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A Comparvative Analysis of Religious Politics
in Israel and Turkey

Some religions are the harbingers of democracy and progress,
whereas others are not. It may be argued that in a2 number of coun-
tries neither capitalism nor democracy could develop because the be-
liefs associated with the religions that dominated there were incom-
patible with an autonomous and progressive civil society.!

Politics based on the sacred is often seen as antithetical to liberal democ-
racy. Even scholars such as Tocqueville, who saw religion as an asset to
democracy, warned, “When. .. any religion has struck its roots deep into a
demo Cracy, beware that you do not disturb it; but rather watch it carefu]ly.,
as the most precious bequest of aristocratic ages.”* This concern is based
on the idea that private beliefs have distinctive public consequences. Being
a good believer and a good democrat may pull individuals in opposite di-
rections: Being a faithful believer means often deciding today’™ social is-
sues in accordance with a prophesied future, taking some religious ideas as
unquestionable facts, and basing public decisions on the exercise of beliefs
rather than reasoning based on contesting positions. Being a good member
of a democracy, on the other hand, requires a skeptical mind, the belief that
today’s decision shapes an open-ended future, the willingness to negotiate on
important, even religious, issues, and the compliance to consent to the major-
ity’s ideas in order to secure the community’s overall well-being. Attending
to these crosscurrents, even scholars who valued religion’s potential also
questioned whether the greater role of religion in today’s societies made them
more susceptible to authoritarian forces, especially when they lacked free
and vibrant civil milieus.? Others have argued that to the extent that religion
has made inroads into politics and effectively commands unqualified loyalty
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and obedience from larger groups, it becomes a major liability and a dan-
gerous force for democracy. Obedience, in essence, entails acting “at the
bidding of some external authority,” and such action “would have no
place in a state where the government is vested in the whole people.™
Democracy’s promise—and also its premise—involves a fundamental par-
adox: it protects free will only for as long as the people exercise free will,
In a democracy “people would remain free, as long as the laws were done
not on external authority, but their own free consent.™

A chort historical survey shows why these ideas left a permanent
impression on our inquiries into religion. At first the fear of religion’
impact on politics seemed to have dissipated in many ways. At the abstract
level, more people _-.upp01ted the idea that demOCl:lC} s real value is to find
a pl:l ce even for those who question its fundamental plmclple_-. But more
mpon:lntl}., the recent tllumph of liberal democmcy seemed to seal the
fate of religion and eased anxiety over its political role. Since the early
1970s, religion seemed to have lost both its interest in world politics and
its ability to command significant authority in an increasingly pluralistic
and secularized world. In the aftermath of the cold war, world politics
reached an unprecedented normative consensus: the political survival of
polities seemed to depend on their ability to maintain their public sphere
as an open marketplace of ideas where both secular and sacred ideas count
only as different opinions or ideological positions and nothing more. Un-
der such a system, no ideas or beliefs are given immunity from democratic
scrutiny or political challenges. Nor are they permitted to claim inherent
final authority. The quickly growing number of democracies and the de-
cline of the public quests based on religion seemed to indicate that the hey-
day of religion’s popular role in the public sphere was over.

The recent, sudden rise of religious political parties, which brought old
ideas and new institutions together, unexpectedly disturbed this clear pic-
ture. Since the early 1980z, religious parties have established themselves
as pivot:tl actors in one country after another, ranging from advanced to
transitional democracies. Among many other parties, Japan’s Komeito,
India’s Bharatia Janata Party, Sri Lanka’s Jathika Hela Urumaya party, In-
donesia’s Prosperous Justice Party, Lebanon’s Hizbullah, and Palestine’s
Hamas have achieved stunning successes despite their short histories and
weakly professed ideclogies. The proliferation of religious groups has
reached such a level that it is hard to find a country where religious sym-
bols and beliefs have not become a critical component of the political
landscape. This remarkable capacity of religion to maintain its influence
in the national and international political spheres at a time when the con-
ditions would seem to be the most inimical constitutes one of the most
puzzling aspects of world politics today. Scholars in many subfields of the
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social sciences and beyond attend in one way or another to the pervasive
questions of (1) why religion assumed a pivotal role in so many countries
where secularization has seemed to have consolidated its roots and (2)
how religion’s growing political power will affect world politics. For po-
litical scientists the riddle of religious parties pertains to the tide of au-
thoritative religious movements in many countries which are also marked
by a powerful rise of liberal democracies.® This enigmatic return of reli-
gion poses some daunting questions: Are religious parties the new con-
trivance of liberal democracies that blend instrumental logic and faith
into an unconventional couple? Or are they new demons of liberalism
that both c:Lpit:llize on and undercut the liberties that democr:lcy secures?
Furthermore, are we witnessing a religiously-driven expansion of democ-
racy and liberalism or a re]igiously-rooted threat to democr:lcy and world
peace? Alternatively, are religious parties in some societies manifesta-
tions of homegrown democratic ideas, and thus a blessing in disguise to
world politics? What, if anything, do different religious movements sub-
sumed under the global rize of religion have in common? Do we misiden-
tify sul generis religious movements by classifying them under the title of
global return of religion? Are religious movements products of global sec-
ular conditions and can they be seen as unconventional agents that ulti-
mately enhance global integration and the promises of modernity?

