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Abstract

The Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi (the Justice and Development
Party, JDP) was established under the leadership of Recep Tayip
Erdogan on 14 August 2002. The party enjoyed great success in
3 November 2002 elections, obtaining 34.2 per cent of the vote.
In the elections of 22 July 2007, the JDP won 46.6% of the
popular vote and was allocated 341 seats. The JDP was rooted in
the Islamic movement called Milli Goriis (National Outlook),
however, after the foundation of the party, the JDP defined itself
as a 'conservative democratic party,)’ not an Islamic one.
According to the party program, the JDP supports a market
economy, indicates foreign capital as the motor of economic
growth, aims for Turkey to become a full member of the EU and
guarantees secularism.! The JDP also adopted a different stance
on the Kurdish question. Than the Kemalist Turkish State
Discourse historically excluded Kurdish identity and mainly
approached the issue as “there is no Kurdish question, but
merely terrorism”. However, the JDP reconsidered the Kurdish
question as an issue of the recognition of ethnic identity which is
strongly related to the improvement of human rights and
democracy in Turkey.
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Justice and Development Party, Kemalism, Islamism, discourse
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1. Introduction

The Turkish Republic was founded by the Kemalist
discourse, which claimed to be a modern and homogenous
nation state that aimed to ensure that Turkish was the only
framework for social identification. In this respect, the Kemalist
hegemony was embodied in different key institutions in Turkey.
Firstly, the Kemalist discourse was institutionalized in the
Turkish constitution and the legal system, then in the military
and finally in bureaucracy. Therefore, Kemalism became an
institutionalized horizon that turned into a defining framework
of the Turkish political field. In other words, counter identities
were not able to represent themselves in the political field unless
they articulated themselves with Kemalism. This gave no chance
to the Kurdish subjectivity to represent Kurdish linguistic or
ethnical differences or to address issues relating to Kurdish
cultural or social rights. Therefore the Turkish State Discourse
(TSD) described the Kurdish Question without mentioning



“Kurdishness”. For instance, In early Republic period, the
Kurdish Question as an issue of banditry, tribalism and Sheiks ;
the multi party era started in 1940s and the period until early
1980s, the Kurdish Question as regional backwardness.?
Related the current perception of the question TSD associated
the Kurdish political struggle with terrorism relied on the war
between the Kurdistan Worker’s Party ( PKK ) and the Turkish
Armed Forces. However, In the course of the accession process
to the European Union (EU) the Kurdish question has managed
to identify itself with democracy and has gained the support of
the EU as an inevitable component of democratisation in
Turkey.

At this point, the significance of the JDP’s discourse on
the Kurdish question, for is to show how Islamic subjectivity
(represented by JDP) created equivalence with the Kurdish
political Struggle against to the Kemalist State through using
signifier democracy. The JDP uses a discourse promising liberal
democracy which identifies the nation with ethnic particularities
rather than homogeneity. By making the Kurdish question an
issue of satisfying ethnic rights in Turkey, the JDP is able to
associate Kurdish identity with the JDP’s aim of the construction
of democracy by applying liberal democracy (as an alternative
to the Kemalist order). Therefore, this paper suggests that we
should consider the JDP’s discursive strategy through the
antagonistic interaction between Islamism and the Kemalist
establishment. Therefore, this chapter analyses how Islam
historically excluded from Turkish State Discourse (TSD) and
how Islamic subjectivity managed to rise and challenge the
Kemalist hegemony. Furthermore, it is crucial to briefly explain
the JDP leaders’ background in the Milli Goriis movement and
also how the Milli Goriis approached the Kurdish Question.
Hence, it will be possible to identify the changing discourse of
Islamism with JDP and how the party articulates itself with
Kemalist modernism by adopting a western oriented democracy
and economy. Therefore, we will able to understand that the JDP
not only reconceptualized the Kurdish Question as issue of



ethnic identity but also managed to show the limits of
Kemalism.

2. Creating Modern Turkish identity and exclusion of
Islam

In the early 1920s, the new Kemalist order aimed at a
collective mobilization precipitated by an intense modernization
process to introduce a new westernized State with a modern
outlook. In this sense, Kemalism articulated the new order as
the opposition of the Ottoman system through exclusion of the
religious and heterogeneous symbols and values. In contrast to
the modern and homogenous Turkish State, the Ottoman Empire
was based on a heterogeneous social structure called the millet
system, regarding the diversity of the nation around the notion
of religion by supporting the main stream religious branches
within the communities.’

