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1. Introduction

The primary objective of this study is to examine the extent to which 
the secularism-religiosity distinction, one of the fundamental areas of debate 
in ﻿Turkish nationalism, has evolved in the 21st century and to conceptually 
analyze ﻿secular nationalism. The scope of this examination includes what ﻿secular 
nationalism represents, how it emerged, what is meant by ﻿secular nationalism, 
and whether it constitutes an alternative to mainstream ﻿Turkish nationalism. 
In this sense, the study begins by examining the concepts of ﻿modernization 
and secularization in recent Turkish history and continues by tracing the 
roots of secularism in ﻿Turkish nationalism. It then examines the historical and 
ideological background of the oscillation between religiosity and secularism in 
traditional ﻿Turkish nationalism. Finally, it provides a multidimensional analysis 
of how ﻿secular nationalism has been conceptualized in the 21st century. To 
contextualize this analysis, it is necessary to provide a conceptual and up-to-date 
introduction to ﻿secular nationalism, traditional nationalism, and recent debates 
on ﻿Turkish nationalism.

One of the first scholars to explore ﻿secular nationalism in Turkish literature 
was Selma Şevkli (2009), who wrote her thesis titled “From Official Discourse 
to Cultural Identity: ﻿Secular Nationalism in Türkiye” in 2009. Şevkli (2011) 
published her thesis as a book titled “How a Nationalist (Ulusalcı)3 Thinks: 
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The Mind Map of ﻿Secular Nationalism.” This work is valuable not only for its 
theoretical contribution but also for its analysis of developments in Türkiye 
during that period, particularly the Republic Rallies4—as it demonstrates that 
﻿secular nationalism was used in the same sense as nationalism (ulusalcılık). 
However, it can be argued that the roots of ﻿secular nationalism are older and 
cannot be explained solely through an examination of developments during the 
﻿Justice and Development Party (﻿Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi [AK Parti]) era in 
the 21st century. The historical analysis in this chapter aims to shed light on 
this issue.

The most compelling international thesis regarding the emergence of ﻿secular 
nationalism posits that it arose in the wake of the 2008 crisis and the subsequent 
wave of migration triggered by developments in the Middle East, coupled with 
the rise of anti-immigrant sentiment in the West as a reaction to this migration. 
Findings in the literature to this effect are insufficient and reductionist. In 
Türkiye, which is the main focus of this text, it is argued that ﻿secular nationalism 
actually emerged after the 2016 coup attempt and, politically, as a reaction to 
the 2018 ﻿People’s Alliance (Cumhur İttifakı) formed between the ﻿AK Parti and 
the ﻿Nationalist Movement Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi [MHP]). According 
to Yaşlı (2023), “secular nationalism emerged from within idealistic (ülkücü)5 

nationalism and as a reaction to it.” He argues that ﻿secular nationalism, which 
he defines as a type of anti-immigrant, populist neo-fascism, is the result of a 
reaction by those within the ﻿MHP who oppose an alliance with the ﻿AK Parti. 
However, in the same study, he states that ﻿secular nationalism is a product of the 
reaction to the 20-year rule of the ﻿AK Parti—especially to the policies that secular 
nationalists perceive as Arabization. Yaşlı also emphasizes that the new discourse 
of ﻿secular nationalism views immigration and the accompanying Arabization as 
a matter of survival for Turkishness. In other words, secular ﻿Turkish nationalism 
is not fundamentally different from its Western counterparts in this regard. 
These observations, which create a chronological contradiction—both a reaction 
to 20 years of rule and an observation that emerged after the ﻿People’s Alliance—
essentially express that ﻿secular nationalism arose from opposition to political 
Islamism.

It is a fact that the 2008 crisis and the waves of migration from the Middle 
East strengthened far-right movements and spread populism in Europe. 

classical-traditional nationalists and “secular nationalist” for secular nationalists. Ulusalcılar and Ulusalcılık 
will also be indicated in parentheses alongside “nationalist.”

4	 In 2007, nationalist (ulusalcı) groups critical of the AK Parti organized political rallies centered on 
secularism, criticizing the ﻿AK Parti for being anti-secular.

5	 Although the Turkish term “ülkücü” has the same meaning as “idealist” in English, its political counterpart 
is different. Ülkücü is an adjective given to Turkish nationalists in Türkiye who follow the ﻿MHP line.
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However, linking the emergence of ﻿secular nationalism in Türkiye to related 
developments in contemporary politics would be a reductive approach. The 
oscillation between the understanding of ﻿secular nationalism, whose historical 
background will be detailed in the text, and the traditional understanding of 
nationalism is old. Conceptually, the widespread use of ﻿secular nationalism and 
the limited resonance of the ideological center highlighted by Yaşlı (2023) are 
new phenomena. Rather than seeking the reason for this in current alliances, 
it would be more appropriate to look for it in the aforementioned historical 
oscillation and in the diversification of communication opportunities and the 
spread of political partisanship and communitarianism.

In Türkiye, the distinction between rural and urban populations has 
manifested itself in terms of nationalism, particularly in relation to the history 
and direction of ﻿modernization in the social sphere. While classical Kemalist 
nationalism is seen as more modernist—not only in social terms but also in terms 
of nationalism theories—and urban, the traditional nationalism represented by 
the MHP line has been seen as more rural, particularly due to the influence 
of the pre-1980 generation, which consisted mainly of university students 
who had migrated from rural areas. At this point, it is worth recalling that the 
movement’s founder, ﻿Alparslan Türkeş, was a member of the military. However, 
it can be said that the ülkücü movement developed not among bureaucrats but 
among educated masses who were the children of workers and peasants. The 
Ülkücü identity became the representative of the traditional understanding and 
line of nationalism in Turkish political life; it pointed to an understanding 
of nationalism based on religion, culture, and tradition, which differed from 
classical modernist nationalism. This understanding carried the rural identity 
that Western or Westernist understandings belittled. However, provincialism 
has also become a defense for nationalist-idealism.

In the 21st century, the issue of populism and populist politics, which has 
become the most widely discussed and prevalent issue regardless of geography, 
has also been decisive for nationalist movements. Populist rhetoric, which 
nationalist politics in Türkiye has also resorted to from time to time, has 
risen to prominence in Türkiye, particularly as a manifestation of the aim to 
exploit the opposition stance of the youth, combining issues such as secularism, 
republicanism, and ﻿Kemalism with opposition to the ﻿AK Parti government. In 
a sense, populism has risen by instrumentalizing nationalism. Populism is not 
unique to ﻿secular nationalism, but the discourse of ﻿secular nationalism has often 
been used as an element of populism, a point elaborated upon in the text.

One of the most significant limitations of the text is that, due to the 
topic’s contemporary nature and the absence of a fully established literature, it 
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necessitates making inferences and comparisons with texts that may lack academic 
and scientific rigor. At this juncture, the study will strive, methodologically, to 
remain within the frameworks of content and discourse analysis.