These questions lie at the heart of the following chapters. Our analysis
builds on the idea that the politics of Judaism and Islam, two areas that
are often segreg:tted :Ln:llytic:tlly, when examined to gether, offer a unique
perspective on the politics of religion. Despite their popular description as
exceptional cases, not only did the global wave of religion sweep over the
political forces in both Israel and Turkey, but religious parties rose to
prominence in each country in remarkably similar ways. The stunning
salience of religious issues and the political victories of religious parties
since the mid-1980s have generated an almost experimental setting for
closely examining the global and local aspects of religious parties. Com-
paring the politics of Judaism and Islam or the politics of religion Israeli
and Turkish religious politics might appear to some like comparing apples
and oranges. Not only the received wisdom but also the prevailing schol-
:Lrly accounts tell us that there are vast differences between ]udaism and
I:lam, thus a comparizon of the parties embedded in these doctrines is an
exercise in analytical stretching, ultimately amounting to a futile aca-
demic endeavor. Scholarly studies perpetuate this idea by carefully sepa-
rating Judaic and Islamic parties and treating them as different genres.
Qur analysis questions precisely this conviction and shows that the per-
vasive assumption—that religious parties of distinctive doctrines are
incommensurable—creates a critical gulf in our understanding of reli-



4 Introduction

glous parties. Unless we approach various manifestations of political reli-
glon through the same conceptual matrix without oversimplifying them,
our explanations become self-fulfilling prophecies.

Crossing the boundaries between the politics of Judaism and Islam
affords us a view of religion from beyond the boundaries of a specific
religious doctrine. Qur expanded horizon permits us to both engage in a
critical dialogue with and to benefit from a range of studies that fall into
marrowly defined research areas (e.g., those that explain why a religious
movement is successful in a certain country) to those that tackle broad re-
search conundrums (e.g., those that delve into why religious groups be-
came critical contenders for power not only in new but also in old democ-
racies in an era when we expect to see them least). Therefore, the follow-
ing analysis deliberately seceks to transcend the conventional boundaries
of various disciplines. Qur inquiries engage with and across various re-
search fields, starting at the most detailed level of discussion, typically
contributed by experts on a certain region or electoral politics, and mov-
ing toa much broader level, one most often frequented by social theorists.
One might argue that the absence of detailed studies and the limitations
of existing research need to be weighed against the recent metamorphosis
of world politics. In fact, by all accounts the terrain of world politics has
been drastically transformed over the last two decades and remains in a
state of flux. Scholars in general and students of political science in partic-
ular search for continuities in the midst of radical transformations and
face the challenge of developing a clear view of the future from a chaotic
picture of the present. The products of the intellectual anxiety over the
unanticipated and powerful role of religion have been mixed. On the one
hand, it has served as the catalyst in the exponentially growing number of
accounts on such popul:lr themes as the threat or lack thereof of religion
to domestic and global peace. On the other hand, these accounts often
come without 2 commensurate effort at collecting empirical data or hold-
ing intense conceptual debates that can build bridges between different
approaches.

Attesting to the shift in world politics and widespread audience inter-
est, between 1980 and I990, SEVEN hundred books on the imp:tct of reli-
glon on politics were entered into the Library of Congress. Mirroring the
escalating attention, this number rapidly rose to three thousand in the
following decade. As the overall quantity grew, the studies increasingly
tell within the boundaries of narrowly defined research communities whose
interest lay in specific issues, ranging from the violent actions or reactions
triggered by religion to religion’ ability to provide new political skills to
urban marginals. The urge to analyze the pressing questions posed by
what seems to be the inexorable rise of religion has been impaired by
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some major obstacles, especially in political science. Speaking to the star-
tling lacuna that exists today and to the intellectual stumbling blocks that
prevent an improved level of knowledge., an overall assessment of the state
of political science in 2006 concluded that “apart from economics and
geography, it is hard to find a social science that has given less attention to
religion than political science.”™ Wald and Wilcox attributed this bleak
picture to the fact that the religious factors “fit neither the legal institu-
tional framework that dominated the early years of the discipline nor its
later positivist turn to behavioralism and empiricism.™ While religion is
an acknowledged conundrum, its :Ln:lly"s does not e:lsﬂy lend itself to the
dominant methodological and theoretical preferences, such as those pre-
sented by ratiomal-choice or institutionalist approaches. In some cases
“the sheer complexity and the challenges of measuring™ political aspects
of religion “constitute a barrier to entry” for religion as a research topic.?