The modernization process of the Kemalist regime was
based on two main principles: secularization and nationalization
of the society and state. To this extent, initially, the Kemalist
discourse proposed a unified and modern homogeneous nation
excluding all symbols and concepts of the heterogeneous and
religious Ottoman identity. On one hand nationalization of the
State aimed to dissolve the heterogeneity of the ethnic
composition of the Ottoman order. On the other hand, for
Kemalists, the secularization meant the elimination of religious
concepts and symbols representing the Ottoman Order were
crucial to construct a secular and modern state.

3. The rise of Islamism in Turkey

31 Reconsideration of Islam as apart of Turkishness
Although Islam was excluded form Turkish State
Discourse by Kemalism, it was always a signifier that used to
represent the traditional and religious masses living in Anatolia.
Historically, center right parties such as Demokrat Parti (the
Democrat Party, DP) and Adalet Partisi (the Justice Party, JP )



employed Islam to mobilize the masses while they also
associated it with Kemalist modernism.* Concerning experience
of political Islam in Turkey, the first pro-Islamic parties were
established by Necmettin Erbakan during 1970s.”

However, the main practice that pioneered the rise of
Islamism was the 1980 military coup and following three years
military regime. The military coup aimed to undermine the
multiple forms of antagonism (mainly between Leftist and
Rightists) and reconstruct an authoritarian order based on
Kemalism.® To this extent, the regime emphasized to re-create
social and political stability which constituted ‘national unity’.
In order to reach the national unity the military’s perspective
supported nationalism and Islamism that reconsidered Islam as
one of the main elements of Turkish identity.” This perception
allowed the rise of Islam through the 1980s and in the 1980s
Erbakan established a new political party; Refah Partisi (the
Welfare Party, WP) The WP developed a discourse of Muslim
unity against western imperialism.

The WP also perceived the Kurdish question as a
subject of “Muslim brotherliness”. ® In this respect, the party
was opposed to the War between Turkish Armed Forces and the
PKK since an independent Kurdish state was not compatible
with the Islamist desire of uniting the whole Muslim world.
However, the WP 's publicly expressive Islamic discourse raised
the tension between Kemalist secularism and Islamism. And the
party was closed down by the Turkish Constitutional Court in
1997 due to violating secularism.” After the Welfare Party was
closed down by court order, and its leader Erbakan was banned
from politics, presently, two new parties Saadet Partisi (the
Felicity Party, FP ) and Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi (the Justice
and Development Party, JDP ) began to represent the Islamic
movement. In this sense, the conservatives that adopted the
same principles as the WP chose to join the FP while the
reformists chose to side with the JDP."

3.2 The JDP in the Power



The JDP was established in 2001, under the pressure of
the secularist challenge to pro- Islamist political parties.
However, the JDP was aware of the antagonistic relationship
between Kemalist secularism and the WP and did not want to
pose a direct challenge to the Kemalist regime again, which
could potentially cause a radical exclusion of the party.
Although the JDP leaders entered politics through Erbakan’s
pro-Islamic Milli Gériis Movement, they constantly denied any
connection with Erbakan’s Islamic agenda. In the JDP’s official
statements, senior members of the party emphasized that the
JDP was not Islamist or even an Islamic. In contrast the party
revealed as a western orientated liberal party that aimed at the
European Union membership. In this respect, Erdogan claimed
that they were ‘conservative democrats’."

‘Reform’, ‘transition’, ‘democracy’, ‘pluralism’ and
‘conservatism’ structured the ideology of the JDP. The JDP’s
first victory in the election (in 2002) was perceived as a big
challenge to secularism and seen as a threat to Kemalist
Republic by the secularists. In this respect, the Kemalist
intellectuals, and political parties such as the Cumuhuriyet Halk
Partisi (the Republican People Party, RPP ) and Demokratik Sol
Parti  (the Democratic Left Party, DLP ) that were mostly
associated with Kemalism did not hesitate to raise their concerns
that the JDP might have a secret Islamic agenda."

In opposition to the JDP’s discourse of democracy, the
Kemalist regime attempted to operate its democratic tradition
using the signifier of secularism.'® The reaction of Kemalism to
counter Kurdish and Islamic identities was reducing social
diversity and rearticulating the Kemalist hegemony through
emphasizing national unity and secularism. At the same time,
the JDP rearticulated Islamic discourse with pluralism and
democracy while the party tried to balance the tension between
Islamism and the Kemalist establishment. Never the less, the
JDP’s pluralist democratic discourse made it possible to see the
limits of the Kemalist hegemonic state discourse.



