maturidi term for human free will, ikhtiyār (choice). A genre of treatises that 
emerged in the eighteenth century to defend this position identify themselves 
as Maturidi alone in theological af  liation, and of er a trenchant critique of 
the Ash‘ari understanding of human freedom. All of these treatises involve 
an implicit critique of Ash‘arism and sometimes even outright accuse the 
Ash‘aris of the heresy of determinism, a charge that must have seemed rather 
odd in the syncretistic Ottoman intellectual environment.55 One copyist of 
Davud al-Karsi’s (d. 1756) treatise, for example, makes the rather striking 
declaration that he thanks God for making him and his colleagues members 
of the Maturidi theological school.56

T e emergence of Turkish nationalism provided a unique opportunity to 
reshape and revitalise this pre-existing Ottoman interest in al-Maturidi, this 
time as a way to develop a distinctly Turkish national heritage of Sunni theol-
ogy. As government programmes and prominent intellectuals elaborated the 
Turkish national heritage in music, art, architecture, language and a whole 
range of other cultural institutions, Turkish theologians began to argue for 
the existence of a distinctly Turkish-Islamic theological heritage that they 
argued was distinct in content, style and methodology from other Islamic 
nations, such as Arabic or Persian Islamic thought.57 

Ziya Gökalp made statements to this ef ect in T e Principles of Turkism, 
arguing that Maturidism belonged to Turkish national culture.58 During 
the late Ottoman period, as Rıdvan Özdinç’s important work makes clear, 
some reformist theologians began to argue that al-Maturidi constituted a 
uniquely important resource for modern theology because of his thorough-
going focus on the importance of human reason and human freedom.59 
During the same period, some theologians began to describe al-Maturidi 
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as ethnically ‘Turkish’, meaning that his work should have special interest 
for the development of modern theology in the emerging Turkish national 
community. According to Özdinç, the earliest mention of al-Maturidi as 
‘Turkish’ came in 1869 in a work by Ali Suavi (1839–78).60 

T e f rst theologian writing in modern Turkish to claim that al-Maturidi 
was an actual member of the Turkish nation was Mehmed Şerefettin Yaltkaya, 
who published an article in the Darülfünun theology faculty review in 1932 
bearing the title, ‘Turkish T eologians’.61 Yaltkaya’s article is a list of medieval 
scholars of kalām presumed to have been ‘Turkish’, though the article does 
not spell out just what this means. It seems likely, however, that Yaltkaya 
understood this term in much the same way that Gökalp did, that is, as 
cultural and not racial in content. However the term may have been meant, 
this article represents the f rst text in modern Turkish (written as it was only 
a few years after the completion of the Turkish language reform) that speaks 
of al-Maturidi as being a Turk. 

Yaltkaya’s article does not actually include much information about al-
Maturidi, and only refers to his success at debating with opposing Muslim 
theological schools and the importance of his work to Sunni theology.62 T e 
article is highly signif cant, however, in that its argument and basic assump-
tions seem to have quickly become normative in Turkish religious histori-
ography. Contemporary histories of Turkish Islamic thought in Turkish still 
reproduce Yaltkaya’s main schema and list of personalities. In general, Yaltkaya 
includes f gures who are mentioned in earlier biographical texts as having a 
connection to Turkish peoples or who were born or active in Transoxania and 
the Maturidi school, as well as major theologians of the Ottoman period. 

T is is a rather mixed group of individuals, which includes Ibn al-Ikhshid 
(d. 937–8), a Sunni theologian whose father was Turkish according to the 
medieval scholar Ibn Hazm; al-Maturidi, a resident of Samarqand whose eth-
nic lineage is nowhere discussed in existing sources; and a host of Ottoman-era 
theologians born in various parts of that vast empire. Nevertheless, Yaltkaya’s 
specif c list of ‘Turkish’ theologians served as a model for later writers. Its 
format has been reproduced in a wide array of introductory and reference 
texts in modern Turkish. Ömer Aydın’s work Türk Kelam Bilginleri (Turkish 
T eologians; 2004) is essentially an expanded version of Yaltkaya’s list using 
similar criteria, though Aydın makes it clear at the outset of his work that for 
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him the term ‘Turk’ does not refer to the race of these f gures, but to their 
having been raised in and contributed to ‘Turkish-Islamic culture’.63 

T e most recent version of this genre of theological history, based 
consciously on Yaltkaya, is Metin Yurdagür’s Ünlü Türk Kelamcıları: 
Maveraünnehir’den Osmanlı Coğrafyasına (Prominent Turkish T eologians: 
From Transoxiana to the Ottoman Territories, 2017). Like Aydın, Yurdagür 
emphasises that his work is not meant to refer to ethnicity alone, but rather 
trace the history of a certain ‘scholastic and cultural mindset’.64 Yaltkaya’s 
article, therefore, represented a signif cant f rst step in the elaboration of the 
notion of a specif cally Turkish Islamic theology that includes al-Maturidi. 
T is notion evolved from a concept of Turkish heritage that was connected 
with ethnicity in the early nationalist period, to a concept of Turkish Islamic 
theological history that places less emphasis on asserting al-Maturidi’s spe-
cif c ‘ethnic’ background. Contemporary Turkish discussions of al-Maturidi’s 
importance are less concerned with his family origins and more with his 
signif cance for Turkish theological history. 

As we will see in signif cant detail in subsequent chapters, theological 
motifs from al-Maturidi’s work have been revived across contemporary Turk-
ish theology to address a wide variety of theological issues, from the relation-
ship between reason and revelation to the relationship between religion and 
the state.65 Following the new importance given to al-Maturidi’s work by his 
inclusion in Turkish national and cultural identity, renewed academic atten-
tion to his work in modern Turkey has made this creative reappropriation 
possible. In 2002, Bekir Topaloğlu published his translation of al-Maturidi’s 
Kitab al-Tawhid, which has been reprinted several times since and has made 
al-Maturidi’s original work accessible to Turkish readers for the f rst time. In 
2003, Topaloğlu and Muhammad Aruçi published the newest and still most 
widely used critical edition of this Arabic text. Under Topaloğlu’s direction, 
a new critical edition of the Arabic original of al-Maturidi’s massive Qur’an 
commentary, Ta’wilat al-Qur’an, was published in sixteen volumes between 
2005 and 2011. An eighteen-volume Turkish translation of this text followed 
shortly thereafter.

According to the Turkish Council of Higher Education, since 1987 
some eighty-nine master’s and doctoral theses have been written concerning 
Maturidi theology.66 Over that period, dozens of academic and popular works 
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about al-Maturidi’s life and theology have been published in Turkey. Numer-
ous national and international conferences devoted to his theology have also 
taken place in recent years (including in Istanbul in 2009 and 2018, Eskişehir 
in 2014, Ankara in 2018 and Konya in 2018, to name a few). Consideration 
of al-Maturidi’s theology has become a standard feature of theological dis-
course across Turkish academia. T is is a truly remarkable development in the 
history of Islamic theology given that, as described in the previous chapter, 
al-Maturidi’s original work had been inaccessible for centuries and was only 
accessed through later theologians and commentators of the Maturidi school. 
A true modern renaissance of Maturidism and Maturidi studies has devel-
oped as a consequence of the redef nition of the Muslim community enabled 
by the conception of the Turkish nation.

It is interesting to note here that the nationalist utilisation of al-Maturidi’s 
life and theology has strong parallels with other developments in modern Turk-
ish religious thought and practice. Mark Soileau’s important analysis of modern 
Turkish scholarship on Suf  saints during the same period shows that Turkish 
nationalist historiography also incorporated the memory of towering f gures of 
classical Islamic mysticism, such as Jalal al-Din Rumi (1207–73), into the new 
conception of Turkish national heritage. Soileau reveals that this incorporation 
was accomplished by a new Turkish historiography of Suf sm that stressed its 
compatibility with modern notions of humanism and tolerance.67 As Soileau 
argues, before the advent of nationalism, mystics were seen as paradigmatic 
examples of closeness with God; in the new context of Turkish nationalism, 
mystical spirituality served to connect Turkish national identity with the social 
values of modern humanism.68 In a striking parallel with contemporary treat-
ments of al-Maturidi, Turkish scholars at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury argued that Rumi was in fact ethnically Turkish.69 

As with the new Turkish re-evaluations of al-Maturidi’s theology, these 
interpretations of Suf sm during the 1910–50s focused on elements that were 
indeed crucial to the thought of these traditional f gures, stressing how impor-
tant their revival could be to confronting the social challenges of modernity. 
Al-Maturidi’s theological analyses of human reason could speak to modern 
discussions of reason and progress, and the Suf s’ mystical meditations on love 
could speak to modern discussions of tolerance and moral humanism. In both 
cases, Turkish nationalist historiography enabled the creative reappropriation 
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of these traditional f gures in a modern social and intellectual context, allow-
ing their theological and spiritual messages to be successfully ‘translated’ into 
the new idiom of modernity.

T e modern Turkish revival of al-Maturidi’s theology also parallels the 
development of translations of the Qur’an into modern Turkish. As M. Brett 
Wilson’s work has shown, the now widely accepted use of Turkish transla-
tions of the Qur’an for study and devotional purposes was not a development 
merely invented or forced by Turkish nationalists. T e drive to translate the 
Qur’an into Turkish developed from the same late Ottoman Islamic mod-
ernist currents of thought that revived the study of al-Maturidi. Turkish 
nationalism accelerated, and provided a stable context for, the organic devel-
opment of this scholarly ef ort, including funding for the project granted by 
the Turkish parliament in 1925.70 As with Quranic translation, the mod-
ern revival of al-Maturidi’s theology was the natural outcome of intellectual 
developments that had their roots in the Ottoman Empire, and which then 
grew into their natural maturity in the ideological and institutional context 
of the Turkish Republic.

T e incorporation of al-Maturidi into the history of the Turkish nation 
contributed to the authenticating of modern Turkish Islamic theology by 
anchoring it in both traditional Islamic lineages of theological authenticity 
and in a new dimension of authenticity in this period: Turkish nationalism. 
It also demonstrates how Turkish nationalism as a political ideology enabled 
the development of new forms of Sunni theology. Despite its novelty, nation-
alism could in fact aid in the development of pre-national Islamic intellec-
tual legacies, demonstrating its potentially salutary ef ect on the development 
of Islamic tradition in the modern period. Nationalism’s relationship with 
Islamic identity is far from uncomplicated, however, and subsequent genera-
tions of Turkish theologians would call attention to the potential conf icts 
between secular nationalism and Islamic theological and communal identity.

Conservative T eological Critiques of Secular Turkish Nationalism

T e emergence of Turkish nationalism in the late Ottoman period had 
already proved to be one of the main issues that caused severe tension among 
the earliest generation of modern Turkish theologians. As we have seen, these 
theologians shared a desire for the renewal of Islamic thought in the Ottoman 
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Empire.71 T ey did, however, often disagree sharply over the issue of nation-
alism. T is cleavage was one of the most signif cant tensions within late Otto-
man theology that was then inherited by their intellectual descendants in the 
Turkish Republic. T is tension can be clearly seen in a comparison between 
İzmirli and Yaltkaya, for instance.72 As we have seen in the previous chapter, 
their works exercised immense inf uence at the beginning of the Republican 
period, but they disagreed sharply on the exact nature of theological reform 
and its relationship with Turkish nationalism.73

T e nationalist and modernist theological visions described above met 
with particularly severe critique in the decades following the founding of 
the Republic and the eventual relaxation of its strict secularist policies. A 
concept of the national community did indeed become central to modern 
Turkish theological thought, but at the same time the question of how exactly 
to def ne the nation became one of the most important topics of debate in 
this tradition. Turkish nationalism placed the nation at the centre of modern 
Turkish culture, and modern Turkish theology has been debating its relation-
ship with Islam ever since. Like progressive nationalist theologies, the f rst 
systematic theological critiques of nationalism in the Republic built on late 
Ottoman precedents and evolved into a distinct stream of discourse in mod-
ern Turkish theology. 

T ese conservative critiques of secular Turkish nationalism are important 
to consider because they have constituted one of the most inf uential sources 
of conservative Turkish political activism, and also identif ed key ideologi-
cal weaknesses in the secular Turkish national project. T ese critiques con-
verge on the point that the progressive positivist morality of secular Turkish 
nationalism does not constitute a fulf lling moral vision. T ese critics argue 
that secular and ethnic nationalism marginalises the common human need 
for connection with the transcendent, and that such marginalisation of the 
sacred endangers moral order and individual happiness and fulf lment.

T ese criticisms were ruthlessly suppressed in the early years of the Repub-
lic, but experienced a revival after the end of the one-party period. In 1950, 
the f rst multi-party democratic elections in Turkish history were held. Erich 
Zurcher describes this event as the ‘climax of the whole period of transition’ 
that had occurred between the fall of the Ottoman Empire and the emer-
gence of a democratic republic.74 T e repressive policies of the one-party state 
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that had existed for over two decades were rejected by the voting public: with 
80 per cent participation, 53.4 per cent of the votes went to the opposi-
tion Democrat Party (Demokrat Partisi) while 39.8 per cent of votes went to 
the Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi), resulting in a large 
Democrat Party majority in the Turkish parliament.75 

One of the political platforms that helped carry the Democrat Party to 
victory was a promise to relax the repression of popular religion in the 1930s 
and 1940s and to encourage the expression of Islamic culture in the Republic. 
In fact, the activities of the Ankara University Faculty of T eology in the early 
1950s were enabled partly by this shift. T is period also saw a great increase 
in the inf uence and public prof le of Islamic devotional movements such as 
the movement founded by Said Nursi (1877–1960), a charismatic intellectual 
who argued forcefully against the materialistic and naturalist philosophical 
currents of the late Ottoman Empire. Nursi’s theology attempted to reinforce 
the strength of Islamic belief in an increasingly secular era without challenging 
the political bases of secular democracy.76 His theology also represented the 
re-assertion of socially conservative Islamic activism in the Turkish Republic.

Nursi was not a member of the Istanbul Islamic intellectual elite, and 
spent most of his life spreading his message through informal study circles 
or advocating for educational reform in the provincial areas of the dwin-
dling Ottoman Empire. His theological approach does, however, have some 
important similarities with that of reformists such as İzmirli who devoted 
their intellectual ef orts to battling materialist interpretations of modern phi-
losophy and science. Like İzmirli, Nursi did not reject all elements of modern 
society, and was famous for his support for science education in Islamic cur-
ricula. In his view, when properly understood, the modern sciences could be 
seen as the most powerful proofs for the truths of religion because they point 
towards the Creator of the world that is the focus of scientif c inquiry. Nursi 
continually stressed in his work that the various disciplines of the empirical 
sciences provided their own specif c forms of proof for the existence of God.77 
Rather than critique science itself, Nursi critiqued those who idolised it as 
a substitute for religion, calling them ‘nature worshippers’ (tabiatperest) or 
‘worshippers of natural causality’ (esbabperest).78

Nursi also shared İzmirli’s suspicion of the ethnocentrism of nationalist 
political thought and culture. He argued that nationalism is a fundamentally 
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racist concept that orders society around the principles of coercion, conf ict 
and the self sh and insatiable desires of an inward-looking community.79 For 
Nursi, removing religion as the moral basis for society and replacing it with 
the ethnic nation meant removing the virtues of self essness and service, and 
replacing them with the vices of bigotry and self shness. T is critique, com-
bined with the socially conservative elements of his movement, earned him 
the ire of the secular Turkish nationalist establishment in the 1920s and drove 
his movement underground until the early 1950s. For instance, the segre-
gation of genders often practised in his movement has been one its more 
distinctive features since its inception.80 Nursi suf ered greatly for his social 
conservatism and pious activism. He was arrested, prosecuted and impris-
oned numerous times from the 1930s to the early 1950s. His followers were 
also imprisoned and abused by the government. Nursi’s f nal trial and acquit-
tal took place in 1953; he was then in his mid-seventies, only a few years 
before his death in 1960.81 

Nursi clearly saw a stronger division between modernity and Islam than 
the Istanbul-based modernists (such as İzmirli, Yaltkaya and Yörükan). 
Nursi’s theology, therefore, combined elements of İzmirli’s Islamic modern-
ist critique of materialism with a more explicitly conservative sensibility that 
made his project popular among conservative devotional movements that 
would later be known as the cemaats, or ‘associations’.82 T is combination 
accounts for Nursi’s continuing popularity among Muslims in Turkey today. 
T is theology emphasises support for modern scientif c developments while 
validating the experiences of suppression that millions of devout, socially 
conservative Muslim believers encountered in the f rst few decades of the 
Turkish Republic.83 

Despite his critique of secular nationalism, Nursi was not opposed to the 
new Turkish democracy. Rather than seek the overthrow of the democratic 
order (which he openly endorsed), Nursi instead focused his ef orts on the 
revival of Islamic education and religious life in the secular Turkish Republic. 
In the 1950s, relaxation of the restrictions on religious expression from the 
previous decades allowed his movement to f ourish and develop into country-
wide networks that studied and disseminated his writings.84 Not unlike other 
Turkish Muslim thinkers who were active in the late Ottoman Empire, Nursi 
located the essence of Islam in Islamic belief and spiritual practice, rather 
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than identifying it with a specif c political formation. Nursi’s great historical 
importance lies less in his contributions to systematic theological thought 
and more in his tireless revival and dignifying of popular piety and spiritual-
ity in the newly secularised context of the Turkish Republic. 

Other members of the mid-century Islamic activist current also tended to 
distance themselves from secular Turkish nationalism, instead speaking in the 
name of a broader pan-Sunnism. T is critique of secular Turkish nationalism 
continued to be highly threatening to the secular elite, who punished these 
critics severely. One of the most inf uential critics was the poet and activist 
Necip Fazıl Kısakürek (1904–83), who, like Nursi, was imprisoned for his 
critique of the secular nationalist Turkish state. His work in particular epito-
mises the wider conservative Islamic critique of secular Turkish nationalism. 
From the 1940s until his death, he was among the most inf uential Islamist 
ideological voices in modern Turkey. 

Kısakürek’s literary output deals with a wide variety of subjects, and 
does not comprise a systematic theological project. Many of his specif c 
arguments, however, became highly characteristic of conservative theologi-
cal commentary on secular Turkish nationalism, and his life and activism 
inspired decades of political and theological critique.85 During his studies in 
Paris in the 1920s, he became disillusioned with the materialism of the mod-
ern West and after he moved back to Turkey he turned towards the mystical 
piety of the traditional Suf  orders.86 His theological critique of the secularisa-
tion of his homeland became so powerful precisely because it identif ed the 
spiritual vacuum created by the authoritarian modernisation programme of 
Atatürk’s government.

Kısakürek def nes religion as that which connects humanity with the only 
true Absolute, the One God who created the universe.87 Kısakürek’s critique 
of secular Turkish nationalism turns on his argument that this ideological 
programme fails because it replaces the one true Absolute with earthly idols, 
such as the ethnic nation. T e only laws to which believers properly owe 
their allegiance are the laws of the One God. Islam, the truest expression of 
the religious impulse natural to all of humanity, is not merely a collection of 
beliefs and practices of worship. Instead, Kısakürek def nes Islam as a total-
ising system that encompasses all realms of human life and experience. It 
speaks to the inner depths of the human individual, as much as it imbues very 
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aspect of human society with moral order. Islam is a total social system, and 
the exact name of this system is Shari‘ah. In exactly the same way that God is 
the absolute creator of the cosmos, Islam and Shari‘ah are to be interpreted as 
absolute and founded by God.88 Kısakürek argues that Islam, in contrast to 
secularism, provides true morality and freedom by recognising the inherently 
spiritual nature of humanity, and then organising all of life around this spiri-
tual nature. Kısakürek’s work, shaped by the totalising secularisation project 
of the early Republic, proposes as a critique a totalising vision of Islam as a 
social and political programme.

Kısakürek’s critique of secular Turkish nationalism follows logically from 
his conception of Islam. If it is the case that Islam can only be conceived of as 
a totalising social project, then other social orders that compete for the loyalty 
and sacrif ce of individual Muslims are potentially idolatrous replacements 
for our loyalty to God. Like other pan-Sunni Islamists, Kısakürek argues that 
the ethnic national distinctions that Muslims draw among themselves in the 
modern period (such as Turk, Arab, etc.) are earthly divisions that obscure 
Muslims’ higher unity. Rather than think of themselves as loyal members 
of a given nation, Muslims should instead think of themselves as members 
of the global Muslim community, the umma. T is traditional term for the 
Muslim community becomes in Kısakürek’s usage a call to global pan-Sunni 
political struggle against secularism and nationalism. Kısakürek expresses his 
hope that all Muslims would be able to one day unite to create a truly Islamic 
order, in contrast to the morally decadent and vacuous culture of secular 
Western modernity.89

Following the struggles of critical thinkers and activists such as Nursi and 
Kısakürek, Turkey in the 1950s saw the formation of devotional associations 
that sought the revival of conservative religious practices, including the prac-
tice of Suf sm. T e prominent Nakşibendi sheikh, Mehmet Zahid Kotku, 
led this widely inf uential (though often underground) Suf  movement in 
Turkey throughout the 1950s and until his death in 1980.90 Kotku also exer-
cised a great amount of inf uence in Turkish politics in the 1970s and 1980s, 
especially through his contact with Necmettin Erbakan, the most inf uen-
tial Turkish Islamist politician of the 1970s to the mid-1990s and prime 
minister from 1996 to 1997.91 Kotku’s spiritual circle exemplif es the mid-
century phenomenon of the rise of cemaats, or Islamic devotional associations 
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founded to promote socially conservative forms of Islamic spiritual practice, 
often through the utilisation of traditional forms of Suf  mystical piety. T ese 
conservative groups were instrumental in the growth of Islamic activism in 
the twentieth century in Turkey, having helped launch the career of Erbakan 
and thus the beginning of conservative Islamic politics that led eventually to 
the emergence of the AKP.92 

Gökhan Bacık’s work has also shown that these cemaats are often suspi-
cious of scientif c reasoning if such reasoning is interpreted as weakening 
the conception of God’s total sovereignty over the universe. T ese conserva-
tive mystical movements, in other words, often reject modern philosophical 
epistemologies as appropriate paradigms for understanding the world.93 T is 
tendency forms a notable contrast with theologians such as İzmirli who, as 
we have seen, stressed the need for direct and appreciative Islamic theological 
engagement with modern philosophy and science. Where the late nineteenth- 
and early twentieth-century Ottoman modernists often saw opportunities for 
dialogue with, and commonality between, pre-modern Islamic thought and 
modern Western philosophy and science, the mid-twentieth-century cemaats 
often saw irreducible dif erence and opposition.

Similarly, Islamic theological engagement with nationalism would 
prove to be particularly unappealing to proponents of more radical theo-
logical critiques that emerged in the latter half of the twentieth century. 
Rather than following Nursi’s acceptance of democratic governance, 
throughout the 1960s and lasting through the 1980s, many Islamist activ-
ists followed the path of Kısakürek and openly challenged the basic tenets 
of secular democracy. T ey argued instead for the re-establishment of the 
state in accordance with an Islamist ideology. T is group of intellectuals 
(represented most prominently by Ali Bulaç) opposed the very notion of 
modernism, arguing that modernism represented the Western imperial-
ist imposition of an inauthentic cultural identity on Muslim peoples.94 
According to Bulaç, religion and modernity are opposed in their very 
essences and fundamentally irreconcilable. T ey represent diametrically 
opposed views of the universe, and thus represent mutually contradictory 
ways of ordering social and individual life. Religion, considered here as a 
totalising concept along the lines envisioned by Kısakürek, is the only way 
of life that can be considered truly moral. Conceptions of the state and 
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society that cannot be explicitly drawn from Islamic practice and prec-
edent are to be considered alien to religion itself, and thus fundamentally 
dangerous and immoral.95 

T e 1980s and 1990s witnessed the re-emergence of discussions of the 
place of Islam in the history of the Turkish nation, and the possibilities for its 
renewed reconciliation with the secular republic. Partly as an attempt to co-
opt the power of Islamic activist discourses, the leaders of the 1980 military 
coup adopted the right-wing nationalist ideology of ‘Turkish-Islamic syn-
thesis’ (Türk-İslam Sentezi), which emphasised the importance of Islam and 
Turkic-Islamic dynasties in Turkish national history, as their of  cial vision 
of the ideology of the Turkish state.96 T is inclusion of Islam in the Turk-
ish national story was a continuation of the ideas of the earlier modernists 
mentioned above, and foreshadowed more sophisticated discussions of the 
relationship between religion and state that would take place in the 1990s 
and 2000s, as we will see throughout the rest of this book. Advocacy for 
the establishment of an explicitly Islamic state has weakened considerably 
since the late 1980s and the ‘postmodern coup’ of 1997, which unseated 
the government of the Islamist Prime Minister Necmettin Erbakan.97 Yet 
as Chapter 5 will discuss in more detail, the 2000s saw the rise of the AKP 
and its transformation from a promoter of liberal democratic reform to an 
authoritarian regime. T ough calls for the elimination of secularism or the 
establishment of an Islamist state are rare in mainstream Turkish discourse, 
conservative religious authoritarianism has emerged as a subject of major 
critique in Turkey in the 2010s.

T ough Islamist activist strains have remained largely distinct from 
the academic theology of the theology faculties, there have been signif -
cant instances of overlap where theology faculty theologians have become 
involved in conservative politics. T e widely inf uential scholar of Islamic 
law Hayreddin Karaman is representative of this potential overlap. Since the 
1970s, Karaman has advocated for change and reinterpretation in Shari‘ah 
practice. At the same time, his work is well known for its explicit question-
ing of the validity of a secular state, an institution whose utility he seems to 
accept but whose philosophical bases he frequently criticises. His work is a 
particularly widespread contemporary example of conservative Islamic theo-
logical critique of secular Turkish nationalist conceptions of the state.
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Karaman depicts secularism as a system that Muslims have consented to 
live under, and a system to which they must learn to adapt as devout believ-
ers, but rejects the notion that the concept of a secular state can be sup-
ported by Islamic tradition.98 Karaman argues that individual liberties must 
be protected by the establishment of a democratic state, but he critiques the 
concept of ‘liberty’ as fundamentally Western in origin and for its implication 
that God’s sovereignty over human beings is not absolute.99 He also argues 
that the concepts of human rights and even democracy itself are Western and 
imperialist in origin, and maintains that a fully functional democracy can be 
erected on the basis of an Islamic state.100 

In recent years, Karaman has also distinguished himself from the usually 
apolitical intellectual projects of the Turkish theology faculties by openly align-
ing himself with the conservative political project of the current AKP govern-
ment. Karaman has defended socially conservative positions associated with 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s government, such as disapproval of mixed-gender 
student residences. He has also argued that because Turkey is a majority-
Muslim society, conservative Muslims have the right to assert the dominance 
of their value system in the public sphere, even if that means the suppression 
of alternative lifestyles (as will be discussed in detail in the last chapter of 
this book).101 T ough the current AKP government is the subject of growing 
criticism for its rising use of authoritarianism following the Gezi Park pro-
tests of 2013, and increasing with every political crisis since then (most nota-
bly the harrowing coup attempt of the summer of 2016), Karaman has very 
publicly supported AKP policies and has strongly backed the enforcement 
of socially conservative values in Turkish politics and government.102 Kara-
man’s avowedly activist stance has been an inf uential voice in contemporary 
Turkish Islamic activism, but it remains an unusual example of an academic 
theologian who has so forcefully entered the Turkish political sphere.

Liberal T eological Critiques of Secular Turkish Nationalism 

Alongside conservative and broadly anti-secular voices, liberal theological 
critiques of secular Turkish nationalism have emerged in the 2000s. T ese 
approaches combine a commitment to secular liberal democracy with an 
Islamic theological perspective to produce a critique of the authoritarian-
ism of secular Turkish nationalist ideology and state policy. In a noteworthy 
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contrast with the conservative theological critiques of secular Turkish nation-
alism, these liberal theological critiques defend a basic conception of secular-
ity as a natural part of Muslim governance and society. T ese theologians 
argue that secularism, if it is understood to protect individual freedom of reli-
gion rather than suppress it, can be seen as compatible with Islamic religious 
ideals. On this basis, therefore, these criticisms address the authoritarianism 
of twentieth-century secular Turkish nationalism, rather than engaging in 
a broad critique of the West or of all forms of secularity. Instead of seeing 
Islam as a totalising social system as the conservative theologians do, these 
theologians see a natural distinction between political power and Islam, and 
argue that these two social forces can work together harmoniously within the 
framework of the nationalist Turkish state. 

T ese theological arguments clearly hark back to the modernism of the 
early Republican period, but they combine this progressivism with a nuanced 
contemporary engagement with secular national political ideology. T ese 
critiques form part of the post-1980 f owering of intellectual conversations 
surrounding Islamic history and culture in Turkey, conversations that fea-
tured a liberal democratic critique of the Turkish state’s intervention into 
religious af airs.103 In a sense, the strong belief in democracy and freedom of 
thought originally advanced by Atatürk’s revolution has laid the foundations 
for its own critique, and has led to the accusation in Turkey that Turkish state 
authoritarianism has betrayed its own commitment to democracy. 104 

One highly inf uential theologian whose work focuses on these con-
cerns is Sönmez Kutlu. Kutlu’s wide body of work, beginning in the early 
2000s in particular, has argued that secularity is actually a feature of Islam, 
rather than an alien import from the West. Kutlu argues that the distinction 
between religion and state is built into the Sunni Muslim religious ethos 
because Sunni Islam never developed a hierarchical priesthood.105 Instead, 
Sunni ritual worship is based on individual practices, rather than on a cor-
porate sacrament administered by a clerical f gure. In other words, because 
Sunni Islam never developed an institution that was meant to compete with 
secular authority, it implicitly recognises the legitimacy of secular power and 
makes no claim to wield it. Sunnism does not require forcible secularisa-
tion because it already presumes and supports secularity. Christianity, on the 
other hand, did require secularisation in order to secure individual liberty 
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precisely because it developed a hierarchical priesthood that acquired politi-
cal power over time, thus blurring the natural distinction between worldly 
and sacred authority. 

Kutlu argues that this is the reason why attempts to forcibly secularise 
Sunni society, such as the authoritarian nationalist secularism of the early 
Turkish Republic, result in tyranny rather than liberty. Because these social 
programmes are based on the Western experience of religion, they assume the 
existence of a clerical class that needs to be dismantled by the state. When 
such a programme is applied in a Sunni Muslim context, it results instead in 
the restriction of individual religious liberties, because there is no clerical class 
to target. Instead, the individual pious Muslim is targeted by the state.106 T is 
dynamic sets the stage for a conf ict between the secular state and Muslim 
practitioners, a conf ict that Kutlu argues has disastrous consequences for 
individual liberties. Not only will the state interfere with religious freedom, 
but this kind of governmental intervention into religious life will actually 
create an artif cial Sunni clerical class that the state will seek to control. T ese 
conf icts and hardships are entirely avoidable if it is understood that the fact 
that some concept of secularity is needed to secure individual religious liberty 
is a truth that is already acknowledged and implied by the basic principles 
Islamic theology and practice.107 

Rather than import conceptions of secularity from the West, what is 
needed is a theological exploration of the concept of the secular inherent 
within Sunni Islam itself in order to construct a just and free social order. 
More specif cally, Kutlu argues that the Sunni Muslim concept of the secular 
can be derived from Maturidi theological tradition.108 His work frequently 
refers to the diyanet-siyaset ayrımı, or the ‘religion-politics distinction’ that 
he sees as implicit in Sunni dogmatic theology. His theology constitutes an 
extended and nuanced ref ection on how this distinction is implied by the 
most basic conceptual distinctions made by traditional Sunni dogmatics, 
such as the distinction between faith and works.109 According to Maturidi 
theology, the most fundamental features of religion are beliefs about the One 
God, and these beliefs are apprehended primarily in the inner realm of the 
human being through the act of faith in the heart. Faith is an act of internal 
assent because this realm cannot be interfered with by others: it is a space of 
genuine free will.110 
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Acts are intimately related to faith which is their basis, but the con-
fusion of the two risks imputing the contingency and changeability of 
the created world to the eternal and unchangeable content of faith itself. 
According to Kutlu’s argument, confusing the religious and the political 
realms is exactly the same kind of error as confusing faith and works. T e 
latter must of necessity proceed from the former, but this distinction must 
be maintained or the changeability of human politics might be mistaken 
for the unchanging content of divine revelation. Combining the political 
with the religious, as in the Islamist conception of Kısakürek and Bulaç, 
for instance, is according to Kutlu a theological mistake that risks the car-
dinal error of confusing the eternal with the contingent, the Creator with 
the created. 

