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INTRODUCTION

his book concerns the tradition of Islamic religious thought written in

the modern Turkish language in the modern nation of Turkey. This book
argues that Islamic theology in the Turkish Republic constitutes a distinct
tradition of reflection on the Islamic doctrine of the Oneness of God (tawhid
in Arabic; zevhid 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.

This 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 zevhid in the modern era? What does it mean to believe
in revhid in the context of modern social thought, modern political thought,
modern scientific cosmology or modern conceptions of gender and sexual-
ity? Through 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 specific 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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Turkish, and in the new social and political context of the modern Turkish
Republic. The 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 flux
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 definition
of unchanging reality. The 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 Theology?

With respect to Islamic theology as a larger tradition, this book follows Sabine
Schmidtke’s definition. 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." 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 final 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.” 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.” This relationship is based on systematic reflection
on God’s revelation to humanity. The vehicle of this final revelation is the
Prophet Muhammad, whose life and tradition thus become both sources and
subjects of theological reflection.

Islamic theological thought can take numerous forms and can be found
in numerous genres of religious writing. The genre of Islamic thought that
is most specifically devoted to systematic reflection on the nature of God
and the nature of God’s creation is called kalim. The term kalim refers to
rational systematic Islamic theology that concerns the cardinal doctrines of
Islamic belief. The kalim 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’. Kalim can therefore
also be thought of as Islamic dogmatics or doctrinal theology. Because kalim
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 kalim vocabulary. This
term is ilahiyat. This word in Turkish literally translates into English as ‘divin-
ity’ or ‘matters divine’.” In the kalim 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. Thus, the technical term in modern Turkish
for ‘theology’, ilahiyat, is directly derived from the Sunni tradition of rational
dogmatic theology — kaldm. This is another reason why the tradition of kalim
and the modern Turkish developments of this tradition are prioritised in this
book. Kalim is quite literally the source of the concept of ‘theology’ itself in
modern Turkish.

The word ‘kalim’ means ‘speech’ and refers to the theological method of

dialectic and debate. This term points to the origins of systematic Islamic



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 different faiths.® As products of this cultural environment, Muslim
theologians felt the need to elaborate and defend their faith through rational
argument and dialectic. Kalim 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. This is why 4a/im 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.

Though a wide variety of theological movements and schools developed
among Sunni Muslims from the seventh century onwards, two kalim schools
that trace their origins to two tenth-century theologians gradually emerged as
the main representatives of Sunni theological orthodoxy. These two schools
of theology are the Ash‘ari and the Maturidi schools, named for Abu al-
Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. 935-6)” and Abu Mansur al-Maturidi (d. 944).® Their
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. Their theological goal
was similar as well - to secure the foundations of Islamic doctrine through
the application of universal reason to the specifics of Quranic revelation and
Prophetic tradition. Most importantly, they both argued for the existence,
loving mercy and power of the One God and the finality of the message of
the Prophet Muhammad.

The differences 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 difficult 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-Ashari, on the one hand, tends to emphasise God’s
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attribute of omnipotence and the centrality of the text of revelation.” 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.'’ Neither would have rejected the other’s basic theological
claims on these points. At the same time, the differences in their emphases
did at times lead to serious controversy between their followers in the first few
centuries after their death."" 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 reflections and spe-
cific arguments put forward by these two towering figures of Sunni theology
were organised by later thinkers into ever more systematic and rationalistic
theological texts. This resulted in a highly sophisticated tradition of system-
atic theology that flourished across the Sunni world. The kalim tradition
developed into a highly nuanced and disciplined method of reflecting on
the fundamental questions of Islamic religious belief, most especially zevhid.
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 definition of kalim, for
instance, emphasised that it is the discipline of Islamic religious thought that
uses reasoned proof and reflection in order to establish the objective truth of
religious belief."

The later kalim theologians, whose work formed the core of the Otto-
man theological tradition, further refined this definition 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-lji (d. 1355), kalim theology
is designed to refute doubts about the truth of Islamic belief by utilising
systematic rational argumentation and reflection.” 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 definition
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. These 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



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.'* In
other words, according to al-Jurjani’s highly influential 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 reflection on religious belief
signified in the English term ‘theology’. Moreover, all of these elements are
different ways of phrasing the cardinal doctrine of zevhid. Modern Turkish
theology, following in this tradition, places tevhid in all of its various aspects
at the centre of its reflections. 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. The world is not merely a collection of
material elements that mechanically coalesce or dissipate according to blind
natural laws. The world is the creation of the One God.