In an effort to address this theoretical and empirical void, the follow-
ing ch:lpters incorporate and engage with the arguments of scholars
working in a variety of research areas, from specialized area studies with
context speciﬁc pu zzles—such as Why the election shares of certain par-
ties have increased—to overarching theoretical ones that grapple with
cross-spatial and temporal conundrums—such as how democracies pro-
tect individual differences and liberties against homogenizing but impor-
tant claims for group rights. Among others, these broad queries ack
whether a new form of parties, religious democratic parties, is in the mak-
ing; whether religious parties are a menace to liberal democracy; or
whether they give new meaning to, or serve as unconventional carriers of,
liberal democratic ideals. The answers offered indicate that a “view from
nowhere,” without paradigmatic lenses, is hard to achieve for any social
issue—especially the politics of religion. More importantly, generating
empirically well-informed analyses in an area that has long been neg-
lected by scholars cannot be commensurate to the growing interest unless
the limits of our inquiries are carefully defined, conventional research
tools are rec:llibr:tted., and outcomes are made relevant to the understand-
ing of other cases.” To more clearly depict the debates that this analysis
both draws on and is critical of, we can, at the risk of simplification, iden-
tify two sets of approaches: the convergence and confrontation frame-
works on religious politics and the modernity and multiple modernities
debate on the broader role of religion and liberalism. Each approach to
religion and politics filters its complexity and explains why religion resur-
faced as a political force and how it affects the ongoing reconfiguration of
world politics. More importantly, each offers us an ultimate direction
that is likely to emerge from the current political flux.

The convergence approach to the politics of religion contends that
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liberal democracy differs from other modes of governance in that it
strikes a unique balance between individual autonomy, economic wel-
fare, and political stability. History, especially the cold war era, has con-
firmed that regimes that suppress rival ideclogies are eventually doomed
to fail Only political systems that treat their polities as a marketplace of
ideas prevent their own demise. It is therefore inevitable that narrow and
limited forms of government will deteriorate and COnverge on the merits
of liberal democracy. This prediction makes the pluralism of the public
sphere and the recognition of other views not a choice, but a political im-
perative for political survival. Therefore, religion can only maintain its
pub]ic presence th.rough a secularization process that emables it to recog-
nize multiple centers of political power and normative values and to ac-
cept the decline of its political and moral authority in the public sphere.

Studies informed by the convergence framework contentedly declared
victory in the mid-1980s and early 1990s, when the number of full-
fledged democracies increased at an unprecedented rate from fifty-three
to eighty-eight countries.!” The global tide of democratization appeared
to be puﬂing many countries along and securing not on.ly the hegemon}'
of liberal democra cy but also one of its premises and pro ducts—the secu-
larization of world politics. Yet critics of this paradigmatic dominance la-
beled it a premature celebration that distracted scholars from urgent
trends. The wave of global democracy masked some strong opposing cur-
rents that have the potential for altering the entire landscape of world
politics. Transitions to democracy seem to have halted in countries where
free elections did not generate fair political competitions or where demo-
cratically elected governments used electoral politics in service to their
authoritarian policies. Instead of participating in a global community of
liberal democracies rooted in the protection of individual rights and liber-
ties, many countries appear to be languishing in a gray zone of illiberal
democratic regimes. These hybrid regimes have stalled at the difficult
point of transition, have infringed on the rights of the political opposi-
tion and of ethnic or cultural minorities, and have undermined the auton-
omy of individuals, all while still enjoying international recognition as
democracies.!!

