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Cultural revolutions are pivotal moments in a nation’s history, often marking profound shifts in societal
values, political ideologies, and national identity. Turkey and Iran, two influential countries in the Middle
East, each experienced significant cultural upheavals in the 20th century that redefined their societal
structures and perceptions of the state's role in shaping culture. While both revolutions aimed to modernize
and reform their respective societies, they reflected markedly different understandings of the role of culture in
nation-building, governance, and societal progress.

This article explores the nature of these two pivotal cultural revolutions—Turkey’s Kemalist reforms and
Iran’s Islamic Revolution—and analyzes how each reflected distinct philosophies regarding the role of culture
in shaping national identity and state authority.

---

Contextual Background of Turkey and Iran Before the Revolutions

Turkey’s Early 20th Century: The Fall of the Ottoman Empire

In the aftermath of the Ottoman Empire’s collapse following World War I, Turkey faced the challenge of
forging a new national identity. The Ottoman legacy was intertwined with Islamic tradition, but the young
Turkish Republic sought to modernize rapidly and secularize the state, aligning itself more closely with
Western ideals. Mustafa Kemal Atat�rk led this transformation, emphasizing nationalism, Westernization, and
secularism as core principles for the new republic.

Iran’s Political and Cultural Landscape Pre-Revolution

Iran, known historically as Persia, had a rich cultural heritage rooted in Islamic civilization. However, the
country faced internal political instability, foreign influence, and a desire among many Iranians to restore
sovereignty and cultural pride. The Pahlavi dynasty, especially under Reza Shah and later his son Mohammad
Reza Shah, aimed to modernize Iran through secular reforms, Westernization, and centralization of authority,
often at the expense of traditional religious institutions.

---

The Turkish Cultural Revolution: Kemalist Modernization and
Secularism

The Principles of Kemalist Reforms

Kemal Atat�rk’s reforms in the 1920s and 1930s represented a deliberate effort to reshape Turkish culture
and society:



- Secularism: Separation of religion and state, abolishing the Caliphate, and reducing the influence of Islamic
institutions.
- Nationalism: Emphasis on a unified Turkish identity, replacing Ottoman multiculturalism.
- Westernization: Adoption of Latin script, reforms in education, dress codes, and legal systems aligned with
Western standards.
- Modernization of Education and Language: Introduction of new curricula to foster a secular and nationalist
worldview, replacing traditional Islamic education.

The Role of Culture in Kemalist Ideology

Kemalists viewed culture as a tool to forge a cohesive, modern nation-state. They believed that:

- Cultural change was essential for progress.
- Rational and scientific thinking should underpin societal development.
- Western cultural norms were superior and necessary for Turkey’s modernization.
- Religion should be privatized and rendered separate from state affairs.

Impact and Reflection

These reforms reflected a view that culture was malleable and could be engineered to serve national interests
through state-led modernization. The revolution aimed to replace traditional Islamic values with secular,
rationalist, and nationalist ideals, positioning the state as the primary arbiter of cultural transformation.

---

The Iranian Islamic Revolution: Cultural Revival and Religious
Authority

The Underlying Motivations

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 was driven by a desire to overturn the Western-oriented modernization policies
of the Shah’s regime, which many Iranians saw as corrupt, oppressive, and disconnected from Iran’s Islamic and
cultural roots. The revolution aimed to restore Islamic values and establish a government based on Sharia
law.

The Role of Culture in the Islamic Revolution

Unlike Turkey’s secular reforms, the Iranian revolution prioritized religious and cultural traditions:

- Islamic Identity: Reclaiming Iran’s Islamic heritage as central to national identity.
- Rejection of Westernization: Viewing Western influence as a form of cultural imperialism.
- Religious Authority: Empowering clerics and religious scholars as custodians of cultural and moral values.
- Cultural Purification: Eliminating Westernized customs and promoting Islamic dress, language, and social
norms.



The Transformation of Cultural Role

The revolution underscored the importance of religion not only as a spiritual guide but as a fundamental
component of national culture and political authority. It viewed culture as a means to uphold Islamic morals,
resist foreign influence, and establish a society rooted in divine law.