Moreover, the world is ordered by God in ways that reflect God’s infi-
nite wisdom and loving mercy. The world in its endless beauty and com-
plexity points towards the truly Infinite, Ultimate character of its Creator.
Modern Turkish theology focuses so intently on zevhid not only because it is
the core of the kalim 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.

The methods and specific arguments of modern Turkish theologians
are often distinct from the traditional methods and specific arguments of
Sunni kalim. The modern period sometimes puts forward different theo-
logical questions that need to be answered. However, due to the roots of
modern Turkish theology in the Ottoman systematic kalim tradition, the
basic technical concepts explored by kalim are still the central concepts

explored in modern Turkish theology. These 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 kalim tradition remains the basis for Islamic theological
reflection in Turkey up to the present day. This book therefore explores
the Sunni Muslim thinkers writing in the modern Turkish language whose
work is the direct descendant of the Ottoman kalim tradition, and whose
theology concerns the most essential questions of Islamic religious belief.
This is the tradition that this book refers to as ‘modern Turkish theology’,
or Islamic theology in the Turkish Republic.

The Study of Modern Turkish Theology

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. These studies have been
crucial for shedding light on the question of the Islamic authenticity of
modern Turkish theology. Tahsin Gérgiin’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. This 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?"

As Gorgiin 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 different from the pre-modern
Islamic tradition. This is because Islamic religious thought is designed to
connect human life with religious truth. The 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 flux
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as part of the natural order of things. It is therefore the task of Islamic reli-
gious thought to acknowledge, influence and/or guide social experiences and
development on the basis of the eternal truths of the Islamic faith."®

The fact that Islamic theology in the Turkish Republic is so deeply influ-
enced by its specifically 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.

This 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 specific theological arguments and insights as interlocking
pieces of a complex and dynamic, but coherent and distinct, tradition of
Islamic thought.

The study of modern Turkish theology in the English language is indebted
to two works in particular, Felix Korner’s Revisionist Koran Hermeneutics in
Contemporary Turkish University Theology: Rethinking Islam (2005) and
Taraneh R. Wilkinson’s Dialectical Encounters: Contemporary Turkish Muslim
Thought in Dialogue (2019). These pioneering studies were the first 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. Korner’s book focuses on the Quranic hermeneutics of
influential Turkish theologians working in the Ankara University Faculty of
Theology. Wilkinson’s book focuses on the work of two contemporary theo-
logians in particular, Recep Alpyagil and Saban Ali Diizgiin. It is important
to make clear that the present work is not presented as a critique or modifica-

tion of either Kérner or Wilkinson’s work, but instead seeks to accomplish a
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different goal by outlining the historical development and broad themes in
Turkish theology from the late nineteenth century to the present day.

Kérner’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. Kérner was the first scholar writing in English
to treat modern Turkish theology as a distinct tradition of thought worthy
of extensive analysis. His work identifies 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.'” His work demonstrates that the study of modern Turkish theol-
ogy is a necessary corrective to the excessive focus on Arabic-language Islamic
theology."® As Kérner 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.

Korner’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.” Kdrner 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’.** This book tries to develop
these key historiographical insights through a detailed intellectual history of
the modern Turkish theological tradition.

Wilkinson’s book offers necessary correctives to Korner’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.”!
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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.*” 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 identifies 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 significant criticism of, and advancement beyond,
some of the present author’s previous work on modern Turkish theology.*’
The historical perspective in the present book is inspired by her critique and
by the need to offer an historical outline of modern Turkish theology. This
book therefore builds on the insights offered by both Kérner 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. This 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 influences: 1) the legacy of Sunni Ottoman system-
atic theology (kalam); 2) late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Islamic
modernism; and 3) late Ottoman and early Republican Turkish sociological
theory. The chapter examines these influences 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. The 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 zevhid 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. This 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. Specifically, 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 reflection.
Through 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 reflection that would not have been possible outside
of this framework.