4. The JDP and the Kurdish Question
4.1 Kurdish question as the subject of human rights and
democracy

According to Yavuz and Ozcan, the JDP’s approach to
the Kurdish Question was based on ‘the Muslim brotherhood”."*
The sharing of a ‘Muslim identity’ between Kurds and Turks
was a productive factor in the JDP’s discursive strategy on the
Kurdish question, however religious identity does not form the
basis of the JDP’s strategy for dealing with the Kurdish
question." First of all, the JDP’s discourse defined Kurds as not
based on the religion but ethnicity and represented them as a
different ethnic group. Since the founding of the JDP, the
rhetoric of the party leaders referred to the Kurdish question as a
subject of consolidation of democracy in Turkey. Furthermore,
the policies designed to satisfy the Kurdish demands occurred in
a reformist manner consulting democracy and human rights
practices through the EU’s requests. In this respect, the Kurdish
struggle allowed the JDP to show that the Kemalist
establishment was not capable of sustaining democratic
pluralism which could represent democratic differences. In other
words, the JDP redefined Kurdish identity as an ethnic and
democratic identity thus became able to show and challenge the
limits of Kemalist discourse.

Secondly, the JDP’s discursive strategy weakened
the Kemalist symbolization of the Kurdish question. In the
1990s, the clash between the Kurdistan Worker’s Party ( PKK )
and the Turkish Armed Forces dominated the Kurdish question
in the Turkish State Discourse and thus any attempt to grant
more cultural and political rights to Kurds were strongly
opposed on the grounds that this threatened the territorial and
national integrity of the country.'® As Kiris¢i emphasized, in the
1990s, there was no free discussion of the Kurdish question,
anybody calling for a political solution to the Kurdish question
ran the risk of punishment for making ‘separatist propaganda’."”

The Kemalist order created political frontiers through
emphasizing the antagonism of friend versus enemy, or the



Kurdish identity versus the Turkish identity. Meanwhile, there
was also the systematic resistance against the Kurds in the
national elections in addition to the PKK’s intense Kurdish
nationalism.” In The 2007 election, the Democratik Toplum
Partisi (Democratic Society Party, DSP), a pro-Kurdish party,
won seats in Parliament. After the many years of closing down
pro- Kurdish parties, blaming support for the PKK and
threatening Turkey’s unity, the DSP succeeded in becoming the
first Kurdish party to gain a strong presence in Parliament.
However, the party managed this by running its candidates as
independents in order to circumstance the 10-percent limit that a
party would need to achieve in order to actually win seats.

In this context, the JDP sustained their aim of
pluralisation and democratization of the society by implemented
EU reforms and thus was able to reinterpret the Kurdish
question as the subject of human rights and democracy. The
JDP government passed five major political reform packages in
2003 and one in May 2004, introducing changes to different
areas of legislation. The fourth and fifth reform packages
included reforms expanding freedom to use Kurdish in
broadcasting and election campaign periods In 2005, Erdogan
made a significant speech relating the Kurdish question in
Diyarbakir, which is the symbolic capital for Kurds.

The state had made mistakes in the past in its relation
with the Kurds...[T]he Kurdish problem is everyone’s
problem and mine in particular... all problems would
resolved with more democracy, more civil rights and
more prosperity."’

Erdogan’s speech was historical in terms of being the
first Turkish Prime Minister to admit that the state had made
mistakes in the past. In other words, this speech indicates the
JDP’s attempt to redress the Kurdish Question in the Turkish
State Discourse as a democratic institutionalization process by
promoting Kurdish rights. To this extent, in 2005, Erdogan
offered a new definition for the Turkish identity that aligned him



against the Kemalist establishment. He declared that ‘Turkish
identity” was a supra-identity for both the Kurds and Turks.’*
Once again, Erdogan highlighted the Ilimits of Kemalist
discourse constituted by its hegemony into the national identity.
This new identification of Turkishness proposed by Erdogan
was antagonistic with Kemalist discourse since it was based on
the heterogeneous structure of Turkey. However, the Kemalist
reaction to Erdogan was quick. Soon after Erdogan’s suggestion
for a new identification for the people living in Turkey, General
Ilker Basbug made a statement emphasized the “unitary state
structure”.

Those who live on Turkish territory and are bound to
each other through ties of common aims are defined as
the Turkish nation in a unitary state structure. *!

Furthermore the issue that dominated the 2005 the
National Security Council meeting was the debate over primary
and sub-identity which was started by Erdogan a short before
the report stated:

Turkish people who live on Turkish territory and [are]
bound to each other through ties of common aims in the
unitary state structure.”.... Turkish people are defined as
a nation in a unitary state structure. Opening up the
unitary state structure to debate is unacceptable." The
report also said, "The debates on primary and sub-
identity would erode the national identity, and micro-
nationalism would endanger Turkey's unitary structure
and would harm integrity and unity.”