Arif Yıldırım made similar arguments when he wrote in 2006 about the 
points at which the goals of the secular state and the goals of religion intersect 
with each other. Like Kutlu, Yıldırım argues that religion and state constitute 
distinct spheres of life and activity, but they can and must work together 
because they share the same goal of establishing a just, free and moral society. 
Yıldırım asserts that the state naturally needs some metaphysical basis greater 
than itself to establish its legitimacy, and that if religion does not f ll this role 
in supporting the goals of the democratic state, it will be supplanted by the 
outright sacralisation of the state itself. At the same time, religion cannot exist 
without the social framework provided by the state. T us, though religion 
and state must be distinct and prevented from mutual interference, it must be 
recognised that they share the same basic social goals and should be arranged 
to support one another.111

Yıldırım’s critique of the sacralisation of the state, and his concern to 
prevent conf ict between state governance and free religious practice, are 
both comments on authoritarian secular Turkish nationalism. Rather than 
an authoritarian secularist system where the state dominates religious prac-
tice, or a theocratic system where religion attempts to play the role of the 
state, Yıldırım argues for a social system where the goals of religion and the 
secular state are recognised as mutually compatible and are allowed to work 
in harmony with each other.112 Like Kutlu, Yıldırım therefore argues that 
secularism must be applied in a way that takes into account local religious 
conditions and attempts to work in harmony with the religious customs of 
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the people.113 And also like Kutlu, Yıldırım argues that Sunni theological 
tradition supports the general liberal humanist ethos that strives to protect 
individual freedom of religion for members of all faiths, while also recog-
nising the right of the secular state to administer the public sphere and the 
general social order.114 

In other words, liberal critics of secular Turkish nationalism focus their 
critiques not on secularity or nationalism per se, but rather on the authori-
tarian manner in which the Turkish Republic has implemented nationalism 
and secularism throughout the twentieth century. Unlike the conservative 
critics who identify authoritarian repression with secular nationalism, these 
theologians argue that secularism and nationalism are entirely compatible 
with the religion of Islam, but authoritarianism is not. T us, they critique 
the secular Turkish nationalist repression of individual religious freedom not 
by rejecting secular nationalism, but rather by calling for a liberal secularism 
that is rooted in Islamic theological tradition. T is reimagining of Turkish 
secularism, in their view, promises to end the religion–secular divide in Turk-
ish politics and restore a harmonious relationship between devout religious 
practice and the secular state, which are both understood to be necessary for 
a well-functioning social order.

T e relationship between Turkish theology and Turkish nationalism 
is therefore both generative and tense. While the conceptual resources of 
Turkish national belonging renewed the creativity and expanded the limits of 
Islamic theology in modern Turkish, they also produced a series of tensions 
between Islamic and national identity. Conservative theologians noticed this 
tension from the beginning of the Turkish national movement, and have 
elaborated theological critiques of ethnic nationalism since the beginning 
of the Republic. At the same time, the progressive conceptual framework 
provided by nationalism also sowed the seeds for its own critique, as Turk-
ish theologians favouring more modernist approaches critiqued traditional 
Turkish nationalism as insuf  cient to live up to its own humanist and pro-
gressive ideals. T is productive dialectic between modernity and the demands 
of systematic theology was generated by the innovative conceptual frame-
work of Turkish nationalism, because this framework allowed Turkish theo-
logians to reimagine the history and possibilities within Sunni theological 
tradition. As the rest of this book will demonstrate, this generative dialectic 
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would emerge again and again as Turkish theologians tackled a wide array 
of philosophical, theological and social problems throughout the twentieth 
and into the twenty-f rst centuries.
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3
GOD 

This book argues that modern Turkish theology’s fundamental concern 
has been to think through the consequences of the Islamic doctrine of 

the Oneness of God in the context of modernity. T is tradition of thought 
is thus based on the cardinal Islamic theological distinction between the 
Creator and the created. T is chapter will consider the f rst part of this 
distinction, the Creator. It will show how modern Turkish theology def nes 
God in terms of God’s Oneness and God’s loving care for creation and 
humanity. For modern Turkish theologians, contra the claims of late Otto-
man scientif c materialism that this tradition of thought arose to oppose, 
the world is sacred and possesses transcendent value because it points to 
these truths about its Creator.

Meditation on the nature of God, the Creator of all, thus means deter-
mining what constitutes eternal and unchanging truth in order to defend and 
elaborate this truth during the rapid social changes of modernity. Religion, 
or din, constitutes this truth; but how exactly this truth is practised in the 
human world can be subject to change over time. Modern Turkish theology 
therefore seeks to identify which elements of Islamic religious tradition are 
eternally valid and thus cannot be changed; and which elements are liable to 
change in accordance with the rapid transformations of modern social life. 
T is theological problematic, the def nitions of and relationships between 
the changing and the unchanging within religion, is a direct result of the 
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dramatic social change wrought by the founding of the Turkish Republic. 
T is is what makes modern Turkish theology distinctive: it explores this theo-
logical problematic precisely because the very language that it is expressed in, 
modern Turkish, was born in an era of dramatic and revolutionary change. 
Because of this genesis, one of modern Turkish theology’s primary goals has 
been to identify stability and permanence within a context of intense change.

T is chapter focuses on some of the most important ways in which mod-
ern Turkish theology def nes what is stable and unchanging about the world, 
and how human beings come to know this truth. In the Islamic context, this 
means the absolute truth of the existence of the One God, the ways in which 
God communicates with humanity, and how we interpret this communi-
cation and its signif cance for our lives. Specif cally, modern Turkish theol-
ogy approached these questions by critiquing materialist visions of the world 
prevalent during the late Ottoman Empire and among the secular Turkish 
political elite of the twentieth century.1 T e foundational works of modern 
Turkish theology in the early to mid-twentieth century are structured as cri-
tiques of materialist visions of reality that impute no inherent transcendent 
value to the created world. 

In contrast with secular materialism, modern Turkish theologians describe 
the world as inherently sacred because it is a sign of the ultimately transcen-
dent, its Creator. Moreover, human nature itself is sacred because it contains 
within itself consciousness of its Creator. T e created universe and human 
existence are signs pointing towards the existence of the One God and God’s 
loving care and concern for all of creation. Denying the transcendent sig-
nif cance of the universe and of human nature, as materialism does, means 
denying not only God’s existence, but also the loving care of God for all of 
existence and thus the very meaning of existence itself. T is is the founda-
tional argument made in the earliest and most inf uential works in modern 
Turkish theology, and the specif cs of this argument have been worked out in 
successive detail over the course of the twentieth and twenty-f rst centuries.

In order to sketch the contours of how the modern Turkish theological 
tradition engages with the question of absolute truth and how it is known by 
human beings, this chapter will focus on the works of four central f gures in 
modern and contemporary Turkish theology: İsmail Hakkı İzmirli (or İzmirli 
İsmail Hakkı)2 (1869–1946), Bekir Topaloğlu (1932–2016)3, Hülya Alper4 
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and Emine Öğük.5 İzmirli is widely considered the pre-eminent systematic 
theologian of the late Ottoman and early Republican period. Topaloğlu is 
widely considered one of the most inf uential theologians and scholars of 
theology in Turkey in the mid-twentieth century, and his work was deeply 
inf uenced by late Ottoman and early Republican theologians such as İzmirli. 
Alper and Öğük are two of the most distinguished living systematic theolo-
gians in Turkey, and their work develops in dialogue with both Topaloğlu 
and İzmirli.

T e foundational systematic works of modern Turkish theology are 
designed to defend and restore the place of transcendence, sacredness and 
divinity in the modern Turkish understanding of humanity and the cosmos. 
İzmirli’s Yeni İlm-i Kelam (T e New T eology; published in 1923–4)6 consti-
tutes the most inf uential late Ottoman theological work, and is explicitly ori-
ented towards this goal. Later mid-century Turkish theologians, such as Bekir 
Topaloğlu, continued this tradition into the modern Republican period. 
His f rst major systematic theological text, T e Existence of God according to 
the T eologians and Philosophers of Islam (Establishing the Necessary Existent) 
(1970)7 became one of the most inf uential treatises in modern Turkish theol-
ogy for exactly this reason. Topaloğlu asserts that the challenge of philosophi-
cal materialism and positivism to religious belief that shook Europe in the 
nineteenth century has largely been defeated there in the present day, but that 
this threat remained potent in the Turkey of his day.8 Topaloğlu thus begins 
his work with a direct critique of the secular nationalist cultural and philo-
sophical climate of Turkey in the middle of the twentieth century. Because 
God’s existence is the basis of religion itself, Topaloğlu sets out to shore up 
belief in the One God in the highly secularised milieu of mid-twentieth cen-
tury Turkish society.9

Contemporary Turkish theologians in the 2000s have elaborated their 
projects by focusing on and critically evaluating specif c elements found 
within these much more expansive, but also more impressionistic, earlier 
works. Important examples of this include Hülya Alper’s highly inf uen-
tial work on the relationship between human reason and divine revelation 
in contemporary Turkish theology,10 and the work of Emine Öğük on the 
nature of tradition and theological hermeneutics. T e works of these four 
thinkers will therefore constitute the source of this chapter’s discussion of the 
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answer to the f rst part of the question asked in modern Turkish theology: 
what is unchanging truth, and how can this truth be known?

T e Unchanging Truth: Defending Transcendence, 
contra Materialism

According to the theologians discussed above, religion is the only system of 
values and practices that acknowledges the sacredness, and thus the true dig-
nity and worth, of the cosmos and the individual human being. Religion 
in general, and Islam in particular, concerns the truth of the existence and 
nature of the One God, and the need for human beings to establish justice 
and loving mercy towards one another in this world in accordance with the 
commands of the One God. T e duty of all human beings to worship God 
and to have loving care and mercy for one another in the way that God does 
towards us is the basis of humanity’s ultimate signif cance. T e eternal truth 
of religion stands in contrast with philosophical materialism, the original 
target of critique in modern Turkish theology.

Materialism’s main error is its replacement of the cosmology of eternal 
religious truth with the inherently limited conclusions of positive science. 
Religion more broadly, and Islam in particular, is distinguished from other 
ways of knowing because it concerns humanity’s existential signif cance and 
the demands placed on humanity by this signif cance. Because humans are 
creations of God, their signif cance is rooted in the divine: though they are 
existentially distinct from their Creator, they are distinguished from the rest 
of creation by their capacity and need to fulf l God’s moral and spiritual 
expectations of them. 

Modern and contemporary Turkish theologians argue that philosophical 
materialism is a fundamentally unreliable guide to knowing the world because 
it restricts human knowledge of the truth by drastically overestimating unfet-
tered reason’s capacity to understand the world.11 By arguing that the world 
can be explained purely by rational or material causes, this approach actually 
restricts the interpreter to their cultural context and social structures, causing 
them to mistake these for absolute truth. Because every human individual 
exists in, and therefore approaches the world through, a specif c cultural 
and social context, the argument that individual human reason or empirical 
perception can fully explain the world merely has the ef ect of conforming 
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our own assumptions and biases. Materialism therefore restricts, rather than 
expands, our access to the truth of things. As we will see below, the proper 
use of human reason is a necessary component of knowledge of the truth, but 
its unrestricted speculative use simply leads us back to our own limitations, 
and not to knowledge of our transcendent signif cance or the transcendent 
signif cance of the world around us.

Study of the physical world on its own material terms does not, in and of 
itself, lead to error. Religiously neutral by nature, empirical science morphs 
into dangerous materialism only when it argues that there is no place for 
the divine in the universe, that all phenomena in the cosmos can and must 
be explained solely as a function of natural laws and material causes. T e 
materialist denial of the divine is both an epistemological error and a moral 
threat. In the f rst place, materialism makes claims that cannot be verif ed 
by its own methods: the positive and empirical sciences are excellent sources 
of knowledge on physical causes and occurrences, but by def nition can-
not comment on their ultimate signif cance. T us, by denying that physi-
cal phenomena can possess any kind of transcendental signif cance at all, 
materialism steps beyond the bounds of its own data and makes claims for 
which it cannot provide evidence. Secondly, denying the transcendental 
signif cance of the physical world means denying the transcendental signif -
cance of humanity as a whole and humans as individual persons. Materialist 
anthropology is at best fragmentary and partial, and therefore risks devalu-
ing human life itself by ignoring the ways in which human individuals inter-
act with the world as a realm of ultimate signif cance, transcendence, and 
value beyond our own horizons. 

İzmirli, for example, makes it clear that empirical sciences are valuable 
and necessary parts of human knowing. He means this in their speculative 
sense as well: they are not valuable only insofar as they can be marshalled to 
support existing religious conviction, but rather their value lies precisely in 
their ability to uncover new knowledge about the world. Empirical science is 
therefore a way of deepening our knowledge of God’s creation.12 Moreover, 
because the conclusions of the empirical sciences are ever changing, theology 
must be constantly willing and able to incorporate their newest insights. T e-
ology must have no fear of incorporating the most recent advances in science 
and philosophy into its own ref ections and arguments. 
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İzmirli argues that theology does not need to be protected from, or hos-
tile to, scientif c disciplines, because the truths of theology are the truths of 
religion. As such, these truths are universal and unchanging, and can actually 
be better understood by skilful appreciation of other ways of knowing.13 It is 
in fact the existential certainty of religious knowledge that should render the 
Muslim theologian entirely unafraid of other disciplines of thought, as these 
can only add more depth and functionality to the eternal truths of Islam. 
T eology must adapt to changing circumstances if it is going to be able to 
fulf l its mission, which is to clearly express the eternal truths of religion 
through intellectual inquiry and compelling evidence. In short, İzmirli makes 
a crucial distinction between the content and the methods of theology. T e 
content (the truths of the existence, the revelation and the f nal judgement 
of the One God) cannot change; but its methods can and must change as 
human knowledge in other spheres of learning advances throughout history.14 

T us, one important undertaking of modern systematic theology in 
Turkey is the attempt to re-sacralise modern ways of knowing, not an attempt 
to reject them. T is theological tradition does not intend to seal religion of  
from modern advances in science and philosophy, or even from all types of 
modern social change. On the contrary, it has evolved as a way to discuss 
and def ne the spheres of (eternal, unchangeable) religious and (contingent, 
changeable) non-religious ways of knowing precisely so that they can enter 
into productive dialogue with one another, on the assumption that both can 
contribute to a holistic understanding of the human person. 

How can we express the transcendent signif cance of created existence? 
İzmirli uses the term saadet, literally ‘felicity’, to express the dimension of 
ultimate signif cance communicated by religion alone. Humanity’s transcen-
dent signif cance lies in its duty to achieve well-being and ultimate fulf lment, 
saadet, in both this life and the next.15 In her study of classical Islamic ethi-
cal treatises and discourses, Zahra Ayubi translates this term as ‘happiness/
f ourishing’, and demonstrates that it is understood in the classical sources as 
the outcome of a process of spiritually and ethically cultivating the self.16 For 
İzmirli, ultimate fulf lment and well-being in this life means the establish-
ment of justice and harmony between human beings in this life; in the next 
life, this means the eternal bliss promised to those individuals who exert their 
ef orts on earth to worship the One God and to create a just and harmonious 
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society.17 T is is precisely why İzmirli describes religious knowledge as the 
peak of all human knowing: it leads to certain knowledge of how to achieve 
that which is truly the most signif cant to all of humanity.18

As Alper’s work shows, another way to express the transcendent signif -
cance of the created order is by focusing on the world as the sphere of ethical 
action, created to be such by God. T e world is the place where we work to 
achieve saadet, and this means that the world is a place for moral striving and 
ethical exertion. T e basic content of the message of Islam orients the believer 
towards the sacredness of God and the sacred duty that each person has to 
act out God’s moral commands in the created world. T e message of Islam 
is rooted in the main principles of the Qur’an, which consist of the call to 
believe in the One God, the need to obey and worship the One God alone, 
the moral responsibility to address injustice in human society and the aware-
ness of the Day of Judgement.19 T is message addresses humans’ capacity to 
ref ect reasonably and critically on the world around them. T us, God gives 
human beings the necessary tools to come to know and love God, and then 
to ref ect that knowledge and love back towards God’s creation. Alper stresses 
the ethical consequences of the theological awareness of the Divine love and 
mercy for creation. 

Humanity has been created with the unique capability of moral decision 
and striving, something no other part of creation can claim. Human beings 
possess a choice that ref ects the transcendent signif cance of their nature: 
they can either ref ect God’s loving mercy and justice in the world through 
their own actions and in accordance with their own created nature, or they 
can choose to ignore this divine imperative and risk divine judgement. To 
ref ect God’s loving mercy in the world means to help other people attain 
saadet, to support and care for them as God does. As will be seen at the end 
of this chapter, God’s attribute of loving mercy plays a key role in establish-
ing the existence of God, in addition to its role in grounding human ethical 
action and responsibility. God desires both that humanity fulf ls this tran-
scendent mission to manifest justice and mercy, and that it does so willingly 
and sincerely. T us, God bestows humanity with the faculty of reason and 
gifts it with access to the Divine Wisdom through revelation, desiring that 
it makes use of both in its striving to worship God and establish mercy and 
justice in the world around it. Moreover, cleaving to justice and rejecting 
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oppression is the key rational principle Muslims must adhere to when deriv-
ing the specif c rules of social practice from the commands of revelation.20

Knowing the Truth: Reason, Revelation and Tradition

Given that the basic task of modern Turkish theology has been to describe 
and defend the transcendent signif cance of the created world and the sacred 
role that human beings play in the created order, how exactly can we come 
to know what this transcendence means? In other words, how can we dis-
cuss and elaborate what religion itself means, including its main precepts 
and the tasks that it sets before us in this life? Modern Turkish theologians 
describe theological knowledge as a holistic endeavour that integrates human 
knowledge and experience in order to direct the mind towards God. T is 
integration of human experiences and ways of knowing re-orients human 
knowledge towards awareness of the transcendent signif cance of existence, 
and the consequences of absolute truth for human individuals and human 
social life. T e central method of this integration of human experience is the 
contact and relationship between human reason (akıl) and divine revelation 
(vahiy). T e combination of human reason and divine revelation in theo-
logical method is that which renders theology the only intellectual discipline 
capable of producing certain knowledge of the absolute truth of things.21 

How can we describe theology or religious knowledge itself? What makes 
it distinct from other ways of knowing the world? What makes theology 
distinct from, for example, speculative philosophy or empirical science, is 
the way it relates to questions of ultimate meaning. T e great Sunni theolo-
gian and scholar Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111) made this point by argu-
ing that ref ection on the created world, in the context of theology, means 
ref ecting on the world specif cally as the work of the Creator. To ref ect 
theologically also means to ref ect on the meaning of revelation, God’s own 
communication through the Prophet. T eology is distinct from all other 
forms of knowing because while it considers a wide variety of possible sub-
ject matters, such as the physical world, history and morality, it analyses all 
of these topics with a view towards how they relate to the consideration of 
God’s essence, attributes and acts.22

İzmirli’s work follows in the Sunni tradition on these points, specif cally 
through his utilisation of the canonical theological texts of the Ottoman 
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period. İzmirli therefore begins with al-Jurjani’s def nition, and asserts that 
Islamic theology is concerned with two main topics: the nature of God and 
the nature of the created order in relationship to God. T ese two topics con-
sist of: 1) proving the necessary existence of God and understanding God’s 
attributes on the one hand; and 2) discussing the ultimate origins and ulti-
mate fate of creation on the other.23 T eology can only take place within this 
horizon of ultimate meaning, that is, within the framework of Islam itself, 
which is the message and path of the revealed truth of God. İzmirli uses al-
Jurjani’s term, ‘the law’ or ‘fundamental principle’ of Islam (qānūn al-Islām) 
to refer to this horizon of ultimate meaning. T e term ‘law’ here is not used 
by İzmirli in any positive legal sense, but instead carries the same connotation 
as in the phrase ‘law of nature’: a basic principle that encloses and grounds a 
larger system of consequences. T is basic principle is tevhid, the belief in the 
One God, the all-encompassing context within which all Islamic intellectual 
ref ection takes place. T is belief is the foundation of the entire Islamic intel-
lectual tradition and way of life, and so the elaboration and defence of tevhid 
becomes the main preoccupation of Islamic theology in general.24

As Öğük shows, the concept of ‘the law of Islam’ reveals Islamic theology 
to be a ‘holistic’ discipline of rational ref ection on the totality of the human 
condition from within the perspective of the Qur’an and Prophetic tradi-
tion.25 Because human nature is oriented towards this life and the next, theol-
ogy (which proceeds from human ref ection on revealed sources) addresses 
all aspects of human existence, from the doctrine of God to human rights.26 
T eology therefore takes place within the context of belief in the One God 
and departs from the data of revelation; it is not exactly the same as speculative 
reason.27 In other words, theology is a rational meditation on truth and the 
principles of revelation, rather than a speculative philosophical endeavour.28

Moreover, there is a fundamental harmony between reason and revela-
tion. Topaloğlu notes that in the Qur’an, God directly commands the use 
of reason.29 T is proves that theology and the knowledge of God’s existence 
must be based on reasoned ref ection (tefekkür).30 Topaloğlu asserts that faith 
in God (iman) must therefore be istidlali, or rooted in evidence and rea-
soning.31 T is is in fact how Sunni theology developed in the f rst place, 
according to Topaloğlu: successive generations of Muslim thinkers devel-
oped various kinds of proofs to defend and understand the f rst generation 
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of Muslims’ direct experience of God’s revelation to Muhammad.32 And like 
İzmirli, Topaloğlu def nes theological reasoning as not purely speculative; 
reason is used functionally to understand and conform to the will of God.33 

As Öğük also points out, the basis of theology in the process of reason is 
also rooted directly in the Qur’an, which describes how Abraham used his own 
human reason to arrive at the truth of monotheism, such as in 6:76, where 
Abraham ref ects on the order of the heavens, and abandons polytheism for 
belief in the One God that orders the entire cosmos.34 Abraham’s theological 
reasoning is thus the prototype of the most important Islamic theological 
argument in support of God’s existence, the argument from design which, 
as will be discussed in more detail below, is the argument favoured in the 
Quranic text.35 T eology is therefore a rational systematisation of the theo-
logical discourse of revelation.36 T e entirety of Islamic cosmology proceeds 
from the basic Quranic distinction between Creator and created, and the 
Quranic understanding of the existence and order of the cosmos as signs of 
this ultimate truth.37

 What exactly is human reason, as it relates to theology? Alper identi-
f es reason’s nature with its function (işlev), which is to attain knowledge 
and insight through disciplined ref ection on sensory data. Reason has 
value insofar as it is an instrument.38 Reason’s primary function is to enable 
human beings to engage in systematic ref ection and investigation of the 
world around them, a capacity that is central to their identity as humans.39 
Rational investigation synthesises the disparate data gathered by the physical 
senses into general concepts and conclusions about the world.40 ‘Reason’ is 
the name given to the faculty that controls the process of organising sensory 
data into an interpretable whole that forms the basis of all forms of human 
knowledge.41 Following al-Maturidi and other traditional kalām schemas of 
epistemology, Alper argues that direct sensory experience is combined with 
reported information about events that we have not directly experienced in 
order to form the raw data that is organised by reason in the process of inves-
tigation to produce actual knowledge about the world.42

T is process, however, also points to the inherent limits of reason. Because 
it can only produce knowledge based on the data from the physical senses, 
reason can only produce conclusions derived from our own highly limited 
experience of the world. T us, human beings can learn a great deal about 
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the world around them, but can never conceive of existence in its totality. 
T is is the reason why human knowledge must always have recourse to God’s 
wisdom through revelation, as God is the only being capable of truly com-
prehending the entirety of existence at every moment.43 Reason can, however, 
independently arrive at the most crucial piece of knowledge in all of exis-
tence: knowledge of, and therefore belief in, the existence of the One God.44 
T is is why reason is ‘a divine responsibility’ or ‘charge’ (ilahi bir emanet), 
according to Alper.45 It is gifted to human beings so that they might use it to 
acquire knowledge about the very truths of existence itself, this knowledge 
being the foundation of their own moral responsibility. 

Reason’s primary theological role, therefore, is to apprehend the meaning 
and signif cance of revealed truths. While reason can arrive independently at 
the most basic theological truths, it cannot always independently derive the 
specif c ways that God desires us to implement these truths. For instance, 
human reason can understand the nature and necessity of ritual worship; 
but it cannot independently arrive at the conclusion that prayer must be 
conducted in a certain physical way or at a certain time of day.46 Reason 
thus becomes the instrument humans use to understand transcendence and 
ultimate value as general principles. It is the inborn means by which human 
beings attain certainty of transcendent religious truth, and the means by 
which they detect the evidences for this truth in the world around them. 
But reason cannot reach the specif c consequences, or commands implied by, 
absolute religious truth.

T e limitation of human reason leads to the necessity of revelation. While 
reason is the capacity given by God to humans that enables them to recog-
nise and orient their minds towards the truth of the cosmos, revelation is the 
specif c vehicle of this truth in its complete fullness. T us, though the basic 
principles of theological truth (such as the existence of God) can be accessed 
by reason, the inf nite vastness of God’s creation is only encompassed by 
God’s wisdom (hikmet). Revelation is the means by which human beings can 
begin to interact with the vastness of God’s wisdom; it provides humanity 
with the specif c commands and prohibitions that God has given as a means 
to achieve closeness to God in this world and the next. T is is why revela-
tion is properly described as a consequence of God’s loving mercy (rahmet) 
towards humankind.47 
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As will be discussed in detail below, observation of the world establishes 
the existence of a wise (hakim) creator. A wise creator must of necessity pro-
vide their creation with specif c and complete guidance, because to neglect to 
do so would mean abandoning creation to its own ignorance and limitation. 
T is would certainly lead to the self-destruction and collapse of creation, 
and of humanity in particular, which is fundamentally incapable of f our-
ishing based on its own intuitive knowledge alone. Were this to happen, it 
would render pointless and futile the creation of humanity in the f rst place, 
something incompatible with the attribute of wisdom. A creator that is truly 
wise cannot simply stand aside and watch their creation sink into chaos. Rev-
elation is thus a logical consequence of God’s essential nature as a wise and 
loving creator.48 

Revelation is therefore the way in which the abstract truths of religion 
become actual realities in the physical world. As Alper puts it, ‘religion’s trans-
formation into a way of living and a directionality to human life’ is enabled 
by revelation.49 Revelation is a necessary part of monotheistic faith because it 
is the means by which this faith becomes actual in the real world. While the 
basic principle of monotheism is comprehensible to human reason, the ethi-
cal and practical consequences of this principle in the real world are beyond 
humanity’s rational capacity. T us, God in God’s wisdom and loving mercy 
gifts this knowledge to human beings through revelation, showing them how 
theological truth is to be practically lived out in the world.

Humanity therefore needs God’s explicit guidance via revelation in order 
to obtain full knowledge of the world and its ultimate signif cance, and full 
knowledge of humanity’s ritual and ethical responsibilities. But why is this 
full and holistic knowledge necessary for humanity in the f rst place? Could 
not human beings simply choose to remain ignorant of absolute truth? T e 
reason why humanity needs to possess this full knowledge is because God 
has created them with the ability to choose either good or evil and will judge 
them on this basis. Human beings need the fullness of revealed knowledge in 
order to live the kind of life on earth that enables them to earn reward in the 
hereafter. In other words, human ethical freedom and responsibility are the 
context that makes divine guidance and human reason absolutely necessary.50 

According to the Quranic worldview, humanity has been created in order 
that it may demonstrate virtue and pass the moral ‘test’ (imtihan) of this 
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life. In this context, Alper refers to Qur’an 95:4, which af  rms that God 
created humanity ‘in the most beautiful stature’. For Alper, this verse refers 
to the excellence and inherent goodness of human nature, which is therefore 
capable, albeit in its own limited way, of ref ecting the excellence and good-
ness of God by following the path set out for humanity in revelation.51 By 
af  rming the fact that God created human beings as inherently good, the 
Qur’an emphasises that human beings are capable of living a moral life if they 
choose to do so. Human nature is not designed by God to be perfectly good 
as God is, but is designed to strive towards goodness through both its own 
ef ort and its reliance on God who is the ultimate source of all strength and 
success in God’s creation.

Alper also cites Qur’an 18:7 in this context, which states that God cre-
ated human beings so that God ‘may try them as to which of them is most 
virtuous in deed’.52 God thus expects humanity to relate to one another in 
the context of moral striving. Human virtue not only implies divine judge-
ment, but also requires interaction with other human beings. In other words, 
the whole of human existence, both as it relates to God and to the rest of 
creation, is bound up with the necessity of following God’s will in this life. It 
is thus a very urgent matter how exactly humanity is to use reason in order 
to understand from revelation how they ought to live in accordance with 
God’s commands. T e way in which these two forms of knowledge relate to 
one another is the heart of the Islamic theological endeavour, and the key to 
humanity’s f ourishing in this life and the next.

In addition to Quranic concepts and terminology, Alper’s ref ections on 
the relationship between human reason and human morality consciously 
build on the theology of al-Maturidi. For al-Maturidi, the fact that human 
beings are created with the ability to use their reason to distinguish good 
from evil means that God has created them to test whether they will choose 
to follow the good over the evil. Human reason can, for instance, know that 
certain acts are harmful and certain acts benef cial, even if the same act may 
be harmful in one situation and benef cial in another. Human reason is not 
itself that which designates an act good or evil, however. Rather, God des-
ignates acts in this way, but God endows human reason with the capacity 
to know what God has designated good and what God has designated evil. 
In other words, the very structure of human knowing as designed by God 
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proves that human beings are created for moral testing and moral striving 
in this life.53

From a basis in Quranic and Maturidi theology, Alper proceeds to answer 
the question at hand: how exactly should reason and revelation relate to 
one another? Put simply, reason begins the process of theology and revela-
tion fulf ls it – what Alper calls ‘the priority of reason and the necessity of 
revelation’.54 Specif cally in the context of theological method, reason and 
revelation relate to one another in processes of interaction and balance. With 
respect to processes of interaction, the continual encounter between reason 
and revelation within the individual human mind leads to knowledge of 
God’s existence, nature and commands for human beings. Alper calls this 
the ‘circular’ (dairesel) relationship between reason and revelation, or the 
‘reason-revelation loop’.55 T is circular relationship is the way in which 
human knowledge achieves its true transcendent signif cance. T eological 
method is the way in which human reason comes to achieve its full potential 
through its contact with revelation.

T e circular interaction between reason and revelation begins with rea-
son’s meditation on absolute truth and its signif cance. As will be seen below, 
reason leads the human mind to the certainty of the existence of God and 
the necessity of God’s communication with humanity in the form of revela-
tion. Reason thus is rendered ultimately signif cant because it has directed 
its attention towards the most important of all human knowledge. 56 More-
over, reason comes to understand that God has directly commanded the 
use of reason in theological investigation, as is made clear in the Qur’an. 
Reason thus realises its sacredness, and within the context of these ultimate 
truths, becomes able to comment on and understand the content of revela-
tion properly.57 In other words, human reason becomes aware of absolute 
truth and begins to seek it out. Once reason f nds this truth in revelation, in 
the Qur’an, it fully realises the basic truths of existence – that the cosmos is 
created by a loving God and is under the care and command of that God. 
T en reason takes up the task of interpreting these commands in order to 
understand how to grow closer to God and implement God’s will in the 
world that God created. 

T is circle of interaction is in fact a relationship designed by God in God’s 
wisdom. T e God-given human capacity of reason is our point of access to 
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this relationship, and thus it is described as having ‘priority’ from our episte-
mological perspective. But revelation, being grounded in God’s wisdom, pos-
sesses ‘necessity’ because it is a consequence of the necessary existent, the One 
God. Revelation is also necessary because it ref ects God’s design of the world, 
as we have seen above; and its necessity is also established by our need of it in 
order to enact the truths of religion in the real world. T ese two phenomena 
exist in a continuous relationship, but it is not the case that one simply acts 
uni-directionally on the other. T is interaction does not imply existential 
parity between the two: human reason can never approach anything resem-
bling the depth and scope of revelation, which is a consequence of God’s 
wisdom. Moreover, the interaction between reason and revelation has been 
central to Islamic thought since the time of the Prophet, who himself had to 
interpret the revelations he was receiving from God.58 In a sense, the Prophet 
was the f rst person in the history of Islam to use their reason to ref ect on 
the Quranic revelation (which is the fundamental task of Islamic theology). 
T e Tradition of the Prophet (Sünnet) has also been subjected to reasoned 
interpretation by successive generations of Muslim thinkers and believers, as 
will be discussed in more detail below.59 

Öğük def nes theological method as a kind of rational ref ection (nazar) 

that constitutes ‘a middle way’ between pure rationalism and textual literal-
ism and which is based on two principles: ‘dependence on the texts’ and 
‘rational functionalism’.60 T e f rst principle recognises the priority of the 
Qur’an and the Sunna (the tradition of the Prophet Muhammad) as the 
fundamental sources of Islamic theology.61 T e second principle recognises 
that reason both acquires its signif cance from revelation yet does not have 
an absolute role outside of revelation.62 T is is ‘religio-rational grounding’ 
(dini-akli temellendirme),63 or the establishment of Islamic belief within the 
sure foundation of rational ref ection on revealed truth. Reason cannot inde-
pendently establish religious truth, but it can ‘ground’ and ‘evaluate’ reli-
gious judgements that are based on the sources.64 

Moreover, Öğük’s use of the term nazar emphasises the role of evidence 
and rational argumentation in theological method.65 A balance must be 
struck between the use of reason and revelation because, as discussed above, 
human knowledge is based on direct human perception of the world through 
our senses. Humans know things by using their senses to gather evidence, 

6764_Dorroll.indd   1016764_Dorroll.indd   101 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



102 | islamic theology in the turkish republic

and then using their reason to interpret that evidence. In the case of theol-
ogy, evidence for propositions about God and religious practice is gathered 
from the data of the Qur’an, and this data is then interpreted by human 
reason into judgements about religious belief and practice. T e source of this 
data, being God, has absolute priority in value, but due to the way in which 
human knowing operates, theologians must delimit the proper balance and 
method of reason’s activity in the production of theological knowledge. T e 
‘holistic or balanced approach’ of Islamic theological method is therefore a 
way to describe the proper ways in which limited, but necessary, human rea-
son interacts with the unlimited absolute of divine revelation.66

Öğük’s discussion of nazar as theological method draws on the richness of 
this term in the Sunni theological tradition. T is term (naẓar in Arabic) has 
the basic meaning of ‘looking’, or ‘seeing’. When used to refer to theological 
epistemology, it means the process of active rational ref ection that leads to 
knowledge, and is the foundation for certain knowledge of both God and the 
world. Al-Maturidi describes naẓar as the activity of reason that distinguishes 
between truth and falsehood, and that organises sensory data into reliable 
knowledge about the world. It is the activity of the intellect that discerns the 
‘signs’ of creation that lead to knowledge of God.67 For al-Maturidi, naẓar 
is therefore the faculty of mind where reason and revelation meet. T is is 
because our knowledge of revelation is gathered through our senses, such 
as seeing or hearing the words of the Qur’an. Our intellect therefore applies 
rational analysis to this data, leading to theological interpretation that is 
grounded in the words of God but made accessible to humanity via its God-
given capacity for investigation and retrospection.