2. Modernization and Secularization in Recent Turkish 
History

Türkiye is a country with various forms of nationalism. This situation is closely 
related not only to Türkiye’s own historical journey but also to the flexibility of 
nationalism as a perspective and ideology. The relationship between nationalism 
and religion has always held an important place in the context of Turkish history 
in the emergence of the various forms of ﻿Turkish nationalism. Consequently, 
the first section will examine the relationship between nationalism and religion 
within the framework of secularism, briefly explaining how nationalism took 
shape during the secularisation process in Türkiye and how this process divided 
nationalism into various forms.	

Societies are shaped by a set of myths, symbols and memories that give rise 
to a particular identity (Smith, 1999). This shaping is not an absolute essence 
or constant. However, the identities of societies appear to be constants within 
certain time frames, bearing a historical quality that is open to change and 
restructuring. This process continues regardless of whether the community is a 
congregation, a nation or a people. This is because the way societies construct 
themselves carries a discursive quality and emerges under the influence of the 
variable nature of the power-knowledge relationship (Asad, 1993).   	

On the other hand, societies are perceived in an “objectified” manner by those 
who experience them. People perceive the community they live in as a collective 
action with the status of “objective reality”. Thus, social identities also provide a 
certain reality and, based on this reality, a sense of togetherness (Berger, 1993). 
The non-absolute but objectified nature of identities experienced in social life 
has become more pronounced since the 17th century, linked to changes in the 
influence of religion on worldly life. Identity, whether geographical or religious, 
has lost its singular and absolute nature. This can be attributed to changes in 
the methods of acquiring knowledge, social division of labour, and a humanist 
conception of humanity.  			

Traditional social institutions and systems legitimising power were destroyed 
after the French Revolution, leaving the ethical sphere of the collapsed Ancien 
Régime vacant. This ethical void brought with it an effort to redefine the agreed-
upon norms governing the community’s goals and behaviour (Mardin, 1994). 
Secularism emerged as the product of a historical process in which religion lost 
its effectiveness in defining the community, an attempt was made to reproduce 
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the system of legitimacy, and this was intertwined with changes in various forms 
of social power. In its most general definition, secularism is defined as ‘the loss 
of power of the religious institution over other areas’ and the differentiation of 
worldly affairs from the order preached by clerical imagination (Tschannen, 
2011). Before the idea of nationhood gained widespread acceptance, religion 
was the primary means of defining the community and a central element in 
the construction of identity. Although this situation varied historically and 
geographically, it remained dominant until the end of the 18th century. As in 
Europe, religion was also a priority for the Ottomans in defining their identity. 
However, by the end of the 18th century, new trends had emerged among 
the ruling elite. These trends, while based on a new interpretation of religion, 
clearly bore traces of a more secular perspective (Carter, 1995). The perspective 
accepted within the ruling elite became dominant in defining the identity of the 
group and then of society.		

The shift in the worldview of the Ottoman ruling elite from the late 18th 
century onwards was based on a new concept of the public good (Mardin, 
1969).  To think that this idea followed a linear path in Ottoman-Turkish 
﻿modernization makes it difficult to understand the relationship between 
nationalism and religion. Therefore, examining this idea of the public good, 
taking into account its breaking points and complexity, will help explain 
how ﻿secular nationalism took shape in Ottoman-Turkish ﻿modernization. As 
stated above, modern societies are characterised by functional differentiation 
and variability in terms of their functioning and values. Consequently, the 
relationship between nationalism and religion has not been static but has 
sometimes been tense and sometimes cooperative, with the development of 
secularism in the Turkish context occurring in a manner dependent on this 
dynamic.				

The need for Ottoman ruling elites to become part of the European 
diplomatic world led to the replacement of an offensive perspective based on 
the ideology of ‘jihad’ with a defensive approach in which diplomacy took 
precedence. This was followed by the replacement of the traditional millet 
system, which emerged as a necessity of the conquest policy and facilitated the 
transformation of communities in newly acquired territories into subjects of 
the sultan, with a more homogeneous understanding of ‘﻿Ottomanism’. Thus, 
the “gazavatname” texts that produced Ottoman identity were replaced by 
“sefaretname” texts, and the social ethic based on Muslim supremacy was replaced 
by egalitarian laws introduced by the 1856 Islahat Fermanı (Reform Edict) 
(Mardin, 2018).6 Mustafa Reşit Pasha, an important reformer and administrator 

6	 In the 1820s, Sultan Mahmud II ordered that Islamic works dealing with the rules and tactics of warfare be 
read during the evening gatherings of the Janissary Corps, instead of the tales of the Prophet's uncle Hamza.
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of the 19th century, addressed the people in Edirne, where he travelled with 
the sultan in 1846, as follows: “Differences in religion and sect (tariqa) are only 
personal matters for the subjects and do not harm their rights as citizens. Since 
we are all subjects of the same government and people born and raised in the 
same country, it is not appropriate for us to look at each other with ill will” 
(Engelhardt, 2017). In the minds of the Tanzimat reformers, ﻿Ottomanism was 
now emerging as an identity shaped by the concepts of being subjects of the 
same sultan, a shared past and ﻿homeland, with religious characteristics pushed 
into the background. The political nature of the concept of ﻿Ottomanism had 
begun to take precedence over the culturalist definition based on the Millet 
System. This situation shows that secularism had evolved into a more dominant 
position in identifying the community’s identity.	

The desire to bring written language closer to spoken language, accompanied 
by the wish to shape public opinion beyond the literate officials, resulted from 
the Ottomans’ need for a new unifying principle beyond the sultan’s personal 
charisma in times of crisis.  The importance given to spoken language also 
required incorporating the influence of religion among the people into the new 
identity claim in a manner appropriate to the goal (Mardin, 2018). Although 
the sultan and religion remained indispensable elements of traditional Ottoman 
identity, they were no longer unrivalled with the advent of the Tanzimat Era. 
The construction of a new identity imbued with abstract concepts of state and 
﻿homeland was changing traditional perceptions. While the concept of ﻿homeland 
continued to encompass the Islamic, it also broadened the possibility of being 
Ottoman for non-Muslims. The abstract concept of state, representing allegiance 
to a more institutional structure above the sultan, made it possible for people 
outside the Ottoman dynasty to connect with the state. Both concepts meant 
the secularisation of identity for those living within the Ottoman borders.	