The military’s report shows two basic
symbolizations of the Kemalist State. The first one shows the
military as the safeguard of the Kemalist State and secondly that
Turkish citizenship represented a homogenous nation dominated
by Turkishness. These symbolizations prove that Kemalist



discourse was deeply institutionalized in the State discourse
which did not allow any counter debates.

4.2 The Democratic Opening

The reform porcees remarkably slowed down after
2005. Never the less , In July 2009, the JDP declared that they
are preparing a comprehensive plan concerning the solution of
the Kurdish question called the “Kurdish opening”. Interior
Minister Besir Atalay, the coordinator of the government’s
campaign, held meetings with political parties and some non-
governmental organizations. Atalay claimed that, with respect to
the Kurdish question, they have been working on the democratic
initiative for a while and the JDP government is moving towards
an increase in the standards of democracy in the country. As a
result of the debates among NGOs and political parties, the
“Kurdish opening” was subsequently renamed as “the
democratic opening”. However, without actually revealing what
was in the democratic opening, Atalay asserted that the plan has
"two special primary goals", firstly concerning the PKK, ending
terror in the country and concerning Kurdish rights, and
secondly the expansion of democracy. Erdogan also promoted
his discursive strategy on ethnical and cultural differences and
indicated a process to satisfy ethnic and cultural rights which
also engage in a democratic dialogue between sides

First and foremost is the question of terror, the democratic
opening encompasses all problem areas are included within
this process. Within this are all the components of the
problems faced by ethnicities. Here, in this package are the
problems of my Kurdish citizens, the problems faced by my
Turkish citizen, the Laz, the Bosnian, the Albanian, the
Roma and whoever else you can think of... There are the
problems of ethnicities and the steps to be taken for these
problems to be resolved. If you deal with only one ethnic
groups problems, that would be discrimination and we will
not allow for such discrimination.



Redefining the demands of other ethnic groups in
Turkey with the demands of Kurds, the JDP symbolically
identified them with the interests of Kurdish ethnicity. This
allows the party to spread the issue to wider ground to maintain
the claim that the Kurdish question is related to democratization
of Turkey in terms of the rising cultural rights of minorities. As a
result, the JDP managed to develop a differentiated discourse to
differences which have historically been excluded from the
Kemalist discourse.

As a reaction to the democratic opening, the RPP
accused the prime minister of negotiating with terrorists.
Furthermore, the party asserts that they are opposed to
involvement in negotiations with the PKK. The reaction of
Kemalism to the democratic opening is the traditional tendency
of the TSD to shape the Kurdish question into one which refers
to it as a separatist movement that undermines national unity.
The RPP stressed that they will not accept a meeting with the
government unless a plan would be publicized since, according
to RPP the plan could injure the unitary regime of the country
and could end up with a change of the official language.
Furthermore, the RPP leader Baykal claimed that the whole
process was imposed by the United States. **

When the unanimous decision by Turkey’s high court to ban
the DSP over alleged terrorist links in December, the Democratic

Opening process has blocked before any measure taken. Despite
the DSP has not claimed that the party has organic links with the PKK,
the party members did not accept to denounce PKK as a terrorist

organization; they rather defined PKK as an important actor in the
solution of the Kurdish question and a legitimate representative
of the Kurdish subjectivity.

The reaction of the Kemalist camp to the democratic
opening is within the limits of the traditional discourse which
defines the Kurdish question as a question of national unity and
security. The closing down of the DSP, shows the JDP's own
dilemma concerning the Kurdish Question. On one hand, the
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JDP promises to promote dialogue between the Turkish State
and the Kurds while on the other hand recognizes the PKK as a
terrorist organization. Hence although the JDP ’s discourse aims
to consider the Kurdish Question not as an issue of security and
terror but as a question of identity, their acknowledgement of
the PKK as a terrorist group obstructs the possibility of a
dialogue with the Kurdish side.

Conclusion

The democratic opening implied constitutional changes
to the official language and citizenship was revealed as the
biggest challenge to the JDP that show the limits of Kemalist
discourse. The Kurdish question plays a crucial role in the JDP’s
political strategy to promote a radical different articulation by
issuing a challenge to the Turkish national identity by using the
Kurdish identity. In this sense, Kemalist discourse is against any
representation of Kurdishness in TSD . Basically, concerning the
debates on the democratic opening, they were opposed to any
practices that implement the Kurdish language. The reason for
this is that acceptance of the Kurdish language would subvert
the symbolization of national unity with one flag, one nation and
one language. At this point, we have to evaluate the JDP s
discourse as a subversive counter discursive strategy aimed at
creating an alternative framework to the Kemalist
conceptualization of Turkish identity which is both secular and
national.
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