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D 
emocracy is on the rise again as 
waves of globalization shift the 

agenda from proving who is more righteous 
and mighty, to proving who is more demo-
cratic, wealthy and at peace with the people. 
These waves bring with them a rising volume 
of democratic demands around the world, 
Turkey included.  Scholars such as Esposito 
and Voll1 argue that these waves are hitting 
the doors of the Muslim world with increas-
ing force, urging Muslims and non-Muslims 
together to compare and contrast Islam and 
democracy.  Islam-versus-democracy argu-
ments have an inherent tendency to see a con-
ceptual and a “matter-of-fact” conflict between 
the two.  The idea assumes that as there is no 
internal dynamic for democracy in the Mid-
dle East, an outsider must interfere to destroy 
anti-democratic regimes and teach people de-
mocracy’s wisdom. The Greater Middle East 

ABSTRACT

As the AK Party government 
struggles to keep the ‘EU dream’ 
alive, and as Kemalist ideocrats work 
to keep back the AKP’s dominion, 
lingering Turkish disputes about 
Islam and democracy resolve into 
new forms and disputing parties 
change their positions. More and 
more, the conservative Islamists 
of the past have taken on liberal, 
democratic, or pan-European 
stances, while some liberal 
democrats of the past have taken 
on a conservative, even reactionary 
discourse. Thanks again to the EU 
membership prospect, the relation 
between Islam and democracy is 
being transformed to the extent 
that the debate now focuses on the 
question of whether Islam and its 
societal dynamics are hindering 
or facilitating the formation of a 
democratic structure in accordance 
with EU standards. Nevertheless, the 
Islam “vs.” democracy debate has not 
yet been superseded, and the dispute 
seems far from being resolved. We 
suggest that there are now three 
intellectual groups with a stake in the 
discussion.

Islam and Democracy: 
A False Dichotomy

HAYRETTİN ÖZLER*, ERGÜN YILDIRIM**

Insight Turkey    Vol. 10 / No. 3 / 2008 
pp. 87-99

* Assistant Professor, Department of Business Administration, 
Dumlupınar University, hayrettin@dumlupinar.edu.tr

** Associate Professor of Sociolgy, Dumlupınar University,  
drergun@hotmail.com



HAYRETTIN ÖZLER, ERGÜN YILDIRIM

88

Project as the ideational justification for 
the American invasion of Iraq is typical 
of this perspective. The idea of bring-
ing democracy to the Middle East and 
to Muslim societies became a substan-
tial and active military partaking in the 
aftermath of 9/11. A major goal of this 
project has been promoted as an intro-
duction of political reforms for the es-

tablishment and consolidation of democracy in Muslim nations. It seems, partic-
ularly in Turkey, that the US’s version of democracy is more like a dictation while 
the EU project is more exemplary and has a better chance of being successful in 
terms of the consolidation of democracy within the Islamic tradition. However, 
Turkey’s encounter with democratic liberal ideas has not been a novelty of the EU 
prospect; Islam vs. democracy debates in Turkey go back more than a century.

Different segments of Ottoman society encountered modernity and the effects 
of western culture in different areas at different times and to different extents. Nev-
ertheless, both the Ottoman Empire and its main successor, Turkey, stand as fore-
runners within the Islamic world in the encounter with modernity and modern 
political paradigms such as democracy. Many would point to the “national poet” 
Namık Kemal as an exemplary personality who argued that “Usulu-ü Meşveret 
(the way of consultation)” means nothing but democratic decision-making, in-
dicating that democracy has long been central to Turkish political life. Since the 
experiences of the first and second constitutional monarchy (Meşrutiyet) there 
have been significant attempts to implement a transition to democracy. The impe-
rial edict for the reform (İslahat Fermanı) of 1856 was probably the first marked 
attempt to bring forward the emphasis on müsavat: equality for peoples of all 
religions. The first (1876) and the second (1908) Meşrutiyet announced equality, 
freedom, brotherhood, and justice in a perspective concordant with Islamic/Turk-
ish culture.  These attempts and applications around the concepts of “meşrutiyet” 
(constitutional monarchy) and “meşveret” (consultation) represent a synthesis 
between experiences of western democracy and Islamic political culture.2 

