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While theorists from Marx to Nietzsche predicted that 
religion would decline parallel to modernisation, religion 
and spiritual beliefs have not faded (Inglehardt and 
Baker, 2000). Instead, in many societies there can be 
observed a return of religion and spirituality. Quite often 
this does not mean however a departure from, but 
rather an adaptation to modernity. In Turkey, transition 
to a post-industrial age, induced by the shift to liberal 
market economy in the 1980s, triggered a revival of 
spirituality.Rapid urbanisation, unbridled capitalism, 
unequal socio economic transformation, corruption, 
DQG� WKH� LQÀX[� RI� QHZ� OLIHVW\OH�LPDJHV� LQ� WKH� FRXUVH� RI�
globalisation have been factors which enhanced the 
feeling of many Turkish citizens that moral and values 
are in erosion. There emerged a call for the restitution of 
the moral order of an idealised past which seemed more 
protected and less complex. Two surveys conducted in 
2006 and 2007 revealed that the most important demand 
for change among the Turkish population was a return to 
D�UHYHUHG�PRUDO�SDVW��dDUNR÷OX�DQG�.DOD\FÕR÷OX���������
Since Turkish secularism had failed to produce a secular 
moral and ethical code, in times of crisis, the demand 
for values fell back on tradition and Islamic conceptions.

.H\�YDOXHV�LQ�SHUVSHFWLYH�

7KH� $QQD� /LQGK�*DOOXS� 3ROO� RQ� ,QWHUFXOWXUDO� 7UHQGV�
of 2012 reveals that a huge majority of the Turkish 
interviewees (72%) regard family solidarity as the most 
important value when it comes to bringing up children 
(Chart 15.1). While 39 % of the participants highlighted 
‘religious beliefs’as the second most important value this 
was followed by 29% mentioning obedience and 28% 
emphasising respect for other cultures. 17% highlighted 
independence whereas only 11% stated curiosity. 
Although there are differences between the poll made in 
2012 and that made in 2009, as there is a rather radical 
decrease of people who mentioned ‘religious beliefs’as 
an important value for bringing up children (from 65% in 
2009 to 39% in 2012), there is a rather clear emphasis 
on ‘conservative’values.

The Status of Social Values in Turkey 
and Perspectives on Regional Cooperation 

&HQJL]�*�1$<

In Turkey, as in other countries going through a process of transformation, modernity does not necessarily 
PHDQ�D�VKLIW�DZD\�IURP�VSLULWXDOLW\�DQG�UHOLJLRQ��&HQJL]�*¾QD\�H[SORUHV�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKH�7XUNLVK�
LGHQWLW\� RYHU� WKH� ODVW� WKUHH� GHFDGHV�� 7KLV� QHZ� LGHQWLW\� ȴQGV� LWVHOI� VRPHZKHUH� EHWZHHQ� WUDGLWLRQDO� DQG�
VHFXODU�YDOXHV��KHDYLO\� LQȵXHQFHG�E\�WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�QHZ�VRFLDO�DFWRUV�DQG�GHPDQGV��%XLOGLQJ�RQ�WKH�
PRVW�UHFHQW�$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�3ROO�ȴQGLQJV��WKH�DXWKRU�DOVR�H[SORUHV�WKH�SRWHQWLDO� LPSDFW�RI�WKH�(XUR�
Mediterranean cooperation on Turkey.

The emphasis on ‘the family’or the ‘religious 
community’as key values should be seen against the 
background of a conscious shift in the social and cultural 
policies of the Turkish state. Guided by the ideas and 
concepts of rightist intellectuals the generals of the 
military coup of 1980 had been determined to recalibrate 
Kemalism. They had regarded the political polarisation in 
the 1970s as a consequence of the corruption of Turkish 
moral and values by ‘divisive foreign’ideologies (Atasoy, 
2009). Starting out from the analysis that the Kemalist 
Revolution had failed to transmit religious values they 
set about conciliating Turkish nationalism with social 
conservatism. According to the so-called Turkish-Islamic 
6\QWKHVLV�WKH�QDWLRQ�ZDV�UHGH¿QHG�IROORZLQJ�WKH�FRQFHSW�

6XUYH\�4XHVWLRQ��Assuming that we limit ourselves to six values only, 
I’d like to know which one of these six would you say is most important 
when raising children? And the second most important? %DVH� % of 
all respondents, % of the sum of ‘Most important’ and ‘Second most 
LPSRUWDQW¶�DQVZHUV�DUH�VKRZQ����$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�3ROO�������
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Chart 15.1
Key values to parents when bringing up 
their children in Turkey 2009 2012
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of the community of believers (cemaat). The state used its 
very own secular institutions to ‘re-traditionalise’political 
society, according to the new Republican state ideology.