This 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 definition of Turkish national heritage. The remaining chapters
of the book will also demonstrate in their own discussions just how influ-
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 zevhid, 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. This chapter
argues that modern Turkish theology defines God in terms of God’s Oneness
and God’s loving care for creation and humanity. These are the fundamen-
tal and unchangeable truths about the universe. The 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 affirm that the world is sacred and possesses
transcendent value, and is not merely a product of mechanistic material forces.
The world possesses this value because it is composed of signs that point to
these truths about its Creator. This 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. The 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, Ismail Hakk: Izmirli (or Izmirli Ismail Hakk)
(1869-1946), Bekir Topaloglu (1932-2016), Hiilya Alper and Emine Ogiik.

Chapter 4, ‘Humanity’, focuses on the created world, the second half of
the Creator/created distinction within the doctrine of zevhid. This chapter
therefore looks at questions of the human and the changeable. The 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 reflect God’s loving
mercy in the world. The chapter reveals how modern Turkish theologians
empbhasise the dynamism of historical change via their appropriation of late
Ottoman sociology, and thus stress the need for theological reflection on the
challenges of living out God’s will the complex and ever-changing context
of modernity. Specific 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 Hiiseyin Atay (b. 1930) on
human freedom and ethical action, and a similarly detailed examination of
the work of Hidayet Sefkatli Tuksal, the author of the first 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 influenced the development of theology in modern Turkey.
The chapter argues that the way the Turkish state intervenes in theological
discussions has been, and will continue to be, the most influential factor

that conditions the possibilities for future development of Islamic theology
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in the Turkish Republic. The 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-
first 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). The chapter includes a close analysis of the
extraordinary expansion of female religious authority under the AKP, and
the first emergence of LGBTI+ affirming 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

This 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 field
of Islamic Studies, it is designed to be of use beyond that field, particularly in
a comparative context. The 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 figh or Shariah) 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 first 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 influential in the modern Turkish theological tradition. This includes
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the work of highly influential women such as Hiilya 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. These 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 kalim tradition with its modern elaborations.

Finally, this book also attempts to include in its historical narrative voices
that are theologically significant 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+ affirming 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.** Their theological medi-
tations taught the present author to think inclusively when attempting to
understand and chart the development of theology in the modern world.
These 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

The 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. The 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

The Study Quran.
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ORIGINS

he 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 (tawhid/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? This
chapter will outline the historical and institutional background that laid the
groundwork for the modern Turkish theological tradition’s reflection on this
question. Specifically, this chapter argues that the modern Turkish tradition
of theology is composed of three main influences: 1) the legacy of Sunni
Ottoman systematic theology (kalim); 2) late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Islamic modernism; and 3) late Ottoman and early Republican Turkish
sociological theory.

This 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.

17
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This 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. Theology was an
important part of Ottoman intellectual life due to its place in the Ottoman
religious educational system, the medrese system. The highly bureaucratic
organisation of this system allowed for a specific 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.
The 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.

This 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 Dariilfiinun and the Ankara University
Faculty of Theology, traditional Sunni systematic theology, Islamic theologi-
cal modernism and sociological theory became particularly popular topics
of discussion and analysis among theologians and Muslim intellectuals. This
chapter will thus describe in detail the history of the ways in which these
influences merged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to
form the basis of modern Turkish theology.

The 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 fifteenth 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.

The 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." At the beginning of the fourteenth century,
the Islamic educational institutions that were under direct Ottoman control
were largely limited to rural Sufi lodges associated with the multitudes of
popular charismatic saints that spread Islam throughout the Anatolian coun-
tryside (variously termed gey, dervis or baba).” These institutions had a loose
relationship with state authorities, but had much deeper roots in Anatolian
folk Islamic traditions.” The 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.* This new
class of Sunni Muslim scholars would come from a uniquely Ottoman insti-
tution, the medrese (from the Arabic term, madrasa). These Islamic educa-
tional institutions had much in common with their institutional predecessors
in the medieval Islamic world and drew on their scholarly traditions.” Like
the madrasas, the Ottoman medreses focused their studies on Islamic religious
disciplines,’ leaving scientific traditions such as medicine and astronomy to
be developed in separate schools created for that purpose.” The Ottoman
medpreses also built on the legacy of Seljuq madrasas that predated the
Ottoman control of Anatolia.®

At the same time, Ottoman medreses differed in important ways from
other educational institutions in the medieval Islamic world. Theological
education in medieval cities such as Baghdad and Cairo was based on the
individual relationship between a teacher and student.” Students acquired
expertise based on the individual teachers under whom they studied. Thus,
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. Theological education flourished 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 specific 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.