The parliamentary discussions on the relations between Islam and democracy 
in the early years of the Turkish Republic also include striking dimensions. Seyit 
Bey, for instance, was writing a treaty about the principles in Islamic sources in 
favor of the abolishment of the institution of Hilafet. However, the abolishment of 
Hilafet in 1924 and the subsequent enforcements ((e.g. the closure of medressehs 
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(theological schools) and tekkes (dervish lodges)) gave some indications that the 
political regime was no more in search of legitimacy within Islam and was turning 
instead into a single-party system. Many reforms through legislation carried over 
only symbolic institutions, traditions, ideas, and approaches of the western way of 
life, and a state mandated attack was carried out against religious mysticism under 
the banner of positivism.3 During this period there were no discussions on Islam 
and democracy, as there was no democratic regime. Of course, the constitutions 
of 1921 and 1924 included various rights and freedoms; still, their exercise was left 
to the whims of a highly authoritarian regime. 

The transition to a multi-party system in the 1950s brought the Islam vs. de-
mocracy debate back into existence. Democratic consolidation raised religious 
demands and facilitated the emergence of Islamic communities. The general per-
ception of Islam as a buffer against the threat of communism provided state-back-
ing in these years. However, this emergence was not an Islamist uptrend. Only in 
the 1970s can one talk about Islamism as a political force aiming to establish an 
Islamic state.  Discourses favoring the establishment of an Islamic state in Turkey 
were influenced by non-Turkish intellectuals abroad such as Seyyid Kutup from 
Egypt, Ali Sheriati from Iran and Mevdudi from India. Following the military 
intervention of 1980, and Özal’s economic liberalism and democratic openings 
enlarged the intellectual world for Islamists whose principles ranged from radical-
ism to conservative democracy.4 

This brief account of the history of Turkey’s Islam-democracy debates should 
be enough to sketch a background and set contemporary discourse in its histori-
cal context. From the time of Namık Kemal to the present, many ideas have been 
brought forward about the integration of Islam and democracy. Despite the efforts 
of many intellectual personalities (Namık Kemal, Şinasi, SaitHalim Paşa, etc.), the 
existence of a large  literature on Islam and democracy, and a long-running, push-
ing and pulling, now terminating then 
accelerating process of political mod-
ernization, democracy is somehow still 
marginal, weak and needy in this land. 
One part of the nation is worried about 
radical statist secularism; the other part 
is worried about political Islam, and the 
rest are afraid of both democracy and Is-
lam.  It is this last group that is the most 
numerous and that has the most control 
over the state bureaucracy.  
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As the AK Party government strug-
gles to keep the ‘EU dream’ alive, and as 
Kemalist ideocrats struggle to keep back 
the AKP’s dominion, disputes about Is-
lam and democracy are resolving into 
a new form and the disputing parties 
are changing their positions. More and 
more, the conservative Islamists of the 
past have taken on a liberal democratic 
stance, while some liberal democrats of 

the past have taken on a more conservative, even reactionary, discourse. Again 
thanks to the EU membership process, the relation between Islam and democracy 
is being transformed to the extent that the debate now focuses on the question of 
whether Islam hinders or facilitates the formation of a democratic structure in ac-
cordance with EU standards. The Islam vs. democracy debate has not been super-
seded and seems far from being resolved. It is suggested that there are now three 
relevant groups participating in the debate: affirmers, negaters and reviewers.  

Affirmers

Affirmists hold that democracy and Islam can exist in harmony and that the 
Turkish experience is good proof. Still, they suggest that this harmony would be 
more productive if Islam were interpreted in accordance with modern norma-
tive values. The first representative of this approach is Namık Kemal who lived 
200 years ago with no anticipation of the EU or Turkey’s integration with the 
west. Kemal was the first intellectual to defend certain democratic institutions 
and concepts in the history of Turkish political modernization. Among the issues 
he discussed and supported are the parliament, the constitution (Kanuni Esasi), 
constitutional rule, freedom of property, and other basic individual rights. During 
the preparation process of the Kanuni Esasi, Namık Kemal worked to develop a 
democracy theory as a framework within which Islam and democracy could co-
exist. His primary aim, strikingly, was to show that there was no conflict between 
modern western democratic institutions and Islam.5 Namık Kemal was trying to 
incorporate a modern western democratic paradigm with Islamic institutions by 
developing his theory of meşveret (consultation). According to Mardin, Kemal 
used the Islamic concept of biat to mean “public good” and asserted that Islam is 
a kind of republicanism.6