$�UHQHZHG�VHQVH�RI�0XVOLPKRRG�

One of the characteristics of the post-1980 era was the 
multiplication of identity positions and their struggle for 
inclusion in the public sphere (Baban, 2005). Religious 
and ethnic origins began to gain notoriety in the public 
GLVFRXUVH�DV�ZHOO�DV�LQ�WKH�UKHWRULF�RI�SROLWLFLDQV��dDUNR÷OX�
DQG�.DOD\FÕR÷OX���������&RPSHWLQJ�GLVFRXUVHV�RQ�HWKQLF�
and religious identities, replaced economic struggle as 
WKH�GH¿QLQJ�IDFWRU�LQ�SROLWLFDO�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�DQG�SURWHVW�
movements (White, 2002). From the 1980s on, the 
programmes of political parties have incrasingly 
emphasised identity issues and characteristics of an 
imagined Turkishness, Islamicness or Secularism. 

The fact that the wars in the Balkans had the taste of 
the clash of Islam, Orthodox Christianity and Catholicism 
gave rise to a feeling of growing solidarity with the Muslim 
brethren in ex-Yugoslavia. Anti-Islamic discourses and 
GLVFULPLQDWLRQV�DJDLQVW�0XVOLPV�LQ�WKH�ZDNH�RI�������WKH�
US-led Iraq War and the negative discourses emanating 
from Europe against Turkish membership caused an 
erosion of trust in the ‘West”. The culturalist arguments 
against Turkish membership revived deeply entrenched 
fears and suspicions of Western conspiracies aimed at 
partitioning Turkey (Günay, 2007).

7KH�UH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�WKH�:HVW�DV�WKH�µRWKHU¶VWUHQJWKHQHG�D�
feeling of Muslim solidarity. A new sense of Muslimhood 
does not refer to an increase in religious practice or 
religious spirituality, but rather to the feeling of belonging 
to a common Muslim sphere of culture. These politics 
RI�LGHQWLW\�ZHUH�DOVR�UHÀHFWHG�LQ�WKH�HYROYLQJ�FRQVXPHU�
culture. Objects and practices associated with an Islamic 
identity have come to be dislodged from their religious 
moorings and become available via the marketplace and 
media, also to those who would not primarily identify 
themselves as religious, but who are interested in 
demonstrating that they are Muslim (White, 2005). In that 
sense, Muslimhood has been open to secular as well as 
non-secular parts of society. Growing sensitization for 
the situation of Muslims abroad and particularly for the 
,VUDHOL�3DOHVWLQLDQ� FRQÀLFW� DQG� LWV� SHUFHSWLRQ� WKURXJK�
culturalist eyes has been one of the results of the 
increasing importance of a revived Islamic identity. While 
the feeling of belonging to an imagined Islamic cultural 
identity provided outward differentiation, the question 
which role religion should play in in the public sphere 
has been domestically highly disputed. Secularists and 
Islamists have battled over the role religion should play 
in public life. This battle has also embodied elements of 
a competition over economic and cultural dominance 
(Günay, 2007). Both sides have claimed that their own 

6XUYH\� 4XHVWLRQ� Some people believe that there are absolute 
guidelines to what is good and bad, and what is truth. Others say, that 
there are no absolute guidelines, things are relative and what we consider 
to be good or bad depends on the circumstances. Which view is closer 
to yours? %DVH����RI�DOO�UHVSRQGHQWV����$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�3ROO�������

Chart 15.2
Belief in absolute guidelines in Turkey

There are absolute guidelinesThere are no absolute guidelines
Don’t know
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4

46

nostalgic interpretation of the past should determine 
the nature of legitimate politics in contemporary Turkey 
(Özyürek, 2006).