The Ottoman system of medreses introduced an entirely new model of
Sunni religious education. The first medrese in Ottoman territory was founded
in 1331 in Iznik. The medrese offered instruction in all the Islamic religious
disciplines, which would have included theology."” 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 Sufi lodges and small independent Qur’an schools that had pre-
viously dominated the countryside."" This new system of medreses was fully
under state control and provided education for state functionaries. Beginning
with educational reforms under Mehmed 1II and Siileyman the Magnificent
(r. 1520-66), Ottoman medreses were classified by the state according to a
rigid system of promotion and prestige. Successive Ottoman administrations
further refined, reorganised and consolidated the hierarchy of this system
over the course of Ottoman history."

Though 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. This 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 gddi
(imperial judge) positions throughout the empire. The relative ranks of indi-
vidual medreses and the other specificities 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 effect until the end of the empire.

The 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;"
now, the Ottoman state had fully integrated the Islamic religious scholarly
class, the ulamd’, into the machinery of the Ottoman government. In the
apt phrase of Ahmet Yasar Ocak, the Ottoman Empire effected an ‘assimi-

lation of the state with Islam’ that was unprecedented in Islamic history."
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This 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. The Ottoman state from the fifteenth 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 Seljugs, the complete incorporation of the %/ama’and Sunni religious
institutions into the state bureaucracy seems to have been unique to the
Ottomans."”

The Ottoman Empire also established a centralised state office 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 I1
(r. 142144 and 1446-51) established the office of the Seyhiilislam, the high-
est position at the top of the Sunni religious hierarchy in the empire.'® This
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."” The first
person appointed to this position was Molla Fenari (d. 1431), a renowned
scholar from a village near Inegél, 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 first 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."

This 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."” 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. The ruler and the state were vested with the duty of

ensuring the flourishing of Islamic religious life, in exchange for the sacred



22 | ISLAMIC THEOLOGY IN THE TURKISH REPUBLIC

blessing of the religious establishment.” In other words, in the Ottoman
Empire, religion and state supported one another, but were distinctly differ-
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. The emperor, the Sultan, was ultimately in control
of both of these hierarchies.

This conceptual distinction between religion and state corresponded to a
legal distinction in Ottoman law, the distinction between kanun and Shariah
(Islamic ritual practice).”’ Kanun comprised public code that was promul-
gated by the Sultan and the ministers of state. Shariah governed the pri-
vate sphere of Muslim subjects of the Ottoman realm, and was sanctioned
and supported by the Ottoman state. This 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.”” Though 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 final two chapters of this book.

The Main Features of Sunni Theology 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 (kalim) in this system. Due to a lack of consistent
documentary evidence, it can be difficult to determine which exact subjects
and texts were taught in which institutions at a given time or place in Otto-
man history. The extant curriculum lists vary with respect to which subjects
were included for study and instruction. What is clear is that Sunni kalim did
occupy a central place in medrese curricula and academic life throughout the
history of the empire.”” Due to its speculative and rational nature, kalim did
at times provoke controversy outside the medrese system. Despite its capac-
ity for controversy, however, kalim 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 first Ottoman medrese founded in Iznik in 1331. The oldest
extant imperial laws associated with the medreses are those attributed to
Mehmed II. Though this material is thought to contain significant anachro-
nisms, it does give a sense of Ottoman legal tradition from the 15thand 16th
centuries.”* 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 7ajrid al-I'tiqad of Nasr al-Din
Tusi (d. 1274). The great Ottoman polymath Katip Celebi (d. 1657) also
provides information on works that Sultan Mehmet the Conqueror ordered
to be taught: these include al-Jurjani’s commentary on al-lji’s Mawaqif fi ‘Tim
al-Kalam, and Sa‘d al-Din al-Taftazani’s (1322-90) Sharh al-Magqasid.”> One
extant curriculum list for higher-level medreses under Silleyman, however,
does not list kalim among its subjects.”®

Further evidence for the place of kalim 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 Tagkopriilzade (d. 1561),
al-Jurjani’s commentary on al-Tusi’s 7zjrid 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 kalim was taught in mid-level medreses.”” 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.”® In other
words, theology remained an important, if at times controversial, scholarly
discipline throughout the history of the Ottoman Empire. The 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. The most important of these were a-lji,
al-Jurjani and al-Taftazani. Commentary on and discussion of these theo-

logians’ work in particular formed the core of most theological thought



24 | ISLAMIC THEOLOGY IN THE TURKISH REPUBLIC

and scholarship in the Ottoman period.”” Al-Jurjani’s commentary on al-
lji's Mawagqif was the most common work taught at the advanced levels of
instruction in theology.” 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.”" This 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. This is the particular style of theology that became dominant within
the Ottoman medrese system.