According to al-Iji, naẓar is rational ref ection that leads to the answer 
of a specif c question under investigation.68 He asserts that the majority 
of the Sunni tradition believes that rational ref ection is of great benef t to 
knowledge, provided that it is undertaken correctly and its scope is prop-
erly def ned.69 Al-Iji therefore emphasises the investigatory dimension of this 
term, showing how theology might be understood as knowledge about God 
that is discovered through systematic study of revelation. Al-Jurjani’s def nes 
naẓar as ‘the establishment of religious beliefs’, emphasising the importance 
of the attainment of certainty in theological knowledge.70 As we also f nd with 
al-Maturidi’s work, these def nitions understand theology to be the product 
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of methodologies that put reason and revelation into productive conversation 
with one another. T e over-riding importance of revelation is recognised by 
def ning it as the basis of all theological ref ection, but the crucial role of rea-
son is emphasised by def ning it as the faculty of the human mind that allows 
us to understand the import of revelation in the f rst place.

According to Öğük, there are two primary ways that the balance between 
reason and revelation in nazar can be upset, leading to theological error. T e 
f rst form of error has been discussed above, the fundamental error of materi-
alism that is the original target of critique in the modern Turkish theological 
tradition. At the same time, however, the opposite extreme is equally hazard-
ous. Outright rejection of the authority of human reason through the uncriti-
cal acceptance of authority is equally liable to lead one into error. T e proper 
use of human reason is frequently contrasted in modern Turkish theology 
with taklit (taqlīd in Arabic), or the unthinking and uncritical imitation of 
authority. God directly forbids this in both theological argument and scrip-
tural interpretation. T is is a wholly inappropriate method for theological 
ref ection because it cannot result in objectively certain knowledge.71 As such, 
theology cannot be based on the imitation of authority, but must be based 
on rational proof and evidences.72 T e condemnation of arguments from 
authority and the exhortation to the use of proof and evidence in theology 
is rooted in abundant Quranic precedent, such as 31:21, which condemns 
those who  claim to ‘follow that which we found our fathers following’, that 
is, polytheism, rather than to accept the abundant evidence in the cosmos for 
a single creator.73 

Öğük’s critique of taklit is also deeply rooted in the Sunni theological 
tradition, including in the works of al-Maturidi and the canonical works 
of theology studied in the Ottoman period. Al-Maturidi condemns taklit 
in the strongest possible terms at the very beginning of his Kitab al-Tawhid 
precisely because it cannot produce objective criteria for the certainty of 
religious belief. Instead, he argues that religious belief must be based on 
‘evidence’ (dalīl), ‘reasoned proof ’ (ḥujjat al-‘aql) and ‘rational demonstra-
tion’ (burhān).74 T eology cannot simply be an analysis or rehearsal of what 
other people say about God and religion, no matter how authoritative those 
persons might be. If theology is to provide the certainty of the truth of Islam 
that it is meant to provide, it must do so by appealing to objective human 
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reason in such a way that anyone might be convinced by its arguments, no 
matter their preconceptions and predispositions.

Similarly, al-Iji describes one of the benef ts of theology as the ascent 
from taklit to ‘the summit of certainty’.75 Knowledge that relies on appeals 
to authority constitutes a lower form of knowing that in many cases may be 
useful, but cannot be considered the full apex of human awareness of the 
truths of religion. T eology is designed to take the human mind on a journey 
that leads it from lower levels of knowing, such as taklit, and to the heights 
of intellectual apprehension of God’s acts and attributes, an achievement that 
God designed our mind to be able to accomplish. T is is another impor-
tant reason why taklit is theologically inadmissible: not only does it restrict 
our intellectual capacity for certainty, but it also neglects the full use of our 
capacities as God designed them. Remaining content with taklit when one 
is capable of moving beyond it might, therefore, constitute a denial of God’s 
will by neglecting the natural capacities with which God has endowed us.

T e inadmissibility of taklit also encompasses the inadmissibility of sim-
ple textual literalism when reading the Qur’an. İzmirli, for instance, uses his 
discussion of the sanctity of human reason to roundly condemn literalistic 
interpretation of the Qur’an, which he def nes as a species of inadmissible 
and irrational argument from authority (taklit). He even argues that God 
directly forbids this kind of narrow interpretation of God’s own words, citing 
Qur’an 2:78 in this context.76 Öğük similarly critiques a literalist approach to 
the interpretation of revelation, which refers to the practice of always adher-
ing to the literal meaning of the text regardless of context or the consequences 
of reasoned ref ection. Öğük makes the point that this method, rather than 
being faithful to God’s meaning and intent, actually restricts the interpreter 
to humanly forms of meaning and intent because words and language are 
fundamentally human ways of knowing the world.77 T ough literalists often 
argue that this method is the only way to keep to God’s intent in revelation, 
Öğük argues that this method actually prevents the interpreter from reaching 
God’s true intent because it restricts the interpreter to semantics, which is a 
human form of knowledge that cannot wholly encompass God’s message. 

To use Öğük’s illustrative phraseology, theological method can there-
fore be summed up as ‘the grounding and defence of the bases of religion 
in the light of rational truths’.78 It begins and ends with Qur’an and Sunna, 
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but occurs through the process of human rational ref ection on these basic 
sources. Most importantly, theological method is the logical consequence of 
the Quranic command to ref ect on God’s revelation, and the way in which 
God created human beings. For instance, Öğük cites in this context Qur’an 
4:82, which exhorts believers to ‘contemplate’ the revelation; and 14:52, 
which describes the revelation of the Quranic text as  ’a proclamation’ that 
addresses the entirety of humanity through the use of human intellect and 
reason, calling humanity to awareness of the existence and the f nal judge-
ment of the One God.79

Finally, it is important to note that although modern Turkish theologians 
describe theological methodology as rational, they distinguish it from purely 
philosophical rationalism.80 Reason is necessary, but cannot be used as simply 
an end in itself. As shown above, they lay great stress on the need for the use 
of human reason in theological ref ection due simply to the fact that this is 
how human beings know things. God created us this way, able to understand 
basic truths about the universe using the faculties implanted in us without 
reference to external authorities. Yet at the same time, as described above, 
humanity needs revelation in order to complete its knowledge with all of the 
information and insights that it needs to achieve ultimate fulf lment in both 
this life and the next. Pure reason cannot lead to complete knowledge.

T erefore, consideration of the historicity, and thus historical context, of 
revelation is a crucial component of how modern Turkish theologians def ne 
theological method. Because revelation occurs in history, communicated to 
certain human beings during a certain period of time, consideration of the 
context and historical form of revelation is crucial to theological method. 
T is is particularly true for theological interpretation of the Qur’an, under-
stood to be the f nal revelation to humankind. T erefore, both the Qur’an 
and Prophetic tradition – the Sunna – (the latter being composed primarily 
of hadith, that is, the sayings and actions of the Prophet as recorded in Sunni 
tradition) are divine sources of theology and religious practice that require 
human interpretation. T e Qur’an possesses a natural theological priority 
because it is composed of the exact words of God spoken to Muhammad. 
At the same time, however, the very concept of revelation itself necessitates 
Prophetic tradition because an understanding of how the Prophet lived out 
the revelation he transmitted is central to our proper understanding of the 
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revelation.81 T e revelation of the Qur’an occurred at a certain point in his-
tory, and was transmitted by a certain person; therefore, the life and words of 
the Prophet are the most immediate and the most crucial part of the context 
within which the words of God were revealed. 

As Öğük’s argues, with respect to its ‘linguistic and contextual structures’ 
the Qur’an is an historical (tarihsel) document, but with respect to its 
‘message and values’ it is universal (evrensel).82 In other words, the main mes-
sage of the Qur’an is the single most important truth of religion (din), that is, 
the existence of the One God. T e plurality of religious practice and interpre-
tation, however, is due to ‘the intermeshing of f xed and changing, universal 
and historical, absolute and relative elements’ within the text of the Quranic 
revelation.83 T e Qur’an is therefore indeed the exact words of God, but these 
words were spoken in a particular time and place, and in order for them to be 
intelligible to human beings at all they acquire the framing of that time and 
place. T e distinction between their universal import and their contextual 
framework is therefore essential. In other words, part of the necessary task of 
theological method is not only identifying the distinction between absolute 
truth and changeable human circumstance in human history writ large but 
also within the revelation of the Qur’an itself, precisely because this revelation 
occurs within history. 

Öğük sums up this crucial point by advocating for a theological herme-
neutics that ‘distinguishes between address and message’ within the Quranic 
text.84 She extends this point to the proper interpretation of the hadith as 
well. She distinguishes between authentic Prophetic tradition and the literal 
wording of the hadith texts. Simply determining the latter is emphatically not 
the same thing as the former.85 T e body of the hadith is a form of detailed 
guidance whose proper interpretation is not simplistic or literalistic. As she 
points out, the Qur’an itself emphasised the humanity of the Prophet, mean-
ing that his immense sanctity was after all possessed by a complex human 
being who must be understood as such.86 

Modern Turkish theological methodology insists on not only the histori-
cal but also the theological importance of revelation and Prophetic tradition 
together.87 As Öğük in particular points out, all monotheistic religions depend 
on a concept of haber, or reported knowledge such as revelation and tradi-
tion.88 Monotheism is fundamentally scriptural and traditional, meaning that 
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its most basic units from a theological perspective are not abstract ideas but 
actual historical events and the textual sources that record and describe these 
events. For monotheists, these textual sources are the f nal source of ultimate 
truth because they are the record of both the words of God and the context 
within which these words were revealed. T is is yet another reason why theol-
ogy is not a speculative discipline: if it is to access eternal and universal truths 
in any way at all, it must be grounded in these specif c textual traditions.89

At the same time, as Öğük’s work makes abundantly clear, simplistic read-
ings of tradition put genuine knowledge of God at risk. Adhering to tradition 
for its own sake distorts the complexity of tradition itself, and thus distorts 
the context within which theology must take place. Tradition possesses eter-
nal signif cance, but by its very nature possesses a temporal structure. T us, 
connection with tradition is the necessary foundation of theological ref ec-
tion, but this connection must always remain open to critique and renewal. 
Öğük critiques such a ‘traditionalist-conservative’ approach because it 
adheres to past interpretive practices without recognising their limitations or 
cultural context. It accepts no innovation or change in interpretive method-
ology whatsoever, based on the fear that doing so would risk misinterpreting 
God’s intent in the original revelation.90 T e problem with this approach is 
the same as with the errors of literalism and materialism, but in an even more 
severe form: not only does it restrict the interpreter’s viewpoint to a human 
level of understanding, it also has the ef ect of ‘sacralising’ the past, demand-
ing therefore that all of the social, political, legal and moral structures of past 
societies be reproduced in the present.91 It is noteworthy that Öğük is so 
critical of this mindset that she describes it as a ‘severe and fanatical religios-
ity’ that results in ‘dogmatism’, ‘exclusionism’ and the absolute intolerance of 
divergent viewpoints within religion.92

T e Content of Truth: God’s Existence, Wisdom and Loving Care

As has been discussed above, for modern Turkish theologians, religion is 
the only system of values and practices that encompasses and dignif es the 
entirety of the human person. A crucial part of this claim is that religious 
knowledge is also holistic: it is not merely rational, and instead of compet-
ing with scientif c truth, it is based on a priori truths of human experi-
ence that are deeper than, but not discordant with, sensory perceptions 
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of the physical world. Religion unites the entirety of human experience in 
consideration of the absolute truth of the cosmos. As we have seen above, 
this truth is approached through a theological methodology that combines 
human reason with divine revelation to create accurate theological judge-
ments. But what exactly is the content of this theological ref ection? What 
is the specif c, absolute and unchangeable truth towards which modern 
Turkish theology is oriented? T is truth is tevhid, the truth of the existence 
and nature of the One God.

As described above, theology is distinct from other modern ways of know-
ing because it concerns questions of absolute truth and importance. As İzmirli 
puts it, theology is ‘dogmatic’ (ikani).93 T is means that theology holds that 
things in the world do possess objective truths about them that humans can 
come to know, and that these objective truths have universal import regard-
less of one’s position in a certain historical circumstance. Once the truth of 
things is apprehended by the intellect, certainty of the truth comes from the 
individual person’s continual contemplation of these truths; while it is reason 
that establishes the factuality of religious belief, it is inner experience of these 
facts through contemplation that inculcates certainty in the individual per-
son.94 Reason and sense perception provide objective data about the world, 
while theological contemplation of this data reveals the world’s ultimate sig-
nif cance and transcendent meaning. T e source of the world’s transcendent 
signif cance is the truth of its ultimate origin and destiny, and this truth is the 
reality of the existence of the One God.

From its earliest beginnings in the late Ottoman period, modern Turkish 
theology has been founded on the imperative to prove and contemplate the 
existence of the One God in the face of materialist and secularist doubt. T is 
theological task is termed ‘establishing the necessary existent’, or ‘establishing 
the creator’, and according to İzmirli it is the fundamental task of the New 
T eology.95 Since İzmirli’s work, it has become the core of modern Turkish 
theological discourse and intellectual output. T is crucial task means prov-
ing the objective existence of the One God, not merely furnishing rational 
interpretations of its possibility. T eology must show conclusively that God is 
real, and that philosophical materialism is therefore false. In order to do this, 
İzmirli explains that any number of methods is acceptable. As detailed above, 
because the truth of the One God encompasses all of human experience, 

6764_Dorroll.indd   1086764_Dorroll.indd   108 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



god | 109

a variety of human ways of knowing, proofs and evidences may be used to 
demonstrate God’s existence and help to understand God’s attributes. In one 
of the most memorable phrases of the entire text, İzmirli summarises this 
point by saying: ‘T e ways of God are boundless and countless’.96

Two primary methods of proving and contemplating the existence of the 
One God are commonly found throughout modern Turkish theology. T ese 
are proofs from rational examination of the created world, and proofs from 
rational examination of inner human experience of the self. In other words, 
God’s existence can be known, and God’s nature can be contemplated, by 
meditating upon both external and internal human experience. T e world 
outside of us and the world within us both evince clear and convincing 
signs of the author of their existence. In both cases, what these realms of 
experience show us is that one all-powerful creator exists, and that this one 
all-powerful creator possesses inf nitely loving compassion, care and concern 
for this creation. 

T e f rst of these arguments is conventionally known as the argument 
from design: the cosmos is so irreducibly complex that in order to function 
it must have been consciously designed. Given the inf nite magnitude and 
complexity of the universe, this creator must be inf nitely great in order to 
create and maintain such a creation. T us, this creator must possess all pos-
sible perfections, such as power and goodness. Reasoning in this way, the 
teleological argument endeavours to show that this creator is identif ed with 
the omnipotent, omniscient and inf nitely loving and merciful God of mono-
theism. As mentioned above, in Qur’an 6:76 this is how Abraham, the father 
of the monotheistic traditions, reasons to the existence of the One God and 
concludes the falsity of belief in polytheism.

In their formulations of this argument, both İzmirli and Topaloğlu focus 
on God’s attributes of wisdom (hikmet) and loving care and concern (inayet).97 
T ese specif c foci of argumentation are derived from the twelfth-century 
philosopher and theologian Ibn Rushd (d. 1198), who argued that the design 
of the universe proves the existence of God precisely because it proves the 
existence of a creator that possesses loving care and concern (‘ināya; the Ara-
bic original of the Turkish term inayet). T is is evident because the cosmos 
is clearly designed to sustain human life, a task of immense complexity. T at 
the cosmos should be constructed in such a way as to ultimately allow human 
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life to f ourish demonstrates an intentional, willing, loving care for human-
kind, thus demonstrating the existence of the One God.98 

God’s inayet is considered an ef ective proof for God’s existence not only 
for its logical connection to God’s actions in the world, but also because it 
refers to an absolutely fundamental attribute of God: God’s loving mercy 
and compassion (rahmet in Turkish, raḥma in Arabic). T e two most com-
mon names for God in the Qur’an are al-Raḥmān and al-Raḥīm, both 
derived from raḥma, or ‘loving-mercy’. As Topaloğlu notes, the concept of 
rahmet is explicitly attributed to the divine essence around three hundred 
times in the Qur’an alone.99 All of these terms are etymologically related 
to the Arabic word raḥim/riḥm, or ‘womb’. God’s loving compassion and 
mercy towards humanity is therefore described in the Qur’an as an inf nite 
intensif cation of our own conception of loving concern for another, most 
especially maternal love. T is is the sense that is meant when referring to 
God’s loving mercy and compassion, rather than simply a mode of divine 
condescension or pity. T e fact that these terms are, aside from God’s One-
ness, by far the most frequent way that God chooses to describe God’s 
self in revelation is highly signif cant. T ese attributes are central to the 
Islamic conception of God’s nature and actions, and thus are central to 
every description of God in Islamic theology. T ey are central to modern 
Turkish theology in particular because they establish the world as a mani-
festation of love and intentional concern, rather than as a product of purely 
material forces and elements. 

With respect to the f rst divine attribute under consideration here, God’s 
inf nite wisdom is revealed to us in our contemplation of the origin and 
transcendent signif cance of physical reality. Because the universe exhibits 
structures of order and universal predictability (such as the laws of nature 
discovered by modern science), these structures attest to the existence of 
a designer powerful and wise enough to be responsible for their existence. 
Because these ordered laws of nature produce reliable and predictable out-
comes, this means that they also each contain an ultimate end (gaye; or, a 
telos) towards which each of these processes is always moving.100 T e ‘goal-
oriented’, or teleological, processes of natural law require that there must be 
a will that designs them, because a goal can only be envisioned by a will. Fur-
thermore, this will must possess the inf nite power and wisdom required to 
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conceive of, and bring into being, the inf nite expanse of the cosmos, because 
the whole of the cosmos is characterised by natural law. T us, argues İzmirli, 
the modern conception of natural law actually proves the existence of God 
rather than threatens it. 

Materialism, by contrast, denies that the cosmos evinces any telos or goal 
at all, which according to İzmirli is a profound misunderstanding of natural 
law itself.101 Philosophical materialism is not the natural outcome of modern 
scientif c investigation; it is the betrayal of it, according to İzmirli. T e evi-
dence for divine wisdom is everywhere in the cosmos as it is understood by 
modern science. T e sheer predictability of natural law, and the continual 
research into the nature of these laws, ceaselessly demonstrates not God’s 
absence but God’s wisdom and ordering of the cosmos (tertib).102 In fact, 
according to İzmirli, all of God’s acts proceed from God’s wisdom, which 
encompasses God’s love, perfection, power and justice.103 Furthermore, sci-
entif c progress continually strengthens the case for an omnipotent creator. 
T e continual discovery of new natural laws only further reinforces the con-
tention that these laws are universal and furnishes ever more examples of 
their incredible precision and predictability, thus continually strengthening 
the case for the presence of an omniscient designer responsible for them. T e 
natural laws discovered by modern science are in fact the signs that lead to the 
certainty of God’s existence because they reveal how the divine will interacts 
with creation.104

İzmirli argues that the primary characteristics of the cosmos that repeat-
edly present themselves to our senses and our reason are its ‘harmony and 
order’ (ahenk ve nizam).105 T ese characteristics imply orientation towards an 
end or a goal, and thus an active will that designed them. Topaloğlu orders 
the argument in a particularly compact and compelling form that is worth 
quoting in full: ‘T e cosmos exhibits a system of reasons (sebepler) and goals 
(gayeler) congruent to one another. Everything that constitutes a complex 
of reasons and goals is the work of a knowing and reasoning cause (illet). 
T erefore, the cosmos is the work of a knowing and reasoning author, and 
this is God the Most High’.106 T e assertion that the cosmos possesses order is 
a direct refutation of materialist metaphysics, which according to Topaloğlu 
attributes the operation of the world to mere coincidence (tesadüf), which is 
entirely unable to explain the order of the cosmos.107 
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Revelation also continually calls humanity to contemplation of this cen-
tral truth of religion. T e Qur’an is replete with dozens of allusions to God’s 
ordering of the natural world and God’s commands to humanity to direct 
its contemplation to these signs of God’s existence and loving mercy, such 
as in 36:38.108 Contemplation of the divine wisdom leads to precisely the 
objective certainty of God’s existence that İzmirli’s whole theological system 
is designed to produce. In this contemplation the theologian immerses their 
intellect in the majesty that directs the gaze of the mind’s eye towards the 
Inf nite, towards the Divine that is the beginning, the end, and the ultimate 
fulf lment of our existence. 

With respect to God’s inf nite love and care for creation (inayet and 
rahmet), these fundamental acts and attributes of God are not only rationally 
perceived in the order and harmony of creation described above, but also in 
the inner perception of one’s own individual self. Modern Turkish theologians 
such as İzmirli and Topaloğlu emphasise that certainty about the existence of 
God is not only achievable by rationally ref ecting on the world outside of us, 
but is also attainable by introspection into the deepest parts of our inner life. 
T is is because God implanted in human nature an inborn awareness of the 
existence of God.109 In other words, the essence of absolute truth, the truth 
of tevhid, the existence of the One God, is universally accessible by human 
beings via meditation on the experience of their own self and existence. 

Topaloğlu describes the inner realm of human experience within which 
we can attain knowledge of God as ‘deep inner experience’ (deruni tecrübe).110 
In fact, this inner awareness is the essence of certainty itself. Topaloğlu argues 
that rational contemplation of the world only produces certainty about the 
existence of God when it leads us back into our hearts, where we feel and 
directly experience this knowledge inside of ourselves. T is is because our 
own experience of our own inner state (ruhi hal) is undeniable and a priori 
knowledge: if we feel love, or hate, or wonder, we cannot for a moment doubt 
that we do feel these things. Topaloğlu seeks to establish our knowledge of 
God on this level of human experience.111 T us, rather than assert that the 
teleological proof yields certain knowledge of God because it appeals to pure 
reason, Topaloğlu argues that the teleological proof yields certain knowledge 
of God because it appeals to existential awareness: it accords with our deep-
est individual experiences of the world around us.112 Topaloğlu’s main point 
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is that real certainty of God’s existence can only come from our own inner 
perception of ourselves, not from rationally assenting to a given argument 
made by another person.

Topaloğlu describes this deepening process of inner awareness in strik-
ing and beautiful terms, again worth quoting in full: ‘In the same way that 
the eye gradually grows accustomed to seeing weaker, then stronger, light, 
the human spirit slowly and by degrees becomes able to perceive the exis-
tences of the divine realm’.113 Elsewhere, Topaloğlu describes the process as 
‘intuiting’ (sezmek) –   a highly evocative term in Turkish.114 It is interesting 
to note here that Mehmed Şerefettin Yaltkaya decades before used the very 
same verb to describe inner perception of God: ‘God is not known, God is 
intuited (sezilir)’.115 Our personal inner experience of divine wisdom and love 
is always stronger than our reasoned analysis of it.116 Knowledge of God for 
İzmirli began in inner experience and ended in rational proofs based on the 
created world. For Topaloğlu, our reasoned analysis of the world leads us back 
to our own selves, where the truest knowledge of God resides.

It is important to note here that Topaloğlu’s argument that knowledge of 
God occurs as a priori knowledge within the self is based on a highly inter-
esting re-purposing of certain basic principles of pre-modern kalām theo-
logical epistemology. Many key texts of this tradition af  rm that knowledge 
of our own inner states is necessary knowledge that we as individuals cannot 
doubt. T is kind of knowledge refers to our perception of our own emo-
tional states, for instance, such as love or hate (just as Topaloğlu asserts). 
Yet in direct contrast with Topaloğlu, pre-modern Sunni kalām theologians 
argue that this kind of knowledge is entirely unf t for theology. In their view, 
knowledge of one’s self is wholly inadmissible for the kinds of investigation 
demanded by theology because these states cannot be objectively verif ed. 
T ey can only be claimed to exist by someone claiming to experience them. 
T us, because specif c emotional states experienced by a specif c individ-
ual are by def nition subjective and cannot be independently verif ed, they 
cannot be useful to theology.

Both al-Iji and al-Jurjani make this point rather forcefully. Al-Iji refers 
to inner knowledge of the self as knowledge of ‘the states of individual 
consciousness’ (al-wijdānīyāt), and af  rms that they are forms of necessary 
knowledge for the individual, but argues that they are useless to theology 
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because of their inherent subjectivity.117 Al-Jurjani also stresses the individu-
ally subjective nature of wijdānīyāt because these states can only be described 
by the one who experiences them. T is means that this knowledge occurs 
through the use of data and processes of reasoning that are entirely closed of  
from the direct perception of other people, making it unsuitable for theologi-
cal ref ection.118 T ese def nitions of inner self-knowledge therefore presume 
that reasoned knowledge functions exactly the same way in every human 
being, while emotive knowledge is composed of subjective experiences that 
are always entirely individualised. T ese arguments are therefore also striking 
for their implication of the genuine universality of human reason, and its 
strict dif erentiation from human emotion.

Topaloğlu uses the exact same def nition of inner knowledge of the self as 
it is found in the kalām tradition, but he completely reverses its value. Rather 
than seeing it as essentially useless to theological ref ection, he argues that 
inner knowledge is in fact the most authentic form of theological ref ection 
and religious certainty. Certainty can only take place as a result of intellectual 
and spiritual processes in the mind that are inherently subjective. In other 
words, for Topaloğlu, we may be able to rationally conceive of the objective 
truth of God’s existence, but we can only attain certainty of this conception 
through subjective experience at the deepest individual level of the self. 

Topaloğlu’s use of the pre-modern Sunni kalām tradition here is worth 
noting, as it is a particularly striking example of how modern Turkish theo-
logians root their work in the pre-modern kalām theological tradition, but 
in a way that is creative and dynamic. To put it in terms used by these 
theologians themselves, their use of this tradition does not fall into taklit, 
or mere recitation of the arguments of the pre-modern Sunni theological 
tradition. Instead, they f nd new value and meaning in these pre-modern 
philosophical and theological concepts that give them new power and utility 
in the modern intellectual context. T is particular example exemplif es the 
historical dynamics discussed in the previous chapters, whereby pre-modern 
(particularly Ottoman) kalām is not rejected, but rather becomes the basis 
for creative appropriations and reinterpretations of traditional Sunni theol-
ogy in modern Turkey. 

Like Topalolğlu, İzmirli also argues that certainty of God’s existence 
occurs at the level of deep, internal intuition. Quite notably, İzmirli describes 

6764_Dorroll.indd   1146764_Dorroll.indd   114 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



god | 115

this process of achieving inner certainty of God’s existence by comparing 
his theology with Descartes. İzmirli notes that his theological epistemology 
proceeds just as Descartes’ does: it begins with the a priori knowledge of one’s 
own existence secured by contemplation of the self, then reaches upwards 
and outwards to analyse and establish the truth of other existent things in the 
universe, and leads ultimately to the greatest of all existents, God.119 Human 
certainty about God begins with certainty of existence itself, which is the 
most basic and unassailable truth given a priori to all human beings in the act 
of their own self-contemplation.120 Once the knowing subject can be certain 
of existence itself, it is then able to explore the features of existence through 
rational and scientif c investigation of the world around it. Our awareness of, 
and faith in, the absolute truth of God’s existence is based on the harmony of 
our experience of the world with our experience of our own selves.

İzmirli’s comparison of his own theological epistemology with Descartes’ 
is highly noteworthy, given that İzmirli describes his entire theological proj-
ect as being motivated by a desire to engage with Western philosophy. İzmirli 
does the interpreter of his theology a great service by this comparison, as it 
provides the key to İzmirli’s theological epistemology. T e same inborn fac-
ulty of reasoning that guides us to God’s existence guides our exploration of 
the natural world. As Descartes writes in his Discourse on Method, knowledge 
of God begins with ‘certain seeds of truths that are naturally in our souls’.121 
Just as in Sunni Muslim theology, God provides humanity with certain 
inborn capabilities and insights that, when utilised properly, lead naturally 
to awareness of the existence and nature of their Creator. For both İzmirli 
and Descartes, theology emerges from the actualisation of the human mind 
as God intended it to be. 

Faith in God (iman) is thus, in the f nal analysis, a subjective experience 
of objective truth. It is a ‘personal experience’ that requires ‘the establishment 
of a correlation between reason and heart’.122 In other words, certain faith 
in God is not simply assent to a reasoned proof. It can only be produced by 
the interaction of reason and heartfelt intuition, and the specif c dynamics 
of this interaction are unique to each individual. T e teleological proof is 
valuable precisely because it appeals to each individual human being on this 
level: it harmonises their experience of the outer world with their own inner 
intuition. According to these theologians, the argument from God’s wisdom 
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and loving mercy is so ef ective because it allows each individual person to 
contemplate the specif c and entirely individual ways in which they experi-
ence God. God’s wisdom and love are available as immediate experiences to 
all human beings. We become certain of these attributes of God in the inner-
most reaches of ourselves, and the longer we contemplate the world around 
us, the more certain we become of their reality. 

T e Qur’an emphasises this point as well, particularly in 41:53, where 
God declares that God’s signs are revealed to humanity ‘upon the horizons 
and within themselves’.123 T is verse aptly summarises the most fundamen-
tal theological argument made in the modern Turkish tradition: the world 
and the human being are signs of the sacred and the transcendent, not mere 
matter in thrall to the mechanistic operations of the laws of nature. T is is 
the absolute and unchanging truth upon which modern Turkish theology 
is founded, over and against the prevailing secularist materialism of the late 
Ottoman and early Republican periods: that the world and humanity are 
signif cant because they are creations of, and signs pointing towards, the One 
God. To deny God’s existence means denying the divine love and wisdom 
that explain and give meaning to the origin and eternal destiny of humanity.

Notes

 1. Strong versions of mid-nineteenth century Western European materialism, most 
especially the work of Louis Büchner, became popular among Ottoman intel-
ligentsia because they saw these ideas as key to scientif c progress, and thus social 
progress and reform. Materialist philosophies such as Büchner’s were seen as 
particularly threatening to Islamic belief in the One God because they explicitly 
argued that the coming into being and the perpetuation of the universe were 
solely a result of matter and physical forces, entirely ruling out the possibility of 
a Creator. See on this point Bulğen, ‘T e Criticism of Materialism’.

 2. See the previous chapter for a brief summary of the main themes in İzmirli’s 
work. İzmirli was one of the most prominent Muslim theologians and scholars 
whose career spanned the end of the Ottoman Empire and the beginning of the 
Turkish Republic. He received extensive education in the traditional Islamic reli-
gious disciplines and spent most of his career as a scholar, teacher and adminis-
trator, specialising in Islamic theology and philosophy. Born and raised in İzmir, 
from the 1890s to the end of his life he served in a wide variety of prestigious fac-
ulty and administrative roles, including in the Darülfünun. By the time his work 
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T e New T eology was f rst published in 1923–4, he had already taught theology 
and philosophy at both the Darülfünun and the Süleymaniye Medrese, in addi-
tion to having published numerous well-regarded scholarly and theological pub-
lications. Before retiring in 1935, he also worked on national education reform 
in Ankara, and continued his career as a professor of theology and administrator 
in Istanbul. He died in Ankara in 1946. For an up to date summary of his life 
and work, see Birinci and Özervarlı, ‘İzmirli, İsmail Hakkı’.