By the mid-19th century, one must ask how the secularisation of official 
identity affected the place of religion in social life. This led to the emergence of a 
dualistic perception of identity. Mustafa Reşit Pasha, mentioned above, is a good 
example of this. He presented a secular profile in public life while continuing to 
be a follower of the Naqshbandi order in his private life (Abu-Manneh, 1994). 
It was a well-known expression of Ottoman political attitude for the ruling elite 
to secularise the Ottoman identity as a public imperial-identity while preserving 
their religious identities in their private lives and even in their circles. They were 
masters of ambivalent behaviour and norms while being part of the power bloc 
woven with informal patronage networks. Consequently, the secular identity 
preached for the preservation of social unity led each competing part within 
that unity to resort to a more secretive and intense religiosity for their own 
group cohesion. Indeed, from 1804 onwards, this situation came to the surface 
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with the Serbian and Greek uprisings among non-Muslims, and by 1859, with 
the Kuleli Incident among Muslims. In the second half of the century, first the 
﻿Young Ottomans (Yeni Osmanlılar) and then the ﻿Young Turks (Jön Türkler) 
endeavoured to establish this ambivalent situation on a more consistent and 
systematic footing. This endeavour found its ground in the formation of public 
opinion, and opposition political organisations shaped this public opinion in 
Ottoman society through newspapers and magazines. The identity problem, 
which the Tanzimat reformers perceived as an administrative issue to be solved 
by a bureaucrat, was approached differently by these politically active thinkers. 
The ﻿Young Ottomans sought to construct ﻿Ottomanism as a constitutional 
﻿patriotism dominated by Muslim characteristics (Mardin, 2015).

Although the process discussed thus far developed as a state project, by 
the 1860s reactionary actions had begun to emerge, in which the masses fused 
religion and nationalism into the same identity. Although the ﻿Young Ottomans 
emerged as a product of this project, they claimed to be designing a new 
identity that was an alternative to the project. This new identity was based on a 
constitutional framework grounded in Muslim ﻿patriotism. In Mardin’s words, 
the Ottoman Empire’s attempt to create subjects who were responsible to the 
state evolved, after the ﻿Young Ottomans, into the idea that freedom of thought 
was a kind of natural right. ﻿Namık Kemal spoke of the desire to create a kind of 
“virtuous community” (Mardin, 2018). The community he envisions consists of 
people who maintain their Islamic identity and thus become part of the masses, 
but who also demonstrate the requirements of citizenship. Thus, the idea of a 
constitutional and cultural contract between the subjects and the state emerges.

3. Turkish Nationalism and Secularism: The Roots

The early manifestations of nationalism discussed thus far exhibit certain 
characteristic features in their relationship with religion. The first of these 
is the spirit of unity that the ruling class attempted to construct through a 
secularism specific to their position. The second is a discourse that seeks to 
rebuild community identity for the ‘people’ through concepts such as ﻿homeland 
and state, but takes care to include religious symbolism in doing so. While the 
discourse preached from positions of power has a secular character, opposition 
movements such as the ﻿Young Ottomans, which relied more on public support, 
maintained a more religiously dominant perspective.

As stated above, the relationship between nationalism and religion among the 
Ottomans was multifaceted and variable. With the reign of Abdulhamid II, the 
constitutional dimension of ﻿Ottomanism was suspended, and propaganda began 
for an identity design dominated by Islamic symbolism. This predominantly 
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Islamic tone of Ottoman identity continued with the ﻿Young Ottomans. Another 
dimension that characterized the identity politics of the Hamidian period was 
the anti-imperialist Muslim struggle, which was gaining momentum globally. 
This dimension also formed the political basis for the Pan-Islamist claims 
preached by the Ottoman sultan and the emphasis placed on the caliphate 
(Karpat, 2017). Thus, the official identity policy of the Abdülhamid II Era 
differed from the Tanzimat reformers’ understanding in terms of the position 
of religion. While the Tanzimat reformers aimed to create a predominantly 
secular Ottoman identity with a political and legal character, the Hamidian 
Era’s power bloc practiced a kind of pre-nationalism based on Muslim identity 
(Deringil, 2016). Representative examples of the Hamidian period’s identity 
politics can be seen in its education policy and the importance given to symbolic 
ceremonies. However, similar to the rise of the ﻿Young Ottomans against the 
Tanzimat pashas, various opposition movements developed against the rule of 
Abdulhamid II.

The ﻿Young Turks were pioneers not only as young political activists in 
the constitutional regime but also in terms of nationalism’s relationship with 
religion in the Ottoman Empire and its legacy to the republic. Although the 
Young Turk movement presented a fragmented appearance, it possessed a vision 
of a ﻿national identity compatible with modern society, particularly under the 
influence of two important thinkers who shaped the ideological framework 
of ﻿Turkish nationalism: Yusuf Akçura and ﻿Ziya Gökalp. These thinkers, who 
strove to systematically construct the interaction between nationalism, religion, 
and secularism, were the intellectual catalysts for the transition from Ottoman 
identity to Turkish ﻿national identity (Gökalp, 2025; Akçura, 2025). In this 
respect, Young Turk-era ﻿Turkism represents an effort to overcome the two forms 
of ﻿Ottomanism that diverged between those in power and those in opposition, 
each developing in opposition to the other along religious-secular lines.

It can be said that ﻿Turkish nationalism took on a new form under the 
shadow of the Unionist government and in the political climate following the 
Balkan Wars. In this climate, the meaning of the concept of ﻿homeland also 
shifted; rather than the place of birth, the lands where one sought refuge and 
continued to live began to be referred to as ﻿homeland. During this period, a new 
conception of identity emerged that required an economic-political content as 
well as a cultural one. Mercantilist economic policies, known as “Usul-ı Himaye” 
in Ottoman Turkish, developed during this period as a product of a perspective 
that aimed to spread nationalism among the middle classes (Toprak, 2019).

The theses of nationalist intellectuals belonging to the Young Turk generation, 
such as Gökalp and Akçura, and the mercantilist policies implemented for 
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the purpose of a national economy gave ﻿Turkish nationalism a new face in its 
relationship with religion. It was an identity designed within the framework 
of the slogan “new man, new life”. This identity was based on an assessment 
of recent history in terms of the theses it contained. Turkish ﻿national identity 
was constructed in such a way that it did not contradict the division of labor in 
modern society, that it was based on the nation as a form of collective citizenship 
accepted by the ‘civilization of the present’, and that traditional concepts retained 
their names while their meanings were transformed. The ﻿Turkish nationalism 
preached by the Unionists was based on a political and legal discourse that 
overshadowed its cultural characteristics. In this respect, religion was secularized 
as one of the elements of national belief. Concepts such as ﻿homeland and abstract 
state, which were claimed to encompass religion, were also redefined through the 
connection established with nationalism. Thus, religion would continue to exist 
with a secular function. After 1913, a framework of identity was established on 
which the Young Turk elements forming the ruling bloc agreed.