Al-Taftazani’s Sharh al-Magqasid 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.”” Though 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-Nasafi, d. 1310)
points to the fact that many Ottoman theologians saw no fundamental con-
flict between different schools of Sunni dogmatics, such as the Ash‘ari and
Maturidi schools.

This spirit of synthesis is most clearly on display in the extremely popular
(and misleadingly named) ikhrilif (‘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 differences one by one
and demonstrate that they were not actually substantive differences after all,
or at the very least were not differences that justified accusations of heresy
from either side. Indeed, this attitude seems to have prevailed particularly
in the fifteenth 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 influential commentaries on both al-Iji and al-Taftazani.””
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These comparative ikhtilif treatises epitomise the Ottoman tendency
towards synthesis as well as its acceptance of Sunni theological diversity. The
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** Al-Subki’s work
comparatively examines the key theological positions of these two schools
and concludes that most of the points in which they differ are merely seman-
tic, and that those points that are substantive disagreements are not so serious
as to necessitate accusations of heresy. This two-part argument became the
standard form for all subsequent texts in this genre, which, like al-Subki’s,
conclude that the differences between these two Sunni traditions offer no
basis for animosity among their adherents.”® Some Ottoman authors, such as
Kara Halil Pasha Corlulu (d. 1775-6), even made the case that all disagree-
ments between the two schools were merely semantic.”®

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. Theological education, and thus the development of theo-
logical thought more generally, became an important part of the specific
policy decisions of each successive emperor’s government. This 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. This 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 influenced 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).

The 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 specific 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 reflection 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.

The Life of Mulla Hafiz

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, Hafiz al-Din Muhammad ibn Ahmad Basha ibn ‘Adil Pasha (better
known as Mulla Hafiz). His life, described in Tasképriilzade’s Shaga'iq
al-Nu'‘maniyya, provides an illustrative example and case-in-point of the
unique features of the Ottoman medrese system analysed above.”” Born in
Persia sometime in the late fifteenth century, Mulla Hafiz 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 figh 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 Hafiz 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-Mawagqif fi ‘llm 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
1ajrid. Finally, he became a professor at Ayasofya medprese, at the top of the
Ottoman higher educational system. During his tenure at Ayasofya, Mulla
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Hafiz authored a text called “The City of Knowledge’ (Madinat al-"Tlm) where
he synthesised sections of major works on Quranic hermeneutics, 4alim and
Jfigh. After leaving this position, he was offered a retirement stipend of seventy
dirhams a day, and died around 1550.

Mulla Hafiz'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 exemplifies how theology
played a crucial role at various stages of higher education in the medreses.
Throughout his life, Mulla Hafiz 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.

The Late Ottoman Empire I: Islamic Modernism

The 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 first put into action their centuries-old debates over the causes
of the apparent decline in the political and economic pre-eminence of their
empire. This 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.*® These
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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These 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
reconfigured 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
influence of West European philosophical currents even the nature of the
world and humanity itself.”” The history of modern Islamic theology in
Turkey begins with these reimaginings, most particularly the redefinition
of religion, religiosity and national community.

The 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 first presi-
dent of Turkey and nationalist leader Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk 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’.*’ The Otto-
man Sultanate was abolished (1924), the Caliphate was abolished (1924),
fezes and turbans were declared illegal (1925), all Sufi 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 suffrage 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 affairs, now called the Diyanet Isleri

Bagkanlgs, 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 fulfilled to that point),
and in 1937 the principle of laicism was included in the Turkish constitution.
These 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.*'

This 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 influential 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 reflect 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.*
The effort to define 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.®
This reform was also seen as necessary to strengthen the Muslim community
to resist the onslaught of Western imperialism and colonialism.* Determin-
ing what constitutes ‘true’ Islam is the precondition for both social progress
and the defence of the most necessary elements of Islamic tradition. The
Islamic modernist distinction between the changeable and the unchangeable
in religion would go on to be highly influential in modern Turkish theology,

as successive chapters and analyses in this book will demonstrate.
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This distinction played a key role in debates over gender and social
reform in Muslim societies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. These debates emerged as a consequence of the encounter with
Western imperialism, and they took place in the context of nationalist
modernisation and legal reform.” 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.*