Among the main substantiations of the harmonious relationship between Is-
lam and democracy, affirmers point out, are Islam’s essential values and institu-
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tions, such as the historical tolerance of 
Islamic nations towards the followers of 
other religions, the absence of a clerical 
class allowing for the pluralistic under-
standing of Islamic texts and traditions, 
Islam’s acknowledgement of the individ-
ual as an ontological existence with volition, and the direct addresses to humanity 
in general in Koran verses. Furthermore, within Islam the administrators of the 
people are traditionally required to consult with the men of knowledge to avoid 
arbitrary rule.7 Finally, holders of the Affirmer position claim that  concepts such 
as şura (consultation), biat (the voluntarily pledging of allegiance to the rulers), 
icmai-ümmet (consensus of the ummah), içtihat (case law, interpretation of the 
theological law), adalet (justice) and ehliyet (accrediting) found in Islam’s holy 
book are some of the political constructs open to democratic imagination.8      

Beginning in the early 1990s, enthusiasm has risen in the search for rec-
onciliation between Islam and democracy in Turkey.9  Increased advocacy and 
acceptance of liberal democracy in Turkey and around the globe has captured 
Islam’s attention.  The trend toward political radicalism that may be witnessed 
in Islamic resurgence is accompanied by a trend toward interpretations of Islam 
based on democratic perspectives. Reflections on political Islam have increas-
ingly emphasized individual freedoms of belief and worship over political pow-
er. This trend may appear to be merely a conversion among the ranks of politi-
cal Islam, yet there is a group of Islamists intellectuals who defend democracy 
as a way to iron out impediments to Muslim identity in the polis.10 More and 
more, Islamic views are distancing themselves from authoritarian tendencies 
while approaching democracy with a deeply positive attitude. Numerous civil 
initiatives and intellectual debates reveal the participative, tolerant, and integra-
tionist sides of Islam while condemning authoritarianism and its reactionary 
interpretations.11

The current enthusiasm for unification with Europe that began in the 2000s 
has further paved the way for a favorable comparison between Islam and democ-
racy in Turkey. The EU integration process and the EU’s possible willingness to 
involve Turkey has set the agenda in favor of basic human rights, the rule of law, 
individual freedoms, and certain democratic values to which the majority of Mus-
lims can easily and comfortably accommodate. It is widely assumed that religious 
freedoms can be experienced within democracy more appropriately. Well-known 
theology professor Hayrettin Karaman argues that contemporary Muslim soci-
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eties need to adopt a kind of constitu-
tional democracy and rule of law, as it 
is the only model within which Muslims 
can live out their beliefs without facing 
oppression or restriction12 (Karaman, 
2002). In other words, religious segments 
of society are willing to enter the EU in 

the belief that democracy – and with it their freedom of religion – will thereby 
become more firmly entrenched. 

Another aspect of the Affirmist or Integrationist approach is the emphasis on 
a focal point where Turkey sets itself apart as a regional prototype for democratic 
Muslim countries. This perception, or rather presentation, is generally accepted 
by the West.  Following the 9/11 incident, the US and Europe considered most 
Islamic countries to be either authoritarian at best or the enemy at worst – save for 
Turkey. Turkey’s status as both a pro-western democracy and a Muslim country 
has been regarded as a case for the coexistence of ‘moderate’ Islam and democ-
racy.  Even Joschka Fischer, the former foreign minister of Germany who had op-
posed Turkey’s EU membership prior to 9/11, now supported Turkey as the strong 
hand of Europe in both the war against terrorism and the process of modernizing 
other Islamic countries to share European values.  Fischer’s British counterpart, 
Jack Straw, offered a similar cure for religion-related terrorism, namely the adop-
tion of basic democratic values by Muslims.13  On several occasions, Turkey was 
declared a powerful ally of the US and NATO, and a model to other countries in 
the region.14 