The effective dissolution of the Ottoman Empire in 1919 brought to a head 
a crisis that had been developing for nearly two hundred years. This crisis was 
framed by Turkish nationalists as a struggle for survival, and they acted with 
a much more cohesive claim than previous identity projects. This claim was 
linked to the Young Turk legacy but emerged in a somewhat different form. 
The Kemalist cadres who led the War of Independence adopted a discourse 
centered on the theme of ‘populism,’ based on anti-imperialism and the symbolic 
elements of popular Islam (Toprak, 2013). In 1920, the idea that it was the 
believers who would save the caliph, rather than the caliph who would save 
the believers, was largely accepted in the Ankara parliament. In fact, this claim 
was not foreign to the Turks. The Seljuk ruler Tughril had rescued the Abbasid 
Caliph and kept worldly power for himself. Mustafa Kemal did something 
similar in 1922 by abolishing the sultanate. However, the source of state power 
was now derived from popular sovereignty, and the Western formulation of this 
theory of sovereignty was adopted in the modern sense.

The Western intellectual currents that the ﻿Young Ottomans and ﻿Young 
Turks had incorporated into the conceptual framework of Ottoman and 
Islamic thought were boldly proclaimed by the Kemalists without concealment. 
Alongside concepts referencing Western political theory and social understanding, 
indigenous values were defined with Turkishness at their core. Consequently, 
nationalism was presented as a concept that implied modernity and 
independence vis-à-vis the outside world, while demonstrating the preservation 
and continuation of values within the country. With the proclamation of the 
Republic, the distance that had opened up between the people and the rulers 
since the early 19th century was bridged through nationalism, which was now 
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rooted in popular sovereignty. The inherent contradiction between the source 
of sovereignty and modernity within the Ottoman identity was thus overcome. 
With the proclamation of the Republic, nationalism acquired a distinctly secular 
character both in the constitutional sphere and within the ruling bloc.

By the 1930s, it was impossible to speak of any consensus among the ruling 
elite regarding the cultural characteristics of the identity advocated by the new 
republic. It was thought that the history, language, and economic-political 
characteristics of the Turkish nation were not sufficiently known or internalized. 
An important issue contributing to this situation was the denigration stemming 
from the rise of racial theories in the West (Çetinkaya, 2023). The republican 
regime wanted to demonstrate the difference between itself and the empire most 
notably through the pioneering role played by science in identity politics. In this 
way, both the modernity of the new regime would be confirmed and a response 
would be given to the West. Identity debates, which began in literature and were 
integrated into developments in history and sociology, soon became part of the 
discussions framed by anthropology and archaeology, which were becoming 
prominent in the West at the time (Toprak, 2012). Many of the anthropological 
theses put forward in the 1930s were based on concrete data, but their theoretical 
framework was quite materialistic. This perspective associated Turks with 
anthropological racial categories and revealed their connection to ‘civilization-
building communities.’ On the other hand, these claims were in stark contrast 
to Islamic literature. The perspective offered by physical anthropology did not 
claim to reduce Turkishness to a skull, as has become a clichéd assertion, but it 
unquestionably claimed to define Turkishness on a secular basis. This stance was 
to some extent at odds with prevailing social beliefs and behaviors. Moreover, 
it had an essentialist aspect at least as pronounced as the claims of Ottoman-
era intellectuals. This anthropological perspective also enabled a new type of 
historical narrative that downplayed the significance of the Islamic period in 
Turkish history (Türk Ocağı Türk Tarihi Tetkik Heyeti, 1931).

The anthropological perspective of the 1930s aimed to position Turkishness 
as the initiator of contemporary civilization, much like many European 
historians claimed about the Greeks at the beginning of the 19th century. This 
claim sought to rescue Turkishness from the Islamic narrative that portrayed 
Turks as ‘barbarians’ while in Central Asia, but it also repeated the habit of 
viewing oneself through the mirror of the West. This habit was a chronic feature 
of Ottoman-Turkish ﻿modernization, particularly among those in positions of 
power. When the relationship between nationalism and religion is also evaluated 
within this context, the practices of producing official identities in the 1930s had 
the opposite effect to what was intended, refining Turkishness while narrowing 
its scope. Of course, this was not the only perspective among the founding 
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cadres of the Republic. However, it has been a representative example in terms 
of the relationship between nationalism and religion. On the other hand, 
developments in the 1930s served as a source for the emergence of alternative 
forms of ﻿Turkish nationalism among intellectuals in the 1950s, exhibiting the 
characteristic of being a kind of legitimate first example that was both criticized 
and embraced within the concept of ‘﻿Kemalism’.  

The 1930s were not only a period of attempts to redefine ﻿Turkish nationalism 
through anthropological historical theses. Alternative definitions of nationalism, 
outside of the official discourse, also emerged. Religion continued to be the 
dominant factor in the emergence of these various definitions of nationalism. 
﻿Hüseyin Nihal Atsız was one of those who produced alternatives from outside 
Kemalist circles with a secular definition of nationalism. According to him, the 
period in question was one in which religion’s decisive influence on society had 
diminished, but nationalism was on the rise (Atsız, 1932a).

Although Atsız became known for the 1944 ﻿Racism–Turanism Trial, the 
1930s marked the beginning of his magazine publishing activities. He did 
not consider religion solely within the context of Islam; he examined the 
relationship between religion and civilization more broadly. In Atsız Mecmua, 
he argues that nationalism has replaced religion in civilization. Just as the Turks 
experienced changes in language and culture upon converting to Islam, they 
would also undergo certain changes upon embracing Western civilization. 
According to Atsız, these civilizational changes have an alienating effect. In 
this sense, Westernization represents a loss of ﻿national identity for Atsız (Atsız, 
1932b). This perspective sets Atsız apart from the modernist emphasis of official 
nationalism. He was concerned that the role of religion in ﻿national identity 
would diminish and be replaced by a Western-style understanding of modernity. 
Therefore, although Atsız agreed with the Kemalist circle on reducing the role 
of religion in ﻿national identity, he differed from them on the issue of achieving 
this through Western-style secularization.

This difference was also reflected in the polemics Atsız had with official 
authorities by the 1940s. Debates on communism and Nazism, along with 
the Second World War, driving intellectuals into ideological camps, made the 
political atmosphere of the 1940s quite tense and also had various effects on 
interpretations of ﻿Turkish nationalism. Accusing Sabahattin Ali, Pertev Naili 
Boratav, and Minister of National Education Hasan Ali Yücel of communism 
(Atsız, 1944), Atsız countered his opponents’ ‘humanist’ themes with a 
much more aggressive nationalism. As an alternative to the anthropological 
nationalism of the 1930s and the official humanist nationalism of the 1940s, 
Atsız represented a new form of ﻿Turkism, which understood secularism not 
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as positivist and worldly, but rather as a necessary condition for liberating 
﻿national identity from the constraints of religion and achieving cultural purity. 
For the Atsız perspective, the relationship between secularism and nationalism 
pointed more towards a pure Turkish myth, depicted in its most original form 
in pre-Islamic times and in the Turkistan region. In this respect, it concerned a 
discovery, the remembrance of that discovery, and its perpetuation. Alongside 
the secularism mobilized by Kemalist nationalism for future orientation and 
nation-building, Atsız possessed a secularism that looked towards the past and 
aimed to bring forth the pure essence. For Atsız, the secular perspective was a 
means, while for the official nationalism of the 1940s, it was an end.

