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The establishment of the Imam-Hatip schools in Turkey has contributed to the 
reshaping of the Turkish political and social landscape by introducing more outward 
expressions and manifestations of Islamic religiosity in the public sphere. The continual 
sociocultural presence of the Imam-Hatip schools as state-sanctioned educational institutions 
exemplify Asef Bayat’s notion of post-Islamism, which focuses on individual rights and a 
more inclusive understanding of the sociopolitical order, in contrast to Islamism, which 
emphasizes duty-centric and exclusive politics based on the principles and doctrines of 
Islam. An examination of the historical development of the Imam-Hatip schools also shows 
the evolution of the Turkish state’s policies and stances on Islam’s role in the public sphere. 
Furthermore, Imam-Hatip schools reveal the deeper sociopolitical issues currently 
underlying Turkish society that go beyond the secular-religious dichotomy. The existence of 
the Imam-Hatip schools in an official capacity, despite the objections and fears of the 
secular segments of Turkish society, demonstrates the ability of Islam and secularism to 
coexist, though with some tension, in the public sphere. 
 

In an effort to construct a clearer definition of Islamism, Bayat analyzes the 
historical and political progression of Islamist movements as they alter and sometimes 
completely change their sociopolitical principles and goals, as well as their organizational 
approaches and methodologies. Bayat calls such significant transformations of Islamist 
movements as post-Islamism, that is to say, a means of creating a fundamental distinction 
between the changing objectives and practices of the Islamist movements and Islamic states. 
Recognizing the particular and circumstantial paths that both Islamism and post-Islamism 
have followed and can follow, Bayat aims to create definitions that would encapsulate the 
broader trends and development of both movements. For Bayat, Islamism represents “those 
ideologies and movements that strive to establish some kind of an ‘Islamic order’--a 
religious state, shari’a law, and moral codes in Muslim societies and communities.”415 With 
the objective of establishing an ideological community, Islamists “consider the state the 
most powerful and efficient institution that is able to enforce ‘good’ and eradicate ‘evil’ in 
Muslim societies”, prioritizing the individual’s sense of obligation towards the Islamic state 
rather than his or her rights.416 However, the movements and organizations that promote 
Islamic states do not share a monolithic strategy in achieving their ultimate goals. Reformist 
Islamists pursue an Islamic state within an existing constitutional framework in a gradual 
and peaceful manner.417 In contrast, Islamists who adopt a revolutionary or militant 

                                                        
415 Asef Bayat, ed., Post-Islamism: the Changing Faces of Political Islam (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2013), 4. 
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approach “resort to violence and terrorism against state agencies, western targets, and non-
Muslim civilians” as a means of seizing governmental power and establishing a state 
program of Islamization of the political and social order.418 While the sociopolitical 
movements of the revolutionary and militant Islamists function within the context of their 
particular nation-state, the jihadi strains of Islamist movements and organizations are more 
apt to be “transnational in their ideas and operations,” commonly embracing apocalyptic 
“ethical movements”. 

 
With an emphasis on a duty-centric and rather exclusive form of Islamic politics, 

various Islamist movements have shifted their sociopolitical trajectories to that of Bayat’s 
post-Islamism, which endeavors “to fuse religiosity and rights, faith and freedom, Islam and 
liberty.”419 Bayat argues that post-Islamism is a condition and project in which “the appeal, 
energy, and sources of legitimacy of Islamism are exhausted even among its once-ardent 
supporters.”420 Post-Islamism emphasizes “rights instead of duties, plurality in place of a 
singular authoritative voice, historicity rather than fixed scriptures, and the future instead of 
the past.”421 Instead of mandating the synthesis of an Islamic order in both the private and 
public sphere, post-Islamism advocates for a pious social order within the context of a civil, 
perhaps even secular, state in which religion plays an active role in the public sphere. Post-
Islamism appears in many different forms, depending on the historical, sociopolitical, 
economic, and religious contexts of the post-Islamism movement. For instance, Bayat 
asserts that the post-Islamism project still contends with the boundaries of individual 
freedom in relation to religion’s role in the public sphere.422 Turkey has struggled and is 
currently struggling with the difficult task of reconciling the role of religion, particularly 
Islam, and its secular public institutions, particularly in terms of Islam’s role in the 
sociopolitical administration of the Turkish national identity and nation-state.  