The idea that Turkey can be an important model of Islam and democracy that 
may well contribute to the integration of the region to the global community 
is nurtured by many Turkish intellectuals and rulers as well. Surveying certain 
Middle Eastern and Caucasian regimes that exhibit pro-communist, fascist, fun-
damentalist, and totalitarian tendencies and practices, they draw attention to Tur-
key as a single case standing out as a secular Muslim democracy. It is frequently 
stated that Turkey occupies a unique position and can bring important insights 
to the process of cooperating with international forces as they struggle with these 
regimes.15 Turkey thus also represents a model for a secular democracy within the 
Muslim world.16 Affirmists, citing the Turkish experience, claim that democracy 
does not violate Islamic beliefs, nor does Islam pose a threat to democracy. In 
short, the democratic Islam thesis suggests that Turkey can be the region’s ‘ideo-
logical leader.’17  
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Negaters

The negationist approach within Islamic movements mainly reflects a funda-
mentalist point of view which portrays democracy as blasphemy and the mother 
of all evils. It rejects any form of interaction, dialogue, comparison or mimesis 
between Islam and democracy. Islamic negaters focus their militant discourses on 
the issues of legislation and sovereignty. Their argument is based simply on the 
wholesale rejection of ‘public will’ and on referring sovereignty solely to Allah. 
The issuing of laws besides those of Allah is considered shirk: the equivalent of 
attributing partners to Allah, which is the greatest sin, and the only unforgivable 
sin in Islam. Overall, the negationist approach emphasizes that Islamic thinking 
takes the sovereignty of god to be fundamental, while democracy means the sov-
ereignty of men. An Islamist rejectionist reading thus suggests that democracy is 
just another religion. This profound reductionism argues that religion is a system 
that includes sovereignty of ruling as well as creation. By confining sovereignty to 
people, democracy declares itself an alternative to religion.18  

Along with the antithetical attitudes embedded in a fundamentalist under-
standing of Islam towards the theoretic and doctrinal bases of religion and de-
mocracy, the latter has been further tainted for negationists by the imperialist 
behaviors of some democratic countries. The most frequently cited examples in-
clude France’s backing of the military junta of 1992 which annulled the Algerian 
election through which the FIS (Islamic Salvation Army) had emerged victori-
ous, the US’s endorsement of Israel’s oppressive polices toward the Palestinians, 
and Germany’s assistance in arming the Croatians during the Bosnian crisis. Such 
cases have been employed to generate psychological and practical support to jus-
tify the rejection of democracy. 

Antithetical opinions about the relationship between Islam and democracy 
are not peculiar to Islamic fundamentalism alone; secular fundamentalism also 
defends the incommensurability of Islam and democracy and exhibits uncompro-
mising attitudes. To fundamentalist secularists, Islam is strictly against the princi-
ple of “rule by the people” – or more vulgarly “rule by man.”  Fundamentalist secu-
larists or laicists take seriously the order that, within Islam, sovereignty belongs 
only to Allah. They also interpret Koran literally without any regard to historical, 
cultural and practical context, just like as purists and fundamentalists do, arguing 
that the credo of democratic rule, “the public will,” means nothing but paganism 
in Islamic terminology. Islamic creeds, such as the foremost Islamic principle te-
vhid (the oneness of God), are interpreted as standing in opposition to the inalien-
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able practices of democracy such as the 
plurality of wisdom and truth.19  

The laicist view among negationist 
secularists, according to Vergin, argues 
that Islam is incommensurable with de-
mocracy as the former is a system of be-
liefs and normative values that destroys 
every variety of freedom; Islam with its 

historical and institutional structures is out of date and far behind the modern 
age; Islam as a dogma will not change and will not be reinterpreted; the rules in 
democracy are nation-made as opposed to the god-made rules of Islam; and so on. 
Instead of seeing democracy as an unbiased procedure of political appointment 
and rule, overlooking every aspect of individual and cultural identity, fundamen-
talist laicism perceives religious symbols, exhibitions and conduct as counteract-
ing and antithetical to democracy. Ironically, laicists apparently do not adhere to a 
concept of democracy as transcendent of individuals’ religious beliefs.20   

In short, Islamic fundamentalists and secular fundamentalists alike share one 
common viewpoint in explaining the relation between Islam and democracy: there 
is no relation. Both visualize Islam as a sealed box inimical to new contents, while 
obliquely referring to archaic opinions as absolutes.  This is the case because both 
approaches paint an authoritarian and monochrome picture of Islam and truth. 
Their ideologist lenses permit them only to see hard, unadulterated, absolutist and 
essentialist features in both democracy and religion. In a way, they shade into each 
others’ mirror whereby they reproduce their own image of democracy and Islam. 

