
Obama in Istanbul: Test for the West

April 6 2009, ISTANBUL - "If we can show that a big Muslim nation can modernize itself with the 
help of friends," former German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer has argued on behalf of Turkey's 
admission to the European Union, "it demonstrates that a strong civil society, equal rights for men 
and women, the rule of law, an independent judiciary, a modern administration and modern 
economy are not in contradiction to Islam. This would be the most powerful message against the 
jihadists and terrorists."
That is certainly President Barack Obama's hope when he attends the UN "Alliance for 
Civilizations" gathering in Istanbul this week after a pointed visit in Ankara to the grave of Ataturk, 
modern Turkey's secular saint and founder. The meeting is of particular importance because 
Mohamed Khatami, the reformist former president of Iran is a key member of the group, as is 
Federico Mayor, the former secretary general of UNESCO who, long before 9/11, extolled the 
tolerant virtues of "La Convivencia" -- the peaceful coexistence of Muslims, Jews and Christians in 
Andalusian Spain from 711-1492.
Whether Obama's hope is justified is indeed the great test for the West in relations with the Muslim 
world.
Millions of secular Turks who have marched in the streets in the past couple of years worry that the 
rise of the Islamic-rooted Justice and Development Party (AKP) to power amounts to "the state 
being taken over from within" by Islamists who aim to slowly corrode secular rule with a long 
march through the institutions. In their eyes, it might begin with banning billboards in Istanbul that 
display women in bikinis or separating boys and girls at the public swimming pool, advance to 
criminalizing adultery or banning alcohol and one day lead to the establishment of a full-fledged 
21st century caliphate.
As always, the nexus of the clash between the West and Islam is the role of women. The Turkish 
sociologist Nilufer Golë has put her finger somewhat provocatively on precisely what secularists 
fear might be taken away, but also on what Muslim women are gaining.
"In contrast with the West," she has written, "where the public sphere was first formed by the 
bourgeoisie and excluded the working class and women, in the Muslim context of modernity 
women have been the makers of public space. In the Muslim context, the existence of democratic 
public space depends on the social encounter between the sexes and on the eroticization of the 
public sphere."
The wearing of the headscarf in universities -- which the AKP has now allowed -- is the flash point 
of the conflict. To be sure, the headscarf issue signals changing private and public distinctions 
through the re-entry of religion into the public arena of modern Turkey. But since headscarf 
proponents argue that it will enhance the opportunities of women in higher education, it also serves 
as a critique of the idea that only secularism equals modernity.
"Women proponents of the headscarf distance themselves from secular models of feminist 
emancipation," Gole argues, "but they also seek autonomy from male interpretations of Islamic 
precepts. They want access to secular education so they can follow new paths in life that don't 
conform to traditional gender roles, yet they also seek to fashion a new pious self. They are 
searching for ways to become Muslim and modern at the same time, transforming both."
In short, the established meaning of Islamic veiling is undergoing a radical transformation -- from a 
symbol of Muslim female submission and seclusion in the private sphere to a badge of public, 
assertive Muslim womanhood. For Gole, this sign of stigma and inferiority is in the process of 
being inverted into a sign of empowerment and prestige.
For his part, Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the country's chief Muslim modernizer, denies 
any hidden agenda to overturn secularism. "First of all, a party cannot be Muslim or not Muslim," 
Erdogan told me in Davos shortly after he first came to power. "A party is an institution. Individuals 
can be Muslim, Christian or atheist. It is personal.



"Personally, I am a human being who tries to be religious. But my party is not based on any 
religion. Our identity is that of a conservative democratic political party. We will never have a 
religious identity. This is a founding principle of our party: We are neither Islamic, nor Islamist.
"Our religion, Islam, is infallible. But political parties and their leaders are not--they make mistakes. 
So, we have to separate the two."
Turkey's most famous writer, Nobel laureate Orhan Pamuk, brings a novelist's subtlety to the 
debate. " Turkey is a country of two souls," he told me just after his novel,Snow, was published in 
2005. "There have been so many authoritarian politicians over the years trying to impose one soul 
on Turkey, one way of life or mode of being. Some wanted to impose Western secularism by 
military means; some wanted Turkey to be eternally traditional and Islamic. This approach 
destroyed democracy in Turkey. It was responsible for all the coups." Let's recognize, pleads 
Pamuk, "that to have two souls is a good thing. That is the way people really are. These souls are 
continually in dialogue with each other, sparring with each other and changing each other. To have 
democracy is precisely to have dialogue between these two souls."
In order to look forward, Pamuk looks back. "This idea of incompatibility of Islam with modernity 
is an argument that adopts the fundamentalist logic. Liberals, democrats or Western thinkers should 
stop making general, vulgar and essentialist observations on Islam every time they come up with 
some new problem, most of which is partly their making, too. The whole history of Islam under the 
Ottoman Empire was a synthesis of the Book and what was happening in history, in the world. 
Islam is not a pure thing that exists out there in a vacuum.
"Look at what has happened already in Turkey. We once had an Islamic fundamentalist party which 
has now converted into a more or less Western-style party whose historic mission is to take Turkey 
into Europe, and it is backed by the people! This approach is sober and compelling to most Turks 
today."
As if to prove Pamuk right, the year I saw Prime Minister Ergodan in Davos he hosted a party for 
whom the guest of honor was Miss World, who was Turkish. She whirled around triumphantly with 
evident patriotism in her tiara--hair, arms and shoulders uncovered. Erdogan's wife stood by his 
side, covered with a headscarf. The great irony was that the Miss World contest that year had to be 
moved to London from Nigeria, where radical Islamists forced it to shut down in an episode the 
Nigerian writer Wole Soyinka memorably referred to as a competition between "beauty and the 
beast."
But it is precisely such a "union" of civilizations as the one witnessed in Davos that may dash hopes 
about the importance of a modernized Turkey as a moderating influence on anti-Western jihadists. 
"Since Kemal Ataturk, the Turks have believed they could become a modern state like the 
Europeans if they became secular and separated religion and state," Mohamad Mahathir told me 
when he was still prime minister of Malaysia. "This strategy is not convincing to Muslims, who, 
after all, are believers. If you say that modernization means secularization, then it will be rejected in 
the Islamic world."
Surely the new Obama administration has assigned such pivotal importance to Turkey because it is 
the great experiment in the world today of both non-Western and post-secular modernity. Can it 
replace the authoritarian modernity imposed by Kemal Ataturk and European-oriented elites with a 
bottom-up modernization led by a democratically elected regime of Central Asian-Islamic lineage?
Zeynep Karahan Uslu, a vice chairman of the ruling AKP, agrees that Ataturk's project has 
successfully facilitated material progress and created a Turkish identity. But, "it also entailed a 
scientific-based positivistic understanding of the world, thus promoting a non-religious Western 
type of society as the precondition for progress." This created a split between the central elites, who 
are secular, and the public in the Antatolian periphery, who are devout Muslims. Now, the religious 
masses are trying to remake modernity in their own image.
As Obama recognizes, how this experiment works out, and the impact it has on the rest of the 
Muslim world, if any, is of profound importance to the West. God willing, secularism will survive 
democracy in Turkey and Muslims elsewhere will realize the value of both.
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