 3. Born in the village of Fotogene (now Taşçılar) near the town of Dernekpazarı 
in the region of Trabzon in 1932, Topaloğlu received traditional training in 
Islamic f elds of learning from his paternal grandfather. He went to Istanbul in 
1952 to study and graduated from the İmam-Hatip school there in 1959, and 
from the Advanced Islamic Institute in Istanbul in 1963. After his retirement, 
Topaloğlu produced and contributed to some of the most important monu-
ments of theological scholarship in modern Turkey. He and Muhammad Aruçı 
produced the most recent and reliable scholarly edition of al-Maturidi’s Kitab 
al-Tawhid (Ankara 2003; Beirut 2007). He also translated al-Maturidi’s text into 
Turkish (Ankara 2002; Istanbul 2013) and led the production of the most recent 
scholarly edition of al-Maturidi’s monumental Quranic commentary, Ta’wilat 
al-Qur’an in 16 volumes (Istanbul 2005–11). He authored other works on the-
ology and theological history that are considered classics in their own right. 
Topaloğlu’s scholarship revolutionised theology in modern Turkish, and he was 
widely revered and beloved as a mentor and teacher. 

 4. Alper is currently Professor in the Faculty of T eology at Marmara University in 
Istanbul. She received her BA, MA and PhD in T eology from Marmara Uni-
versity in 1991, 1993 and 2000 respectively. Her book on al-Maturidi’s theology 
that is under consideration in this chapter is widely recognised in Turkey as 
essential reading on this topic, and her work in general is among the most well-
regarded in all of contemporary Turkish theological academia.

 5. Öğük received her BA, MA and PhD in theology from Marmara University in 
1998, 2000 and 2007 respectively. She is currently Assistant Professor of T eol-
ogy at Tokat Gaziosmanpaşa University. Her work is a particularly important 
example of the kind of systematic theological projects conducted in Turkish 
academia today.

 6. İzmirli’s text was published in Istanbul in two volumes, the f rst in 1923 and 
the second in 1924. T e version published was actually only meant to be the 
f rst half of a larger work. T e work that was published deals with questions of 
theological method, history and philosophy, and focuses on discussion of God’s 
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essence and attributes. İzmirli did not complete the second half, which was to 
have dealt with revelation and prophecy. Sabri Hizmetli (who wrote his doctoral 
thesis on İzmirli’s text at the Sorbonne in 1979) edited and published the text in 
the modern Turkish alphabet in 1983. Hizmetli also published a version of the 
text in modern Turkish (Ankara Okulu Yayınları, 2018). T is latest version of 
the text is a very exact rendering of the Ottoman original into modern Turkish, 
and deserves a wide readership in Turkish studies given its faithfulness to the 
original version, and the text’s overall importance in modern Turkish intellec-
tual history. For citations from the text in this book, the Ottoman original will 
be cited, with Hizmetli’s modern Turkish version cited in parentheses. Direct 
quotes and terms, however, are from the Ottoman text only. 

 7. İslam Kelamcıları ve Fılozof arına göre Allah’ın Varlığı (İsbat-ı Vacib). T is text, 
completed in 1970, was presented as a research thesis in 1971 in order to secure 
Topaloğlu’s faculty position in the kalām section of the Advanced Islamic Insti-
tute in Istanbul (İstanbul Yüksek İslam Enstitüsü), which later became the T e-
ology Faculty of Marmara University, where he held a faculty position until his 
retirement in 2002. 

 8. Topaloğlu, Allah’ın Varlığı, 11.
 9. Topaloğlu, Allah’ın Varlığı, 11, 16.
10. On this point see also Altıntaş, ‘Akıl Nakıl İlişkisi’, 234; Bağçeci, ‘Māturīdī’nin 

Kelam Metodu’, 25; Bardakoğlu, ‘Hüsn ve Kubh Konusunda Aklın Rölü’, 42.
11. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 311.
12. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 1:13–14 (17).
13. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 1:11 (16–17).
14. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 1:7 (14).
15. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 1:9 (15). See al-Ghazali, Moderation in Belief, 7: ‘T e 

most important of af airs for all mankind is the attainment of eternal happiness 
and the avoidance of everlasting misery’. Note that al-Ghazali uses the same 
term for ‘happiness’ or felicity as İzmirli (sa‘āda in Arabic/saadet in Turkish). 
Note also the subtle dif erence in emphasis between al-Ghazali and İzmirli: the 
former stresses the over-riding need to attain eternal reward in the next life, 
while the latter stresses this need equally with the imperative to improve human 
society in this life. T is subtle shift in emphasis that balances the concerns of 
eternal reward in the next life with the need to reform social life in the present 
is indicative of the concern for human rights and social reform that emerges in 
late Ottoman theological discourse and remains a key feature of modern and 
contemporary Turkish theology. 
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16. Ayubi, Gendered Morality, 241–2. Ayubi’s study illuminates the gendered 
dimension of these classical ethical discourses, where the fundamental human 
use of ‘rationality’ in ethical cultivation is ‘explicitly associated with elite mascu-
linity’ (242). T ough İzmirli’s use of this term is clearly drawn from the classical 
sources, he does not explicitly associate it with a particular gender identity. His 
usage seems more concerned with elaborating the universal value of religion 
and concepts of transcendence in response to modern mechanistic worldviews. 
İzmirli, in other words, attempts to identify human f ourishing with a concept 
of universal human nature – which of course itself is not uncritically free from 
gendered conceptions of normativity.

17. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 1:9 (15).
18. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 1:9 (15).
19. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 18.
20. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 205–10.
21. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 22. Öğük cites al-Maturidi’s term directly here (see 

Kitab al-Tawhid, 480).
22. Al-Ghazali, Moderation in Belief, 5–6. 
23. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 1:2–3 (11); Al-Jurjani’s def nition is quoted in 

Topaloğlu, Kelam İlmine Giriş, 50.
24. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 76, 130, 132
25. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 124.
26. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 124, 79, 46.
27. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 293, 45, 59.
28. Topaloğlu, Kelam İlmine Giriş, 51.
29. Topaloğlu, Allah’ın Varlığı, 37, 135.
30. Topaloğlu, Allah’ın Varlığı, 37, 130.
31. Topaloğlu, Allah’ın Varlığı, 37, 130; Topaloğlu, Kelam İlmine Giriş, 74.
32. Topaloğlu, Allah’ın Varlığı, 44.
33. Topaloğlu, Allah’ın Varlığı, 44.
34. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 63.
35. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 83.
36. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 83.
37. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 115–16.
38. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahiy İlişkisi, 17–18, 58–9.
39. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 68, 94.
40. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 69.
41. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 80.
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42. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 77–80.
43. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 82.
44. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 85–6.
45. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 50.
46. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 87.
47. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 116–17.
48. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 123. See Kitāb al-Tawḥīd, 247–53.
49. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 146.
50. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 151.
51. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 152. 
52. H Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 153.
53. Al-Maturidi, Kitab al-Tawhid, 252, 301–4.
54. H. Alper, ‘Matüridi’nin Akıl ve Vahiy Algısı’, 177; H. Alper, Akıl-Vahiy 

İlişkisi, 57.
55. T is quote is from the text of a lecture on al-Maturidi’s epistemology, deliv-

ered at an international conference and workshop in Ankara on 26 October 
2018 (İmam Matürdi’nin Türk İslam Medeniyetine Katkılarının Araştırılması 
Çalıştayı).

56. H. Alper, ‘Matüridi’nin Akıl ve Vahiy Algısı’, 179.
57. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahıy İlişkisi, 160. See also H. Alper, ‘Matüridi’nin Akıl ve Vahiy 

Algısı’, 179.
58. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahiy İlişkisi, 19.
59. H. Alper, Akıl-Vahiy İlişkisi, 20.
60. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 317.
61. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 317–18.
62. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 319–23.
63. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 316.
64. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 323.
65. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 108.
66. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 332.
67. Al-Maturidi, Kitab al-Tawhid, 72–3.
68. Al-Iji, Al-Mawaqif, 1:5.
69. Al-Iji, Al-Mawaqif, 1:5:3.
70. Al-Jurjani, Sharh al-Mawaqif, 1:5.
71. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 308. Like İzmirli, she also here makes the point that 

theological reasoning can and should update itself in accordance with contem-
porary scientif c and philosophical insights (335).

6764_Dorroll.indd   1206764_Dorroll.indd   120 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



god | 121

 72. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 21, 290.
 73. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 63.
 74. Al-Maturidi, Kitab al-Tawhid, 65–6.
 75. Al-Iji, Al-Mawaqif, 1:1:3.
 76. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 1:51–3 (50–1).
 77. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 310.
 78. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 293.
 79. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 60.
 80. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 332.
 81. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 243–4.
 82. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 68–9. 
 83. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 68.
 84. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 69.
 85. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 286.
 86. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 287.
 87. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 276.
 88. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 276.
 89. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 113–14.
 90. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 314–15.
 91. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 315.
 92. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 315–16.
 93. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 1:62–3 (61).
 94. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 1:67 (66).
 95. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 2:3–5 (273–5). A popular genre of theology in the 

Ottoman period was explicitly devoted to this topic (see Özervarlı, ‘T eology 
in the Ottoman Lands’, 573). İzmirli’s work asks the same questions investi-
gated in this Ottoman theological genre, but develops innovative answers to 
them within the context of his examination of modern science and philosophy.

 96. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 2:4 (274).
 97. Topaloğlu, Allah’ın Varlığı, 25–6.
 98. Ibn Rushd, al-Kashf, 118.
 99. Topaloğlu, Allah İnancı, 112.
100. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 2:7–8 (278).
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104. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 2:75 (331).
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4
HUMANITY

As mentioned in the previous chapters, this book argues that modern 
Turkish theology is an extended and diverse tradition of meditation on 

the Islamic doctrine of God’s Oneness in the context of modernity. T e f rst 
side of this doctrine of tevhid was taken up in Chapter 3, as it discussed how 
modern Turkish theology def nes what is stable and unchanging about the 
world, and how human beings come to know this truth. T e essential truth 
about the world upon which modern Turkish theology converges is the truth 
of the existence of the single, omnipotent and inf nitely loving and com-
passionate God. T e world and humanity possess transcendent signif cance, 
despite the suggestions of modern materialism to the contrary, because they 
are signs that point to this God, their Creator. Human life and the cosmos 
obtain ultimate meaning through their relationship with their Creator, and 
modern Turkish theologians argue that the existence of God and the neces-
sity of a relationship with, and submission to, God constitute the eternal 
and absolute truth about the world that must be defended in the context of 
modern doubt.

T is chapter concerns the necessary corollary of this truth, the second 
side of the Creator/created distinction: the changeable nature of the created 
world and the relationship of this changeability with unchangeable, absolute 
truth. T is chapter argues that modern Turkish theology discusses the created 
world as a constantly changing sphere of ethical action within which humans 
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are commanded by God to live out God’s eternal will. In this way, modern 
Turkish theologians have attempted to def ne the relationship between the 
changeable nature of human society and history, and unchangeable theo-
logical truth. T ese theologians have elaborated a wide variety of methods 
to analyse this distinction in order to conceptualise exactly how human 
beings should live out God’s eternal will in the context of this contingent and 
changeable created existence.

Human life is the life of creation; it is by nature totally distinct from the 
Creator. God’s creation is characterised by ceaseless change and contingency. 
It is always in motion, always in need of something to sustain it, always sub-
ject to alteration. T is is of course in diametrical contrast with the nature of 
God, which is changeless, in need of nothing, and omnipotent. At the same 
time, the world of change that we live in is the sphere of ethical action where 
we are expected to live out God’s will. It is the realm in which eternal values 
and truths are actualised by human beings. Modern Turkish theologians, in 
emphasising the dynamism of historical change via their appropriation of 
late Ottoman sociology, stress the need for theological ref ection on the chal-
lenges of living out the commands of God’s eternal will in the context of a 
world whose very nature is ceaseless change and instability. T is demand in 
turns implies human freedom, meaning here the freedom human beings have 
to choose to follow God’s will or to reject it. T is freedom is not only one of 
the bases of the changeability of the social world, it is also an ethical respon-
sibility given to human beings by God. 

Modern Turkish theologians have therefore elaborated the ways in 
which the dynamism of human action relates to the eternal truths of God’s 
nature. Modern Turkish theology suggests that if it is the case that we are 
commanded by God to fulf l God’s commands within a context that God 
deliberately created to be ever changing and dynamic, surely God must also 
desire that we acknowledge the dynamism within religion itself. As will 
be discussed in this chapter, modern Turkish theologians have elaborated 
a wide variety of ways to conceptualise this dynamism, beginning with 
considerations of human freedom and the potential historicity of religious 
practice, with applications in contexts such as political organisation and 
gender relations.
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Human Freedom

Human freedom is one of the main reasons the world is ever changing, as 
human beings continually alter their politics, social structures and attitudes 
towards the world and towards each other. Drawing on its roots in late Otto-
man discourses on political reform and human rights, modern Turkish the-
ology has explored the nature of human freedom as the basis for the ethical 
responsibility placed on us by God. One of the most inf uential theologians 
in the modern Turkish tradition, Hüseyin Atay (b. 1930),1 has made this 
theme central to his work, and his discussions of human freedom have con-
tinued to impact the entire spectrum of modern Turkish theological ref ec-
tion on the nature of human beings and the relationship between religion 
and social change. 

Considered to be one of the founding thinkers of the modern Turkish aca-
demic tradition of theology, Atay is often described as a theological rationalist 
with a heavy focus on Quranic discourse.2 Atay himself often distinguishes 
his work from that of other theologians who eschew an historicist approach 
to revelation, and argues for the use of independent reason connected with 
revealed religious principles as the key to elaborating a modern Islamic theo-
logical framework in Turkey. Given their lasting inf uence, Atay’s arguments 
are therefore a helpful way to introduce this chapter’s consideration of the 
wide variety of ways in which modern Turkish theologians conceive of the 
changeableness and dynamism of humanity and the world.

Freedom (özgürlük) is a pivotal concept in Atay’s theology. Freedom 
means the ability to choose from among dif erent courses of action with 
dif erent consequences.3 We are able to know what is good and what is 
evil through our own rational ref ection, and thus we can be sure that we 
will be held to account by God for choosing one or the other.4 According 
to Atay, the central dynamic of religious life is that human beings enter 
into a conscious and uncoerced relationship with their Creator. Atay notes 
that the Quranic term for religion, dīn, has the literal sense of binding 
together: religion is therefore not a static object of contemplation, but an 
active relationship with the Creator.5 Atay’s reading of the Qur’an thus 
heavily emphasises human freedom and its ethical consequences. His work 
emphasises verses such as 2:233 and 286, which emphasise that God does 
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not burden human beings with demands that exceed their individual wills 
and capacities; and 2:256, which famously and unambiguously states that 
‘T ere is no coercion in religion’.6

T e term ‘Islam’ itself is interpreted here as a rational acknowledgement 
of the truth of the existence of the One God and then the conscious placing 
of one’s self in a relationship with God. 7 T is action, this submission to God, 
constitutes the very essence and eternal destiny of the entire existence of the 
human individual. According to Atay, Islam as a religious tradition has two 
sources: reason and the Qur’an.8 T ese two sources are utilised by the human 
individual in the context of their own personal freedom in order to follow 
God’s will and fully actualise their human destiny to enter into a relationship 
with God. T ey are both ‘indicators of the way’ that is the religious journey 
towards full happiness and fulf lment in this life and the next.9

For Atay, consideration of the nature of human reason and the nature 
of revelation lead to the conclusion that human beings are fundamentally 
free. God has designed human beings in such a way that they are able to 
freely know God and God’s ethical demands of them. God designed human 
beings to be both intellectually free to discover what is good and evil, and 
free to choose one or the other, so that God may judge their choices with 
fairness and justice. T e freedom of human reason is so crucial because this 
is the method that God has given humanity to establish a relationship with 
God and to fulf l God’s will in this life. Atay’s theological (rather than purely 
philosophical) rationalism is thus based on a central argument about God’s 
nature, namely that God desires a direct relationship with human beings. 
God’s will that all of humanity freely and consciously enter into a relationship 
with God and follow God’s will is the basis for the structure of human nature 
itself, and is also the basis for human happiness in this life and the next. 

Consideration of the structure of the created world reinforces the impor-
tance of the free exercise of human reason. T ere are two kinds of existents 
in the cosmos, physical and metaphysical. T e former comprises phenom-
ena that are made up of substances and their qualities, and that therefore 
have some kind of physical existence that we can perceive with our senses. 
T e latter comprises phenomena that have no features that can be directly 
detected with our sense perception, such as God and the afterlife. T is is 
why reason (akıl) is important: it is the one tool we have that is capable 
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of detecting and describing metaphysical phenomena, because it itself is a 
metaphysical existent.10 

Human reason is thus not simply a deductive faculty, but also constitutes 
the deepest and most intimate ways in which humans come to know basic 
truths about themselves and the universe through the exercise of their free-
dom. It is more than simple mental processes, and is in fact the way that God 
has chosen to communicate truth directly to human individuals: in Atay’s 
words, ‘Reason is God’s non-read (wordless) revelation’.11 T rough its free 
rational ref ection, humanity can come with certainty to know God’s exis-
tence. By ref ecting on the continuous rise and fall, the ceaseless coming into 
being and passing out of being, of things in the cosmos, human beings come 
to an awareness that there exists something directing these processes that is 
beyond themselves, something that is omnipotent and omniscient.12 Because 
reason is a universal feature of all individual human beings, given by God so 
that all human individuals may come to know God, every human culture 
over time has come to the conclusion that God exists. All human cultures 
have given a name to this ultimate being that directs the cosmos.13

T eology is thus an activity of intellectual freedom that leads to rational 
knowledge about God. For Atay, it is utterly necessary to emphasise the free 
nature of this activity because theology that irrationally restricts itself by blind 
imitation of authority or tradition cannot lead to the kind of knowledge that 
God wants human beings to acquire. In other words, theology should be 
free because God created us to think freely. Numerous contemporary Turkish 
theologians have made arguments similar to Atay’s on these points. Sönmez 
Kutlu, for instance, frequently contrasts theological rationalism with more 
conservative strains in modern Turkish Islamic thought. He criticises what 
he calls a ‘closed frame of reference mentality’.14 T is refers to a religious 
epistemology that does not appeal to any category of knowledge universally 
accessible to all people, such as reason or empirical experience. Instead, these 
irrational theologies appeal to the singular authority of a charismatic leader or 
authority f gure. In doing so, they stif e the ability of their members to think 
freely and to rationally interpret Islamic doctrine. 

Kutlu argues instead for a ‘rationalist-civilisational mentality’ (akılcı-hadari 
zihniyet).15 T is approach refers to a theological method that explicitly takes 
into account the dynamism of human action and human societies. Moreover, 
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this theological method interprets the dynamism of historical change as part 
of God’s design of the universe: God wants us to freely apply our reason in 
order to build better societies on the bedrock of the eternal truths of God’s will, 
such as the principles of justice and equality. Religion is an active process of 
civilisation-building that God calls us to undertake. Along similar lines, Hanif  
Özcan calls for ‘a religion indexed to knowledge’ that opposes traditionalist 
approaches to religion that do not take into account the advances and changes 
brought by modernity.16 Özcan’s work emphasises heavily emphasises the point 
that change in religious practices (isolated from the sphere of eternal religious 
truth) brought about by changing individual and social circumstances is an 
undeniable fact that theologians must always take into account.17

In the same way that God has designed human reason to af  rm human 
freedom, God has also sent down revelation in such a way that af  rms human 
freedom. As described in the previous chapters, the Qur’an is the basis of the 
universality of the Islamic message.18 T e eternal principles elaborated therein 
are the surest guide to the eternal truths of religion and human nature. Fur-
thermore, humans’ use of their God-given reason is often in competition 
with human delusion, desire and ignorance, all of which can interfere with a 
person’s ability to use reason correctly.19 

At the same time, revelation af  rms human freedom: one of the unchange-
able truths that revelation establishes is in fact the changeability and freedom 
inherent in human nature. Revelation is the way that God ensures that human 
beings are able to freely access the complete truth about themselves and the 
universe. Revelation is sent to clarify the essential truths about the universe, 
and to enlighten human beings as to their own nature, which leads them to 
actualise their own powers of independent reasoning and ref ection on the 
cosmos.20 By communicating through revelation, God has begun a relation-
ship with creation that human beings are expected to freely reciprocate.

Moreover, by choosing to communicate with human beings in their own 
linguistic medium, God chooses to dignify human freedom. God desires 
that human beings enter freely into a relationship with God, and this means 
that they must have the ability to do so using their own innate capaci-
ties, such as the capacity for language.21 God addresses humanity in ways 
that both preserve the integrity of the way God created them, and also call 
them to use their created nature to reach out to their Creator. For Atay in 
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particular, reason then becomes the primary means by which human beings 
interpret revelation, because reason is the way in which human beings come 
to know all things in the universe, exactly in accordance with the way God 
created them.22

T rough its heavy emphasis on human freedom, Atay’s theology of revela-
tion thus features a notable theological humanism that has had a wide inf u-
ence on modern Turkish theological discussions of human nature and the 
created world. When describing the reason why God sent revelation in 
the f rst place, Atay declares rather strikingly: ‘Human beings are the goal! 
T e Qur’an is for human beings, human beings are not for the Qur’an. T e 
Qur’an is not to use human beings, human beings are to use the Qur’an’.23 
T is means that God’s revelation to humankind is meant to actualise human 
nature: it is meant to encourage and enable human beings to live up to the 
potential that God created in them. Atay’s theocentric conception of human 
nature leads to his distinctly humanist religious vision: human nature and 
human reason are so crucial because they are direct creations of God, and 
God made them to be what they are. As Özcan puts it, ‘Religion exists for the 
person, not the person for the religion’.24 

In contrast to the humanist theological rationalism of Atay, Kutlu or 
Özcan, other theologians such as Emine Öğük (whose work is discussed 
in more detail in the previous chapter) rely on more explicitly traditional 
theological discourses to discuss the reality of human freedom. While the 
importance of human freedom as a theological argument is widely accepted 
in modern Turkish theology, how exactly to conceive of this freedom is sub-
ject to variance and debate. T e explicit humanism of Atay and similar theo-
logians is oftentimes critiqued by those who feel that this approach is too 
far removed from the explicit terms and concepts used in the classical Sunni 
dogmatic tradition.25 

In her discussion of human freedom, for example, Öğük analyses al-
Maturidi’s discussion of the example of the classical kalām problem of kader 
(qadar in Arabic), or God’s determination of events.26 T is is the classic the-
istic dilemma posed by divine omnipotence and human free will: genuine 
monotheism requires the former for its def nition of God, but the latter is 
also required if it is to be believed that God judges the actions of individual 
human beings. But how can both of these propositions be true at the same 
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time? If God is omnipotent, that means that God controls everything that 
happens in the universe; and if that is so, how can human beings be said to 
freely choose any course of action? Moreover, if human beings are not truly 
in charge of their individual decisions, then how can a just God judge them 
for these decisions?

Öğük points specif cally to al-Maturidi’s answer to this question as a guide 
for contemporary theologians.27 Al-Maturidi begins by grounding his theo-
logical ref ections in Quranic principles, noting that both of these claims are 
emphatically asserted in the text. T e Qur’an repeatedly makes clear that 
humans are both morally responsible for all of their actions and that God 
has power over and knowledge of every occurrence in the cosmos. Human 
beings do indeed choose and perform their own actions.28 Based on these 
two Quranic principles, al-Maturidi then constructs a theory of theological 
‘realism’ which asserts that human actions have multiple ‘aspects’ to them 
from the divine and human perspectives. In other words, while both of these 
claims must be true, the truth of each claim can only be rationally appre-
hended one at a time. Human actions must therefore be multi-dimensional 
in a way that cannot be totally comprehended all at once, but must be true on 
the whole.29 T us, we learn from revelation that human freedom is real; but 
our reason cannot entirely comprehend how this can be so. As Öğük points 
out, af  rming the reality of human freedom does not necessarily require a 
thorough-going theological humanism or rationalism. Reasoned ref ection 
on revelation guided by self-conscious f delity to tradition may also lead to 
this important theological conclusion.

Eternal Truth, Changeable Human Life

T e fact of human freedom is the basis of the variability of religious experi-
ence through time. Human beings, as the trustees of the absolute truths of 
the universe and those expected by God to defend and live out those truths 
in this life, are uniquely responsible for preserving authentic religious truth 
and tradition in the real world. T e fact that the created world, which is by 
its nature changeable and unstable, is the context in which human beings 
must undertake this responsibility makes the need to distinguish between 
unchangeable absolute truth and changeable historical context absolutely 
crucial. T e nature of the created world thus mandates ref ection on which 
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aspects of religious tradition must be understood as eternally valid, and which 
may be regarded as historically contingent and thus liable to modif cation. 
Meditation on this distinction thus emerges as one of the most important 
ways in which modern Turkish theology approaches the problem of the 
Creator/created distinction, and the consequences this distinction has from 
the perspective of humankind. 

One of the most common motifs used in modern Turkish theology to talk 
about the distinction between the changeable and the unchangeable aspects 
of religion is discussion of the relationship between ‘religion’/‘religious belief ’ 
(din) and ‘Shari‘ah’/‘religious practice’ (şeriat).30 T is particular theological 
motif distinguishes between the essential beliefs and practices of Islam and 
the specif c ways in which these essential beliefs and practices are interpreted 
and implemented in the real world. Otherwise put, this motif is employed 
as a method of clarifying the relationship between religious belief and prac-
tice. T is distinction therefore becomes a way to help understand whether 
a certain belief or practice within Islamic tradition should be considered 
essential and unchangeable, or historically contingent and thus potentially 
changeable.31 A close analysis of this particular theological motif in modern 
Turkish theology reveals the signif cant nuances in how various theologians 
navigate the distinction between absolute, unchangeable religious truth and 
contingent, changeable human life. T ough this particular theological motif 
is phrased in multiple and even contradictory ways in modern Turkish the-
ology, it runs as a clear thread though all the various methods this tradition 
uses to discuss the theological problematic of the nature of the created world. 

T is distinction is in fact an ancient and common feature of Hanaf -
Maturidi theological tradition, having developed long before the Ottoman 
Empire or the modern Turkish Republic. T e ninth-century text Kitab al-
‘Alim wa-l-Muta‘allim,32 attributed to the great Sunni theologian and scholar 
Abu Hanifa, includes a famous discussion of the dif erence between dīn 
(religion) and Shari‘ah (Islamic ritual practice) and argues that all of the 
prophets sent by God shared one dīn but each brought their own sharī‘ah.33 
T is argument occurred in the context of a wider debate about the nature of 
religious faith itself: is it a unitary act of the heart and mind, or is it something 
that is composed of both faith and works? T is particular text deploys this 
distinction to support the principle that works are separate from faith.34 
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Medieval Hanaf -Maturidi theology developed the position that faith is an 
internal act of assent whose authenticity cannot be judged based on a person’s 
actions alone. In other words, the distinction between ‘religion’ and ‘Shari‘ah’ 
developed in this particular strain of medieval Sunni theology as a way to talk 
about the dif erence between internal faith and external religious observance. 
Al-Maturidi also utilises this distinction in his works, where he for instance 
argues that ‘matters of religion (diyānāt) are matters of belief (‘itiqādāt)’.35 
Al-Maturidi thus emphasises that adherence to religion and religious belief 
is properly located in the heart (qalb) and cannot be subject to any outside 
coercion or inf uence.36 T is theological position became standard dogma in 
the Hanaf -Maturidi tradition, maintaining inf uence among theologians of 
this school through the Ottoman period.

Modern Turkish theologians quickly noticed the implications of this dis-
tinction for modern discussions of religious identity and religious practice. 
As with their creative reappropriation of Hanaf -Maturidi tradition more 
broadly (the history of which is outlined in Chapter 2), these thinkers rec-
ognised that the texts of Sunni dogmatic theological tradition could take on 
a new relevance in the modern period. T is distinction provided an ideal 
way to use traditional discourse to conceptualise a distinctly modern ques-
tion; indeed, the most urgent question asked in the modern Turkish theologi-
cal tradition: what is the dif erence between absolute truth and contingent 
human life? In this moment of modern change and instability, what consti-
tutes the changeable and the unchangeable in religion?

İsmail Hakkı İzmirli, the pre-eminent late Ottoman theologian, took 
up this question himself. As discussed in the previous chapter, for İzmirli 
theology is a rational and disciplined meditation on deep truths of human 
experience and existential awareness that point with utter certainty to the 
existence of God. In order to better organise this process of meditation and 
analysis, İzmirli organised theological knowledge into three dif erent types of 
‘religious judgements’: creedal judgements, Shari‘ah judgements and moral 
judgements.37 All of these aim at the ‘reforming’, or the ‘transformation’ 
(ıslah) of the human person in accordance with the eternal truths of religion 
that lead to the achievement of ultimate fulf lment (saadet).38 

İzmirli argues that the f rst and third categories in their entirety are part 
of the unchangeable elements of religion because they concern eternally true 

6764_Dorroll.indd   1326764_Dorroll.indd   132 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



humanity | 133

dogmas of the faith and eternally valid ethical principles. T e f rst category, 
creedal judgements, aims at the transformation of human reason in accor-
dance with eternal truths, such as the proposition that there exists one God 
who sends revelation to human beings instructing them to worship the One 
God and to institute justice and loving kindness among one another. T ese 
essential truths are summarised in the Islamic profession of belief that there 
exists only one God and that Muhammad is the Prophet of God – the f rst 
Pillar of Islam.39 Islamic theological propositions therefore possess the follow-
ing characteristics: they are rooted in sound evidence; they are in accord with 
and elucidated by human reason; and they are not subject to change (though 
the intellectual methods that express them may change).40 T eological truth 
is in accord with both reason and human nature, and elevates both of them to 
the higher levels of transcendence that constitute their ultimate signif cance. 

T e third category of religious judgements, moral judgements, aims at 
the transformation of the heart. T ese propositions foster togetherness, love, 
harmony and support among individuals.41 T ey might simply be called 
morals or ethics, and are the inner basis and principle of all human interac-
tions. T ese propositions train and condition the soul and inner person to 
learn to treat other persons with the love that God shows humanity. T e 
basis of Islamic morality is here what İzmirli calls ‘loving kindness towards all 
of God’s creation’, that is, an individual and social mirroring of God’s inf -
nite attributes of loving kindness and mercy.42 Like the theological dogmatic 
judgements that are their basis, these ethical principles cannot be subject to 
change over time: God will never command us not to be loving and merciful, 
because God will never cease to be loving and merciful. 

By contrast, the second category, Shari‘ah judgements, does contain ele-
ments of religion that are changeable over time, according to İzmirli. Shari‘ah 
judgements aim at the transformation of human deeds and are oriented 
towards the establishment of civilisation, moderation, justice, goodness, 
freedom and equality.43 Fiqh, or the discipline of deriving the rulings of the 
Shari‘ah, is based on the principle of the general welfare and the fostering of 
both the individual and social good.44 In other words, the Shari‘ah is under-
stood here as the ideal path leading to saadet that God sets out for individu-
als and societies. Its basis is the universal good of human f ourishing, which 
lends it f exibility in practice due to change in social conditions.
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T is consideration leads to the crucial distinction at issue here. Within 
the Shari‘ah category of religious judgements, there are two types of judge-
ment that need to be distinguished from one another: those that concern 
rituals of worship (such as prayer), and those that concern ‘worldly interac-
tions’, that is, relationships between people and societies. T e rules of wor-
ship are the means of establishing a sincere and devoted relationship between 
the individual and God. T e rules of worldly interactions are the means of 
establishing justice between human individuals in worldly social life.45 T is is 
a conventional distinction in Shari‘ah practice: the former concerns the ritual 
duties of Islam, most particularly the Five Pillars in the Sunni tradition, while 
the latter concerns civil legislation and social practice.46

But İzmirli takes this traditional distinction one step further. He argues 
that, within Shari‘ah propositions, those that have to do with worship are 
never subject to change, but those that have to do with worldly interactions 
can change precisely because human social conditions are ever changing.47 
T is distinction ef ectively delimits the bounds of religious practice that are 
not subject to modern social reform, while clarifying where such reform can 
take place: the ritual duties of the faith must remain constant, but social poli-
cies (such as forms of government, civil legislation and even gender relations) 
become open to change and reinterpretation. 

İzmirli’s argument here is a key moment in the development of modern 
Turkish theology. Using terminology taken from Sunni dogmatic theology, 
he lays out a structure for how to talk about the central issue in modern 
Turkish theological development, the relationship between absolute truth 
and contingent human life. T at so inf uential a f gure as İzmirli would 
consider this distinction viable allowed it to become a common feature of 
theological argument in the modern Turkish tradition. İzmirli found in this 
distinction a key insight into the future of religion in the modern period: 
in order to ensure the survival of religion in the turbulence of modernity, 
it is necessary to isolate what is essential to the faith and what is liable 
to reinterpretation. Given the threats to religious belief and practice from 
philosophical materialism and from the sheer disorientation that comes 
from modern social change, it becomes necessary to decide what must be 
defended without compromise and what can safely be reimagined in the 
light of modern concerns.
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Twentieth-century Turkish theologians since İzmirli have elaborated on 
this distinction in great detail in order to continue the theological task of 
defending absolute truth and reinterpreting how this absolute truth can best 
be actualised in the ever-changing realm of human life in this world. T e 
f rst step in determining what can be changed is determining what cannot 
be changed. Following İzmirli, these theologians have def ned the essence of 
religion with theological truth about God’s nature, essential ethical precepts 
and the basic ritual requirements of Islam. T is def nition is necessary from 
both a theological and sociological perspective, as it divides human life into 
realms of experience with dif erent kinds of religious value. It is in fact this 
sociological distinction that enables the perpetuation rather than diminution 
of religious values in the modern world. By properly delimiting the spheres 
over which religious values have sway, Turkish theologians ensure that these 
values have a space to thrive in the modern context. T is def ning of the 
nature of religion proper then allows for a def nition of what is changeable in 
religious practice.

