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durazo:  Turkey is in the midst of a 
controversial constitutional overhaul 
and reform that could have particularly 
important consequences for religious 
and political minorities. Can you start by 
providing the context for this movement 
within Turkey’s political history?

owens:  I am not an expert in Turkey’s 
political history, so I need to say at the 
outset that my knowledge here is limited. 
Turkey’s present constitution was ratified 
by popular vote in 1982 in the wake of its 
third military coup in the previous twen-
ty years. Though the constitution has 
been amended many times since 1982, it 
retains certain elements that reformers, 
including Prime Minister Reçep Tayyip 
Erdogan as well as many who oppose 
him, would like to change. 

One major concern revolves around the 
recognition and protection of minority 
groups. At present only Armenians, 
Greeks and Jews are formally recognized 
as protected minorities, while the Kurds 
(who comprise eighteen percent of the 
population) have no legal protection of 
their language, culture, etc. This should 
change under the new constitution, but 
the precise contours of the change, and 
the scope of its impact on other minority 
groups, is not yet clear.

Another major constitutional issue cen-
ters on executive powers. Turkey’s parlia-

mentary system divides the leadership of 
government and state between the prime 
minister and president, respectively. In a 
move reminiscent of Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, Erdogan is pushing to 
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the Ottoman Empire for inspiration in 
ways that critics have found unsettling. 

Amidst it all, though, I saw great opti-
mism about the country’s future as it 
approaches the centennial anniversary of 
the modern Turkish republic. 

durazo:  Turkey has a history of rigid 
secularization with regard to religion 
in public life. Can you speak a little bit 
about that history as well as your experi-
ence in Turkey?

owens:  I think the current changes 
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There is a certain paradox in a secular 
state providing a religious education for 
its future leaders, but that’s where much 
of the energy is focused in Turkish educa-
tion right now. 

durazo:  What is the significance of 
these reforms in Turkey? Why have these 
schools and this movement received at-
tention from American scholars over the 
last ten years? What can Americans learn 
about the separation of church and state 
from Turkey? 

owens:  I think there are a couple of 
good questions in there. One relates to 
the larger impact of this internal change 
to Turkey’s foreign relations. Turkey 
has frequently been held up during the 
so-called Arab Spring as a stable Muslim 
democracy with a thriving economy. 
Turks want to be a model for other coun-
tries, and Turkey is seen by many around 
the world to be such a model. President 
Obama said as much when he visited An-
kara in 2009. The world is watching how 
Turkey adapts to new forms of religion 
in public life, to new views on religious 
minorities, to evolving conceptions of 
human rights.

The changes in Turkey have also caused 
Europeans to question their own identity. 
Turkey is a bridge between Europe and 
Asia, between predominantly Christian 
Europe and predominantly Muslim 
Middle East and North Africa. Turkey’s 
accession talks with the European Union 
have raised important questions of what 
makes Europe European. If Turkey meets 
all the economic and legal criteria for 
accession, will the religious and cultural 
differences still preclude EU member-
ship? 

Turkey has been an important ally of the 
United States for many years. Turkey is 
part of NATO, and we have promised to 
defend the country against its external 
enemies. And yet that relationship has 
been endangered, or perhaps just frayed, 
by Turkey’s reluctance to assist in the 
American war in the Gulf in the 1990s 
and its strident criticism of Israel in 

recent years. Israeli prime minister Ne-
tanyahu recently apologized to Erdogan 
for the killing of Turkish citizens during 
an attempt to run through Israel’s naval 
blockade of Gaza, so relations there are 
improving a bit. 

Finally, I’d say that American scholars 
can look at Turkey and see a country 
that has set the boundaries of religion in 
public life in very different ways that we 
have. Turkey lacks the equivalent of an 
Establishment Clause that in our country 
prevents a formal relationship between 
church and state, and we can see this cru-
cial difference at work in Turkish schools, 
civil society, politics, everywhere. There 
may not be direct lessons here for what 
we do in our schools, but certainly there 
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school facilities after hours, and the 
expansive rights of students to express 
their religious beliefs in public schools. 
Public school students can form religious 
groups like any other extra-curricular 
student groups, and they can pray alone 
or together during the school day, so long 
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