According to Esposito, the oscillation of the Muslim mind between affection 
toward and detestation of democracy is one of the consequences and legacies of 
European colonialism and imperialism; democracy is taken into account as a set 
of values belonging to that particular demonic world.21 Indeed, radical Islamic 
movements and innovations first emerged in countries such as Egypt and India 
long subject to colonialism and imperialism, taking a course against democracy 
which was viewed as the system of the alien invaders. Such ideas slowly spread 
into Turkey and become apparent in the 1980s.22 Radical Islam overall sees de-
mocracy in direct conflict with Islam since one is divine while the other is hu-
man.23 However, it should be noted that radical Islam culminates in a rejection of 
both the democratic tradition in Turkey and in a refusal to give any credit to the 
whole history of the Ottoman Turks.

The current enthusiasm for 
unification with Europe that 
began in the 2000s has further 
paved the way for a favorable 
comparison between Islam and 
democracy in Turkey
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Reviewers

The reviewers distinguish themselves from affirmists and negaters by adopting 
a critical stance toward the ways in which the relation between Islam and democ-
racy is constructed. This third approach does not directly oppose the belief that 
Islam and democracy concur. Rather, their criticism is based on the argument that 
democracy did not surface in Turkey as a result of a indigenous social agreement. 
Instead, democracy in Turkey was a phenomenon perceived as a major requisite 
for overcoming a sense of defeatism in relation to the West, and with it underde-
velopment and poverty. Democracy thus is an ideology imported from the west to 
bring prosperity to Turkey. 

Reviewers believe that to expect a concurrence between Islam and democracy 
without realizing democracy’s historical and societal context is simply devoid of 
sociologic understanding and represents an abstract, and at best mechanical, per-
ception. The objective beyond this almost deliberate misconception, they argue, 
is to create the illusion that Turkey is ruled by democracy. They point out that 
democracy is much more than a simplistic translation of some universal prin-
ciples into the vocabulary of a non-democratic society. On the contrary, only by 
reproducing those universal principles in the Turkish context can this deception 
be erradicated. 

One adherent of the reviewer discourse argues that as the employment of 
Christianity in defense of autocracy in the past history of the West does not nec-
essarily make us declare Christianity anti-democratic, the same reasoning should 
be applied to Islam too.24  There is no direct tension between Islam and democracy 
according to this line of argument, because the question ‘whether Islam squares 
with democracy’ can be directly related to the historical formation of attitudes 
towards religion by the Turkish intelligentsia itself. That is to say, the founding 
rulers and classes of the Turkish republic 
perceived tradition, and thus religion, as 
the most aggregious impediment to the 
course of social progress. The onetime 
question, “Is Islam an impediment to 
progress?” has been exchanged for the 
question, “Is Islam an impediment to 
democracy?”    

Another problem emphasized by 
the reviewers is the Eurocentric under-
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standing of democracy in Turkey. The 
French experience has unquestionably 
been adopted by the Turkish intelligen-
tsia to develop an étatist position to-
wards religion. To be a true democrat or 
an intellectual thus means to be resent-
ful about religion, given that the history 
of Europe, and particularly France, indi-

cates that the relation between religion and democracy is nothing but discordant.  
In Europe, they point out, democracy arose as the result of class conflict caused 
by the industrial revolution and the rise of positivism; thus, in order to cultivate 
democracy one should exclude and despise arguments sympathetic to religion. 
The enlightenment experience and its problematic relation with religion in Eu-
rope were reconstructed politically in Turkey by deliberately inflating the relation 
between some rare tragic events and religion, or religiosity, in order to invite a 
conflict between Islam and democracy. The political principles and related dog-
matic beliefs in the universality of enlightenment were transported to Turkey to 
lay the foundation of a democratic state. To connect Islam and democracy became 
impossible as this rationalist democracy ignored the societal context. 