İlyas Çelebi, for example, describes religion in general as ‘the totality of 
rules (kurallar) that give direction and meaning to the life of the human 
being’ and that therefore constitute the foundation of the relationship the 
individual human being has with God, the world and other people.48 More 
specif cally, Islam is the truest religion in this sense because it is revealed 
through prophecy, addressed to human reason, and through its ethical com-
mands ensures happiness and felicity in this life and the next; in its essence, 
it is composed of divine rules that are not subject to change.49 T e ‘f xed ele-
ments’ (sabitler) of true religion include the belief in the One God and the 
creation of the world; the fundamental freedom, equality and moral respon-
sibility of human beings; belief in the afterlife; and many other basic ethi-
cal and theological propositions that f ow from these key principles.50 T ese 
essential elements of religious faith are, moreover, consonant with human 
nature and universal human experience, as Hanif  Özcan has also argued. 
Religious belief and eternal truth represent the most interior spiritual experi-
ence of a human being, a true gift from God.51 

Similarly, İlhami Güler def nes the essence of religion as a person’s sub-
mission to God, the imputation of authority to God, right belief about God 
and the moral imperatives that follow from this submission.52 He roots his 
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def nition of religion in the Qur’an, where religion’s content is described as 
a direct relationship between God and humankind comprising ‘the totality 
of moral decrees from God to humankind’ and the ‘submission, gratefulness, 
respect and worship’ that is due to God.53 ‘Islam’, as a theological term, refers 
to religion in its truest sense.54 For Güler, the essence of religion is above all a 
moral and theological concept that constitutes a direct relationship between 
human beings and God, and is thus conceptually distinct from external fac-
tors such as social organisation. Religion is a moral stance and a set of moral 
commands, to be sure, but these are distinct from the specif cities of concrete 
social relations.

To give one f nal example, the prominent Turkish scholar and theorist of 
f qh Saf et Köse uses traditional Islamic legal theory to delimit the sphere of 
unchanging and absolute religious truth from areas of religious practice that 
can be reinterpreted. He mentions the higher ethical objectives of Shari‘ah 
as a key example of the basic principles that can never be violated when 
undertaking interpretation of Islamic belief and practice. T ese goals, or 
maqāṣid, are a common feature of traditional Islamic legal theory. T ey are 
based on the fundamental principle that the Shari‘ah is meant to ‘facilitate 
improvement and perfection of the conditions of human life on earth’.55 In 
other words, the Shari‘ah is designed to enact God’s will on earth through 
the protection of certain key values and goals that maximise human welfare. 
T e specif c historical forms that Shari‘ah takes in the world are theoreti-
cally designed to conform to God’s loving mercy towards human beings and 
God’s will that justice be enacted on earth. Concrete rulings in Shari‘ah are 
thus evaluated with respect to the higher goals that God has for humankind. 
T ese have been variously def ned over the centuries and up to the present 
day, but include such goals as the safeguarding of religion, life, property and 
the exercise of human reason.

Given the eternal signif cance of these aspects of religion, the essence of 
religion itself, what specif c relevance does absolute religious truth have in the 
ever-changing context of human life? T is relevance is precisely the capacity of 
eternal truth to inform and transform the natural process of change in human 
life. As İzmirli suggested, the theological dogmas, the basic ritual duties and 
the ethical principles of Islam are non-negotiable and cannot be subject to 
reform over time. However, the precise manner in which these values and 
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truths are lived out in the real world, that is, their ‘practical’ manifestation, can 
change over time.56 Religious rulings and guidelines having to do with human 
interactions do not exhibit the same f xity that theological dogma, worship or 
ethical principles do. Religious rulings having to do with human interactions 
are subject to change in accordance with social and political change, precisely 
because they are the concrete manifestation of abstract ethical principles (such 
as justice and the protection of individual rights), the application of which will 
necessarily vary from time to time and place to place.57 

T is point is absolutely crucial, Çelebi for example insists, because it is 
at the core of the Islamic duty to advance human rights throughout history. 
While revelation itself and its theological, ritual and ethical messages are per-
fect, the exact manner in which the truths of revelation are implemented in 
the real world are subject to change simply due to the changeable nature of 
the world itself. Religion is perfect, but ‘religiosity’ is a process.58 T is process 
is the ongoing ‘harmonising’ between revelation and real life, a process that 
the Prophet himself undertook. Çelebi argues that this evolution of religios-
ity over time is the process of further improving human rights in this world. 
Muslims are called to complete the always ongoing process of human rights 
advancement that the Prophet began in his own life. Establishing justice in 
this world is a continual process that requires constant struggle to harmonise 
social practices with the eternal religious ideals of Islam.59 T is struggle is 
never-ending due not only to the always changing nature of human soci-
ety itself, but also due to the inherently imperfect nature of human beings. 
Nevertheless, for Muslims the ceaseless striving for improvement and justice 
is itself an eternal part of the Islamic religious message.

T is argument also implies that the essential theological and ethical teach-
ings of Islam contain within themselves consequences that can only be realised 
in the future. T e abolition of slavery or the defence of universal human rights 
may not have been conceivable by human beings in the seventh century, as 
Çelebi points out, but the seeds of these concrete ethical projects lay nestled 
within the Islamic ideals of justice and the Oneness of God from the begin-
ning of revelation.60 T ey f ower at the right moment in history, and they 
require the cultivation of believing Muslims in the present. Islam is eternal, 
and the human ability to actualise its message must continue to progress until 
God calls the entirety of humanity to account at the end of history.
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T e sphere of human life exhibits this component of changeablity and 
progress because human life is inherently social (recalling the importance 
of Durkheim’s and Gökalp’s sociology, as discussed in previous chapters). 
Because human beings are both free to choose their actions and must live 
together in order to advance their collective and individual interests, human 
life exhibits a constantly changing and dynamic structure as human societies 
constantly endeavour to harmonise the needs of the individual with the needs 
of the group. Importantly, this application of a sociological understanding 
to human religious experience can result in a highly historicist reading of 
Islamic tradition as part and parcel of the ef ort to distinguish between eter-
nal religious truth and changeable human circumstance. 

As Hanif  Özcan points out, human religious practice via the Shari‘ah 
ref ects the historical variability of human experience itself. Religious practice 
has an ‘aggregational’ character, meaning that it is often composed of accu-
mulations of concepts and practices rooted in historical contexts that no lon-
ger persist.61 It is precisely this historical character of the Shari‘ah that places 
it within the realm of changeable human experience. T e essence of religion 
itself is revelation, which because it occurred once and in a perfect form is not 
itself subject to historical variability. Insofar as our interpretation of this event 
of revelation is implicated in our own social circumstance, which is always 
historically conditioned, religious practice itself is subject to historicist analy-
sis and understanding. Özcan’s distinction between religion and Shari‘ah is so 
strong that it historicises the entire notion of Shari‘ah by arguing that change 
is always possible within it. 

T e radically critical potential of this historicism is brought to its fullest 
expression by Güler. Güler in fact argues that the term ‘Shari‘ah’ is used as a 
kind of f gure of speech in the Qur’an, as the practical manifestation or ‘way’ 
(the term’s literal meaning) of enacting religion in a particular time and place. 
For this reason, Shari‘ah is most akin to the concept of ‘religiosity’.62 It is in 
fact a kind of historical ‘reif cation’ of the essential truths of religion, and the 
multiplicity of these reif cations over time reveals their connection to chang-
ing social conditions, politics and other properly extra-religious factors.63 
Shari‘ah is the institutionalisation of religious truth.64 In other words, Güler 
argues that religious practice, Shari‘ah, is thoroughly conditioned by human 
social structures and considerations; not only does it contain the potential for 
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change or dynamism over time, but is itself a largely human interpretation 
and construction. 

T e radicalism of Güler’s approach is evident in his discussion of the his-
tory of religious practice in Muslim societies. Having established his theo-
logical argument on the def nition of religion and Shari‘ah, Güler goes on to 
make a crucial critique of how these concepts have traditionally been under-
stood in Islamic jurisprudence. Güler argues that traditional f qh scholars 
followed the eminent scholar Muhammad ibn Idris al-Shaf ‘i (d. 820)65 in 
conf ating religion and Shari‘ah. Güler thus criticises the great majority of 
f qh texts by pointing out that they have deviated from the Quranic under-
standing of the nature of religion itself, and thus have inadvertently sacralised 
social and political institutions rather than enabled their continual reform 
and critique by holding them accountable to Quranic ethics. Güler even goes 
so far as to claim that this conf ation of religion with its concrete histori-
cal expression has prevented Muslim societies from developing a successful 
native vision of modernity.66

While he criticises Islamic tradition for its deviation from Quranic roots, 
Güler also criticises Western conceptions of religion embodied in Western 
secularism. According to Güler, secularism has ‘imprisoned’ religion within 
the conscience, the afterlife and worship spaces, thus robbing religion of its 
naturally dynamic and morally transformative relationship with changing 
social conditions. At the same time, however, modern religious thought is 
also af  icted with a severe conservatism that has confused a series of histori-
cal and interpretive developments with the universal essence of religion itself, 
thus attributing parts of religious tradition with absolute value that does not 
properly belong to them.67 

Güler’s theology of the relationship between absolute religious truth and 
changeable human life represents the most radically critical potential of this 
line of thinking. Köse’s work, more closely grounded in the f qh tradition 
of which Güler is so thoroughly critical, of ers a useful counterpoint. Köse 
argues that Shari‘ah exhibits a ‘dynamic structure’ due to the fact that social 
life is organic and therefore ever changing and developing.68 T is dynamic 
structure is known specif cally as ictihat,69 the term used in f qh to refer to 
the reinterpretation of a Shari‘ah ruling or to the derivation of a new Shari‘ah 
ruling (hüküm in Turkish, ḥukm in Arabic). Ictihat (ijtihād in Arabic) in its 
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most basic sense is the principle that allows the f qh tradition to be subject to 
continual clarif cation and reinterpretation. Köse argues that the large major-
ity of Islamic legal rulings actually fall into this category, meaning that the 
large majority of traditional Islamic Shari‘ah practice can be reinterpreted in 
the contemporary period. T e types of Shari‘ah rulings that are not subject to 
reinterpretation are a small number of rulings that possess a clear and explicit 
basis in the Quranic text and the Sunna of the Prophet, and whose general 
applicability and universal benef t is f xed and not subject to change.70 T e 
need for ictihat is particularly acute in the modern period due to the massive 
social changes that have resulted from the global shift from agricultural to 
industrial societies.71 

Köse stresses the need for ictihat on the basis of two theological principles, 
one relating to the nature of God and one relating to the nature of human-
ity, and emphasises the moral responsibility that God places on each human 
individual. God’s role as judge of humanity requires that every human being 
who can be held morally liable for their individual actions72 expend every 
reasonable ef ort to f nd the correct action to take in any given situation. At 
the same time, the everyday, worldly context within which individual human 
beings take these individual actions is constantly changing. T us, continuous 
interpretation and reinterpretation of the specif cs of Islamic legal practice 
through the use of ictihat is a direct consequence of both God’s nature as 
eternal judge and of humanity’s nature as conditioned by continuous social 
change. As with the theologians discussed above, therefore, Köse’s argument 
is based ultimately on the theological distinction between the nature of the 
Creator and the nature of creation.

İctihat can be understood as a middle way between the twin errors of 
strong historicism, such as that advocated by Güler and Özcan, and tradi-
tional conservatism. T e former attempts to historicise every legal ruling in 
the Qur’an, thus rendering all of them subject to change or abandonment. 
T e latter error of traditional conservatism is excessively focused on staying 
within the boundaries of the historical f qh tradition, which is a denial of 
the necessary dynamism of f qh.73 Unthinking reliance on a particular school 
of thought or a particular historical f gure can replace the focus on basic 
religious principles themselves, thus undermining the necessary dynamism 
of Islamic religious practice. T e basic principles of the Islamic faith are 
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by nature broader than any particular historical movement or personage.74 
As Köse puts it, ‘in Islam it is not persons but principles that come to the 
forefront’.75 

T eologians such as Köse stress a balance between extreme historicism 
and extreme conservatism because this balance enables human beings to 
remain obedient to God’s eternal commands and at the same time advance 
the cause of justice in the world, a cause that itself is a command of God that 
can be variously carried out. On the one hand, Muslims have a duty to fol-
low the revealed commands of God that God f xes for all eternity, such as the 
commands of ritual worship. On the other hand, the moral commands of 
God, such as the command to act justly and with loving mercy in the world, 
will require continual f exibility and even creativity on the part of human 
interpreters in order to make them a reality in human society.

It is crucial to note here that with respect to the imperative to follow 
God’s eternal commands, ictihat cannot be used to justify moral or dog-
matic relativism, or to excuse fundamentally immoral behaviour. While 
ictihat can apply to questions of ritual and legal practice, it cannot apply 
to questions of theological belief or questions of morality.76 For instance, 
ictihat cannot be used to declare permitted what the Qur’an has explicitly 
forbidden, nor can it invalidate the basic ritual duties of the faith.77 In other 
words, while dynamism is an inherent feature of Islamic Shari‘ah practice, 
this dynamism cannot be construed to undermine the integrity of the faith 
or the revelation itself.78

With respect to the imperative to advance justice in the world, however, 
ictihat must be free of methodological barriers to this goal, such as formal-
ism and literalism. With respect to formalism, an act may be construed to 
be formally acceptable, but is in reality totally inadmissible from the broader 
moral perspective of Islam. Islamic Shari‘ah rulings that adhere to the letter 
of the law, as it were, but violate its fundamental moral spirit, cannot be 
understood as actually following the will of God in the world. For instance, a 
marriage may take place that meets the formal requirements of Islamic ritual 
practice, but if it occurs under coercion, it cannot be said to be Islamically 
valid. Using a phrase from Ottoman legal texts, Köse describes such situa-
tions as ‘accidentally, but not religiously, valid’.79 In other words, the ten-
dency to focus on the formal requirements of the Shari‘ah to the detriment of 
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its fundamental moral and spiritual principles results in legal rulings that are 
contrary to God’s will, even if they appear to be acceptable under the formal 
terms of the Shari‘ah.

T e error of textual literalism functions in a similar fashion. Literalistic 
interpretations of Islamic scriptural and traditional texts are fundamentally 
inef ective because the texts are based on broad principles and general goals 
designed for use within the complexities of the real world.80 Any form of 
textual interpretation, therefore, must never lose sight of the general goals 
of the Shari‘ah itself, and must retain a holistic structure that takes the 
entirety of relevant texts into account. As Köse explains in a particularly 
useful analogy, the text’s literal wording and its actual intention are analo-
gous to a person’s body and spirit: they are formally inseparable but concep-
tually distinct, and it is possible to prioritise the former to the detriment of 
the latter.81 Scriptural interpretation must also retain its focus on the overall 
meaning and goal of a given textual source when attempting to evaluate its 
literal meaning.82 

Overall, wherever they stand on the exact theoretical lines drawn in this 
debate, modern Turkish theologians have all stressed the necessity of tak-
ing the dynamism of religious life and practice into account in the modern 
period. T is imperative is vital to the survival of religion itself in the modern 
period, and is in fact a simple reality of the human experience. As Özcan 
points out, the variability that people show towards religious practice is, quite 
simply, ‘a fact of history’.83 T e distinction between Creator and created sim-
ply necessitates an acknowledgement of the variability of human life, and this 
acknowledgement has critical implications for religious practice if we are to 
take seriously the task of preserving religious values within the vicissitudes of 
modernity.

Put another way, the neglect of the dynamism of Shari‘ah threatens the 
continuing viability of religion itself in the modern period. Köse suggests that 
the reason Western Europe went through a process of social secularisation 
that marginalised the church was the Western church’s insuf  cient response 
to the changes of modernity. Likewise, he argues that ‘ictihat is a vital impera-
tive and a religious duty’ because if Muslims refuse to nurture the dynamism 
inherent in their own tradition, they are giving people a compelling reason 
to discard religion altogether.84 Modern Turkish theology has converged on 
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the need to emphasise the dynamism of religious practice not out of a desire 
to submit religion to modernity, but out of a desire to allow religion to thrive 
within modernity. In other words, if we are to fulf l God’s commands within 
a context that God deliberately created to be ever changing and dynamic, 
surely God must also desire that we acknowledge the dynamism within 
religion itself.

Applications I: Politics and Democracy

Given the fact that the theological distinction between the changeable and 
the unchangeable in religious practice is meant to have concrete ramif cations 
for the social world, it is important to consider areas of potential applica-
tion of this argument. By far the most common example of the inf uence of 
this theological distinction in contemporary Turkey is the very widespread 
argument for the compatibility of Islam and representative democracy. T e 
notion that Islam and democratic governance are compatible is so common 
among Turkish theologians as to be taken for granted.85 To state the argument 
more specif cally, in modern Turkish theology it has become commonplace to 
assert that novel modern political systems, such as representative democracy, 
are entirely acceptable within an Islamic worldview so long as they result in 
justice and equanimity. In short, Islam is concerned with the implementation 
of God’s demand for justice and mercy between human beings, but leaves 
the specif cs of how to do this to human beings.86 As discussed in the second 
chapter, the ethical values of liberal democratic governance such as freedom, 
equality and social justice, were promoted by prominent late Ottoman theo-
logians as central to the values of Islam. Accordingly, the goal of establishing 
a democratic and republican state was seen as harmonious with the vision of 
Islam by Turkish theologians in the early Republic.87 

T ough this assertion is so common in modern Turkish theology as to be 
seen as merely common sense, it is important to emphasise its rootedness in 
the particular theological argument about the need to distinguish between the 
changeable and the unchangeable in religious practice. In modern Turkey, the 
sheer mundanity of the claim that Islam and representative government are 
compatible is precisely what makes the claim so interesting. Given that repre-
sentative democratic systems were almost universally rejected by theologians 
of all three major monotheistic faiths in the pre-modern period, the presence 
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of widespread support for democracy on Islamic theological grounds deserves 
some sustained analysis in order to uncover its specif c conceptual bases.88

Modern Turkish theological arguments in support of the implementa-
tion of novel modern political systems (such as representative democracy) are 
based on a theological distinction between the ‘political’ and the ‘religious’. 
As described in previous chapters, this distinction has been inherited from 
late Ottoman and early Republican theologians. According to this distinc-
tion, political af airs are by their very nature related to the worldly needs 
of human beings and how to secure these needs in the present life. T us, 
these af airs are fundamentally connected with the changeableness of the cre-
ated world, and cannot be placed in the same category as theological truth, 
which by def nition concerns the nature of God and is therefore unchanging. 
T us, Islamic thought and culture explicitly provides space for continuing 
innovation in political organisation so long as a given political system fulf ls 
the divine command to implement justice in the world. In other words, the 
moral values of politics are ref ective of God’s attributes and manifest as God’s 
commands, and are thus unchanging. Freedom, justice, equality and service 
to others can never be dispensed with because they are rooted in theological 
truth. However, the specif c ways in which these values are manifested from 
one place and one time to the next may be subject to change. 

Köse’s work provides a particularly clear example of this line of thinking. 
He distinguishes between three realms of human life that each have their 
own relationship with religion: 1) the realm whose entirety is determined 
by religion; the 2) realm whose basic principles are determined by religion; 
and 3) the realm that religion itself indicates should be left to human reason 
alone. T e f rst of these categories encompasses actions that are entirely dic-
tated by revelation itself and as such cannot change with time or place. Köse 
of ers the example of worship and ritual duties as the primary example of this 
category.89 Because these actions (such as prayer and fasting) are duties that 
are owed to God, they are not subject to change over time. T e third category 
concerns the natural sciences, which the Qur’an and Islamic tradition both 
indicate should be left to unhindered rational and empirical investigation.

T e second realm includes parts of human life which must be based on 
religious principles, but the specif c implementation of which is left to human 
choice and design. T e examples Köse gives here include politics, economics 
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and law. Köse stresses, however, that though the specif cs of these systems 
may change over time, these areas are inextricably connected to religious 
principles because they involve areas of individual and social moral action.90 
T e underlying principles of these areas of life (such as justice) are based on 
religious precepts and are thus unchangeable, while the specif c social forms 
that these principles may take in their application can change according to 
time and place.

 Köse provides two clear examples of this second realm of human life: 
clothing and the form of the state. Clothing is a natural, physical requirement 
for human beings. Religion specif es some requirements for clothing, such as 
covering certain parts of the body on account of modesty, but leaves the over-
all style and form of clothing to the variability of individual taste and social 
custom.91 Likewise, the organisation of a state is a natural, social requirement 
for human beings. Religion establishes certain universal principles that must 
form the basis of every legitimate state, such as justice, popular supervision 
and election, and respect for basic human rights, but because social condi-
tions change over time, it leaves open what particular form a government 
may take in order to fulf l these principles (and he notes that in this particular 
day and age, the countries that best fulf l these requirements are those with 
democratic systems of government).92

Ali Bardakoğlu similarly describes political and social organisation as tools 
with which to implement the immutable principles of revelation. Gover-
nance is intimately tied with the changeability of social context and historical 
experience. Islam’s universality, as a ref ection of the basic truths of the uni-
verse, means that it possesses the authority to judge the outcomes of specif c 
governance structures, but it leaves the job of designing and implementing 
these structures to ‘human initiative’.93 Moreover, as Süleyman Uludağ notes, 
no particular political system or state system is specif cally recommended by 
the Qur’an or Sunna.94 T us it is neither correct to say that Islam rejects 
democracy, nor to claim that Islam mandates it. While Islam does not remain 
neutral towards the value of justice in governance, it does remain neutral 
towards the specif c form that governance may take.

What makes democratic governance compelling is its ability to secure cer-
tain outcomes, such as the protection of human rights or individual liberty. 
However, because political systems are evaluated from an Islamic perspective 
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based on their ef  cacy in securing moral outcomes, and not on the presump-
tion that one is inherently more Islamic than another, it is entirely conceivable 
that multiple and even mutually contradictory forms of governance might be 
Islamically acceptable from one place and historical time period to the next. 
In other words, while there is nothing inherently Islamic about any political 
system, democracy must currently be upheld because it is the system that at 
present is best able to secure justice and the protection of human rights.95

T is distinction between universal and unchangeable religious moral 
values, and concrete, changeable political systems, can also be understood 
with respect to the distinction between reason and revelation.96 As Şaban 
Ali Düzgün notes, it is logically impossible that a specif c form of the state 
should be mandated by religion, because as pointed out above no specif c 
guidance on this topic exists in revelation or Prophetic tradition. If the form 
of the state were subject to divine command, it is simply inconceivable that 
God would not provide absolute clarity on this matter. T us, the form of 
the state falls under the activity of human reason, and is distinguished from 
the category of divine revelation.97 As with natural science, because politics 
concerns observable phenomena in the physical world, its specif c structures 
are subject to human rational analysis and argument, and are to be categori-
cally distinguished from the universality of revelation. As Wilkinson notes in 
her thorough analysis of Düzgün’s theology, his thought on this point and 
in general combines Western Enlightenment moral categories with Islamic 
theological anthropology and of ers a vigorous defence of human initiative in 
the social sphere anchored in the universal commands and values of Islamic 
theology.98 T us, historical variability in political systems can be seen as a 
natural outcome of the way that God designed human nature, meaning that 
political reform is always a possibility within an Islamic ethical worldview.

Applications II: Gender Justice

T e distinction between the changeable and the unchangeable has obvious 
implications for questions of gender justice and gender relations. Do rela-
tions between men and women fall properly into the sphere of changeable 
or unchangeable religious truth? What is their relationship with theologi-
cal questions of eternal signif cance, and contingent social questions that 
have to do with universal values but are also dependent on changing social 
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circumstances? In other words, what is the proper theological status of 
gendered distinctions in Islamic thought? T ese questions are frequently 
approached in modern Turkish theology by proceeding from a consideration 
of the changeable/unchangeable distinction in religion discussed in detail 
throughout this chapter.

Moreover, it is precisely within the realm of gendered practice that many 
contemporary Muslim thinkers worldwide have sought to delineate the 
boundaries between normative and deviant religious practice. As Kecia Ali’s 
work powerfully demonstrates, the realm of gendered practices is very often 
the battleground for determining the boundaries of ‘authentic’ Islam itself.99 
T is crucial dynamic of modern and contemporary Muslim thought is no 
less important in modern Turkish theology. T e work of Hidayet Şefkatli 
Tuksal explores these questions with the most theological depth of any other 
contemporary Turkish Muslim thinker, and her theology clearly illuminates 
that importance of the changeable/unchangeable distinction in the current 
development of Turkish theology on the topic of gender justice. 

Hidayet Şefkatli Tuksal’s systematic critique of patriarchal discourse within 
Islamic tradition is a pioneering example of theological ref ections on gen-
der in contemporary Turkish.100 Her work is based on a distinction between 
the unchangeable truths of Quranic theology and the inf uence of change-
able human social systems, such as patriarchy, that are detectable through-
out Islamic tradition. Her main argument is that key genres of traditional 
Islamic texts, most particularly the hadith, include examples of misogynistic 
discourse (kadın karşıtı söylemi), but that these discourses are contrary to the 
spirit of the Quranic revelation and thus need to be re-examined in the light 
of the Quranic message of fundamental human equality. Furthermore, this 
task of re-examination and reinterpretation is particularly urgent because the 
uncritical acceptance of these misogynistic discourses has led to detrimental 
consequences for the social status of women in Muslim societies. 

Tuksal describes patriarchy or the patriarchal social system (ataerkillik/
ataerkil sistem) as a social order that is historically extremely widespread, but that 
is at the same time emphatically not a ‘universal or inevitable phenomenon’.101 
Tuksal’s theological analysis begins, therefore, with the kind of insights antici-
pated in the late Ottoman reception of sociology described in the f rst chapter 
of this book. Her f rst methodological point is to acknowledge the changeability 
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of human social organisation and institutions, a point that is founded both on 
sociological theory and the distinction between the unchanging nature of God 
the Creator and the ever-changing nature of the created order. 

T e misogynistic discourse she critiques can be found in both the Qur’an 
and the hadith, in her view. Indeed, she puts her critique rather starkly. She 
argues that though the material in question is ‘marginal’ when considered 
against the backdrop of the entirety of the Quranic text and the hadith tradi-
tion as a whole, the extremely widespread usage of this material in traditional 
Islamic thought makes it actually more dif  cult to claim that misogynistic 
attitudes are not Islamic than to claim that they are.102 T e most immediately 
striking characteristic of Tuksal’s theology is in fact her frank assessment of 
Islamic tradition on this score: that it, like any other religious tradition, is 
always inf uenced by its historical context and thus will inevitably contain 
misogynistic discourses and practices simply due to how historically wide-
spread these discourses and practices are. 

Tuksal’s main claim, however, is that these misogynistic discourses are 
real, but not indicative of the basic and unchanging message of the Quranic 
text. On the contrary, misogyny and patriarchy are diametrically opposed to 
the ‘essence and basic principles’ of Islam.103 T e most fundamental Quranic 
principle with respect to human nature is the ‘ontological quality of value’ 
between human beings.104 T e main task of her theological analysis therefore 
becomes ‘identifying the traces of patriarchal tradition that have inf uenced 
the anti-woman narrations’ in the hadith tradition.105 Tuksal focuses on the 
hadith tradition because of their wide inf uence in religious practice through-
out the history of Islam.106

T e foundation of her critique is her analysis of the Quranic view of 
human nature. She focuses on the Qur’an for two reasons. First of all, it is 
composed of the revealed words of God to Muhammad, the f nal Prophet 
to humankind, and so its worldview takes ultimate precedence in a moral 
and theological sense. Secondly, it is the earliest document we have that is a 
contemporary witness to the practice of the earliest Muslim community, and 
thus preserves a record of the most essential parts of Muslim religious practice 
before they became subject to historical development.107 T us, Tuksal’s direct 
critique of the extant text of certain hadith reports proceeds by comparing 
them with the basic Quranic message.108
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T e Qur’an constitutes divine guidance for humanity during its life in 
this world. It has been revealed in order to allow humanity to reach its full 
potential in the light of divine truth. T is attainment of righteousness is the 
goal of human existence itself, and is achieved by harmonising our individual 
human nature with God’s wisdom.109 T e words of God in the Qur’an are 
directed towards the perfection of human nature as it manifests uniquely 
in each individual. As the Qur’an repeatedly emphasises, God only distin-
guishes between human beings based on their actions in this life, that is, 
whether or not they fulf l their spiritual obligations to God and their ethical 
obligations to other human beings.110 T e requirements that each individual 
person must meet in the eyes of God are requirements of faith and action, not 
requirements that have anything to do with one’s gender.111 Among dozens of 
other Quranic verses to this ef ect, Tuksal cites 33:35 in this context, which 
famously declares that men and women are equal in the reward they receive 
from God for their individual moral actions, individual ritual practices and 
individual belief in God.112

As Tuksal notes, however, the Qur’an itself bears traces of the misogynis-
tic cultural mindset of the society within which it was revealed. Because the 
text was revealed to address a specif c audience within human history, the 
discourse of the text includes elements of the ‘patriarchal codes’ embedded 
in that society.113 Tuksal argues, however, that the task of the interpreter is 
to disentangle these codes from the elements of the text that constitute its 
eternal message. T us, Tuksal acknowledges the existence of misogynistic 
discourse within the specif c phraseology and social mores within the text 
of the revelation itself, but points out that these are theologically distinct 
from the universal message of the text that is meant to address all times 
and places, which is clearly a message that stresses the equal dignity of men 
and women.

Having established the basic message of the Qur’an on the topic of gen-
der, Tuksal then compares this message to the misogynistic discourses present 
in the hadith literature. Tuksal notes that one of the key features of the hadith 
literature is the presence of contradictory material within the massive corpus 
of hadith transmissions. Muslim scholars have over the centuries therefore 
attempted to resolve these contradictions when attempting to interpret the 
hadith as a guide for Muslim religious ethics and practice. However, because 
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most Muslim scholars across Muslim history have lived in patriarchal soci-
eties (as is the case with every other great religious tradition), they did not 
identify the existence of misogynistic discourse in the hadith literature as in 
evident tension with the Quranic message, and thus as an interpretive prob-
lem that needed to be solved.114

T e basis of Tuksal’s critique of traditional hadith scholarship therefore 
combines both sociological and theological insights. Because traditional had-
ith scholars, like any other human being, were inf uenced by the social struc-
tures within which they found themselves, they were liable to read their own 
social situations back into the text as normative, thus seeing patriarchy as 
a natural condition of human societies that elicits no theological or ethical 
dilemma. But the basic theological anthropology of the Qur’an poses a clear 
problem for the existence of any misogynistic discourse in Islamic tradition. 
Because social conditions in our own time have shifted such that scholars 
living now are able to perceive this problem, it becomes the responsibility 
of contemporary Muslim scholars to address it.115 Tuksal thus levels a sharp 
critique at Islamic tradition and its acceptance of misogyny, but she accuses it 
of a failing that is universal to human nature and thus to all human religious 
practice and belief the world over.

Tuksal examines f ve types of hadith reports that contain misogynis-
tic discourse: 1) reports that describe the creation of Eve from Adam’s rib; 
2) reports that claim that the majority of the denizens of hell are women; 
3) reports that women are ‘def cient in reason’ and corrupters of the mor-
als of men; 4) reports that describe women as ‘inauspicious’; 5) and reports 
that mention women alongside animals such as donkeys and dogs.116 T ough 
these reports constitute a tiny fraction of the many hundreds of thousands of 
reports that make up the overall hadith literature, they have been seized upon 
by scholars in pre-modern societies as justif cations for preventing women 
from serving in positions of power or in granting women equal social status 
with men.117 Tuksal’s analysis of these hadith is designed to show that they 
not only contravene the spirit of the Qur’an, but contravene the spirit of 
other hadith reports that are much more likely to be ref ective of what the 
Prophet himself actually said. In other words, Tuksal argues that not only did 
pre-modern Muslim scholars ignore the fundamental message of the Qur’an 
when evaluating whether or not the Prophet actually said what is contained 
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in the hadith reports, but they also ignored other hadith reports that are 
explicitly anti-misogynist.