4. The Oscillations of Traditional Turkish Nationalism 
Between Religiosity and Secularism

Although the term “traditional” is repeatedly used throughout this text, 
what is meant by traditional ﻿Turkish nationalism is orthodox-mainstream 
﻿Turkish nationalism. The reason for this emphasis is that modern ﻿Turkish 
nationalism, like other ideologies, contains different interpretations and even 
divisions within itself. As mentioned in the historical background described so 
far, the distinction between religiosity and secularism has existed in modern 
﻿Turkish nationalism since its inception. After diverging from official Kemalist 
nationalism in terms of ﻿Turanism, the ideological understanding that would 
later be conceptualized as ülkücülük incorporated references to culture and 
religion in its conception of the nation, bringing greater visibility to ﻿Turkish 
nationalism in both the political and intellectual spheres. This line, which 
began with the founding of the ﻿Nation Party (Millet Partisi [﻿MP]) in 1948 
and became fully established after the founding of the ﻿MHP in 1969, has 
represented the center of ﻿Turkish nationalism.

Before examining the fluctuations in political history and intellectual life, 
it is important to outline the perceptions of  Turkish nationalists regarding the 
relevant concepts. To clarify these concepts, Hocaoğlu examines the meanings 
of the words modern, contemporary, secular, and secularist, combining 
Western sources with Ottoman and Republican period sources. Referring to 
Western sources that equate ﻿modernization and secularization with Protestant 
secularization, Hocaoğlu further states that in Turkish sources—dictionaries 
in particular—secular is used as a synonym for asri, and that this is actually an 
Arabic-derived word that was first used to mean “a specific period of time” and 
later to mean “century.” However, over time, the word “asri” began to be used 
in the sense of “contemporary,” synonymous with modernity, referring to the 
current century (Hocaoğlu, 1995).
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During the development of modern ﻿Turkish nationalism, the religion-
secularism dichotomy manifested itself as described above, and in the early 
years of the republic—particularly in the 1930s—the Kemalist-Turancist divide 
began to emerge. The real differentiation, however, occurred in the 1960s 
with the emergence of the ülkücü (idealist) movement. Led by Türkeş, the 
nationalist-ülkücü movement rallied around Türkeş’s ﻿Nine Lights Doctrine 
while claiming to carry on the legacy of classical-traditional nationalist thinkers 
such as ﻿Ziya Gökalp and Yusuf Akçura. While continuing the tradition of 
the Millet Party in political life, they presented nationalism as an alternative, 
a third way. In doing so, they established as orthodox a traditional ﻿Turkish 
nationalism that emphasized religion and culture rather than classical modernist 
and ﻿secular nationalism, centering on Gökalp’s formulation of Turkification-
Islamization-Modernization. While preserving the importance and significance 
of pre-Islamic Turkish history, an understanding emerged that, unlike classical 
Kemalist nationalism, considered the imperial periods to be a distinguished 
part of Turkish history. Erol Güngör emerged as the most important figure of 
this understanding. During this period, Osman ﻿Turan’s work, The History of 
the Turkish Ideal of World Domination, and the concepts of Nizam-ı Alem and 
İlay-ı Kelimetullah concepts7, as well as Seyyid Ahmet Arvasi’s work Turkish 
Islamic Ideal and the influence of the columns written by ideological thinkers 
such as Galip Erdem from the 1950s onwards (Çelik, 2025).

Religious references strengthened not only among Turkish nationalist 
intellectuals but also in political discourse shaped by a similar synthesis. The 
slogans used by the ﻿MHP in the 1970s, such as “Faith and Morality First” and 
“A Nation Without Religion, a State Without Law, a Government Without the 
MHP. Is Impossible,” are clear examples of this. Similarly, the slogans “Even if 
our blood flows, victory belongs to Islam” and “Our call is for revival in Islam,” 
which were used on posters by the idealist (ülkücü) organizations of the period 
and were the most frequently used slogans at their meetings (Öznur, 1996), 
demonstrate this trend. When Necip Fazıl Kısakürek, one of the important 
figures of the Islamist tradition in Türkiye, participated in and spoke at the 
1979 party congress held before the September 12, 1980 military coup, this also 
indicated the continuity of the same political stance (Bölükbaşı, 2005).

The 1980s witnessed the closure of the ﻿MHP and the prosecution of its 
members following the military coup. It was only in the 1990s that the party 
was able to reestablish itself politically following the imprisonment period. 
During these years, the party adopted a more moderate political discourse while 

7	 The concept of Nizam-ı Alem, particularly used in reference to the era of empires, expresses the aims of 
Muslim Turks to bring order and civilization to the world, while İlay-ı Kelimetullah, with its religious 
reference, expresses the ideals of Turks to spread and establish the name of Allah.
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maintaining its classic ideological line. Some observers have claimed that during 
the February 28 process in Türkiye, the MHP and Türkeş aligned with the 
Kemalist line and broke away from their classic base. However, these claims are 
not accurate. The argument that the process leading up to February 28, 1997 
began with the secularism rally in 1994, where the leaders of the True Path Party 
(Doğru Yol Partisi [DYP]), the Social Democratic Populist Party (Sosyaldemokrat 
Halkçı Parti [SHP]), and the MHP spoke, is incorrect. First, after these rallies, 
the DYP formed a coalition in 1995 with the Welfare Party, which was a direct 
victim of February 28. Second, shortly after the February 28 decisions, MHP 
leader Türkeş passed away. The MHP has always maintained its classic line on 
the issue known as the headscarf issue and has adopted an understanding that 
is compatible with the general values of society rather than militant secularism 
(Çelik, 2024). The MHP continued this line in the 2000s, adopting a language 
that rejected both militant secularism and religious exploitation in its 2007 
election manifesto, during a period when similar debates continued around the 
theme of “Republic rallies” (﻿MHP, 2007).

Therefore, although modern ﻿Turkish nationalism has contained an 
oscillation between secularism and religiosity since its inception, the MHP line 
has consistently maintained an understanding of ﻿Turkish nationalism centered 
on religion, culture, and tradition.