 
After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish War of Independence, 

Turkey emerged as an internationally recognized state, led by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk and 
the Kemalist elites. In order to break away from Turkey’s Islamic Ottoman past, Atatürk 
initiated a number of sweeping reforms, which ranged from the removal of the Ottoman 
institutions of the sultanate and caliphate to the introduction of new non-Islamic penal laws 
and civil codes. The Kemalist government also adopted a new Turkish alphabet and 
incorporated laïcité into Turkey’s constitution. Perhaps the most symbolic example of 
Turkey’s programmed break from its Ottoman roots was the relocation of its capital from 
Istanbul to Ankara. The numerous Kemalist reforms emphasized Atatürk’s and his 
colleagues’ efforts to comprehensively remove any indicators of Ottoman, Arab, Persian, 
and Islamic cultural influences in order to establish an “authentic” Turkish identity on a 
national, ethnic, and linguistic basis. The Kemalists saw Islam as Turkey’s biggest obstacle 
in becoming a modern state modeled on the western European nation-states, which led to the 
adoption of the laïcité principles of secularism during the construction of the Turkish state 
and national identity. Nazim Irem, a professor at Dokuz Eylül University, states the 
“transformative modernist project of the westernist [Kemalist] elites took capitalism as the 
new economic basis of society; the nation-state and parliamentary democracy as its political 
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structure; and secularization as its cultural process.”423 Calling for the restraint of religion in 
the public sphere, the Kemalists thought it was necessary to “inhibit [Islam’s] potential 
capacity for challenging the state and its efforts at modernization.”424 As a part of this 
endeavor, the Kemalist government disassembled Islam as the institutional basis of everyday 
life and established a national and secular public education system as a means of not only 
cementing an unified Turkish identity, but also to control all of Turkey’s religious 
discourses and confine Islam to the private sphere. The Ministry of Education supervised all 
matters concerning education, ranging from the administration of religious schools to the 
centralization and development of a single curriculum. The expansion of the Turkish 
government’s authority over the state’s education exemplifies Turkey’s unique interpretation 
of laïcité, which strives to bring religion, particularly Islam, under the state control, rather 
than a strict separation of politics and religion. 

 
Atatürk sought to create a collective identity and national consciousness by 

instituting the Unification of Education Law (Tevhid-i Tedrisat Kanunu) in 1924, which 
placed all of the educational institutions under the purview of the Ministry of Education.425 
The Ministry of Education was now able to open secular public schools with a particular 
state-approved curriculum that would focus on educating its students as “rationalist, 
scientific-minded, and anti-traditional.”426 The establishment of the Imam-Hatip schools 
illustrates the Kemalist government’s intentions to diminish any influence of Islam on 
Turkish social and political life while also bringing Islam under the direct control and 
monopoly of the secular state.427 Utilizing religion for “nationalizing and secularizing 
goals”, the Kemalist government “intended to train prayer leaders and preachers who would 
disseminate Islamic knowledge that did not challenge the secular principles of the 
republic.”428429 The Imam-Hatip school system experienced a gradual expansion from 1951 
to 1973 as the Turkish government relinquished some aspects of its hardline secular position 
in acknowledgement of the Islamic sentiment in the country.430 However, with the 
introduction of the Basic Law on National Education in 1973, the Imam-Hatip schools were 
implemented with a preparatory curriculum that incorporated both vocational training and 
the opportunity for higher education.431 Although the Imam-Hatip schools remained 
officially categorized as vocational secondary schools, the Basic Law on National 
Educational allowed the Imam-Hatip schools to become more mainstream educational 
institutions. The growing prestige and popularity of the Imam-Hatip schools was also a 
result of the application of Türk-İslam sentezi, or Turkish-Islamic synthesis by the military 
in an effort to halt the radicalization of the Turkish youth.432 Türk-İslam sentezi was 

                                                        
423 Nazim Irem, “Turkish Conservatism Modernism: Birth of a National Quest for Cultural Renewal”, 

International Journal of Middle East Studies, vol. 34, no. 1 (February 2002), 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3880169, 87. 

424 Diren Çakmak, “Pro-Islamic Public Education in Turkey: The Imam-Hatıp Schools”, Middle 
Eastern Studies, vol. 45, no. 5 (September 2009), http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00263200903135596, 825. 

425 Iren Ozgur, Islamic Schools in Modern Turkey: Faith, Politics, and Education (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 33. 
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designed to reduce the ethnic and ideological division in Turkish society by utilizing Islam 
as a sociopolitical unifying force, which included the building of mosques, the establishment 
of additional Qur’an courses and Imam-Hatip schools, and the employment of religiously 
conservative ministry officials.433 The military even endorsed the inclusion of religious 
classes into the curriculum of public primary and secondary schools in the 1982 constitution 
with the hopes of portraying “Islam as a progressive and modern religion with no concerns 
to superstition.”434 By assuming greater control over Turkey’s religious discourse, the 
Turkish government began to propagate a particular interpretation of Sunni-Hanafi Islam the 
state deemed to be modern as well as beneficial in strengthening the sociopolitical 
unification of Turkey. 