T e hadith in the last of these categories of reports provides the clearest 
example of her historical and theological argument. T ese hadith have to do 
with how to perform the daily ritual prayer correctly (namaz in Turkish/ṣalāt 
in Arabic). One of the key requirements for each session of ṣalāt to be valid is 
that the participant must be in a sound and focused state of mind such that 
they are performing the prayer with proper intention (rather than as a merely 
mechanistic exercise). Hadith that speak to the issue of how to maintain one’s 
proper state of mind are therefore very common.118

One subset of the large number of hadith on this issue has to do with the 
question of a person or animal passing in front of a person performing the 
prayer. Does the fact that someone or something passes in front of a person 
performing the prayer invalidate the prayer because it constitutes a signif -
cant distraction? T ese hadith are sometimes referred to as the ‘sutra’ (‘prayer 
screen’; sütre in Turkish) hadith because a possible solution to this dilemma 
mentioned in these hadith is the imposition of an item to serve as a screen 
or barrier between the front of the worshipper and anything passing in front 
of them. T us, any hadith that mention deeds or sayings of the Prophet that 
might have relevance to this issue are grouped in the traditional hadith col-
lections under the category of the sutra.

Tuksal outlines two possible answers within this hadith category to the 
question of whether or not something passing front of the worshipper con-
stitutes a distraction. T ese views are diametrically opposed: one group of 
hadith indicates that something passing in front of a worshipper poses no 
problem or distraction whatsoever, and the second group indicates that 
something passing in front does constitute a distraction that could invalidate 
the prayer, thus necessitating the imposition of a sutra.119 

What does this hadith subset have to do with the question of misogyny? 
One group of hadith that argue that something passing in front invalidates the 
prayer claim that three situations are particularly distracting for the worship-
per: when a woman, an ass, or a dog pass in front of a worshipper.120 Take for 
instance a report narrated by Abu Dharr: ‘T e Messenger of God said: When 
any one of you stands for prayer … [and if ] there is not before him (a thing) 
equal in size to the back of a saddle, his prayer would be cut of  by (the passing 
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of an) ass, woman, and black dog’.121 Or put more simply by the narrator Abu 
Hurayra: ‘T e Messenger of God said: A woman, an ass, and a dog disrupt the 
prayer, but something like the back of a saddle guards against that’.122

Tuksal argues that these hadith have clearly misogynistic overtones. T ey 
associate female nature with animality, including animals like the dog that 
were considered particularly repellent in the culture of seventh-century 
Arabia. Moreover, these hadith imply the common patriarchal trope that 
women’s mere presence constitutes a sensual distraction for men, render-
ing men incapable of controlling their minds and thoughts around them.123 
Yet, as mentioned above, a subset of hadith within the category on the sutra 
argues that someone or something passing in front of a worshipper in fact 
does not constitute a distraction for the worshipper. As it turns out, this 
subset of hadith makes this argument precisely by responding to the above 
hadith that associates women with these animals. T ese reports are narrated 
by ‘A’isha bint Abi Bakr, one of the Prophet’s wives and one of the most 
widely respected social, political and intellectual leaders of the early Muslim 
community. Reports attributed to ‘A’isha were considered particularly trust-
worthy by traditional Islamic scholars.124 

In these reports, ‘A’isha vociferously objects to the very premise implied 
in the reports that associate women with animals.125 In multiple versions of 
these reports, ‘A’isha hears other Muslims relate the claim that the Prophet 
said that women, asses and dogs disrupt the prayer. Upon hearing this, she 
reacts with astonishment: ‘Is the woman an ugly animal? I lay in front of the 
Messenger of God like the bier of a corpse and he said prayer’.126 In another 
version, she says: ‘You likened us to the dogs and the asses. By God! I saw the 
Messenger of God saying prayer while I lay interposed between him and the 
qibla [i.e., the direction of prayer towards Mecca]’.127

T ese narrations from ‘A’isha are striking indeed. T ey are a dramatic illus-
tration of just what makes interpreting the hadith material so dif  cult: even 
the Muslims who lived during the lifetime of the Prophet disagreed on what 
he said with respect to key matters of Islamic practice. T is is why the hadith 
do not exist in any single f xed version; there is contradictory, confusing and 
simply mysterious material related in countless specif c reports. Tuksal’s analy-
sis then proceeds to the question of how the Muslim interpretive tradition 
dealt with this specif c contrast which is, as she notes, a very clear example of 
disagreement over Prophetic practice within the early Muslim community.128
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As Tuksal and other hadith scholars note, there is every reason to accept 
‘A’isha’s version of events as authoritative. Her reports are considered by the 
early hadith scholars to be at least as historically plausible as the other reports, 
and she had much closer access to the Prophet’s behaviour than anyone else 
mentioned in the reports. In fact, as Asma Sayeed points out, ‘A’isha’s author-
ity as a transmitter and interpreter of Prophetic tradition was often consid-
ered to be superior to that of her male contemporaries: traditional accounts 
of her life conclude that her transmission of Prophetic tradition was supe-
rior to others because she had an extraordinary ability to interpret the inner 
meaning and practical signif cance of incidents in Muhammad’s life.129

Moreover, her version of events seems to accord with what we know 
from other sources about public congregational prayer during the life of 
the Prophet. T e earliest sources of hadith scholarship in fact adopted this 
viewpoint. As Tuksal shows, highly authoritative early scholars such as Abu 
Dawud (d. 889)130 and Malik ibn Anas (d. 795)131 preferred the opinion that 
passing in front of a worshipper does not invalidate the prayer.132 It is also 
noteworthy that the scholar Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj (d. 875)133 records ‘A’isha’s 
hadith at the very end of his section on the sutra, thus indicating that he felt 
she should have the last word on the matter. 

T e solution to the problem of the misogynistic discourses in these had-
ith seems clear enough, then. More reliable contemporaneous reports should 
rule out the claims that the Prophet associated women with animals and that 
he considered them to be sensual distractions for men. But as Tuksal points 
out, the medieval tradition of hadith scholarship could not allow ‘A’isha’s 
version of events to simply cancel out the claims of male hadith reporters. 
Rather than accept her version of events as authoritative, many medieval 
scholars instead preferred to try to ‘aggregate’ or harmonise these two clearly 
mutually incompatible versions of events.134 T e opinion became widespread 
that while the passing in front of a worshipper does not invalidate the prayer, 
it is nevertheless to be strongly discouraged and severely condemned.135 T ese 
medieval scholars therefore often turned to one particular report to this ef ect: 
‘Abu Juhaym reported that the Messenger of God said: ‘If anyone who passes 
in front of a man who is praying knew the responsibility he incurs, he would 
stand still forty [days, months, or years] rather than to pass in front of him’.136

As Tuksal insightfully points out, while this position may at f rst glance 
seem like a sensible middle ground between conf icting reports, it actually 
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reveals the patriarchal bias of the medieval hadith scholars. T e argument to 
aggregate, or harmonise, these contradictory reports only makes sense if one 
refuses to recognise ‘A’isha’s clear authority on this particular issue. If one rec-
ognises ‘A’isha’s authority here, then there is no need at all to so severely con-
demn one who passes in front of a worshipper, because according to ‘A’isha’s 
version of events the Prophet saw no issue with someone being directly in 
front of him during his prayer. T ese medieval interpreters also went to great 
lengths to try to explain away ‘A’isha’s version of events, rather than accept 
their veracity based on her clear authority on the matter.137

Tuksal’s analysis of this well-known debate in the hadith epitomises her 
theological and historiographical critique of traditional Islamic scholarship 
and hermeneutics. Her analysis of the reception of the hadith reports on the 
sutra indicate just how the ‘seepage’ of patriarchal and misogynistic cultural 
impulses occurred throughout Islamic history, from the earliest generations 
of Muslims through the tradition of medieval commentary on these early 
reports.138 Subtle but monumental shifts in interpretive methods used by tra-
ditional scholars can be driven by their unconscious social biases. T e conse-
quences of these biases may in some cases be negligible. But in the cases that 
Tuksal documents above, these biases result in the perpetuation of misogynis-
tic discourse across Muslim societies by wrongly imputing it to the Prophet, 
and in clear contradiction with the fundamentals of God’s own speech in the 
revelation itself. 

T e main argument of Tuksal’s work is that contemporary Muslim theo-
logians have a sacred duty to critically analyse their tradition by comparing 
it with the unchanging message of the Qur’an and the wider context of the 
entirety of the Prophet’s life. In Tuksal’s estimation, the life of the Prophet 
when considered as a whole is the living embodiment of the basic Quranic 
message of human dignity and freedom. One of the key lessons of Muham-
mad’s Prophetic mission is that human beings are called to self-sacrif ce for 
each other, but they live in subservience to no-one except God.139 According 
to Tuksal, contemporary Muslim theologians must undertake the ‘dif  cult, 
daring, and even risky’ work of re-evaluating their own historically bound 
tradition from the perspective of eternal Quranic and Prophetic truth. Yet as 
Tuksal makes strikingly clear, ‘despite all these dif  culties, those who are in 
search of truth will get the reward of their search, sooner or later’.140
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Tuksal’s theology therefore epitomises the broader dynamics of modern 
Turkish theology’s approach to understanding the created world. Tuksal’s 
work is a call to action based on a f rm commitment to God’s command to 
establish justice between people in this life. Her theological arguments ref ect 
her own moral striving to do God’s will, even if this means risking critical 
engagement with one’s own tradition. God’s judgement of our own ethical 
striving is more urgent, and more f nal, than the judgement of tradition. In 
other words, though her conclusions might be seen as controversial in mod-
ern Turkish theological academia, they are in fact rooted in the same histori-
cal and intellectual dynamics that produced the modern Turkish theological 
tradition. As we have seen, though the answers to how we are to live out the 
truth of tevhid in the modern world are highly variable and even contradic-
tory in modern Turkish theology, the same theological argument underpins 
them all. Because the created world is fundamentally distinct from the Cre-
ator, it is ever changing, and this requires that we reconsider theological tradi-
tion in the light of new modern realities. 

As this chapter argues, therefore, the ethical imperative of modern Turkish 
theology is grounded in the Creator/created distinction. God makes ethical 
demands of us because God is perfect and eternal. Universal and eternal ethi-
cal principles, such as mercy and justice, are possible because they are com-
manded by the One God who is eternal and unchangeable. Yet at the same 
time, we are to undertake these commands freely and sincerely because God 
has created the changeable world as a place of moral striving among human 
beings. T e very changeability of the world implies and necessitates ethical 
action and commitment, specif cally to live out God’s command to ref ect, in 
our own small way, the justice and loving mercy of our Creator.

Notes

 1. Atay was born in 1930 in the small village of Hacı Şeyh Köyü near Güneyce in 
the region of Rize. He learned to memorise the Qur’an from his father and uncle 
at an early age, and learned Arabic and studied the traditional Islamic religious 
disciplines from medrese-trained instructors in Istanbul. He travelled to Baghdad 
and f nished high school there in 1948, and also received a degree in theology 
there in 1954. He received his doctorate in theology from the Ankara Univer-
sity Faculty of T eology in 1961. Until he retired in 1997, he researched and 
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published on Arabic and Hebrew philosophy and nearly every area within tra-
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ment of complete happiness in this life and the next recalls İzmirli’s use of the 
term saadet as described in the previous chapter. 

10. Hüseyin Atay, 37, 49.
11. Atay, Ben, 63.
12. Atay, Ben, 63.
13. It is worth noting that Atay here uses the Turkish term for God, ‘Tanrı’, rather 

than the term borrowed from Arabic, Allah. 
14. Kutlu, ‘Matüridi Akılcılığı’, 8.
15. Kutlu, ‘Matüridi Akılcılığı’, 8–9.
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24. Özcan, ‘Dinin Birey ve Toplum için Anlamı’, 134. 
25. On this point see Dorroll, ‘T e Turkish Understanding of Religion’, 1059–60.
26. T e issue of qadar (kader in Turkish) is one of the oldest and most widely debated 

theological questions in the kalām tradition. T e term has the literal meaning of 
‘determining’ and refers in theology to ‘God’s eternal knowledge and determina-
tion of all objects and outcomes’ in the entirety of the cosmos (Topaloğlu and 
Çelebi, Kelam Terimleri Sözlüğü, 73). For an overview of the various positions in 
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this debate, see Yaman, ‘Small T eological Dif erences, Profound Philosophical 
Implications’, 187–93.

27. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 149–50.
28. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 150; in Maturidi’s terms, this means that human 

beings possess both choice (ikhtiyār) and are the ‘doers’ of their own actions 
(fā‘il), that is, they are not mere passive vessels for God’s actions. See Kitāb 
al-Tawḥīd, 307, 349.

29. Öğük, İstifade Yöntemleri, 150–2. See Kitāb al-Tawḥīd, 310, 321, 323.
30. Recep Şentürk mentions the use of this distinction in what he calls ‘reformist 

discourses’ in modern Turkish Islamic thought. While his analysis identif es the 
importance of this strain of thinking to modern Turkish Islamic theology, he 
suggests that its inf uence is marginal and compromised by its association with 
the political project of the Turkish state. T is chapter hopefully demonstrates 
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lectuals in Turkey’.

31. As mentioned in the f rst chapter, this theological distinction is a crucial feature 
of all Islamic modernist theology. Fazlur Rahman, for instance, frames this as the 
distinction between ‘normative Islam and historical Islam’ (Rahman, Islam and 
Modernity, 141). 

32. T e distinction between religion and the Shari‘ah in Islamic theology f rst 
appears in this text, which Joseph Schacht convincingly shows to have been 
written sometime in the middle of the ninth century and thus could not 
have been composed by Abu Hanifa himself (Schacht, ‘An Early Murji’ite 
Treatise’). T e work systematically expands on theological principles reliably 
attributed in a simpler form to Abu Hanifa. T is text enjoyed extraordinary 
popularity throughout the history of Hanaf  theology. It is mentioned in 
the Fihrist of al-Nadim and in the works studied by a prominent Hanaf  
Bukharan scholar of the twelfth century. See ‘Abd al-Qadir ibn Abi al-Wafa’ 
al-Qurashi, al-Jawahir al-Mudiyya f  Tabaqat al-Hanaf yya, Vol. 1, entry 11. 
T e famous Bukharan Maturidi theologian Nur al-Din al-Sabuni (d. 1184) 
also refers to this treatise by name (see al-Bidayah f  Usul al-Din, 87–8). Al-
Maturidi himself seems to have been familiar with it or at least with some its 
major teachings, as his discussion of dogmatic belief draws on many of the 
same arguments made in the text.

33. Kitab al-‘Alim wa-l-Muta‘allim, 14.
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belief. See for instance Kitab al-‘Alim wa-l-Muta‘allim, 16.

35. Al-Maturidi, Kitab al-Tawhid, 467.
36. Al-Maturidi, Kitab al-Tawhid, 471–7. Later Ottoman theologians developed 

this point into an explanation of how human beings can be said to freely choose 
acts for which they can be held morally liable by God: God judges human beings 
for their acts because these are the results of their free, inner deliberations. See 
on this point Dorroll, ‘Māturīdī T eology in the Ottoman Empire’ and Öçal, 
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44. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 1:43, 2:151–2 (43, 397).
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methodology of nearly all subsequent Sunni f qh, and so Güler’s critique of his 
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develop Sunni f qh. See T e Canonization of Islamic Law, 70–7.
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5
FUTURES 

Having outlined the basic contours of the history and main themes of 
modern Turkish theology, this chapter turns to a discussion of the 

possible future directions Turkish theology might take. As the previous 
chapters have demonstrated, modern Turkish theology is both deeply rooted 
in Islamic tradition and highly creative in the ways it interprets this tradition 
in the light of modern social change. Its development and sophistication rival 
any other modern theological tradition. T e challenges that lie before it are 
not, therefore, related to any particular intellectual shortcoming within its 
modern tradition. Instead, this chapter argues that the primary challenge 
that lies before Turkish theology, and the main factor that will inf uence its 
future development, is the impact of the Turkish state. T is chapter will show 
that the politicisation of theology by the Turkish state throughout the history 
of the Republic remains the most inf uential factor in the range of possible 
future directions of Turkish theology.

More specif cally, this chapter will explore the consequences that the mod-
ern Turkish statist tradition has had on theology, arguing that the Turkish 
government’s statist approach to religion throughout the twentieth and twenty-
f rst century has meant that the government maintains the power to nurture or 
to stif e the organic development of theological discourse in the country. T e 
centralised statist supervision of religion in Turkey means that the widespread 
success of any given theological school of thought or particular theological 
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argument is contingent on its acceptance by the Turkish government’s central 
ministry for religious af airs, or Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı – known simply as 
the Diyanet. Established in 1924, this institution was given legal jurisdiction 
over all Muslim religious institutions in the country, requiring all mosques and 
their personnel to be of  cially registered with and authorised by this depart-
ment of the central government.1

As we will see below, this means that the degree to which the state chooses 
to assert jurisdiction over theology in Turkey is the most crucial social and 
political factor in the future of its development. If the Turkish government 
chooses to support a given theological school of thought or specif c theologi-
cal argument, that school or argument has the possibility of attaining wide 
acceptance. If, however, the Turkish government chooses to direct its power 
towards the suppression of a given school or argument, this makes the wide-
spread acceptance of that argument much more dif  cult. 

T is chapter will distinguish two phases in the history of the modern 
Turkish state’s intervention into the development of Turkish theology. T e 
f rst is the way in which secular Kemalist discourses from the founding of 
the Republic to the rise of the AKP have suppressed conservative religious 
thought and practice through a secularist form of Kemalist statism. T e sec-
ond phase is the way the AKP has carried on this statist tradition in ways that 
have both benef tted the development of theology in Turkey and at the same 
time limited its possibilities. 

Specif cally, the AKP administration has revolutionised the future of Turk-
ish theology through its patronage of theology faculties and its encourage-
ment of women’s participation in theological studies and positions of religious 
authority in the Diyanet. At the same time, AKP theological discourses have 
stif ed theological arguments that contradict their vision of social morality, in 
particular the voices of LGBTI+ af  rming Muslim theologians and activists. 
Given the power the Turkish state has to inf uence the direction of theology 
in the Republic, this chapter argues overall that the future of Turkish theology 
will be deeply inf uenced by the way the Turkish state chooses to engage with it. 

Statism and Politics in Modern Turkey 

In her landmark study of the Diyanet, İştar Gözaydın argues that the relation-
ship between the Turkish state and religion is based on a strong conception 
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of the role of the state that has underpinned Turkish politics and governance 
since the founding of the Republic.2 T is strong notion of statism (devletçilik) 
has played a central role in the modern Turkish Republic in governing the 
relationship between social forces and the government itself. T e Turkish 
state has frequently seen its administrative legitimacy as constantly under 
siege by hostile social forces outside of its ranks. Modern Turkish statism has 
therefore seen politics and culture as legitimate only insofar as they do not 
threaten the legitimacy of the state, rather than as realms of social practice 
that have the moral authority to challenge and alter the governmental prac-
tices of the state. 

Since the founding of the Turkish Republic, dissident forms of religion 
have been seen by the Turkish state as among the most potentially dangerous 
of all social forces because they have the capability to challenge the state itself 
for legitimate control of society. Religion represents such a serious potential 
threat to the state’s monopolistic control of social morality because it can eas-
ily present an alternative vision of morality that is immediately compelling 
to millions of citizens of every social class and background. In other words, 
religion has a mobilising power that can match and outstrip that of the state. 
For this reason, in the Turkish Republic religion has always been subject to 
close state supervision under the principle of laiklik, or Turkish laicism. 

Laiklik refers to the particularly strong version of secularism practised by 
the modern Turkish Republic whereby the state retains the right to approve 
and supervise all formal religious institutions and organisations in the coun-
try. Laiklik can be def ned as a highly statist form of governmental secular-
ism. T is statist control is distinguished from individual freedom of religious 
expression, which is considered a fundamental right. Laiklik dictates that 
the state itself may not be based on any specif c religious principle or refer-
ence, but that the state reserves the right to supervise religious institutions. 
T us, the Turkish state’s administration of religious institutions can have a 
dramatic inf uence over the intellectual discourses available in the public 
sphere, as this chapter will argue in detail. Religious discourses such as the-
ology are therefore seen by the Turkish state as legitimate objects of control. 
T is means that throughout the history of the Turkish Republic, the state 
has wielded its coercive power to inf uence the direction that theological 
ref ection takes in Turkey.3 
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Ironically, this statist approach to religion is reinforced by the unintended 
consequences of late Ottoman and early Republican theological discussions. 
As noted in previous chapters, one of the key features of modern Turkish the-
ology from the late Ottoman period to the present is the pervasive inf uence 
of universal human rights discourses and an Islamic modernist conception of 
religion that distinguishes it from the political. As detailed above, this does 
not mean that Turkish theologians do not consider religion to be a social 
phenomenon; quite the contrary. At the same time, the theological language 
of universal human rights, and the distinction between the changeable and 
unchangeable that f gures prominently in modern Turkish theology, have 
been easily co-opted by the laicist Turkish state for its own purposes.

For instance, the act passed in 1924 by the Turkish parliament that estab-
lished the Diyanet granted it authority over the administration of all Islamic 
religious af airs, institutions and practices in Turkey, which it def nes as 
itikadat and ibadat (belief and worship).4 T ese are, it will be recalled, the 
exact categories of Islamic religion that modern Turkish theological discourse 
customarily def nes as the unchanging essence of Islam, in explicit contrast to 
political systems (which are subject to change over time). It is highly unlikely 
that late Ottoman theologians such as İzmirli had French laicism in mind 
when they developed their thinking on the necessary conceptual distinction 
between the unchangeable essence of religious truth and the changeable reali-
ties of human social life. T is distinction, however, came to be considered 
useful by the Kemalist state as it developed its policy of statist control over 
religious af airs.

In other words, once religion became theologically distinct from politics 
in modern Turkish theological discourse, this meant that the essence of reli-
gion was understood to exist naturally outside the boundaries of the state. 
From the perspective of Turkish statism, however, this meant that religion 
constituted a social power (to use Gözaydın’s phrase) that could threaten the 
state, thus necessitating its supervision. T e key point here is not that the 
theological discourse of late Ottoman Islamic modernism itself argued for 
state control of religion, but that the late Ottoman and early Turkish Republi-
can theological arguments that def ned religion as ultimately transcendent in 
nature, but at the same time socially signif cant, were taken up by the Turkish 
state as justif cation for its assertion of jurisdiction over religious af airs. T e 
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statist politics of theology in Turkey are therefore the key to understanding 
the possible futures that Turkish theology might embrace.

Having def ned modern Turkish statism, we now look at exactly what 
constitutes ‘politics’ in the modern Turkish context. As with other aspects of 
human existence, such as aesthetics, ethics or religion, the political has its 
own distinctive def nition.5 Carl Schmitt def nes ‘the political’ as the social 
actualisation of ‘concrete antagonism’ between groups of people.6 ‘T e politi-
cal’ expresses an existential reality that is fundamental to human life, a reality 
that cannot be simply reduced to other realms of human existence such as the 
economic, the ethical, the aesthetic, the religious or the ethnic. ‘Politics’ is the 
term used to refer to the dynamics of social conf ict; it is the realm of human 
experience that has to do with social conf ict, contest and competition.7 T e 
political is based on the most fundamental motivation of separation in human 
existence – the distinction ‘between friend and enemy’.8 

T e political therefore refers to the natural experience of conf ict that is 
a basic element of human existence. Schmitt asserts that the friend-enemy 
distinction is an unavoidable component of human relationships, and there-
fore he is highly critical of what he views as liberalism’s attempt to ef ace this 
reality by striving for a social state that eliminates the possibility of armed 
conf ict. Otherness in human relations, in a negative sense, is inevitable and 
may even be the key to group solidarity. In this sense ‘the political enemy’ 
does not have to correspond to moral conf ict or even economic competition. 
Its mere otherness is enough for a threat to be perceived, and for conf ict to 
be possible.9 

Schmitt’s analysis of the political includes a number of dimensions that 
are particularly germane to a discussion of Turkish statism. In the situation of 
social conf ict (that is, in a political situation in Schmitt’s sense of the term), 
the mutual antagonism between two parties is based on the perception of 
threat to one’s existence and way of life.10 Each party fears and opposes the 
other because it fears the possibility that the other might take away its own 
ability to live as it chooses, or even to live at all. Schmitt’s analysis of the 
political implies that even though the experience of the political is itself an 
irreducible phenomenon, what causes the political to emerge has to do with 
a perceived threat to one’s own existence. T is accounts for the existential 
dimension of the political in the f rst place. In other words, the most urgent 
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reason to def ne another person or group as a political other is if they are 
perceived as an existential threat. T ere is no stronger reason to initiate a situ-
ation of conf ict (that is, a political situation) between two parties. 

Schmitt’s notion of the political therefore helps us to understand how 
Turkish statism and laicism conceives of what is at stake in politics. Since the 
founding of the Republic, the tradition of Turkish statism has understood the 
legitimacy of state control of religion in terms of the defence of the state from 
its enemies who seek to undermine it. Turkish statism treats politics exactly 
in the way def ned by Schmitt – as a process of securing one’s existence by 
means of defeating external enemies. According to Turkish statism, theology 
is capable of producing enemies of the state, thus necessitating state interven-
tion into the development of theology in modern Turkey.

T e Politics of T eology I: Mid-century Secular Kemalism

In order to demonstrate the importance of the Turkish state to the future 
of Islamic theology in the Turkish Republic, this chapter charts how the 
Turkish state has decisively af ected the development of Turkish theology 
in the past and in the present. T e f rst phase of this history concerns one 
particular kind of Kemalist politics and ideology, which as a larger politi-
cal tradition is highly variable. T e term ‘secular Kemalism’ is used here to 
refer to strains of modern Turkish administration and political ideology that 
focus on a secular, linguistic ethnicity as the def nition of Turkish identity. 
In secular Kemalism, Turkish language and national culture are key to what 
it means to be a Turk, whereas Muslim piety is treated as only appropri-
ate in the private sphere and potentially threatening to positivist social val-
ues when emphasised in public. T is particular type of Kemalist attitude 
towards religion took hold of Turkish state policy with the consolidation of 
the authoritarian Kemalist state in the 1930s.11 

Use of the phrase ‘secular Kemalism’ is necessary here because the Kemal-
ist political movement throughout Turkish history is highly multi-vocal and 
ambiguous with respect to religion, and is notoriously dif  cult to def ne as a 
coherent ideology. As Sinan Ciddi points out, ‘Kemalism’ is best understood 
as the specif c social and political modernisation policies carried out under 
the government of Turkey’s f rst president, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. T ese 
policies were specif cally tailored to the social and cultural context of the new 
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Turkish nation. T us, the modern Turkish state, or the Kemalist state, never 
articulated a universal ideology, leaving the notion of ‘Kemalism’ dif  cult to 
def ne as a coherent ideological programme.12 T erefore, this chapter refers 
to ‘secular Kemalism’ in order to pinpoint the modern Turkish state’s poli-
cies and ideologies that sought to restrict the growth of public Muslim piety. 
Secular Kemalist policies lead to the repression of the individual rights of 
devout Muslim citizens, most especially in the 1930s and 1940s but lasting 
in various forms (such as headscarf bans) throughout the twentieth century. 
Importantly, it was these types of secular Kemalist attitudes towards religion 
that dominated the Diyanet into the twentieth century, and up until the rise 
of the AKP. T is shift in the Turkish statist management of religion is the shift 
charted throughout this chapter as a way to show just how important Turkish 
statism will continue to be to the future development of Islamic theology in 
the Turkish Republic. 

In order to ideologically justify the repression of devout Muslims in the 
modern Turkish Republic, secular Kemalist policies and ideologues devel-
oped a Schmittian conception of the political danger of Muslim religious 
practice. T e term used in early to mid-twentieth-century secular Kemal-
ist discourse to refer to religious political enemies is irtica, or ‘reactionism’, 
meaning a reaction by backward elements against secular Kemalist progress, 
in particular the representatives of socially conservative Islamic thought and 
practice.13 As Umut Azak points out, for secular Kemalists at the beginning 
of the Republic, this term signif ed the consummate enemy of their entire 
political project, a political project that depended on the state control of 
religion. At the beginning of the Republic, the Turkish state politicised the 
positivist social values of laicism in order to depict its most serious religious 
opponents as dangerous reactionaries bent on arresting the progress of the 
secular Kemalist modernisation project.14 

T is term became a key component of the secular Kemalist ideologi-
cal lexicon after the ‘Menemen Incident’ in 1930, when a young teacher 
was beheaded by the leader of an Islamic insurrection against the Kemal-
ist regime.15 Mustafa Fehmi Kubilay, who died at the age of twenty-four, 
became a martyr for the secular Kemalist cause (then only seven years into 
its political administration) and the leaders of the republic in Ankara made 
elaborate arrangements to memorialise his sacrif ce. Every year this sacrif ce 
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is commemorated in the small city of Menemen north of Izmir on Turkey’s 
Aegean coast, attracting thousands of participants showing their support for 
the secular Kemalist vision of society.16 T e uprising at Menemen came to 
symbolise the notion that the secular Kemalist vision faces an ever-present 
danger from conservative, reactionary Islamic forces who would seek to arrest 
Turkey’s progress towards modernity. T ese forces are the extreme political 
enemy of secular Kemalism, its clearest political other. 

T e notion of a conservative, irrational and religiously authoritarian 
Islam epitomised in the concept of reactionsim would come to constitute the 
enemy of some inf uential strains of Turkish theology that were patronised by 
the state in the middle of the twentieth century. T e term irtica, loaded as it is 
with the concrete politics of the 1920s and 1930s, is by no means a common 
theological term. Instead, some Turkish theologians during the middle of the 
twentieth century def ned their ideological counterparts in ways that suggest 
the accusation of irtica. T is was the primary example of the politicisation of 
Turkish theology before the rise of the AKP.

Yusuf Ziya Yörükan’s work is an example of theological discourses that 
were strongly inf uenced by secular Kemalist politics. In his summary of 
Muslim belief and practice published in 1957, he argued that Islam’s fun-
damental theology of God’s Oneness, tevhid, is based on a vision of social 
progress, social order and the ‘cleansing [of ] society from superstitions’.17 For 
Yörükan, the essential meaning of the theology of tevhid is that the belief in 
the rational truth of the One God necessitates belief in the positivistic values 
of progress, order and the absolute value of scientif c knowledge. As in his 
theology more generally, Yörükan stands as a kind of intermediary between 
secular Kemalism and the broader tradition of Islamic modernist thought. 
He adopts his positivistic moral concepts from secular Kemalist discourse.18 
His use of the term ‘superstition’ echoes the way this term is used in the secu-
lar Kemalist def nition of irtica, and the way it has been used by the Diyanet 
to control religious practice in Turkey.19

As with secular Kemalist political thought, Yörükan is particularly criti-
cal of Islamic religious practice that resists the civilising discourse of positiv-
ist modernism. During his discussion of ijtihād, he argues that this classical 
Arabic term for independent reasoning in Shari‘ah refers to the ability of any 
devout Muslim to make personal choices on how to best practice Islam to suit 
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one’s current situation. He alludes by way of contrast to mutaassıplar, a rather 
strong term which can be rendered into English as ‘fanatics’ or ‘bigots’.20 
T is is how Yörükan refers to any Muslim who opposes the idea that specif c 
provisions of the Shari‘ah or other elements of traditional Islamic religious 
thought can be amended or even abandoned if they no longer prove suit-
able for current social conditions. For Yörükan, the unwillingness to identify 
those elements of traditional Islamic religious practice that must be discarded 
or reformed in the light of modern conditions is a major religious error in the 
Muslim context. 

In his critique of Turkish Suf sm, Yörükan presents a summary of the 
concrete social phenomenon that he sees as the clearest embodiment of 
these conservative Islamic religious errors: tarikatçılık, a term that refers to 
the institutionalised Suf  religious orders that f ourished during the Otto-
man period, but is imbued with much deeper ideological signif cance (no 
doubt as a consequence of the secular Kemalist assault on the Suf  orders as 
the quintessential enemy of the enlightened and progressive Turkish state). 
While acknowledging that many features of traditional Suf sm are highly 
honourable components of Islamic practice (such as the control of worldly 
appetites and the pursuit of piety), Yörükan attacks institutionalised Suf sm 
as the vehicle for the fanatical and reactionary trends of Islamic thought that 
he so strongly opposes. 

He describes tarikatçılık as a direct threat to the future of the Turkish 
nation that must be distinguished from genuine piety. It can only be defeated 
by proper religious education, and it must be vigorously combatted in order 
to save the Turkish nation from backwardness.21 In his own striking words, 
conservative Suf  groups ‘drag the nation into discord, incite the people to 
fanaticism and ignorance, and pave the way to indolence’.22 Yörükan uses this 
highly politicised terminology to describe a larger religious attitude that he 
sees as the most serious threat to contemporary Islam: religious conservatism 
or anti-modernism.

Yörükan’s critique of Suf sm is closely related to similar arguments made 
by Islamic modernists from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
such as the critique of Suf sm found in Rashid Rida and Muhammad ‘Abduh’s 
Tafsir al-Manar.23 Since Yörükan mentions ‘Abduh as one of the main sources 
for his own theology, it is likely that his critique of Suf sm was inf uenced by 
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his reading of works such as Tafsir al-Manar, though the critique of Suf sm 
in this particular work most probably belongs more to Rida than ‘Abduh.24 
Yörükan’s adoption of this argument was probably most inf uenced by his 
dislike of the kinds of conservative Suf  opposition to the secular Kemalist 
state that came to be identif ed with the term irtica. 