5. Between Conceptualization and Practice: ﻿Secular 
Nationalism

Secular nationalism in the 21st century refers to an ideological 
understanding different from the secularism-religiosity oscillation in the 
historical process described so far. The term ﻿secular nationalism, which began 
to be used particularly in the second decade of the 21st century across various 
fields, especially social media, denotes an alternative form of nationalism that 
diverges from classical ﻿Turkish nationalism in many respects and embodies 
distinct characteristics. However, the ideological tradition at the core of ﻿Turkish 
nationalism in Türkiye is so strong that even those who define themselves as 
secular nationalists and claim to be the theorists of this concept have not been 
able to fully claim it as their own. There are also a significant number of people 
who define themselves as secular and nationalist and continue the traditional 
line of ﻿Turkish nationalism. Therefore, despite claims of distinctiveness, the 
defense of ﻿secular nationalism remains a debate within traditional nationalism. 
To examine this duality, this section will discuss the views of Bahadırhan 
Dinçaslan, who claims to be the theorist of ﻿secular nationalism, the ﻿Victory 
Party (﻿Zafer Partisi [ZP])’s ideological approach and current interpretation of 
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nationalism, and field research on the ideological orientations of young people 
in the 21st century.

One of the prominent figures in the conceptual spread and partial mass 
adoption of ﻿secular nationalism in 21st-century Türkiye is Bahadırhan Dinçaslan, 
who claims to address both theory and practice in his work titled ﻿Secular 
Nationalism. He has found resonance among young audiences, particularly 
through social media—though it should be noted that this resonance is limited 
compared to established nationalist institutions. With his 2023 work ﻿Secular 
Nationalism—inspired by the two-volume Theory and Practice of Turkish 
Nationalism in the 21st Century—Dinçaslan (2023) has sought to establish 
an alternative understanding of nationalism or, claiming it has already been 
established, to defend this understanding. Although the work emphasizes the 
“importance of scientific rigor and method” in many places, many aspects that 
succumb to populism are noticeable. Nevertheless, it is important to examine 
the work, because when ﻿secular nationalism is mentioned, this is the book and 
name that comes to mind, especially among young people. First, it is worth 
noting that Dinçaslan (2023) clearly states that religion is an issue that must 
be separated from nationalism, even comparing it to a “useless appendix” that 
must be cut out. Therefore, his view of the relationship between religion and 
nationalism is clear and straightforward. The key issues to examine are how 
﻿secular nationalism’s approach to nation, history, and culture both overlaps 
with and diverges from traditional nationalism. Dinçaslan generally focuses on 
concrete issues rather than explaining the nation solely in terms of concepts 
such as consciousness, awareness, and belonging. According to him (2023), 
membership is constructed, and science must determine who belongs and who 
does not. The text is infused with ﻿positivism, with numerous examples, and 
even the term “chemical reaction” stands out in the development of nations. 
The text argues that nationalism has existed throughout history, acting as a 
cement, and that the nation has been built in different periods and conditions, 
using different means. In other words, nationality constitutes the basis of the 
nation as a superordinate identity. One does not acquire nationality through 
books or mere sentiment; rather, it is tied to living or having lived within that 
nationality. Similarly, according to him, being Turkish is related to “having 
acquired Turkish ethno-symbols from the family environment.” However, it 
should be noted that Dinçaslan emphasizes “the belief that we come from this 
lineage” in his definition of ethnicity. Furthermore, Dinçaslan distinguishes 
between the concepts of nation (ulus) and nation (millet)8, defining nation 

8	 The English word “nation” has two equivalents in Turkish: “ulus” and “millet.” Dinçaslan distinguishes 
between the words ‘ulus’ and “millet” and defines them differently. However, in general, the difference 
between the two words in Türkiye is different from Dinçaslan's observation. This difference, which is a 
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according to Renan’s definition. Millet, on the other hand, is defined as “the 
identity of a community that consciously assumes and expresses the identity 
built upon the potential and ethno-symbols of a nation.” In light of these 
definitions, according to Dinçaslan’s own words, although there are different 
nations and a common ethnicity in Türkiye and the Turkic world at present, 
“a Turkish nation is not consciously expressed in the mind of society” (2023). 
Although the relevant concepts are a separate and comprehensive subject of 
academic research, the key point is that Dinçaslan takes a materialist approach, 
concretizing these concepts rather than treating them abstractly. He attempts to 
explain the nation through lived cultural practices rather than consciousness. 
However, in doing so, an ambiguous distinction is made between ulus and 
millet; the emphasis on consciousness is repeated when defining the millet; 
and when defining ethnicity, the “belief ” in a common origin is mentioned. 
Consequently, a conceptual confusion emerges, caught between belief-
consciousness-culture/lifestyle and concrete history. Although these concepts 
are already controversial notions from the perspective of social sciences, his 
claim to address them scientifically remains unfulfilled in the text. Given 
that the traditional Turkish nationalist approach is based on the belief and 
consciousness of belonging, it can be said that ﻿secular nationalism attempts 
to concretize this. However, this effort cannot be achieved by completely 
disregarding expressions of belief and consciousness.

One of the striking aspects of Dinçaslan’s text is that he sometimes uses 
explicitly exclusionary and derogatory expressions in relation to other peoples. 
For example, Dinçaslan (2023) describes the Arab geography as “existing 
and unpleasant” in the context of religion as a means of identity formation. 
This diverges from the spirit of traditional ﻿Turkish nationalism**, though 
there are exceptions in traditional nationalism’s history. Consequently, while 
﻿secular nationalism cannot be said to be inherently exclusionary, Dinçaslan’s 
understanding of nationalism does not shy away from exclusion, and 
interpretations of nationalism not based on a sense of belonging generally 
develop in this manner.

When examined in terms of nationalism theories, Dinçaslan’s approach is 
close to the sociobiological approach. Dinçaslan argues that human biology 
influences culture and that the genetic codes of societies are decisive in this 
regard. According to him, sociobiology influences social life, particularly culture, 
while genes also play an important role in dividing human communities into 

separate academic research topic, can be roughly explained as follows. Ulus can be defined more as a modern 
reality. It is close to the Kemalist understanding of nationalism. Millet, on the other hand, is more of a 
concept based on religion, culture, and tradition. The same distinction also exists in the ulusalcı-nationalist 
(milliyetçi) distinction explained above.
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ethnicities and nations. Genes are influential in the formation of ethnological 
identities—though Dinçaslan states that culture is more influential than 
genetics—and in the formation of phenotypes, which also reinforce unity. 
Ultimately, Dinçaslan (2023) places kinship ties and genetics at the center 
of identity formation and emphasizes the functionality of sociobiology. It is 
clear that modern ﻿Turkish nationalism does not have a single approach to the 
historical process of the nation and nationalism. While there are theorists who 
approach modernist theories with an emphasis on national construction but also 
emphasize the existence of Turkish identity in ancient Turkish history, there are 
also thinkers who directly advocate primordialism. Similarly, the emphasis on 
ethnicity in the formation of national character is not a novel thesis. Therefore, 
Dinçaslan’s approach is not clearly distinctive. Nevertheless, it can be said that 
the majority of Turkish nationalists who emphasize religion, culture, and history 
are closer to an ethno-symbolist approach (Çelik, 2018).