 
 The increasing success of Imam-Hatip graduates in non-religious fields, which 
included business, law, and politics, further contributed to the growing attraction and 
prominence of the Imam-Hatip schools in the eyes of the religious conservative 
communities. However, with the growing political influence of the Welfare Party (Refah 
Partisi), “the role of Imam-Hatip schools within the national education system deepened the 
rifts in Turkish society.”435 The rising political tensions between the Islamic Welfare Party 
and the secular factions provoked a political crisis in 1997, leading to the implementation of 
several educational reforms that hampered the growth of the Imam-Hatip schools as well as 
restricted the opportunities for Imam-Hatip graduates.436437 One of the educational reforms 
that applied to the Imam-Hatip schools required all Turkish students to remain in primary 
schools through the eighth grade in an effort to impede the Islamic inculcation of the youth 
by keeping them within the secular education system longer.438 The other educational reform 
that pertained to the Imam-Hatip schools introduced the coefficient factor (katsayı faktörü), 
“a numerical penalty applied to scores that Imam-Hatip school graduates receive on their 
university entrance exams.”439 The coefficient factor reduced the prospect of Imam-Hatip 
graduates being admitting into non-religious university programs, which in turn reduced the 
possibility of securing non-religious positions in the Turkish political, social, and economic 
sectors. Iren Ozgur, a postdoctoral Fellow at Princeton University, asserts that the 
coefficient factor “implied that the Imam-Hatip school graduates were best suited for the 
study of religion and less likely to be fit for other professions.”440 The coefficient factor 
ultimately diminished the prestige of the Imam-Hatip schools as religious alternatives to the 
public schools, as well as triggered the drop in the enrollment of students in Imam-Hatip 
schools. Perhaps an unforeseen long term consequence of the 1997 educational reforms was 
the emergence of new forms and methods of Islamic education that were difficult for the 
Turkish state to monitor and therefore control, breaking the government’s monopoly on 
Turkey’s religious rhetoric and trajectory. However, with the emergence of the AKP as 
Turkey’s principal political power, the enrollment at Imam-Hatip schools has greatly 

                                                        
433 Ibid. 
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increased, growing from 71,100 in 2003 to 143,637 in 2009.441 The resurgence in the 
enrollment and popularity of the Imam-Hatip schools is largely due to the political and 
social efforts of the AKP. The political prominence of the AKP has made it more acceptable, 
if not desirable, for Turkish students to attend Imam-Hatip schools. Many past and current 
leading politicians were graduates of Imam-Hatip schools, including Nazım Ekren, a 
previous Deputy Prime Minister, Mehmet Müezzinoğlu, the current Minister of Health, and 
most predominately, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, the current President. 
 
 The controversies surrounding the Imam-Hatip schools encapsulate the sociopolitical 
tensions between the Turkish secular establishment and the growing presence of both 
Islamic and post-Islamism sentiments in Turkey. At the core of this conflict is the issue of 
balancing and reconciling Turkey’s Kemalist and secular principles with its Islamic cultural 
identity, as well as contending with the questions of national identity. Diren Çakmak, a 
professor at Gazi University, argues that “Turkish secularism has not been a genuine 
expression of the separation of religious and political spheres. Rather, the principle of 
secularism as served as a means of state control over the religious field”, which “has been 
the core element of the founding philosophy of the Turkish state.”442 By controlling the 
behavior of religion in the public sphere, the Turkish government is able to develop a 
particular interpretation of Islam that it deems authentic and proper in which “Islam can be 
separated out from other types of social activities, including politics, to create a neutral, non-
religious public space and institutions.”443 The application of religious doctrines and 
principles of Islam by the secular Turkish state as a source of unification reveals the various 
dichotomies and tensions underlying Turkey’s current sociopolitical environment. The 
social and political frictions in Turkish society can be identified as divisions between the 
secular and religious, the urban and rural, and the lower and middle classes and upper class. 
Also underlying these dichotomies are the issues of individual understanding of religiosity 
in the face of a state-mandated Islam as well as the complexity and confusion surrounding 
the notion of a Turkish national identity.  
 