This brings us to another criticism raised by reviewers, the idea of “democracy 
without people.” The criticisms launched under this scornful banner generally im-
ply the violation of freedoms of religion and conscience that occur as a narrow 
concept of democracy is exploited. When a political system tries to impose state 
ideology on the people, reviewers submit, beyond a degenerated democracy mask, 
this ideology’s “democraticness” will be questionable.25 The paradox of Turkish 
democracy according to this view is that it is anti-demos.

The reviewers’ criticism is not targeted solely at Turkish democracy.  Some 
focus their criticism on democracies in other parts of the world, and especially 
toward those who project themselves as pioneers of democracy.  France usually 
gets the largest share of these criticisms.  French democracy does not appear to be 
sincere to many people because, when France’s national interests are concerned, it 
“forgets” to follow universal democratic standards. France also uses democracy as 
an instrument to further its imperialistic policies, thus damaging the prestige of 
democracy in general. Some of the concrete attitudes and behaviors of countries 
such as the US, Britain, and France in certain periods of their history are enumer-
ated to show that democratic ideals have instrumental value that may be twisted 
to serve the interests of these countries. Ultimately, these apostles of democracy 
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are accused of being disrespectful to the freedoms, rights and peace of all hu-
manity.26 The most compelling reason behind such accusations of hypocrisy is the 
support given by these strong Western democracies to anti-democratic regimes 
in the Islamic world.27

Another theme of the reviewers is the coexistence of similarities and differ-
ences between democracy and Islam. Democracy, for instance, is different from 
religion as the former is philosophically devoid of metaphysics and dependent 
solely on the human sphere.  It is therefore pointless to compare or contrast Islam 
with democracy and there is thus no danger that democracy could “replace” Is-
lam, as the negaters fear. Yet along with such a major, conceptual difference there 
are similarities as well, suggesting that Islam and democracy are not essentially 
incompatible. Reviewers thus tend to argue that until a better kind of political 
procedure and system is discovered, democracy should be adopted.28 There is no 
tendency among reviewers to search for conflict-generating arguments (as funda-
mentalists do) when they consider the differences between Islam and democracy. 
Neither is there a need to make these two concepts replaceable with each other.  
Rather, the common logic of the reviewer approach suggests that Islam is religion 
and democracy is a type of government. Thus, revierwers pay particular attention 
to epistemological and ontological differences between Islam and democracy, in 
responding to attempts to compare the two.

The reviewers’ approach recommends a reinterpretation of the relation be-
tween Islam and democracy by drawing attention to the problematic intersection 
between Turkish democracy and religion. This approach also criticizes certain 
properties of democracy which are coupled with European values conditioned by 
anti-religious interpretations. The differences between Islam and democracy are 
not overlooked, nor are their similarities and interactions. Reviewers do show an 
overt and informed dislike toward the double standards and certain antidemo-
cratic policies of the west in their conduct throughout the world.       

Conclusion

The world in general and Turkey in particular are presently muddling through 
new conditions that necessitate a reinterpretation of the relation between Islam 
and democracy.  The globalization process has made and continues to make a 
phenomenal impact on the synchronous rise of religious and democratic values, 
making interactions inevitable.  At a time when the political systems in the Middle 
East are being restructured, Muslim societies are searching for ways to legitimize 
their transformations into democratic modes of governance, while maintaining 
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openness toward the religious values to which their people adhere. The fact is that 
there is a majority now in the Islamic world who believe that Islamic values and 
beliefs can be accommodated in democracy. Echoing the words of Esposito,29 Is-
lam, as well as its cultural and intellectual opulence is open to reinterpretation, as 
its inherent concepts and values provide a strong base for democratic governance. 
Turkey is a unique example in the region. In the context of European integration, 
the relations between the state and religion in Turkey need to be reconsidered 
without viewing Islam as a threat to democracy. Instead of an antagonist posi-
tion, a consolidative approach might work better in realizing a peaceful relation 
between the state, Islam and democracy. 
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