7KH�$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�3ROO¶V�TXHVWLRQ�RQ�WKH�SHUFHSWLRQV�
about the existence of absolute  guidelines aimed at 
detecting whether there is a strong belief in something 
such as absolute truth, referring to religious beliefs that 
are guiding people’s value judgements. The increase 
of people who declared thinking that there are absolute 
JXLGHOLQHV�GH¿QLQJ�JRRG�DQG�EDG�IURP�����LQ������WR�
50% in 2012 can hardly be explained by the extreme 
rise of Islamic conservatism over the last two years, but 
rather by the wording of the Turkish text, (Chart 15.2). 
As the Turkish translation of the question refers to 
DEVROXWH�SULQFLSOHV�DQG�UXOHV�GH¿QLQJ�ZKDW�LV�WUXWK��JRRG�
or bad, the results rather point out that while 50% of the 
interviewees believe that there are absolute principles, 
���� WKLQN� WKDW�ZKDW� LV� JRRG� RU�ZKDW� LV� EDG�PD\� YDU\�
according to the circumstances. In the context of high 
political polarisation, the results can be interpreted as an 
indication for strong political alignments along political 
parties, rather the entrenchment of conservatism and 
religiosity.

Belif in institutions and social participation

Turkish society has been deeply divided along identity 
questions. Whereas for many years center-periphery 
tensions, representing the dichotomy between secular 
culture and Islamic tradition, dominated Turkish politics, 
WKHVH�SDWWHUQV�DUH�QRW�VXI¿FH�WR�H[SODLQ�WKH�G\QDPLFV�RI�
a more diverse and more pluralist post-industrial, mainly 
urban society. Not only the Islamist movement, but also 
other ethnic and confessional identities such as Kurds, 
Alevis and Roma have increasingly challenged the corset 
of a unitarian understanding of Turkish nationalism. 
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Chart 15.3
0RVW�HɝFLHQW�ZD\V�RI�VROYLQJ�SUREOHPV�LQ�7XUNH\

6XUYH\�4XHVWLRQ��+RZ�GR�\RX�WKLQN�\RX�FRXOG�PRVW�HI¿FLHQWO\�FRQWULEXWH�
to solving the problems in your country? %DVH� % of all respondents (© 
$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�3ROO�������

Joining or supporting a political 
party 27

19

7

3

16

Joining social movements

Using social media to express political 
views, to join or support causes

Joining a religious association or a 
faith based initative

Through my individual action

Joining or supporting an NGO

Don’t know

Chart 15.4
Interest in news and information from Europe 
in Turkey

6XUYH\� 4XHVWLRQ� Thinking about the European countries, how 
much interest would you say you personally have in news and 
information about their …? %DVH� % of all respondents, % of the sum 
of ‘Very interested’ and ‘Somewhat interested’ answers are shown 
���$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�3ROO�������

Political changes 75

70

66

65

Cultural life and lifestyle

Economic conditions

Religious beliefs and practices

Moreover, also other social, sexual, environmental or 
local identities have become openly displayed and found 
representation in civil society.

The Gezi-protest movement which unfolded in June 
2013 revealed that, under the surface of constant 
economic growth, there had also grown discontent 
among representatives of the urban middle class. 
Although, the protest movement that emerged was all 
but homogeneous, there are some lessons to be taken 
from these developments. The mass rallies unearthed 
that Turkish politics cannot be simply seen through the 
lenses of polarisation between secularists and Islamists. 
The protests carried by young people, principally with a 
university background, also displayed, that the young 
generation often blamed to be apolitical, was actually 
highly politicised. At the same time, however, their 
slogans and demands were less ideological, rather 
libertarian. Secular in spirit, their messages were not 
directed against conservatism or Islam, but against 
authoritarianism and paternalism.

$FFRUGLQJ� WR� WKH� LQVLJKWV� JDLQHG� IURP� WKH�$QQD�/LQGK�
Gallup Poll 2012, 27% of the interviewees think that 
MRLQLQJ� D� SROLWLFDO� SDUW\� LV� WKH� PRVW� HI¿FLHQW� ZD\� WR�
contribute to solving problems in society. This is much 
higher than the average in European countries (12%) 
and in SEM countries (15%). While another 19% believe 
that joining social movements would contribute to solving 
problems in society, only 1% think that they could change 
something through individual action and 0% believe that 
joining or supporting an NGO would change things. 
These results can be interpreted in a way that despite 
dissatisfaction with the current situation, there is still a 
clear majority of people who tend to believe that political 
SDUWLHV�DUH�WKH�PRVW�HI¿FLHQW�ZD\�WR�VROYLQJ�SUREOHPV�LQ�
the country (Chart 15.3).