In an effort to go beyond the secularism and religious dichotomy, Seda Demiralp, a 
professor at Işık University, asserts that the divisions between secularism and Islamism are 
derived from and exacerbated by class and geographical-based conflicts. Demiralp argues 
that the secular and Islamist identities “have been functioning as proxies for major status 
groups in society--the urban elite and the rural non-elites” and that “these cleavages are 
structural and deeper than the surface debate over religious ideology would make them 
seem.”444 Although the urban elite, which consists of members from the military, media, 
bureaucracy, and bourgeoisie, constitutes a small minority in Turkish society, they are able 
to incorporate their lifestyles, values, and tastes into the national standard of what is 
civilized and good for the Turkish nation and thus are able to define the national Turkish 
identity.445The transmission of the lifestyles and values of the urban elite into the foundation 
of Turkish society has led to the “othering” of the rural non-elite as domestic enemies and 
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allowed for the use of Islam “to describe the ‘primitive’ rural other” while also using 
secularism446 to define “the way to Western modernity and [civilization].” The “othering” of 
the rural non-elite segments of Turkish society has also been institutionalized in the 
curriculum of the public school system. The Turkish state utilizes its education system to 
uphold a particular brand of national identity and citizenship and in promoting secularism by 
disparaging Islam, the Turkish educational system perpetuates “binary distinctions, such as 
civilised/primitive, modern/reactionary, or patriotic/traitor”.447 The emergence of Imam-
Hatip graduates such as President Erdoğan into the public political realm “discomforts 
secularist groups, not only because of secularist sensitivities, but also because it challenges 
prevailing class relations.”448 However, the use of the overlaying dichotomy between 
secularism and Islam has also been exercised by the rising rural non-elite as a means uniting 
against the urban elites while also employing with the same rhetoric that was used against 
them.449 

 
 The prominence of the AKP in Turkish politics and the growing popularity of the 
Imam-Hatip schools represent the continuing reconciliation of Turkey’s secularist 
establishments and Islamic characteristics. Contrary to the fears of some secularist circles, 
the Imam-Hatip are not sites for the indoctrination of radical Islamism, but rather the 
development of “religious sensibilities [that]...raise generations that can challenge the 
Turkish state’s historically secular ideology.”450 The state-approved curriculum does not 
strive to instill the Imam-Hatip school students with the notion that the Turkish government 
and society should be administered according to Islamic law and dogmas. Criticizing the 
expansion of enrollment in Imam-Hatip schools, secularist groups accuse the AKP of having 
ulterior motives, as manifested in the formation of “exclusive cliques of Imam-Hatip school 
graduates in the government and administration.”451 Many secularists also criticized the 
Council of Higher Education (Yüksek Öğretim Kurulu) of complying with the AKP-
dominated government when the Council of Higher Education revised its bylaws to modify 
the Imam-Hatip schools’ status as vocational schools to “secondary schools that provided a 
four-year education and trained students for their vocations as well as for higher 
education.”452 The change in the Imam-Hatip schools’ official institutional status caused 
many secularists to charge the AKP and the Council of Higher Education of favoring Imam-
Hatip schools and their students. Additionally, the sense of community that the Imam-Hatip 
schools fosters and perpetuates in turn establishes social networks that can be tapped by 
Islamist civil organizations and political parties, which is why the secular segments of the 
Turkish government have passed legislation that have hampered the success of the Imam-
Hatip schools and their graduates, such as the requirement of Turkish students to remain in 
the secular public school system through the eighth grade and the enforcement of the 
coefficient factor. However, the Council of Higher Education removed the bylaws that 
implemented the coefficient factor in 2011, meaning that the admission scores of Imam-
Hatip school graduates no longer automatically deduct points when applying to non-

                                                        
446 Ibid. 
447 Ibid., 518. 
448 Ibid., 520. 
449 Ibid., 521. 
450 Ozgur, Islamic Schools in Modern Turkey, 66. 
451 Ozgur, “Social and Political Reform through Religious Education in Turkey”, 581. 
452 Ozgur, Islamic Schools in Modern Turkey, 138. 



 
 

90 
Lights: The MESSA Journal 

religious university programs.453  
For some secularists, the recent Imam-Hatip schools-related legislative amendments 

are indicative of the AKP’s hidden agenda for the Islamization of the Turkish government 
and society. This suspicion is further bolstered with recruitment of over 1,100 Imam-Hatip 
school graduates from the Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı) to 
other governmental ministry posts, including Interior, Health, Justice, and Education.454 In 
response to the transfer of Imam-Hatip school graduates into secular civil ministry positions, 
a prominent secular journalist, Özdemir İnce, wrote that the AKP was using “Imam-Hatip 
schools to Islamize all professions.”455 The more moderate secularists perceive the 
appointment of Imam-Hatip school graduates as “the formation of Islamist cadres within 
various ranks of government”, alleging that the “Imam-Hatip school graduates are hired not 
because of their merits, but because of their religious schooling.”456 