---

Contrasting Understandings of the Role of Culture in Turkey and
Iran’s Revolutions

Secular Modernization vs. Religious Revival

- Turkey: The Kemalist revolution exemplified a belief that culture could be secularized and modernized through
state intervention. The state aimed to create a unified national culture based on Western ideals, minimizing the
role of religion in public life.
- Iran: The Islamic revolution viewed culture as inherently linked to religion. It sought to revive and reinforce
Islamic cultural norms, asserting that true national identity could only be rooted in religious tradition and
divine law.

State’s Role in Shaping Culture

- Turkey: The state took an active role in designing cultural reforms, including language, dress, and education,
as tools to forge a new national identity. Culture was seen as a construct to be shaped for progress.
- Iran: The state, especially after the revolution, aimed to restore traditional religious values and cultural
practices. It positioned religious authorities as custodians of cultural morality and identity.

Approach to Tradition and Modernity

- Turkey: Emphasized breaking with Ottoman Islamic traditions to adopt Western modernity, viewing tradition
as something to be reformed or replaced.
- Iran: Sought to reclaim and purify Islamic traditions, viewing modernity through the lens of religious revival
rather than Westernization per se.

Implications for Society and Identity

- Turkey: The revolution promoted a civic nationalism based on shared language and secular values,
emphasizing the role of the state in crafting a modern national identity.
- Iran: The revolution fostered a form of religious nationalism, where cultural identity was intertwined with
Islamic faith and divine authority, challenging Western models of modernization.

---



Conclusion: Divergent Visions of Culture’s Role in Nation-Building

The cultural revolutions in Turkey and Iran exemplify two fundamentally different visions of the role of
culture in shaping the nation. Turkey’s Kemalist reforms reflect a secular, Western-oriented approach that
views culture as a malleable construct to be engineered for modernization and progress, with the state at the
helm. Conversely, Iran’s Islamic Revolution emphasizes the enduring power of religious culture as a foundation
for national identity, resisting Western influence and asserting divine authority over cultural and political
life.

These divergent approaches underscore how culture can be perceived either as a tool for secular modernization
or as a sacred foundation for religious and moral order. Understanding these differences offers valuable
insights into the broader political and social trajectories of these nations and highlights the complex
relationship between culture, religion, and state authority in shaping national identity.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

How did the Cultural Revolution in Turkey differ from that in Iran in terms
of their underlying goals?

Turkey's Cultural Revolution aimed to secularize and modernize society by reducing the influence of religion in
public life, whereas Iran's Cultural Revolution sought to establish an Islamic governance framework and
reinforce religious principles within society.

In what ways did the role of religion influence the cultural revolutions in
Turkey and Iran?

Religion played contrasting roles: in Iran, the revolution was driven by a desire to implement Islamic principles
and elevate religious authority, while in Turkey, religious influence was curtailed to promote secularism and
diminish religious authority in governance and education.

How did the political ideologies underpinning each revolution shape their
respective visions of society?

Turkey's revolution was rooted in Kemalist nationalism and secularism, emphasizing modernization and
Westernization, whereas Iran's revolution was driven by Islamic revolutionary ideology, seeking to establish
an Islamic state based on Sharia law.

What role did leadership play in shaping the cultural revolutions in Turkey
and Iran?

In Turkey, Mustafa Kemal Atat�rk's leadership was pivotal in implementing reforms that emphasized secularism
and nationalism; in Iran, Ayatollah Khomeini's leadership galvanized the Islamic movement, steering the
revolution towards establishing an Islamic republic.



How did the cultural revolutions impact the role of women in Turkey and
Iran?

In Turkey, reforms aimed at gender equality and women's participation in public life, although progress was
gradual; in Iran, the revolution led to the imposition of strict Islamic dress codes and restrictions on women's
rights, reflecting differing views on gender roles.

What influence did external factors, such as Western influence or regional
politics, have on each country's cultural revolution?