Among those who believed in the ultimate convergence of competing
regimes under liberalism, the responses to liberalism’s potentially power-
ful undercurrents and to the democratic balance sheet of exp:tncﬁng reli-
glous groups have been diverse. Firm believers in convergence view the re-
turn of religion not as a sign of decline, but as a powerful validation of
the penetration of liberal democracy. In their view, religion’s current po-
litical presence is its last gasp and final backlash before its assured demize.
Others turn to structur:ll, cultural, or economic reasons to expl:tin the
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tenacity of religious movements. As a result the entrapment of religion by
failed processes surfaces as an explanation to the delays in and impedi-
ments to the glob:tl march toward democra cy. As many observers refrain
from questioning liberal democracy and convergence as the ultimate des-
tination, they contend that many countries are in a transitional phase and
cannot yet be assigned to a specific regime. In this view, religious parties
need to be seen as ephemeral forces with a limited capacity to delay
democratization efforts. Accorcﬁngly, many labels have been created that
would have been considered a contradiction in terms only three decades
ago, such as “illiberal democracies” or “transmational oppositional pro-
gressive religious movements.” Collier and Levitsky have identified more
than a hundred qualifications of the term democracy, from pseudo and
fa g;:lde to del:tyed., tarnished, or unruly.n

Skeptics, on the other hand, ask whether some countries are mired
permanently in the precarious gray area between full-fledged democracy
and outright theocratic dictatorship. For this group, inventing qualifiers
for the Cconcept of democr:lcy onl}' serves to mitigate the fear that glob:ll
liberalization could fail. By introducing hybrid regimes and unconven-
tional political movements as oddities of transitional politics or as reac-
tionary and thus evanescent forces, these paradoxical phenomena become
normalized, thereby hindering our understanding of new political groups,
ideas, and processes. If this is indeed the case, the convergence model only
marginalizes the role of religion and fails to understand its ever-increasing
political role except as a deviation and a surmountable obstacle on the global
march to liberal democracy. It also glosses over the fact that during this
glob al wave of democr:lcy, religious movements asserted their power not
only in new but also in established democracies, and that the impacts and
social networks of these movements transcended national boundaries.
The Christian Right Movement in the United States, the Free Theological
Movement in Latin America, the Islamic Brotherthood Movement in
North Africa, the Catholic Movement in Eastern BEurope, the Orthodox
Movement in the former Soviet Union countries, and the Hindu National-
ist Movement in India all became main contenders for political power, in-
dicating that religion’s relationship to democracy is more complicated
than many have anticipated.

While the convergence supporters grapple with the question of how
religion can be incorporated into the global liberal world and the reasons
for the lack of integration, the trajectory of changes provided by the
confrontation model leaves us with a less optimistic picture. Unlike the
CONVEIZENCE model, the confrontation model assigns a central role to reli-
gion and singles out religion as one of the most resilient and salient sources
of difference among and within political communities. From the lenses of
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the confrontation approach, with the demise of other ideologies religion
emerged as the main cause of conflict in post—cold world war politics at
both the local and international levels. Religion claims to be the ultimate
source of social order and the final authority on many controversial issues
that have be:tring on not onl}' those who endorse, but also those who
question these beliefs. Therefore, ideologies rooted in religion clash with
the premises of liberal democracy, which rests on the autonomy of indi-
viduals, the diversity of values, and the superiority of reason to belief.?? It
is important to note that from the confrontational perspective, distinct
religious traditions do not necessarily form a coherent, monolithic bloc.
Quite the contrary, the increasing interactions among communities and
ideas grounded in different religious traditions sharpen their contrasts
and bring to the fore their contradictory theological convictions. There-
fore, not only the confrontation between religion and secularism, but also
the rivalry between different religious communities is inevitable.!* The
rise of religious parties attests to this unavoidable pluralization of the
marketplace of ideas and to the increasing awareness of inherent differ-
ences among religious and secular groups.

The confrontation paradigm leaves some room for an affirmative role for
religion, albeit in an ironical fashion. Echoing the projection of the conver-
gence approach, some scholars argue that religious beliefs could become
part of a liberal project by relinquishing some authority over social norms
and political order. After all, even in a Tocquevillian world that readily as-
signs democratic values to religious association, it is believed that “religion,
being free and powerful within its own sphere and content with the posi-
tion reserved for it, realizes that its sway is all the better established because
it relies only on its own powers without external support™ (emphases
added).** Yet doing so would undermine the claim of cmniscience that is in-
herent within sacred and fundamental ideas of religion. Since such a process
of self-negation is unlikely to happen, a clash between religious and other
political forces is a more probable scenario. The widespread appearance of
local and transmational religious movements is taken not only as a sign of
the tenacity of religion in general but also as a mounting reaction to the di-
minished role of religion under liberal democracy. The driving force behind
religious parties, therefore, is the irreconcilable difference between ideolo-
gles embedded in religion and secularization that are amplified in political
contexts imprinted by liberal democracy. The increasingly popular meta-
phor of “a new kind of cold war™ between religion and liberal democracy
captures the antagonistic nature of this politics. For many scholars this new
cold war is “no less obstructive of a peaceful international order than the
old one was.”™ After all, “no satisfactory compromise between the religious
vision of the national state and that of liberal democracy is possible.™¢