T e critique of Suf  spirituality as a source of irrational superstition also 
features prominently in the works of later Islamic modernists, most notably 
Fazlur Rahman, who argued that institutional Suf sm in the Muslim world 
has been responsible for the spread of superstitious attachment to saints 
and miracles, thus contributing to the debasement of Islamic thought and 
practice. Such beliefs, in his view, have ‘enchained the minds and spirits’ 
of Muslims around the globe, across all education levels.25 Rahman counts 
the rooting out of this kind of irrational spirituality to be one of the most 
urgent goals of Islamic reformism. His continuing critique of Suf  spiritu-
ality probably also inf uenced subsequent generations of Turkish Muslim 
modernists, who counted him as one of their most important inf uences in 
the 1980s and 1990s.26 

Some Turkish theologians who identif ed themselves with the revival of 
al-Maturidi in the mid-twentieth century were also inf uenced by this secular 
Kemalist political discourse. Ahmet Vehbi Ecer, for instance, has utilised the 
same terminology as Yörükan, referring to the ever-present threat of ‘fanatical 
tarikatçılık’ (mutaasıp tarikatçılık).27 Ecer describes this phenomenon in terms 
very reminiscent of Yörükan, but focuses to a much greater degree on the need 
for a revival of Maturidism to counteract this conservative Islamic threat. Ecer 
argues that al-Maturidi’s rational and scientif c theology can save the Turkish 
nation from ‘disunity, lethargy, and backwardness’.28 Ecer’s popularised and 
highly politicised descriptions of al-Maturidi’s theology are therefore a par-
ticularly arresting example of the intersection of theological discourse with 
secular Kemalism in the mid-twentieth century. 

As will be discussed below, the marginalisation of conservative Muslims 
by the secular Kemalist state contributed greatly to the rise of the AKP. T e 
intersection of the otherising discourse of irtica with some versions of mid-
century Turkish theology contributed to this marginalisation by excluding 
many pious Muslims from academic theological institutions and discourses. 
In response to this othering, the AKP would revolutionise theology in Turkey 
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by supporting academic theology in ways never imagined under the secular 
Kemalist regimes of the twentieth century. Over time, however, the AKP’s 
politicisation of theology would come to mirror that of the secular Kemal-
ists of the twentieth century. As we will see, the AKP’s unprecedented level 
of support for diverse theological voices would transform into policies that 
restricted dissenting theologies in much the same way that the secular Kemal-
ists had done in the previous decades.

T e Politics of T eology II: T e Early AKP (2002–11)

T e second phase of the politicisation of theology in Turkey mirrored the 
statism of the f rst phase, but dif ered in the specif c ideology espoused by the 
state. T e current ruling party of Turkey, the AKP (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, 
or the Justice and Development Party), began its early years (from 2002 to 
2011)29 by championing the opposition to the secular Kemalist authoritarian-
ism described above. It pledged to further democratise Turkish politics and 
society by weakening the power of the state to control individual religious 
expression. During this period, measures initiated by the AKP resulted in a 
renaissance of academic theology in Turkey, and the AKP administration took 
massive strides in addressing the patriarchal gender imbalance in Turkish theo-
logical academia and at the Diyanet. T ese institutional and structural changes 
in Turkish theology were genuinely salutary and revolutionary: they dramati-
cally raised the prof le and quality of theological academia in the country and 
injected it with a new vitality unseen since the end of the Ottoman Empire.

As will be further described in this section, however, the AKP eventu-
ally transformed into the mirror image of the repressive secular Kemalism of 
which it had been so critical. In the second half of its history (2011 to the 
present), the politics of the AKP acted as a mechanism to restrict, rather than 
enable, creative theological expression in the country. As the AKP’s gover-
nance style became more and more authoritarian, it asserted both discursive 
and institutional control over Islamic theological discourses in Turkey, result-
ing in the deliberate marginalisation of theologies deemed contrary to con-
servative Islam (such as LGBTI+ af  rming theology, as will be demonstrated 
at the end of this chapter). 

T e AKP came to power in 2002 on a wave of popular resentment due to 
the economic crisis of 2000–1 and a general opposition to the anti-democratic 
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and anti-liberal policies of the secular Kemalist state that had been developing 
for decades. T e illiberal tendencies of Kemalist secularism in particular were 
epitomised in the 1990s by the exclusion of pious headscarf-wearing Muslim 
women from state buildings (such as universities), and the 1997 soft coup ini-
tiated by the Turkish military that dissolved the elected civilian government. 
T e AKP was founded by a group of pious conservative Muslim politicians 
(Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, Abdullah Gül and Bülent Arınç) after the 1997 coup, 
and their party platform disavowed both Islamism and Kemalist secularism, 
seeking a third way that recognised the Islamic heritage of Turkish culture 
while at the same time securing genuine democratic liberties and economic 
development for every citizen of the Turkish Republic.30 T ese twin goals, 
democratisation development and economic development, are summed up in 
the name of the party itself: the ‘Justice and Development Party’.

T is ideological programme appealed to a wide variety of constituencies 
in Turkey, including secular liberals who had become critical of the Turk-
ish state’s infringements of the individual freedoms of both pious Muslims 
and religious and ethnic minorities; and pious conservatives who had been 
both culturally marginalised by the state and economically marginalised due 
to the economic underdevelopment of rural areas of the country. T e AKP 
positioned itself as a party dedicated to f ghting for the rights and advance-
ments of anyone previously marginalised by the secular Kemalism that had 
become the norm since the founding of the Republic.31 As M. Hakan Yavuz 
has argued, the political rise of the AKP represented in ef ect a larger move-
ment away from secular ethnic nationalism towards ‘a more multi-cultural 
understanding of nation’.32 

T e AKP programme, quite notably, did not oppose secularism itself. 
Instead, it proposed a new def nition of secularism that mirrored the Ameri-
can model of protecting individual religious liberties from the state. AKP ide-
ology distinguished this form of secularism from the older Kemalist model of 
secularism (laiklik) that restricted personal religious expression in the name 
of protecting society and the state from religious inf uence.33 Since its found-
ing, the AKP described itself as a ‘conservative democratic party’, an identity 
that it stressed was neither Islamist nor anti-religious. While the AKP’s early 
programme stressed the centrality of Islamic tradition to Turkish identity, it 
also stressed that key to this tradition was a respect for individual freedom 

6764_Dorroll.indd   1756764_Dorroll.indd   175 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



176 | islamic theology in the turkish republic

and self-expression that the AKP would draw on in its opposition to the 
homogenous nationalism of the secular Kemalists. T us, in its early years, 
the AKP described itself as a political movement that embraced a wide variety 
of cultural, political, social and religious identities.34 During its f rst years in 
power, its political style was generally pragmatic, as it pursued the goal of 
broadly improving quality of life in Turkey.35 

T e AKP’s of  cial party programme in 2002 therefore heavily stressed 
universal human rights discourses, arguing that the AKP’s combination of 
cautious and conservative social change with a liberalising economic and 
democratising political agenda was the ideal way forward for Turkish poli-
tics in the new millennium. T e programme explicitly aligns the party with 
international universal human rights standards, and places these principles 
at the centre of its social vision. Strikingly, the programme even includes 
the famous dictum that ‘unless everyone is free, no one is free’.36 T e use of 
universal human rights discourses was both a strategic decision by the AKP 
to defend itself from its secular Kemalist critics and a natural philosophical 
outgrowth of its belief in the necessity to improve the lives of marginalised 
peoples in the Turkish Republic.37

During the AKP’s f rst years in power, these principles ushered in a host 
of democratisation initiatives. As part of this climate of encouraging civil 
society and debate, and consonant with its general interest in shoring up the 
Islamic identity of Turkish society, the AKP initiated an unprecedented level 
of support for academic theology in Turkey. At the end of the 1980s, only 
nine faculties of theology existed in Turkey.38 In January of 2019, according 
to the head of the Diyanet Ali Erbaş, there were 105.39 According to govern-
ment statistics, the current number of students enrolled in faculties of theol-
ogy at the vocational and undergraduate level in Turkey exceeds 96,000. Of 
this number, 60 per cent are women.40 Erbaş rightly emphasised in the same 
announcement that this development represented a victory over the unjust 
repression and marginalisation of religious academic study at various periods 
throughout the history of the Republic.

It is worth pausing over these simple but extraordinary statistics. T e 
meteoric increase in the number of faculties of theology and the number of 
theology students, and in particular the predominance of female students 
in these faculties, represents a turning point in the history of the Turkish 
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Republic. Professional students and scholars of Islamic theology in Turkey, 
once relegated to the fringes of academic life and public debate, have emerged 
as some of the most inf uential voices in contemporary Turkish culture. It is 
nearly impossible to calculate the number of theses, dissertations and other 
academic projects that have emerged over the past decade and a half as a 
result of this development. Indeed, it is no exaggeration to say that modern 
Turkish theology has reached its current state of sophistication and maturity 
thanks to the political and f nancial support of the AKP government.

Alongside the predominance of female students in the theology faculties, 
AKP policies within the Diyanet have resulted in an historic increase in the 
number of female religious authorities in Turkey. As Chiara Maritato’s exten-
sive research has shown, women’s participation and inf uence in religious life 
in Turkey has been dramatically redef ned via the AKP’s transformation of 
the Diyanet.41 T e Diyanet’s policy of addressing gender inequities in Sunni 
Islamic institutions in Turkey, initiated by the new AKP administration shortly 
after its f rst election to power, has radically improved women’s access to reli-
gious spaces, education and leadership (including in theology). T is ef ort has 
been led by prominent female religious leaders and theologians, such as then 
vice Mufti of Istanbul, Kadriye Avcı Erdemli, who began (in 2012) and then 
led the programme to improve women’s spaces in mosques.42

T e Diyanet has employed women as religious specialists since the 1960s, 
but the number of women enrolling in theological education and seeking 
careers in this f eld increased dramatically in the 1980s and 1990s.43 Follow-
ing the 1997 coup, the ban on wearing religious garb in state institutions 
began to be rigorously enforced, thus leaving many women who wore heads-
carves without jobs or career prospects.44 Women who wished to attend a 
state university were forced to remove their headscarf in order to do so. T e 
marginalisation of pious Muslim women by the Turkish state even af ected 
duly elected members of parliament. In May of 1999, newly elected MP 
Merve Kavakçı entered the parliament building while wearing a headscarf to 
take her oath of of  ce. She was jeered so viciously by other members of par-
liament that she was forced to leave the building. Merely for wearing a heads-
carf in the parliament building, she was accused by then President Süleyman 
Demirel of attempting to undermine the Turkish state and the Turkish nation 
itself, and she was later stripped of her Turkish citizenship.45
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T e AKP’s policy of hiring women to work in the Diyanet as religious 
experts and the AKP’s sponsorship of theological education throughout the 
country were actions taken to address these injustices, and such measures have 
dramatically reduced the marginalisation of women that occurred under the 
secular Kemalist administration of the Diyanet.46 One of the most notable 
examples of this change concerned the employment of female preachers, an 
of  cial profession within the Diyanet system. Because all mosques and their 
staf  must be approved by the Diyanet, the Diyanet has developed specif c 
professional roles to serve in each mosque. One of these is the preacher, who 
serves as an of  cially trained and recognised religious expert and educator for 
the faithful (the Friday sermon is delivered by the leader of the prayers, the 
imam).47 When the AKP won election to power in 2002, there were a few 
dozen professional female preachers in Turkey. T e AKP’s revitalised Diyanet 
quickly initiated a policy of ‘positive discrimination’ to increase the number 
of women working in this f eld.48 

By 2013, there were 727 professional female preachers in Turkey, 48 per 
cent of the total. In Istanbul, there were 54 female preachers, 44 per cent 
of the total.49 Female religious leadership in the Diyanet has increased in 
other striking ways during this period. In 2005, two women were appointed 
as deputy muftis, one in Istanbul, by far the largest city in the country; 
these positions meant oversight of religious guidance and education for mil-
lions of people.50 In March of 2018, the head of the Diyanet announced 
plans to appoint women as deputy muftis for all provinces in the country.51 
In 2017, Professor Dr Huriye Martı was appointed deputy director of the 
entire Diyanet. 

T ese women have had an incalculable inf uence over religious life and 
theology in contemporary Turkey, directly resulting from the AKP’s admin-
istration of the Diyanet. At the present moment, women are serving at the 
highest levels of religious expertise throughout Turkey, and will probably 
form the majority of academically trained specialists in theology and Islamic 
religious studies for years to come. Combined with the AKP’s patronage of 
theological academia and education in general, these developments have 
amounted to a revolution in the history of Turkish Islam.

What is important to note here is that these developments are in fact a 
result of one particular way in which the AKP has politicised theology in 
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Turkey. T e fact that the AKP used its statist authority over religion in these 
ways has resulted in previously unthinkable levels of advancement in theolog-
ical studies and religious practice in Turkey. It is also important to note that 
these initiatives were a direct result of the AKP’s concern for universal human 
rights during its f rst years in power. In the cases outlined above, Turkish 
statism resulted in the f ourishing of theological voices that had been previ-
ously marginalised and suppressed. T ese are clear examples of the power of 
the Turkish state to directly inf uence the future of theology in the country 
in ways that expand the scope of theological discourses and the range of 
its contributors.

T e Politics of T eology III: T e Later AKP (2011–19)

T is same statist power can, however, be used for precisely the opposite ef ect. 
Turkish statism grants the Diyanet the power to nurture some voices, and 
the power to stif e others. T e latter part of this chapter will explore the 
consequences of this form of statist power. Towards the end of its years in 
power, the AKP under Erdoğan’s unchallenged leadership has tended towards 
authoritarian repression of dissenting voices within Turkish politics and civil 
society. T is desire to control public discourses that do not f t with the AKP’s 
conception of Turkish identity has stif ed the growth of dissenting theological 
voices, such as those of LGBTI+ af  rming theology. Just as with the examples 
outlined in the section above, this type of statist power can decisively af ect 
the future of Turkish theology, in this case by foreclosing the possibility of 
some theological voices f ourishing in the Turkish public sphere and in Turk-
ish theological academia.

As Courtney Dorroll, Hikmet Kocamaner, Ahmet T. Kuru, Necati Polat 
and many other scholars have pointed out, the period between 2011 and 
2013 saw a decisive shift in the governing style of the AKP. T is shift did not 
represent a drift away from secularism, as the AKP’s critics have often alleged. 
Neither Erdoğan nor any other prominent AKP of  cial has taken serious 
steps to alter the secular character of the state. Instead, the AKP during this 
period abandoned its initial goal of weakening the power of the Turkish state 
to control the lifestyles of its citizens, and turned towards policies that sought 
to promote a socially conservative lifestyle by marginalising and suppressing 
any other form of religiosity or social expression. 
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In short, the AKP did not in the end abandon the repressive potential of 
the Turkish state in order to promote the f ourishing of diverse identities, as 
it had initially promised. Instead, to use Kocamaner’s phrase, the AKP has 
transformed into ‘a mirror image’ of the Kemalist laicism that had previ-
ously repressed devout Muslims in Turkey.52 Polat has termed this process a 
form of ‘mimesis’ of the older version of Kemalist statism, this time favour-
ing pious social conservatism instead of positivism and laicism.53 In other 
words, the contemporary AKP has not abandoned the Kemalist principle 
of statism: instead, it has exchanged one kind of statist moral hegemony 
for another. Furthermore, as Courtney Dorroll’s work has shown, under 
Erdoğan’s leadership the AKP has endeavoured to homogenise Turkish iden-
tity and moral discourse in much the same way as did the secular Kemalists. 
In the case of the AKP under Erdoğan, this means reifying and appealing to 
the Ottoman Islamic past in such a way as to privilege conservative social 
morality and social conservative uses of public space. Dorroll ef ectively 
describes this complex of social policy and political discourse as ‘Erdoğanian 
Neo-Ottomanism’.54

T is process began with the AKP’s drive to civilianise control of the gov-
ernment and eliminate the power of the military to intervene in democratic 
elections, which it had done in 1997 (and again attempted to do in 2016). 
Trials against alleged ‘deep state’ actors within the Turkish military allowed 
the AKP government to break the power of an intransigent bureaucracy left 
over from previous administrations that was genuinely resistant to the agenda 
of the newly elected AKP. T e Turkish judiciary itself had even attempted to 
shut down the party in 2008. In other words, the transformation of the AKP 
from a standard-bearer of universal human rights to an authoritarian party 
was not pre-ordained, but occurred as a result of its struggle with the resis-
tance of the remnants of the old Kemalist order.55

In the years that followed, the AKP showed increasing willingness to sup-
press forms of free expression that it considered threatening to its def nition 
of Turkish identity. Opposition to the AKP came to be understood as a con-
spiracy against the state itself, and thus against the Turkish nation. In 2013, 
the Gezi Park protests mobilised some 2.5 million protestors nationwide who 
were expressing their grievances against the increasing authoritarianism of 
the government – but these protests were met with police violence and the 

6764_Dorroll.indd   1806764_Dorroll.indd   180 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



futures | 181

detainment of some 5,000 individuals.56 In 2014, the AKP turned against 
the pious followers of Fethullah Gülen, who had previously been close allies 
of the AKP, after Gülen-af  liated members of the Turkish police initiated 
anti-corruption investigations against members of the party.57 A cascade of 
national traumas in the subsequent years provided an emergency context 
within which the AKP continued to consolidate its hold over the Turkish 
government and bureaucracy. T ese crises included a series of terrible ISIS 
attacks in 2015 and 2016, and the failed military coup against the elected 
AKP government that resulted in the loss of 240 lives after Turkish civil-
ians of all political allegiances bravely stopped rogue members of the military 
from carrying out the coup plotters’ objective.58 All of these events were fol-
lowed by further restrictions on free expression, including media bans, media 
closures, the imprisonment of journalists, the jailing of opposition party lead-
ers and ever more severe attempts by the government to curtail any form of 
civil opposition to the AKP.59

T is shift in AKP governance had a serious impact on the possibility of 
free expression in theological discourse. T e suppression of any dissenting 
Islamic voices meant a restriction in the kinds of theological projects that the 
state would sponsor or tolerate. In order to provide a clear example of the 
consequences of this statist authoritarianism on the development of Turk-
ish theology in the present day, the concluding section of this chapter will 
examine the controversy that erupted after LGBTI+ af  rming Islamic theo-
logical discourses were f rst widely discussed in Turkish media. T ese discus-
sions occurred at the height of the liberalising and democratising period of 
the early AKP, and their marginalisation by pro-AKP theological discourses 
and subsequently by the AKP itself coincided with the party’s drift towards 
broader authoritarianism.

LGBTI+ Af  rming T eology in Turkish: T e Case in Point

On 28 June 2008, Muhsin Hendrix participated in a panel discussion on the 
subject of LGBTI+ individuals and Muslim societies, held in Istanbul during 
annual Pride celebrations led by Lambdaistanbul, the city’s largest LGBTI+ 
advocacy organisation.60 A few months later, Hendrix was interviewed by the 
Ankara-based LGBTI+ advocacy organisation, Kaos GL, and the interview 
was printed in Issue 103 (November-December 2008) of Kaos GL’s widely 
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read journal of LGBTI+ issues in Turkey. T e interview was publicised widely 
by Kaos GL itself, and was quickly noticed in the Turkish press. From the 
point of view of the journal’s readers and the Turkish media, the most strik-
ing element of the interview was Hendrix’s discussion of the Quranic story 
of the Prophet Lot. 

In this interview, Hendrix presented his argument that this story, when 
read and interpreted correctly, does not support the condemnation of homo-
sexuality, as is usually supposed. In Hendrix’s view, God did not destroy the 
people of Lot (Lut kavmi), the Biblical Sodom and Gomorrah, because of 
homosexual sex. Instead, Hendrix contended that God punished the people 
of Lot because they used sex as a weapon of domination and oppression, 
rather than as a form of loving intimacy. Hendrix argued that loving and 
mutualistic forms of homosexual relationships are nowhere considered in the 
Qur’an, positively or negatively. T e sin of the people of Lot was rape and 
sexual assault (tecavüz), not homosexuality.61 

T is interview is very likely the f rst time this particular theological argu-
ment was published in major Turkish media. It was certainly the f rst time 
the argument was publicly and widely discussed in Turkish. T is particular 
argument about the Quranic story of Lot has emerged in recent years as a 
foundational element of LGBTI+ af  rming Islamic theology, and its transla-
tion into the Turkish context is an extremely signif cant event in the history 
of modern Turkish theology. Moreover, as this section will demonstrate, the 
emergence and reaction to Hendrix’s article illustrates the central argument 
of this chapter: that the future of Islamic theology in Turkish will depend on 
the degree to which theology is politicised by the Turkish state. 

T e story emerged in Turkish media during the time of the AKP’s open-
ness to human rights development in Turkish politics and social policy, a 
time of optimism among the LGBTI+ community in Turkey that their rights 
as individuals would be explicitly acknowledged by the AKP programme of 
human rights advancement. T e precise opposite happened. AKP politicians 
and pro-AKP social movements and theologians reacted dismissively and 
with hostility to the LGBTI+ community’s requests for recognition, reveal-
ing the limit of the AKP’s theological and political commitment to human 
rights advancement.62 At a moment when LGBTI+ af  rming theology was 
emerging as a possibility in Turkey, the response of the state in the form of 
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the words and actions of AKP politicians and intellectuals foreclosed this 
possibility. T e AKP committed itself to routinely homophobic theological 
discourse, rather than allow for the emergence of LGBTI+ af  rming Islamic 
theology. T is section will analyse this episode in detail in order to illuminate 
the limits of the AKP-led renaissance of Islamic theology in Turkey, and the 
role the state in Turkey can play in fostering or hindering organic theological 
development in the contemporary Turkish Republic.

T e History of the LGBTI+ Movement in Turkey

Before delving into the specif cs of Hendrix’s argument and its reception in 
Turkey, a brief discussion of the history of the LGBTI+ movement in mod-
ern Turkey will provide necessary context. T e earliest advocacy on behalf of 
the LGBTI+ community in Turkey took place in the 1970s and 1980s, par-
ticularly in the context of new leftist political parties after the 1980 coup.63 
T e movement developed from gatherings in private homes into established 
advocacy organisations in the early 1990s, after the Istanbul city govern-
ment cracked down on ef orts to begin Pride celebrations in the city.64 In 
response, Lambdaistanbul was founded in Istanbul in 1993, and Kaos GL in 
Ankara in 1994. T e 2000s witnessed a proliferation of LGBTI+ advocacy 
organisations. 

After a decade of organising and advocacy, the f rst Istanbul Pride march 
was held in 2003, and continued until the city government again shut down 
the marches in 2015, the 23rd anniversary of Istanbul Pride celebrations. 
T e f rst commemoration of the International Day Against Homophobia was 
held in Ankara in 2008, and the f rst march for the rights of transgender 
persons in Turkey was held in 2010.65 T e Gezi Park protests in particular 
marked an important moment in the history of the LGBTI+ movement in 
Turkey, as the courageous involvement of LGBTI+ activists in the protests 
galvanised support for the cause of LGBTI+ rights and helped bring these 
issues to the fore in Turkish political and social debate.66 After Gezi, the Turk-
ish public began to more openly discuss the many threats facing the LGBTI+ 
community in the country, ranging from harassment, discrimination in all 
sectors of society from the workplace to education to government, police bru-
tality against LGBTI+ persons, anti-LGBTI+ violence and hate crimes and 
the murder and lynching of LGBTI+ persons in Turkey.67 Anti-transgender 

6764_Dorroll.indd   1836764_Dorroll.indd   183 09/03/21   12:24 PM09/03/21   12:24 PM



184 | islamic theology in the turkish republic

violence is particularly horrif c in contemporary Turkey. Out of f fty-three 
hate-motivated murders of transgender people reported in Europe between 
2008 and 2011, twenty-three occurred in Turkey alone.68

T e printing and discussion of Hendrix’s LGBTI+ af  rming Quranic 
hermeneutics in Turkish media occurred at a critical point in the history 
of the relationship between pious Muslims and the LGBTI+ movement in 
Turkey, as Evren Savcı’s and Fuat Muedini’s research on this relationship has 
shown. T e summer of 2008, when Hendrix participated in Lambdaistan-
bul’s panel on LGBTI+ persons in Muslim societies, coincided with the full 
swing of the AKP’s ‘democratic openings’, when the party endeavoured to 
move its policies and Turkish society more generally in the direction of fur-
ther liberalisation on sensitive issues, such as Kurdish rights, relations with 
Armenia and the freedom to wear the headscarf. T is was also a period that 
witnessed discussions on how to reform the Turkish constitution to reinforce 
civilian control of the government. During this period, LGBTI+ advocacy 
organisations such as Lambdaistanbul and Kaos GL publicly lobbied the 
government for the inclusion of anti-discrimination clauses in the new con-
stitution. T ese calls were quickly and publicly rebuf ed by AKP politicians, 
signalling how the government would treat such issues in the future.69

As Savcı demonstrates, these developments foreshadowed the beginning 
of a tense relationship between pious Muslim advocacy groups, such as heads-
carf rights groups, and the LGBTI+ advocacy community. In March of 2010, 
Selma Aliye Kavaf, the AKP minister of state responsible for women and fam-
ily af airs, declared that homosexuality is a ‘sickness’, prompting f erce public 
debate in Turkey.70 She also claimed that LGBTI+ identities were inherently 
opposed to Turkish national culture.71 Her statements were quickly con-
demned by LGBTI+ advocacy groups, but they received public support from 
a signed declaration that included many pious Muslim women’s advocacy 
groups, including groups that LGBTI+ organisations had supported in the 
past in the context of the struggle for the freedom for women to wear the 
headscarf without being subject to state and social discrimination.72 

Some prominent f gures within these Muslim women’s advocacy groups 
developed ways to articulate their opposition to the mistreatment and mar-
ginalisation of LGBTI+ persons in Turkey without af  rming the moral per-
missibility of the LGBTI+ identity. Savcı describes these forms of support 
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as ‘opposition against cruelty’, in distinguishing them from ‘support for 
abstract, liberal rights’.73 Savcı also points out that secularist critics of the 
Muslim women’s advocacy groups made hypocritical and opportunistic use 
of the issue of LGBTI+ rights: they critiqued these groups for their descrip-
tion of LGBTI+ identities as sinful, but they did not expect their own, or 
any other, ideological constituencies to seriously discuss the issue of LGBTI+ 
rights. Savcı’s work therefore makes the crucial point that Muslim women’s 
rights groups in Turkey have articulated complex and varied positions on the 
issue of LGBTI+ identities, and thus cannot all be reduced to the category 
of homophobia. As Savcı argues, viewing women’s groups in this way risks 
reinforcing secular Kemalist justif cations for the mistreatment and margin-
alisation of pious Muslim women in the f rst place.74

At the same time, from the perspective of many LGBTI+ groups, these 
developments were extremely distressing and signalled that religious advocacy 
was an inef ective approach for their movement. Savcı contrasts the 2008 
Istanbul Pride events, which openly discussed the possibility of LGBTI+ 
af  rming Islamic theology via Hendrix’s participation, with the 2010 Istan-
bul Pride panels on religion, which were dismissive of, and severely disillu-
sioned with, the possibility of partnering with pious Muslims or combining 
an LGBTI+ identity with a Muslim identity.75 Muedini’s recent study bears 
this out. His interviews with leaders of the major LGBTI+ advocacy groups 
in Turkey revealed that they were on the whole reluctant to use theological 
arguments in support of LGBTI+ activism and identities because they felt 
they lacked the theological expertise to do so and the general politicisation of 
Islamic identity under the AKP made such arguments very risky.76

Muhsin Hendrix’s Quranic Hermeneutics and the T eology of Divine Mercy

A close analysis of Hendrix’s theological hermeneutics will reveal the potential 
theological development that was cut of  by the AKP and some of its support-
ers. Muhsin Hendrix is a well-known imam and theologian from South Africa 
and a leading f gure in the global progressive Muslim movement. He was 
raised in a devout Muslim family and pursued a traditional Islamic religious 
education, after having studied the Qur’an and the hadith since he was f ve.77 
He struggled to reconcile his identity as a gay man with his identity as a pious 
Muslim, and came to realise that these two identities were compatible through 
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a proper understanding of Quranic revelation and Islamic tradition. He came 
out in 1996 at the age of twenty-nine, causing him to lose his madrasa teach-
ing positions. He subsequently devoted himself to developing activism and 
theology that would help other LGBTI+ Muslims see the compatibility of 
their sexual and gender identities and their faith.78 

To this end, Hendrix founded the al-Fitra foundation in 1998, the title 
of which reveals the basis of his theological hermeneutics.79 Hendrix begins 
his theological argument from his reading of 30:30, which famously refers 
to a concept of inborn human nature that is shared by all human beings as a 
result of their creation by God. Following the terminology used in this verse, 
this key Islamic theological concept is referred to as f ṭra, the innate nature of 
each human being that naturally inclines towards God. As this verse makes 
clear, the inborn nature of the human individual cannot be altered, as it 
is a creation of God as God desires it to be. Hendrix argues that this verse 
includes an individual’s sexuality, given its inherency in a person’s individual 
nature and the possibility of its use in the context of mutualistic and loving 
relationships. For Hendrix, then, homosexual love is a part of the way God 
created humanity. It is a form of relationship that, just like heterosexuality, 
can be used to express love and f delity to one’s self and to God.80

Hendrix’s conception of God’s nature therefore emphasises God’s love and 
mercy for the entirety of creation in all its diverse forms. For Hendrix, the 
core of tevhid is the acknowledgement of the inf nite love and acceptance that 
the One God has for the diversity of God’s creation. In another interview 
given to Kaos GL, this time in 2013, Hendrix emphasised that Islam is based 
on the principle of God’s boundless love for human beings in their diversity 
of expression. T is is the essential message of the Qur’an, in his view. He 
describes Islam as ‘a mercy and a healing for mankind’.81 Hendrix’s theol-
ogy consistently focuses on God’s central attribute of loving mercy (raḥma), 
because (as described in previous chapters) this attribute is indeed the way 
that God most frequently describes God’s self in the Qur’an (along with 
God’s Oneness). Hendrix’s theology argues that this fact reveals the capacity 
to discern the sanctity in a variety of human identities, including gender and 
sexual identities. ‘Mercy and healing’ are the cardinal principles, taken from 
God’s description of God’s self, that govern his theological hermeneutics and 
religious vision overall.
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It follows, then, that suppression of loving forms of homosexual rela-
tionships amounts to injustice. Hendrix’s theology is for this reason deeply 
informed by the liberation theology of the anti-apartheid movement in 
South Africa, and his and other international LGBTI+ af  rming Muslim 
movements have based their theological approach on a reading of the Qur’an 
that emphasises its message as ‘striving for justice in solidarity with the 
oppressed’.82 According to Scott Kugle, this approach is based on verses such 
as 4:75, which calls upon Muslims to f ght for and protect the oppressed.83 
Farid Esack’s Islamic liberation theology (though not originally concerned 
with LGBTI+ liberation) has played a particularly decisive role in Hendrix’s 
hermeneutics.84

Hendrix analyses the Quranic story of Lot within the framework of these 
general Quranic principles. He argues that the Prophet Lot did not condemn 
same-sex love but instead condemned sexual assault. As Kugle points out in 
his discussion of this particular theological argument, Lot’s condemnation 
amounts to a divine denunciation of ‘the use of sex as coercion against the 
vulnerable’ rather than a divine denunciation of same-sex love.85 Hendrix’s 
argument about Lot rests on a contextual and holistic theological hermeneu-
tics. First, it is clear that loving and mutualistic forms of homosexual love 
are not at issue in the Lot story. It therefore cannot be assumed that these 
are the subject of divine condemnation, because these kinds of homosexual 
sexual contact do not come up for discussion at all in the text. Secondly, 
Hendrix’s reading of the verses having to do with Lot, which are scattered 
throughout the Quranic text, recognises that these verses are, to use Kugle’s 
phrase, ‘inter-referential’.86 

T is means that if these verses are read in isolation from one another, it 
becomes easy to assume that homosexual sexual contact itself is the subject 
of condemnation in the Qur’an. However, reading all of these verses in con-
junction with one another reveals that the Qur’an emphasises the violent 
and unjust nature of these acts. T us, given the general Quranic principle 
of solidarity with the injured against the unjust, Hendrix argues that it is 
clear that what is being condemned in the Qur’an is rape and violence, not 
homosexual sex itself. As Samar Habib puts it, these verses do not amount to 
‘a story about all homosexuals that ever were or ever to be’, but refer to the 
actions of these specif c men.87 T e men of Lot were not condemned for sex 
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with men in the abstract, but for the manner of this sexual contact, preferring 
rape over consensual sex.

T is was the argument that Hendrix provided to Kaos GL in his 2008 
interview, and the argument that was printed in their Winter 2008 journal 
issue. Given the surprised reaction to this argument in the Turkish press, it 
seems clear that this was a novel argument in the Turkish context. T e promi-
nence it received in Kaos GL’s Winter 2008 issue, and the prominent role 
that Hendrix played in Lambdaistanbul’s Summer 2008 discussion of Islamic 
and LGBTI+ identity, also suggests some measure of optimism for the fur-
ther development of LGBTI+ af  rming theology in Turkey at that time. T e 
response to this argument by the prominent AKP-supporting theologian, 
Hayrettin Karaman, foreshadowed and likely helped to ensure the rejection 
of this theological possibility in contemporary Turkish Islamic theological 
discourse.