One of the most striking points where Dinçaslan emphasizes genes and 
perhaps diverges from traditional ﻿Turkish nationalism is his approach to the 
concept of ﻿homeland. According to him, the concept of ﻿homeland is not merely 
a cultural concept, but an instinctive state based on distinct traits embedded in 
human genetics. He attempts to explain ﻿homeland loyalty through a cost-benefit 
framework based on the theories he cites. He approaches the nation in the same 
way, focusing on its functionality for the survival of communities. He (2023) 
emphasizes that nationalism aims to secure and preserve the beneficial state of 
being a nation and pursues this benefit. In this way, he argues that nationalism 
can be approached on a scientific and rational basis. This is an approach that 
fully instrumentalizes loyalty to the ﻿homeland, belonging to the nation, and 
even nationalism itself. However, as Smith also states (2002), it is not possible 
to explain the nation or nationalism through pragmatism or opportunism, as 
nothing is more valuable than human life. Rather than debating whether the 
things people are willing to die for are inventions or constructions, arguing 
that people are attached to these concepts merely because they believe them to 
be functional is a forced interpretation that fails to account for the depth of 
national sentiment.

One of the main agenda items of ﻿secular nationalism in 21st-century 
Türkiye is opposition to immigration and immigrants. Dinçaslan (2023) also 
defines foreign migration as “the greatest nation-destroying phenomenon,” even 
comparing the wave of illegal immigrants coming to Türkiye to a migration 
that triggered the Bronze Age collapse, one of the greatest collapses in history.

The ﻿ZP opposed the wave of migration from Syria to Türkiye following 
the 2011 Syrian civil war and regarded it as both a national threat and part of 
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a planned demographic change strategy. The party has built its political stance 
almost entirely on this understanding, leading the way for young nationalist 
groups that can be described as secular nationalists. According to the party’s 
chairman, Ümit Özdağ (2020), this threat, which he defines as strategic 
migration engineering, must be at the top of the political agenda of Turkish 
nationalists. Moreover, Özdağ claims that anyone who does not take a political 
stance on migration cannot call themselves a Turkish nationalist. He argues 
that anyone who does not take an “active and effective stance” on the return 
of Syrian refugees to their country cannot be a Turkish nationalist. According 
to Yaşlı (2023), Özdağ’s use of the concept of strategic migration engineering 
resembled theories such as the Great Replacement and Eurabia that were 
becoming prominent in Europe in the 21st century. The Great Replacement 
theory is a theory proposed by French academic Renaud Camus in 2011, based 
on the claim that the white-Christian-European population is being replaced 
by others and that attempts are being made to change Europe’s demographic 
structure. Eurabia, on the other hand, was a theory proposed by British author 
Bat Ye’or, based on the claim that Muslims are changing Europe’s demographic 
structure through migration and high birth rates in order to expand the lands 
of the caliphate (Miller-Idriss, 2023). However, Özdağ’s strategic migration 
engineering approach is not entirely similar to these theories. They share a 
common concern that migrants will change the existing demographic structure, 
but the comparison breaks down when examining the specific policy proposals 
and their severity. The main methodological similarity between Özdağ and the 
European far right is the parallel between the “Anatolian Fortress Project” put 
forward by the ﻿ZP and the “Fortress Europe” discourse frequently voiced in 
Europe after 2011. The Anatolian Fortress Project, launched by the ﻿ZP in 2022, 
aims to prevent migration at its source and protect Anatolia against waves of 
migration, which the party defines as a covert invasion. The nearly identical 
Fortress Europe rhetoric historically refers to Nazi Germany in Europe, but 
with the migration movements of 2011, it has also become a manifestation 
of anti-immigrant rhetoric in Europe. Scholars have examined these policies 
(Jünemann et al., 2017; Widom, 2022), analyzing efforts to protect Europe 
from migration. While this alone is not sufficient to equate Özdağ and the 
﻿ZP with the European far right, it demonstrates the strength of the party’s 
commonalities with its European counterparts on the issue of migration, even 
down to the name of the project. This anti-immigration stance represents one 
of the defining characteristics of ﻿secular nationalism. In other words, it can be 
said that ﻿secular nationalism has been linked to anti-immigration sentiment 
since the second decade of the 21st century and has taken on an identity closer 
to the European far right.
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Some define Ümit Özdağ and the ﻿ZP’s ideology as ﻿secular nationalism, 
but argue that ﻿secular nationalism itself has factions and that Özdağ and the 
﻿ZP’s ideology is a form of neo-Anatolianism. According to Şendal (2024), 
﻿secular nationalism, while diverging from Turkish-Islamic idealism through 
the abstraction of religious identity, also contains a separate approach based 
more on a territorial understanding of nationalism. It is an approach that 
emphasizes patriotism rather than idealism. The “Borders are Sacred”9 debates 
in the first quarter of 2024 also fueled this territorial nationalism. The waves 
of migrants heading to Türkiye have shifted the focus of ﻿secular nationalism 
from the narrative of ethnic superiority to concerns about the deterioration 
of the demographic and sociological structure. This has given rise to Neo-
Anatolianism, a nationalist ideology centered on border security and distanced 
from pan-Turkist tendencies. According to Şendal, Ümit Özdağ and the ﻿ZP 
represent a shared position within the secular, Atatürkist, and nationalist camps. 
This position focuses on the problems of Turkish citizens—primarily those 
stemming from migration—rather than on “Central Asian ﻿Turkism, a defense 
of Gökbörücü fundamentalism, or the issue of the Uyghur Turks.”

Setting aside Şendal’s main argument, it is unclear what Şendal means by the 
Gökbörücü fundamentalism he mentions in his article. Furthermore, Özdağ’s 
actual engagement with Uyghur Turkish issues remains contested. Projects such 
as the Anatolian Fortress Project and approaches that equate the slogan “Borders 
are Sacred” with the migrant issue naturally give rise to interpretations such 
as neo-Anatolianism. However, rather than viewing Şendal’s interpretation as 
neo-Anatolianism, it is more productive to examine where ﻿secular nationalism 
(or ulusalcılık) and Kemalist nationalism intersect. In other words, Özdağ 
and the ﻿ZP’s understanding, which focuses on Türkiye’s national borders, can 
be seen as a new interpretation of Kemalist nationalism that also embraces 
﻿Turanism rhetorically, rather than as neo-Anatolianism. In both cases, this 
secular nationalist approach is an interpretation of a historical ideology in the 
21st century. Therefore, it represents a reinterpretation of existing nationalist 
traditions rather than an entirely new form of nationalism.