 
 However, Ozgur states that it “would be an overstatement to assert that this trend has 
undermined the country’s secularity”, while also acknowledging that growing role of Imam-
Hatip school graduates in politics has “certainly enabled notions of Islamic morality to guide 
everyday life and politics and has made outward displays of religiosity more commonplace 
in public spheres.”457 There is a misconception held by some secular groups that by 
attending an Imam-Hatip school students graduate as a monolithic class, ingrained with 
Islamist goals of establishing an Islamic Turkish state. As with any educational institution, 
regardless of religious or political affiliations, there is wide range of diverse religious, 
social, and political inclinations that the institution's students hold upon graduating. 
Although some educational institutions are recognized to carry particular sociopolitical 
ideologies, their students graduate with divergent understandings and ideas of the world. In 
practice, “Imam-Hatip school students and graduates have a wealth of opinions and 
perspectives on their life, religion, and what role they should play in society and politics.”458 
Imam-Hatip schools simply provide a more religiously-oriented education for Turkish 
families that wish to consciously adhere to Islamic practices and principles. The majority of 
students who attend Imam-Hatip schools are “simply going about their daily lives, in a 
manner characteristic of youth who are either not aware of or not interested in politics.”459 
However, since the Turkish state claims sole authority over the definition and boundaries of 
religion, any practice or expression of religion in the public sphere becomes inherently 
political, which explains the political controversies surrounding the Imam-Hatip schools. 
 

The continued existence of the Imam-Hatip schools in the Turkish educational 
system reflects Bayat’s concept of post-Islamism as part of a greater effort to reconcile the 
various political, religious, economic, and geographical issues present in Turkish society. 
Bayat identifies post-Islamism as “a conscious attempt to conceptualize and strategize the 
rationale and modalities of transcending Islam in social, political, and intellectual 
domains...in this sense, post-Islamism is neither anti-Islamic nor un-Islamic or secular.”460 
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The strict secular environment that the Turkish state upholds compelled the Islamist political 
parties to continuously and deliberately moderate their political and religious policies, 
leading to the emergence of the AKP as a conservative democratic party as well as “an 
Islamic middle class with entrepreneurs and intellectuals who demanded their share of 
power and benefits from the system and who did not want to challenge but, rather, 
accommodate the Kemalist/secularist establishment.”461 Nonetheless, the post-Islamism 
movements aim to appropriate a greater space and role for Islam in the public sphere instead 
of simply relegating religion into the private sphere, which could even mean a bigger growth 
of Imam-Hatip school enrollment or the ability to wear headscarves in public institutions. 
An aspect of the post-Islamism movement in Turkey advocates for an Anglo-Saxon 
interpretation of secularism, separating the state from religious norms while also permitting 
religion full liberty in the public sphere, in place of the established Turkish laïcité. Ayla Göl, 
a professor at Aberystwyth University, suggests that “the real issue at stake is not the clash 
of Islamist and secularist but the complex interdependency between secularism and 
democratization in a Muslim context.”462 The current trajectory of post-Islamism displays 
that secularism and religion are not necessarily at odds with one another but rather 
secularism and Islam are able to exist simultaneously, emphasizing that being secular 
implies irreligiosity or being religious indicate immorality. 

 
 The establishment of the Imam-Hatip schools began with the intention of restraining 
and regulating the purview of religion in the public sphere by the Kemalist government, 
while also utilizing Islam as an unifying principle as a counterforce against segregating 
sociopolitical forces and ideologies. The growing popularity and prestige of the Imam-Hatip 
schools among the more conservative and religious-minded communities illustrates the 
expansion of the Islamic and post-Islamism movements into Turkey’s public sphere. In an 
effort to contend with its multifaceted societal tensions and the nature of its national identity, 
the Turkish state and society are trying to reconcile the divisions between the urban secular 
elite and Islamic conservatives by integrating the two sides more effectively and locating a 
state of equilibrium. However, identifying a comfortable level of separation of religion from 
an individual’s private and public life that suits a large majority of the Turkish population is 
not necessarily an easy or quick task; “there is a wide chasm between a student being able to 
wear a veil for her bus-pass photo, and imam-hatipli AKP mayors in various municipalities 
publishing and distributing materials that propagate Islamist views.”463 There needs to be a 
continuous practice of national communication and regular reflections of Turkey’s values, 
principles, and identity, as well as some trial and error as the Turkish state encounters its 
shifting sociopolitical realities. 
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