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 scientific
discovery.”” For Islamic modernists, the best of what modern progress had
to offer 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. The 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 kalim was based on a rejection of traditional intellectual author-
ity and a purely rational method that reflected the progressive and modern
essence of the true spirit of Islam.* ‘Abduh was deeply admired by many of
the Ottoman reformists, and key themes in his work re-emerged through-
out late Ottoman intellectual culture.”

At the same time, Islamic modernism is not merely reducible to Enlight-
enment rationalism. Much like the Ottoman reformers who were influenced
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.”’ 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.”’ This 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.”
The Islamic modernist distinction between the changeable and unchange-
able thus became key to the development of the modern Turkish theological
tradition. The 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.

The development of Ottoman Islamic modernism began in the mid-
nineteenth century. In 1865, a cadre of Ottoman intellectuals established
a secret society called /rfak-1 Hamiyet, or ‘Patriotic Alliance’. These intel-
lectuals, later known as the Young Ottomans, advocated the establishment
of a constitutional state and of a liberal political regime. Their 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 Lezter 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.”
This 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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These 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’.’* 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. The influential intellectual Namik
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.” Sovereignty, however, rested in the people, though their natural
rights came from God. In this way a modernist Islamic discourse emerged
that atctempted to synthesise classical Islamic theological ideas with the liberal
constitutionalist political discourses of the late nineteenth century. Namik
Kemal’s understanding of Shariah also reflected his acknowledgement that
religious truth could be decoupled from social reform; thus, he held that the
concrete rulings of the Shariah (the abkim) could be changed over time.®

Modernist Islamic discourse emerged in the unique intellectual climate of
the late Ottoman Empire that flowered 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 financial and
political ruin and restore it to its former position of pre-eminence in global
affairs. These were Westernism, Islamism and Turkism.”” These three ideolo-
gies were not exactly well-defined, 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 influ-
ence of Ottoman imperialism. The negotiation of these disparate theoretical
elements achieved lasting cohesion in the formulations of Ziya Gékalp
(1878-1924),* perhaps the most influential intellectual voice of modern
Turkish thought. His sociological reflections on Turkish identity and Islam’s
role in Turkish history would become highly influential in the development

of a modern Turkish Islamic theological tradition.

The Late Ottoman Empire II: Ziya Gékalp and Sociology

Ziya Gokalp was born Mehmed Ziya in Diyarbekir province in 1878; he
later adopted the surname ‘Gokalp’, 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. Gékalp’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 efforts to the translation and
dissemination of European philosophy and social thought. The influence 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.”” This French influence carried over to the nationalist period
just before and after the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, that is, the period of

Ziya Gokalp’s most influential intellectual activities. Like other intellectuals
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of his time, Gokalp was particularly influenced by French sociology in gen-
eral and by the works of Emile Durkheim in particular.”’ Sociology became
for Gokalp the key to a correct understanding of history, religion and politics:
sociology was for him the most effective intellectual tool in approaching the
question of Turkish identity. In 1912, Gékalp became the first professor of
sociology at the Dariilfiinun (discussed below), putting him in a particularly
strong position to influence the direction of Turkish theological thought.®’

Gokalp famously rejected any racial definition of nationhood, arguing
that race simply cannot be correlated with any particular social formation.”
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.*’ Instead, Gokalp argued for a national identity based
on a shared culture inculcated by societal norms and social education. The
‘nation’ is the society into which a person is born and through which a per-
son is shaped according to its ideals. The bond of unity between people of
the same nation is their shared experience of a single social context.** Gokalp
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, Gokalp made a crucial
conceptual distinction that would become instrumental in the definition of
“Turkishness’ in later periods of modern Turkish history. Gékalp distinguished
between ‘culture’ and ‘civilisation’, arguing that culture refers to the values
and sentiments inculcated by a given society into an individual.” These val-
ues are innate to the individual: they are organic and authentic, and cannot
be changed by individual initiative. They are what people refer to when talk-
ing about the ‘national’. These 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. The 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 different nations. These 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 int