Karaman’s Response and the T eology of the Family

As discussed in Chapter 2, the theologian Hayrettin Karaman has become 
one of the most outspoken supporters of AKP social conservatism over the 
past decade. His favour with the current AKP government is analogous to the 
favour that Yörükan’s work enjoyed under Kemalist secularist governments in 
the middle of the twentieth century. Karaman’s long academic career is well 
known for his studies of f qh and ijtihād, the subject of his 1971 doctoral 
thesis. T roughout the 2000s, his works on these subjects enjoyed the rare 
distinction of garnering both academic praise and popular acclaim. His most 
popular books have sold thousands of copies, and are frequently reprinted.88 
Prior to the rise of the AKP, Karaman had already achieved great renown as a 
public theologian, and so his vocal support for the AKP over the past decade 
has meant a great deal to that party and its supporters. He is even said to 
enjoy a considerable measure of respect from Erdoğan himself.89 

At the end of May 2009, shortly after Hendrix’s interview with Kaos GL 
was published in the Winter 2008 edition of their journal, Karaman pub-
lished a series of rebuttals of Hendrix’s theological arguments in the con-
servative newspaper Yeni Şafak. T at Hendrix’s argument received this kind 
of attention is highly signif cant. Given Karaman’s level of inf uence in the 
theological discourse of the AKP, the fact that he was the one to of er the 
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f rst sustained attack on Hendrix’s arguments was devastating. Despite these 
columns having been published over eleven years ago, they are still readily 
available online and have been very widely read. Karaman’s reaction perfectly 
epitomises the shift in AKP governance described in the previous sections, 
and exemplif es the consequences for organic theological development in 
Turkey should the power of the state be levelled against nascent theological 
movements.

Karaman tells his readers that he felt compelled to write this series of 
columns because he heard from a reader who was distressed by Hendrix’s 
Islamic theological arguments for the moral legitimacy of LGBTI+ identi-
ties.90 Karaman asserts in summary that Islam and other monotheistic faiths 
‘view homosexuality as a kind of degeneracy, immorality, deviance from what 
is natural, shame, and mortal sin’.91 He directly critiques Hendrix’s reading of 
the Qur’an. Karaman argues that because all of the sexual relationships that 
the Qur’an explicitly mentions as licit are examples of heterosexual relation-
ships, this means that the Qur’an only supports heterosexual relationships in 
general and implicitly rules out the permissibility of any other form of sexual 
identity.92 It is important to note here that the dif erence between Hendrix’s 
and Karaman’s theological hermeneutics as applied to the story of Lot rests 
on the silence of the Qur’an on mutualistic and consensual homosexual rela-
tionships. Hendrix’s view is that because these relationships can manifest the 
wider Quranic virtues of love and justice, they can accord with larger con-
cepts of Islamic virtue. Karaman contends that the Qur’an’s silence on these 
kinds of relationships is an implicit condemnation of them.

Karaman condemns LGBTI+ identities in particularly severe terms. He 
emphasises his view that they constitute ‘perversion and ugliness (sapıklık 
ve çirkinlik)’93 and he rules out the possibility that any part of Islamic tradi-
tion can be understood in an LGBTI+ af  rming way.94 Karaman argues that 
Hendrix’s theological hermeneutics is nothing more than a manipulation of 
the scripture to accord with his own assumptions.95 He also claims that sci-
ence rules out the possibility of the naturalness of homosexual relationships 
and even goes so far as to use antisemitic and racist language when condemn-
ing LGBTI+ activism, comparing it to what he calls the ‘Jewish and Arme-
nian lobbies’.96 Karaman’s criticism of Hendrix’s argument thus evokes highly 
anxious and otherising discourses. He casts LGBTI+ identity as a threat to 
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not only the integrity of the Islamic faith, but to the integrity of an ethnically 
Turkish national community, and to the notion of human moral virtue itself.

Given his argument that LGBTI+ identity constitutes a dire threat to the 
nation of Turkey and the religion of Islam, Karaman takes the step of argu-
ing for deliberate marginalisation and stigmatisation of LGBTI+ persons in 
Turkish society. He clearly states that this issue is where his theological con-
ception of universal human rights ends: ‘Even though Islam is the religion 
of peace and tolerance (barış ve müsamaha), both of these have limits’.97 He 
argues that in the case of behaviours that are considered by the majority to 
be socially unacceptable, the government has the right to consider restrict-
ing some individual freedoms of individuals who engage in such behaviour, 
including their deliberate social stigmatisation. Karaman asserts that these 
measures must be considered necessary in the case of the LGBTI+ identity 
and persons in Turkey because these constitute a direct threat to the religion, 
tradition and culture of the Turkish nation.98 

T e argument that the government has the right to suppress ‘sin’ would go 
on to become a key feature of Karaman’s theological support of the conserva-
tive authoritarian turn of the AKP’s governance style. In 2011, he wrote that 
sin must not be tolerated in public at all; and perhaps not even in private, 
if the sin in question was threatening to the predominant social order.99 He 
also wrote in 2014 that social pluralism must be disallowed if this means the 
legal and social tolerance of what he deems to be sinful.100 Karaman’s reaction 
to Hendrix’s theology thus represents a signif cant strand of thinking in his 
conception of the relationship between the state and theological questions 
such as sin and wrongdoing.

Karaman’s homophobic theological discourse foreshadowed later AKP 
political discourse on the LGBTI+ movement in Turkey. Kavaf ’s remarks fol-
lowed in 2010. In 2012, the AKP mayor of Ankara, Melih Gökçek, described 
homosexuality as contrary to Turkish national values. In 2013, then Prime 
Minister Erdoğan referred to homosexuality as ‘contrary to the culture of 
Islam’. In 2015, then Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu criticised an openly 
gay opposition candidate for parliament, saying that ‘gays caused the destruc-
tion of the tribe of Lot’.101 All of these comments were made by the highest-
ranking members of the AKP, and thus of the Turkish government in general, 
after the same sentiments were forcefully expressed by Hayrettin Karaman, 
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the most well-known pro-AKP theologian in Turkey. All of these remarks 
followed the translation of Hendrix’s LGBTI+ af  rming Islamic theologi-
cal argument into Turkish in 2008. It is no coincidence, then, that after 
Hendrix’s theology became known in Turkey, it failed to gain traction within 
theological debate in Turkish. Given the public stance of the Turkish govern-
ment on this issue, to adopt this theological position meant risking social 
and political consequences. T is development exemplif es how the interven-
tion of the state can stif e organic theological development and debate in the 
Turkish context. 

It is noteworthy that homophobic theological discourse is still a promi-
nent feature of AKP governance. As with Karaman over a decade ago, of  -
cial AKP theological discourses still categorise LGBTI+ identities as beyond 
the limits of their appeals to universal human rights discourses. In a speech 
delivered in July of 2019, the head of the Diyanet, Ali Erbaş, made this point 
particularly clear. He emphasised Islam’s support for universal human values 
such as justice, peace and coexistence. He forcefully condemned terrorism 
and violence in the name of Islam, while also citing extremism and igno-
rance as two of the severest problems af  icting the Muslim world. He further 
criticised Islamophobia as a threat not only to Muslims, but to global human 
rights in general. He drew attention to the roots of Islamophobia in racism, 
xenophobia and ‘social marginalisation’ and ‘othering’.102 Erbaş’s speech was 
relentlessly critical of not only political and legal injustice directed against 
minorities, but also of the individual mentalities and social prejudices that 
enable these kinds of injustices. 

It is therefore all the more striking that he talked about LGBTI+ identi-
ties and individuals in the same speech. Erbaş described advocacy for the 
rights of LGBTI+ persons as dangerous and deceptive propaganda that aims 
at the destruction of the nuclear family and the erosion of morality itself. 
He argues that the use of concepts such as freedom, pride and equality are 
totally inappropriate when describing LGBTI+ rights, as these identities are 
threatening to a virtuous social order. He further argued that these identities 
threaten a true understanding of femininity and masculinity, and thus consti-
tute an unacceptable deviance that is ‘contrary to creation and our God-given 
nature’.103 His remarks made it clear that the AKP’s theological appeals to 
universal values of coexistence, pluralism and respect for the other come to 
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an end with LGBTI+ persons. It is remarkable that Erbaş’s impassioned and 
explicit denunciation of the social exclusion and demonisation of Muslims 
by non-Muslim majorities should exist side-by-side with otherising rhetoric 
directed towards the marginalised minority of LGBTI+ persons in Turkey. 

T e appeal to the integrity of the family as a way to marginalise some 
gender and sexual identities that features so prominently in Erbaş’s statement 
above has become a key feature of AKP moral and theological discourse in 
recent years, and is also a cornerstone of Karaman’s recent theological works. 
As Zafer Yılmaz has argued, discourse on the sanctity of the family has been 
central to AKP political discourse since its founding. T e AKP’s conception 
of family has conditioned the whole of its social policy, which is framed as 
a question of safeguarding and promoting certain conceptions of family life 
rather than as a general question of citizenship and rights.104 In other words, 
over the course of the AKP administration, the securing of individual liber-
ties has gradually become seen as secondary to preserving the integrity of the 
nuclear, heterosexual family structure.

T is has been particularly true since the period 2011–13. In 2013, 
Erdoğan famously remarked that ‘any attack against the family is an attack 
against humanity’, thus casting advocacy work such as secular feminist or 
LGBTI+ activism as quite literally a threat to humanity itself.105 Erdoğan’s 
conception of family is backed by a theological conception of the heteronor-
mative family unit as the moral and spiritual backbone of Turkish identity.106 
T is is the underlying theological logic of Erdoğan’s equation of femininity 
with motherhood and the AKP’s general anxiety about alternative gender and 
sexual identities. T is theological conception allows Erdoğan and the AKP to 
equate the very spiritual health of the Turkish nation itself with the integrity 
of the heteronormative family structure.107 

Karaman’s theology is deeply connected with these AKP social policies, 
and his discussions of the nature of the ideal Islamic family clearly illustrate 
the theological underpinning of the AKP’s conservative social vision. Kara-
man’s conception of Islam itself is very similar to that of many other theolo-
gians discussed in this book: it is based on the eternal truth of the universe, 
the doctrine of the One God (tevhid), and as such is the basis for the inherent 
dignity of human nature and the inherent connection of human nature to 
the transcendent. As with all of the theologians discussed in this book, from 
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İzmirli to the present day, Karaman’s work emphasises the connection between 
tevhid and the sacred value of humanity as a creation of the One God. For 
Karaman, Islam is the truth because it is founded on the acknowledgement of 
the One God and the consequences this has for human life. T e distinction 
between the Creator and the created is the foundation of Karaman’s thought 
as it is with the entirety of the modern Turkish theological tradition.

As described in the previous chapter, the Creator/created distinction 
can be used to argue for the dynamism of human experience, insofar as the 
created world stands in contrast to the eternal and unchangeable Creator 
precisely because it is by nature dynamic and changeable. In this way, con-
sideration of tevhid can lead to arguments in favour of changing how human 
beings have in the past viewed gender relations for instance, as described in 
the previous chapter. By contrast, Karaman uses the Creator/created distinc-
tion to argue for a static, rather than a dynamic, understanding of human 
nature and social relations. 

According to Karaman’s theology, the sacred core of human nature becomes 
a way to argue for the immutable nature of certain social arrangements, in 
this case the patriarchal family structure. Karaman’s work asserts that because 
human nature is universal, it is static and monolithic, and cannot admit of a 
diversity of sexual or gender identities. In his conception, God’s creation of a 
single human species means that all members of that species must adhere to 
certain specif c arrangements of gender relations if they are to remain faithful 
to the human nature that God has given them. For Karaman, Islamic theologi-
cal anthropology is based on the same theological concept of f ṭra that Hendrix 
centres in his own theology. Karaman takes this concept in the opposite social 
direction to Hendrix, however. He views it as a concept that restricts the 
possible forms of sexual and family expression, rather than as a concept that 
expands the possible forms of sexual and family expression by def ning them as 
part of the inherent diversity within human nature (as Hendrix does). 

Karaman also appeals to the very same Quranic verse as Hendrix, 30:30. 
For Karaman, human nature is composed of an inherently spiritual dimension 
that distinguishes it from the rest of creation.108 Essential human nature, due 
to its spiritual grounding and signif cance, is constituted by not only soul and 
spirit, but also reason, virtue and moral responsibility.109 T e way that Karaman 
def nes these latter two elements is key to his theological anthropology. As with 
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many other theologians discussed above, Karaman argues that the unchanging 
moral principles of Islam are meant to allow human beings to achieve happi-
ness and fulf lment in this life and the next.110 Furthermore, what distinguishes 
Islam from other value systems is its balance between the individual and the 
collective. Karaman calls this a ‘personalist’ ( şahsiyetçi ) approach to human 
nature, distinguishing it from an ‘individualist’ or a ‘collectivist’ approach.111

What this means is that Islamic theological anthropology, by nurturing 
the spiritual essence of the human individual, both guarantees the actu-
alisation of the inner truth of human nature while also realising that this 
actualisation can only fully take place within the context of a striving for 
individual virtue within the context of a larger tradition. By virtue of their 
shared human nature, all human beings are entitled to basic human rights as 
a core principle of Islamic ethics. At the same time, argues Karaman, because 
human nature is not inf nite, neither are these rights: human nature has cer-
tain precise characteristics, and thus human rights are subject to ‘balance’ and 
‘measure’.112 Precisely because human rights are sourced in human nature, 
rights must be guaranteed in accordance with human nature. T e Islamic 
theological anthropology of human rights cannot, therefore, encompass the 
right to act in ways deemed contrary to universal human nature.113

Karaman thus argues that certain conceptions of the family are contrary 
to human nature, and thus cannot be considered to have the same moral or 
legal validity as the patriarchal family structure. As with the AKP theologi-
cal discourse cited above, Karaman def nes the family as the foundation of 
civilisation and a well-functioning society. It is a spiritual institution whose 
ultimate signif cance cannot be measured solely in secular or scientif c terms.114 
Moreover, the basic principle of family organisation is that each member has 
designated rights and responsibilities. Karaman emphatically goes on to state 
that ‘the headship of the family is given to the husband’, who is granted by 
divine right the authority to act as the manager and supervisor of the family.115

By def ning the family in this way, Karaman rules out the moral possibility 
of other familial arrangements, including of course LGBTI+ identities. His 
view of the patriarchal family is underpinned by a theological anthropology 
that renders only the patriarchal family potentially sacred and thus morally 
acceptable. Karaman makes it clear that the unchangeable elements of Islam 
constitute not only beliefs and worship, but also certain social arrangements 
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that he views as in accordance with the eternal principles of individual Islamic 
virtue.116 T us, for Karaman, and for AKP theological discourse more gener-
ally, LGBTI+ identities are entirely contrary to Turkish national identity, Islam 
and human nature itself. T e concept of universal human nature is used here 
to restrict rather than broaden the possible array of theologically acceptable 
human sexual identities.

As these arguments, and this book, have hopefully demonstrated, modern 
Turkish theology has reached an extraordinary level of development that has 
produced an equally extraordinary diversity of viewpoints and theological 
arguments. Any reader of modern Turkish has access to hundreds of excellent 
translations and editions of the great theological works of classical Sunn-
ism. In Turkey today there is a wide network of expert academic specialists 
who have published countless articles and books that both analyse classical 
Sunni theology and produce new work in constructive and systematic theol-
ogy. What this means for the future of Islamic theology in Turkey is that its 
intellectual roots are deep and its academic foundations are secure. 

At the same time, this closing chapter demonstrates that the future of 
Turkish theology remains highly complex and contested. T is is due primarily 
to the capacity of the Turkish state to inf uence the direction and development 
of theology in the country. As this book has demonstrated, the intellectual 
resources of modern Turkish theology are able to support an almost endless 
array of possible theological projects. Yet because these resources are so closely 
tied to state control, the exact form that Turkish theology will take in the 
future will be profoundly impacted by the role the Turkish state chooses to 
play in Turkish theological academia. T e complex relationship between the 
creativity of Turkish theologians and the imperatives of the Turkish state will, 
therefore, shape what kinds of theology are possible in the Turkish Republic.
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CONCLUSION: WISDOM AND WONDER

‘T e ways of God are boundless and countless’ – İsmail Hakkı İzmirli1

The study of modern Turkish theology reveals a number of important 
insights about the history of modern Turkey in general, as described in 

detail in the chapters above. As this book has demonstrated, a distinct tra-
dition of Sunni Muslim theology developed in the Republic of Turkey as a 
consequence of the specif c forms of modernisation experienced by Muslims 
in that country. T e process of late Ottoman, and then modern Turkish, 
modernisation as a series of ever more radical social and political reforms 
imbued modern Turkish Islamic theology with a fundamental concern for 
the dynamics of change and permanence. Modern Turkish theology has 
therefore developed as a way to identify and secure the most fundamental 
bases of the Muslim faith, so as to preserve these bases and also to ref ect on 
their importance in the ever-changing modern world. T us, modern Turkish 
theology constitutes an extended, nuanced and highly variable meditation on 
what it means to believe in the One God, to believe in tevhid, in the context 
of modernity. T e essential truth about the world upon which modern Turk-
ish theology converges is the truth of the existence of the single, omnipotent 
and inf nitely loving and compassionate God – and acknowledgement of 
this truth necessitates ref ection on the consequences that this belief has for 
human beings living in the modern world.
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Like so much of modern Turkish culture, Islamic theology in modern 
Turkey is rooted in a creative synthesis of classical Islamic traditions and 
modern cultural and intellectual forms, as demonstrated in Chapter 1. 
T is chapter revealed how the three intellectual streams of Sunni Ottoman 
systematic theology (kalām), late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
Islamic modernism, and late Ottoman and early Republican Turkish socio-
logical theory all came together to lay the groundwork for the development 
of Islamic theology in the modern Turkish language. Basic arguments, con-
cepts and general theological motifs from all of these sources would emerge 
time and again as modern Turkish Muslim theologians negotiated the rela-
tionship between God and the world, tradition and modernity, the Creator 
and the created.

T e growth of theology in modern Turkey was also enabled by strong 
institutional contexts for theology that were developed by the Ottomans 
and then taken over and modif ed in the Turkish Republic. T eology was an 
important part of intellectual and educational life in the pre-modern Otto-
man medreses, and the highly bureaucratic organisation of these institutions 
allowed for a specif c set of theological texts and traditions to become key 
components of Ottoman Islamic intellectual culture. Within late nineteenth- 
and early twentieth-century reformed educational institutions such as the 
Darülfünun and the Ankara University Faculty of T eology, traditional Sunni 
systematic theology, Islamic theological modernism and sociological theory 
began to blend together to lay the foundation of a new and distinctive tradi-
tion of Islamic theology in the Turkish Republic. Because it emerged from 
a long process of institutional development that spanned the Ottoman and 
Republican period, modern Turkish theology has therefore been able to build 
on classical Sunni theological discourses passed down through the Ottoman 
period and combine these discourses with specif cally modern intellectual 
inf uences.

Another key theme in the history of modern Turkey that emerges in the 
study of modern Turkish theology is the overarching social, political and 
intellectual importance of nationalism. T e nation state of the Republic of 
Turkey was the f nal product of decades of reform projects begun in the late 
Ottoman Empire, and its emergence meant the beginning not only of a new 
country, but the new language of modern Turkish and a new conception of 
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community among speakers of this language. T e Turkish nationalist project 
created a country whose government was dedicated to the progress of a new 
nation that could conf dently face the modern future. T is new nation had 
to be reconstructed as a distinct cultural, linguistic and historical community 
by reinterpreting the multi-ethnic, multi-cultural, multi-lingual and multi-
religious histories of Turkic-speaking peoples ranging from ancient Central 
Asia, to Anatolia, to the learned elite of Ottoman Istanbul.

As Chapter 2 demonstrated, this new conception of community enabled 
the emergence of creative forms of Sunni Muslim theology in the new Turkish 
Republic. T e novel conceptual framework of Turkish nationalism provided 
key concepts that have come to constitute core features of modern Turkish 
theological thought, such as notions of progress, national history and the 
relationship between religion and the secular state. T e secularising project 
of modern Turkish nationalism might, at f rst glance, seem to be a force that 
could hinder the development of religious thought. On the contrary, the fact 
that this project caused Muslim theologians in Turkey to redef ne their own 
history, and thus their own religious tradition, meant that they could develop 
Sunni theology in ways that were totally impossible before. 

T e inclusion of Central Asia into the conception of Turkish national his-
tory meant that the great Sunni dogmatic theologian al-Maturidi came to be 
thought of as part of the Turkish heritage. T is meant a dramatic revival of 
Maturidism in modern Turkish theology, a revival that could not have taken 
place outside of the Turkish nationalist context. In addition, debates over 
religion and the secular state, conceptions of social progress, and other moral 
concepts crucial to the nationalist project allowed modern Turkish theolo-
gians to ref ect on these issues in insightful and interesting ways that could 
never have developed otherwise. In other words, not only did the concept of 
the nation state emerge as crucial to the development of modern Turkish the-
ology, it also fostered the growth of some its most important and insightful 
expressions. In this way, even a concept such as secular nationalism was able, 
in modern Turkey, to revivify Islamic theological debates on what it means to 
believe in the One God.

T e specif c institutional, intellectual and political legacies of the Otto-
man Empire and the emergence of Turkish nationalism led, therefore, 
to new ways of talking about Muslim theology, the core of which is the 
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doctrine of the One God, the doctrine of tevhid. T is doctrine states the 
One Omnipotent God created, and continues to sustain, the whole of the 
cosmos, thus dividing the universe into Creator and created. Chapters 3 
and 4 were devoted to exploring ways in which modern Turkish theology 
analyses this cardinal Islamic theological distinction. Indeed, the central 
claim of this book is that this distinction is the core concern of Islamic 
theology in the Turkish Republic, specif cally as it relates to what this dis-
tinction means for life in the modern world.

As revealed in the third chapter, modern Turkish theologians have met 
the challenge of modernity by restoring transcendence and sacredness to our 
conception of the physical world. If the central theme of modern Turkish the-
ology is tevhid, the main arguments that modern Turkish theologians make 
about this doctrine are rooted in the concern to refute materialist and mecha-
nistic visions of the universe. In their arguments about God, the Creator and 
Sustainer of the universe, Modern Turkish theologians describe the world 
as inherently sacred because it is a sign of the ultimately transcendent, its 
Creator. Moreover, human nature itself is sacred because it contains within 
itself consciousness of its Creator. T e created universe and human existence 
are signs that reveal the existence and attributes of their Creator, the One 
God who is characterised by endless care and loving compassion. Denying 
the transcendent signif cance of the universe and of human nature, as mate-
rialism does, means denying not only God’s existence, but also denying the 
loving care of God for all of existence and thus the very meaning of existence 
itself. T is is the foundational argument made in the earliest and most inf u-
ential works in modern Turkish theology, and the specif cs of this argument 
have been worked out in successive detail over the course of the twentieth and 
twenty-f rst centuries. 

T e fourth chapter focused on the second half of the Creator/created dis-
tinction: the ever-changeable world of human experience. Insofar as modern 
Turkish theology is focused on developing conceptions of tevhid within the 
context of modernity, modern Turkish theologians pay equal attention to 
conceptions of the changeable world as they do to the unchangeable Creator 
of the world. T is chapter argued that modern Turkish theology discusses 
the created world as a constantly changing sphere of ethical action within 
which humans are commanded by God to live out God’s eternal will. For 
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this reason, modern Turkish theologians have attempted to def ne the rela-
tionship between the changeable nature of human society and history, and 
unchangeable theological truth. 

T e created world is the sphere in which eternal values and truths are 
actualised by human beings. Modern Turkish theologians, in emphasising 
the dynamism of historical change via their appropriation of late Ottoman 
sociology, stress the need for theological ref ection on the challenges of living 
out the commands of God’s eternal will in the context of a world whose very 
nature is ceaseless change and instability. T is demand in turns implies the 
reality of human freedom, meaning here the freedom human beings have to 
choose to follow God’s will or to reject it. T is freedom is not only one of the 
bases of the changeability of the social world, it is also an ethical responsibil-
ity given to human beings by God. T us, Islamic theology in the Turkish 
Republic becomes a way to use the doctrine of God’s Oneness to consider the 
complexity of the created world, and to meditate on all the ways in which 
change may or may not be possible in religious practice, such as in the realms 
of politics and gender relations.

T e f nal chapter of this book considered modern Turkish theology in 
relation to the Turkish state. While discussions of community in modern 
Turkey revolve around the concept of the nation, discussions of politics 
revolve around the concept of the state. T e centralised statist supervision 
of religion by the Turkish state means that the widespread success of any 
given theological school of thought or particular theological argument is 
contingent on its acceptance by the Turkish government. T is chapter there-
fore argued that the degree to which the state chooses to assert jurisdiction 
over theology in Turkey is the most crucial political factor in the future 
of the development of theology in that county. If the Turkish government 
chooses to support a given theological school of thought or specif c theologi-
cal argument, that school or argument has the possibility of attaining wide 
acceptance. If, however, the Turkish government chooses to direct its power 
towards the suppression of a given school or argument, this makes the wide-
spread acceptance of that argument much more dif  cult. 

T is chapter brings our consideration of the relationship between modern 
Turkish history and modern Turkish theology to the present day. In the same 
way that theologians associated with previous secular nationalist Turkish 
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governments sought to suppress forms of Islamic theology that they found 
deviant, such as socially conservative piety, theologians associated with the 
contemporary conservative nationalist AKP government have sought to sup-
press forms of Islamic theology that they f nd deviant, most notably LGBT+ 
af  rming Islamic theological arguments. At the same time, the statist control 
that the AKP has wielded over theology during its tenure in power has also 
served to radically, and intentionally, increase the participation of women in 
positions of religious and theological authority. In other words, this chapter 
shows how in the future, which theological voices are nurtured and which 
are stif ed in contemporary Turkey will have much to do with the prevail-
ing administration’s views on what constitutes acceptable forms of Islamic 
thought. As with its past, the future of modern Turkish theology will con-
tinue to be closely connected with the Turkish state.

In all of the ways discussed in these chapters, Islamic theology in the 
Turkish Republic should be understood as a vital and dynamic part of 
Turkey’s modern history. T is tradition of thought is not simply an obscure 
academic exercise, nor is it divorced from the pressing questions of social 
and intellectual life in the Turkish Republic. On the contrary, this tradi-
tion has been shaped by, and has itself shaped, the historical forces that 
have driven the development of the Turkish Republic. In searching for the 
experience of ultimate meaning within the modern f ux that produced this 
nation, modern Turkish theology has since its beginning, and will into the 
future, track and trace the striving of modern humanity towards commu-
nion with changeless Divinity.

* * *

At the same time that it reveals insights about Turkey and the modern world, 
Islamic theology in the Turkish Republic also reveals something vital and 
fundamental about Islamic theology as a whole. T e extended meditation 
in modern Turkish theology on the cardinal belief of Islam, the Oneness of 
God, highlights the basic principle of Islamic theological method in general: 
Islamic theology is def ned by the inf nity of God. Somewhat paradoxically, 
Islamic theology limits itself to the discussion of the limitless: the divine. 
‘God’ as a concept is a kind of aspiration, because the divine by def nition 
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remains indef nable, inf nite and impossible to delimit. T e beginning of the-
ology is open to our mind’s understanding, but the end recedes forever into 
the distance, the mind following its apparent object towards the wordlessness 
of the divine essence. 

As this book has argued, meditation on the theological and social con-
sequences of the belief in the One God (tevhid) is the driving question of 
modern Turkish theology, as this tradition attempted to secure the bases of 
religion in the changing modern world. T is means, as we have seen, that 
modern Turkish theology features a complex and nuanced, yet rather focused, 
emphasis on the question of the very concept of God, the very concept of 
the Inf nite. Yet by focusing attention on the fact that the basis of theology 
is meditation by limited human minds on the Inf nite itself, modern Turk-
ish theology invites us to consider a very basic but important question about 
Islamic theology more broadly: how is it even possible? How can the created 
talk about the Creator? How can the f nite talk about the Inf nite? Is the proj-
ect of Islamic theology logically impossible from the very beginning?

As with so many other topics discussed in this book, İsmail Hakkı İzmirli’s 
Yeni İlm-i Kelam provides a possible answer. As discussed, İzmirli’s text 
is notable for its stress on the importance of God’s attribute of wisdom 
(hikmet). All of God’s acts, such as God’s creating and continual sustain-
ing of the cosmos – moment to moment, and from its tiniest to its grand-
est aspects – are acts that God commits within the divine context of God’s 
attributes. T ese attributes are of, but not identical to, God’s essence. T ey 
are the grounding of God’s actions because they manifest the perfection of 
God’s essence.2 How İzmirli talks about these specif c attributes, then, tells us 
a great deal about what İzmirli thinks about God and God’s relation to the 
human being.

It is noteworthy, then, that İzmirli argues that all of God’s acts emerge 
from God’s attribute of wisdom. All things in the world, as acts of the One 
God, evince the supreme order and design of divine wisdom. All of God’s acts 
occur in the context of God’s attribute of wisdom because all of God’s acts 
possess an ultimate end, a telos: this is the f ourishing (saadet) of humanity 
and the cosmos.3 At the same time, this telos does not mean that God’s acts 
are based on necessity. On the contrary, though God’s actions possess a telos, 
they are committed by God in total freedom, and there is no inherent need 
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for them to occur in order to fulf l this end. On what basis, then, can we say 
that God’s acts do indeed occur in the Divine Wisdom, and towards fulf l-
ment of the end of human and cosmic f ourishing?

T e connection between God’s actions and God’s wisdom is not by 
necessity – instead, it is by God’s goodness and loving concern ( rahmet).4 
God’s actions result in a wisely ordered cosmos not because God must order 
the world this way, but because God chooses to do so out of God’s love. 
Because God is inherently wise, and inherently loving, God’s actions issue 
in a cosmos designed to allow human beings and the rest of creation to 
reach their full potential. T is even requires the existence of evil and suf-
fering, because it is only in the context of the possibility of evil and suf er-
ing that love, justice and mercy can be experienced by human beings. T e 
ceaseless opposition of hardship and ease, justice and injustice, is necessary 
if the world is to be a place of free possibility. T ese oppositions are nec-
essary for humanity to be able to freely recognise God’s perfection in its 
inf nite contrast to these oppositions.5 Moreover, such a world is necessary 
for human beings to be able to freely strive to ref ect God’s loving mercy 
through their own actions towards others; without the possibility of frus-
tration, failure and even despair, moral striving lacks meaning and its own 
telos of realising the potential of human beings to manifest loving mercy 
towards one another.6

What do İzmirli’s thoughts on the Divine Wisdom have to do with Islamic 
theology as a whole? İzmirli stresses that when human beings contemplate 
this magnif cent order of the cosmos, the product of God’s inf nite wisdom, 
they experience one over-riding feeling: wonder.7 Islamic theology is possible 
because human beings experience wonder. T e experience of wonder is how 
f nite human minds can begin to contemplate the inf nite, because wonder is 
a mental state produced by awareness of the profound disjuncture between 
the mind and its object. Awareness of our f nitude renders possible our con-
templation of the Inf nite, whose existence and perfection is intimated by our 
awareness of the wondrous nature of ourselves and the cosmos. 

At the same time, and quite paradoxically, wonder is also the feeling that 
makes us aware of God’s closeness to us. T is is because, as İzmirli shows 
above, when we stand in wonder before God’s attribute of wisdom, we are 
also standing in wonder before God’s attribute of inf nite love and concern. 
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T ese divine attributes are the means by which God continuously sustains 
the cosmos. T e wonder that makes theology possible connects us with the 
signs of an inf nitely loving Creator whose actions to create and sustain us 
constitute the ground not only of our being but also of our transcendent 
meaning as creation, and our fulf lment as free beings striving to live in accor-
dance with, and as ref ections of, God’s inf nitely loving and wise will.

God is therefore experienced conceptually by the human mind as that 
within which all contradictions are resolved, all tensions eased, all opposi-
tions reconciled. T is is one way to understand what it means to say that 
God is loving and merciful, Rahman and Rahim, and the refuge in Whom all 
human beings f nd their rest.8 T e tensions that we experience in the world 
between change and permanence, suf ering and ease, justice and injustice, 
have perhaps been felt with particular acuteness in the tumult of modernity. 
Modern Turkish theology suggests that these tensions may yet f nd their reso-
lution in the contemplation and remembrance of the One God, the Creator 
and Sustainer of all that we experience.

Notes

 1. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 2:4 (274).
 2. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 2:139 (387).
 3. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 2:130 (378–9). See the beginning of Chapter 3 for a 

fuller discussion of saadet.
 4. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 2:138 (386).
 5. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 2:139–40 (387).
 6. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 2:147 (393).
 7. İzmirli, Yeni İlm-i Kelam, 2:131 (379), 2:152 (397).
 8. See for instance Qur’an 13:28, 16:98, and 114.
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