Numerous field studies conducted in the 21st century (KONDA & Hisar 
Okulları İTAM, 2024; Çağlar & Çağlar, 2022; Çağlar & Çağlar, 2023) claim 
that the generation or generations that grew up with the internet and are 
heavily influenced by social media in Türkiye are more secular, modernist, 
and Atatürkist. These characteristics are particularly pronounced among youth 

9	 “Borders are sacred” is a slogan and concept frequently seen in Türkiye, particularly within the Turkish 
Armed Forces. In 2021, banners bearing this phrase were hung in some locations in Istanbul. Similarly, 
banners reading “I don't want refugees in my country” were also hung. This phrase, which is synonymous 
with the Turkish Armed Forces, has been used to protest illegal migrant crossings.
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on social media. Secular nationalism, which is the subject of this text, is also 
particularly linked to ﻿Kemalism and is shifting away from traditional nationalism 
towards an approach that combines the secularism and modernity trends seen 
in these field studies of youth with “Atatürk nationalism.” One of the most 
important examples of this is the direct reference to this expression as “﻿Turkish 
nationalism in line with Atatürk” in the ﻿ZP’s program ( ﻿Zafer Partisi, 2021)—a 
party formed by defectors from the ﻿İYİ Parti, itself formed by defectors from the 
MHP. Furthermore, Bahadırhan Dinçaslan, one of the important advocates of 
﻿secular nationalism, especially on social media, is a member of the ﻿İYİ Parti. The 
political discourse of the ﻿İYİ Parti also overlaps more with Kemalist nationalism, 
but this requires separate discourse and content analysis beyond the scope of this 
text. However, ﻿secular nationalism -understood as the modernist and Kemalist 
form of nationalism- is not represented by a single party. Although the ﻿ZP and, 
to a lesser extent, the ﻿İYİ Parti appear to be its advocates, the political preferences 
of groups that define themselves as secular, nationalist, and Atatürkist are not 
concentrated in a single party.

6. Conclusion

İskender Öksüz, an important figure for young people who claim to be 
secular nationalists, describes the term “﻿secular nationalism” as “like saying wet 
rain.” Historically, nationalism has been a secular ideology. Here, secularism 
means worldliness. According to him, nationalism is synonymous with secular 
governance based on popular sovereignty rather than clerical or aristocratic rule. 
Therefore, nationalism, which also stems from the will of the people, is secular 
in nature, as exemplified by the French Revolution. However, Öksüz notes that 
this secularism should not turn into hostility towards religion. He makes this 
clarification because Islam is one of the most important parts of Turkish culture. 
According to him, ﻿secular nationalism has spread among young people due to 
“anger towards religious fanatics who want to control everything, including 
religion and the state.” In the same text, Öksüz also states that this anger is 
directed at those who “perceive ﻿Turkish nationalism as a sect (tariqa), or even 
try to link it to a sect (tariqa)” (Öksüz, 2022). Although Öksüz displays more 
primordialist and sociobiological tendencies in his other writings, the profile of 
nationalism he draws here is based on a modernist paradigm. This represents 
a departure from the traditional Turkish nationalist approach. This approach 
is close to the Kemalist-ulusalcı perception and understanding of nationalism. 
When Öksüz mentions those who attempt to link ﻿Turkism to a religious order, he 
likely refers to developments within the traditional nationalist vein, particularly 
the rise of Islamic discourse in the 1970s and the divisions of the 1990s. From a 
historical perspective, one should distinguish between traditional nationalism’s 
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emphasis on religion and its actual links to religious orders (tariqa). ﻿Turkish 
nationalism is based on an independent ideological foundation. Generalizing 
from periodic or individual trends in Turkish political life is methodologically 
problematic. Although Öksüz’s observations regarding the possible causes of 
the rise of ﻿secular nationalism are not based on scientific research, they are 
insightful. The field research cited in this text suggests that secularism has gained 
prominence as a value in Turkish society, partly in response to efforts by certain 
political and social authorities to increase religiosity. Therefore, the conceptual 
rise of ﻿secular nationalism is fundamentally a reaction to the increased visibility 
of social religiosity following the ﻿AK Parti’s rise to power in 2002.

Perhaps the most important finding is that in Türkiye, fewer people define 
themselves as “secular nationalists” than identify separately as both secular and 
nationalist. In other words, secularism, modernity, ﻿Kemalism, and associated 
forms of nationalism are on the rise in Türkiye, as demonstrated by field research 
discussed in the text. However, support for an integrated secular nationalist 
understanding remains quite limited. Furthermore, these groups, the majority of 
whom are young, are not homogeneous in terms of political preferences. There 
is no substantial grassroots organization or formal association. Therefore, ﻿secular 
nationalism remains more of a “discourse” that political debate has elevated and 
strengthened, rather than a fully developed and powerful alternative.

Another important conclusion is that Dinçaslan’s understanding does not 
represent all secular nationalists. Dinçaslan states that irrational and unscientific 
forms of nationalism should be seen as “hostile currents that wastefully squander 
the material of the national, even to the point of harm.” According to him, while 
nationalism is a material, the nation is also a useful tool. Nationalisms that do 
not carry this materialism should be excluded (2023). However, secularizing 
nationalism without materializing it is also an option. Field research indicates 
that there are also those who view nationalism as a product of various bonds or 
connections rather than as a rational element. Those who hold this view are also 
likely to be secular. In other words, those who embrace nationalism through 
non-religious spiritual sentiments differ from Dinçaslan’s approach, and this 
prevents ﻿secular nationalism from becoming a unified movement.

Therefore, although 21st-century debates on ﻿secular nationalism represent 
a new conceptualization effort, ﻿secular nationalism itself has historical roots, 
a counterpart in current politics, and even numerous and broad intersections 
within various nationalist groups. For this reason, it is incorrect to characterize 
﻿secular nationalism as a conceptual alternative to traditional nationalism. The 
conceptualization claiming to be an alternative belongs to Dinçaslan. However, 
it must be reiterated that the approach of combining secularism and nationalism 
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is not unique to him and has always existed as an approach and voice within 
traditional nationalism. Perhaps what is new is the complete embrace and 
explicit articulation of secularism, but even then, there is insufficient evidence 
to support such an ambitious conceptualization as ﻿secular nationalism. In fact, 
Yaşlı’s (2023) observation on this matter is accurate. Dinçaslan attempted to 
theorize a libertarian, individualistic, democratic, free-market nationalism in 
his work and sees secularism as one of the characteristics of this nationalism. 
However, the work lacks concrete proposals that are substantial enough to be 
taken seriously.

Dinçaslan, the ﻿ZP, or the new young demographic observed in public 
opinion surveys—which of these can be defined as secular nationalist? Is it all 
of them, or none? This study argues that all of them can be, to varying degrees. 
Therefore, none of them holds an exclusive claim on this identity.
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