/LPLWHG�LQWHUHVW�EXW�WUXVW�LQ�FRRSHUDWLRQ

The Poll also highlights the doubts of Turkish citizens 
about the relevance of political and economic changes 
in European countries. While 66% declare that they 
are interested in economic developments and 75% 
state that they are interested in political changes in the 
Mediterranean region, a closer look at the results reveals 
that in both cases only 12% of those who stated that 
WKH\� DUH� YHU\� LQWHUHVWHG�� ZKHUHDV� ���� DUH� VRPHZKDW�
interested in economic developments and 63% are 
VRPHZKDW�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�SROLWLFDO�FKDQJHV��&KDUW��������,Q�
this regard, Turkey is bottom placed among all countries 
taking part in the Poll. The fact that the number of those 
who are somewhat interested is relatively high can be 
interpreted in the way that there is an increased interest 
in the developments in Europe, but that only a few – those 
who are very interested – think that these developments 
have relevance for Turkey and their own lives.

Due to high political polarisation in the country, Turkish 
media has a particularly strong domestic focus. Foreign 
policy issues are all too often presented as projections 
of inner-Turkish dynamics and tensions. This is 
particularly true for developments in the Middle East. 
6LPLODUO\��ZKLOH��� �FRPSDUHG�ZLWK�WKH������$QQD�/LQGK�
Gallup Syrvey - a larger number of people (80%) think 
that Turkish society could gain from cooperation within 
the ‘Union for the Mediterranean’ in regard to individual 
freedom and the rule of law, as well as in regard to 
respect for cultural diversity (79 %), concern for the 
HQYLURQPHQW� ������ RU� JHQGHU� HTXDOLW\� ������� DJDLQ�
a closer look reveals that the number of those who 
strongly believe so is the lowest among all countries,  
whereas the number of those who think it might affect 
is the highest. If we set the number of those who think 
LW� ZRXOG� µGH¿QLWHO\� DIIHFW¶HTXDO� ZLWK� WKRVH� ZKR� WKLQN�
it is relevant, this enables an easier interpretation of the 
results, (reference to Chart 15.5).

27None
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Chart 15.5
What would Turkey gain from the UfM

6XUYH\�4XHVWLRQ� Which of these aspects do you think your society can 
gain from such a shared project? %DVH� % of all respondents, % of the 
sum of ‘Strongly characterize’ and ‘Somewhat characterize’ answers are 
VKRZQ����$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�3ROO�������

ȆΖQGLYLGXDO�IUHHGRP�
and the rule of law
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Respect for cultural 
diversity

Ȇ6RFLDO�VROLGDULW\

Ȇ$WWDFKPHQW�WR�
spiritual and moral 

values

ȆΖQQRYDWLRQ�DQG�
entrepreneurship

Concern for the 
environment

Youthful dynamism

Ȇ*HQGHU�HTXDOLW\

Due to high political polarisation in the country, Turkish 
media have a strong domestic focus. Foreign policy 
issues are all too often presented as projections of inner-
Turkish dynamics and tensions. This is particularly true 
for developments in the Middle East area. For example, 
when asked, what they could gain from cooperation within 
the ‘Union for the Mediterranean’, Turkish respondents in 
2012 are generally positive: (80%) of people think that 
Turkish society could gain from this cooperation project, 
in regard to individual freedom and the rule of law, as 
well as in regard to respect for cultural diversity (79 %), 
FRQFHUQ� IRU� WKH� HQYLURQPHQW� ������ RU� JHQGHU� HTXDOLW\�
�������,Q�FRPSDULVRQ�ZLWK�WKH������$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�
Survey, the number of respondents who consider joining 
WKH� 8QLRQ� IRU� WKH� 0HGLWHUUDQHDQ� EHQH¿FLDO� LV� ODUJHU��
yet a closer look reveals that the number of those who 
VWURQJO\�EHOLHYH�LQ�WKHVH�EHQH¿WV�LV�WKH�ORZHVW�DPRQJ�DOO�
the countries polled.

&HQJL]� *h1$< is Senior Fellow at Austrian Institute 
for International Affairs and Lecturer at the University of 
Vienna.
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