Turkey's revolution was partly motivated by a desire to align more closely with Western nations, reducing
foreign influence, while Iran's revolution was partly a response to Western intervention and influence, aiming
to assert independence and Islamic identity.

How did the concept of national identity evolve as a result of the cultural
revolutions in Turkey and Iran?

Turkey's revolution promoted a national identity rooted in secular nationalism and Westernization, whereas
Iran's revolution fostered a religious and Islamic identity that challenged pre-revolutionary national
narratives.

In what ways did the cultural revolutions influence the role of
educational institutions in each country?

Turkey reformed its education system to promote secular and modern curricula, reducing religious content,
while Iran restructured education to emphasize Islamic teachings and values aligned with revolutionary ideals.

What long-term effects did these cultural revolutions have on the
political and social structures of Turkey and Iran?

Turkey's revolution led to the establishment of a secular, Western-oriented republic with ongoing reforms,
whereas Iran's revolution resulted in theocratic governance, deeply embedding Islamic principles into its
political and social systems.

Additional Resources
Cultural revolutions in Turkey and Iran represent two of the most significant socio-political
transformations of the 20th century in the Middle East. Both upheavals aimed to reshape their respective
societies, but they did so through markedly different understandings of the role of culture, religion, and
governance. These revolutions not only altered the political landscape but also redefined national identities,
social norms, and the relationship between tradition and modernity. To understand how these revolutions
reflect different understandings of the role of culture, it is essential to analyze their origins, objectives,
methods, and outcomes in detail.

---

Introduction: The Significance of Cultural Revolutions

Cultural revolutions serve as pivotal moments when societies seek to redefine their core values, challenge
existing norms, and forge new national identities. They often occur in periods of crisis or rapid change and can be
driven by ideological, political, or religious motives. In Turkey and Iran, these revolutions emerged as responses



to colonial legacies, modernization pressures, and internal struggles over identity and sovereignty. While both
aimed to create modern nation-states, their approaches, underlying philosophies, and perceptions of culture
diverged significantly, reflecting distinct understandings of the role culture should play in national
development.

---

The Turkish Revolution: Secularism and Modernization

Background and Context

The Turkish revolution, spearheaded by Mustafa Kemal Atat�rk following the fall of the Ottoman Empire,
was fundamentally a secular and nationalist movement. It aimed to modernize Turkey along Western lines,
emphasizing science, education, and the removal of religious influence from state affairs. The revolution was
driven by the desire to forge a unified, sovereign nation capable of standing on equal footing with Western
powers.

Understanding of Culture and Its Role

In Turkey, the revolution’s core philosophy viewed culture as a tool for progress and modernization. Atat�rk
and his followers believed that traditional Ottoman and Islamic elements had hindered Turkey’s development.
Their approach to culture was pragmatic and instrumental:

- Pros:
- Promoted literacy and education across the nation.
- Abolished religious institutions’ control over civil affairs.
- Introduced Western-style legal codes, dress, and alphabet.
- Fostered a sense of national unity based on a shared, secular Turkish identity.

- Cons:
- Suppressed Ottoman-Islamic cultural heritage, leading to cultural alienation among conservative
populations.
- Created tensions between secularists and religious groups.
- Risked erasing diverse cultural expressions in favor of a homogenized national identity.

Features and Outcomes

The Turkish revolution’s emphasis on secularism and modernization reflected a view of culture as malleable and
capable of being reshaped to serve national goals. It prioritized scientific rationality and Western norms, aiming
to elevate Turkey to the status of a modern, secular nation-state. This approach fostered rapid development
but often at the cost of traditional cultural practices and religious identities.

---

The Iranian Revolution: Religion as the Foundation of Culture



Background and Context

The Iranian revolution of 1979, led by Ayatollah Khomeini, was rooted in a desire to overthrow a Western-
backed monarchy and establish an Islamic republic. Unlike Turkey’s secularization, Iran’s revolution sought to
reassert religious authority and integrate Islamic principles into every aspect of societal life. It was driven by
a collective yearning to reclaim cultural and religious identity from Western influence and modernist reforms
perceived as corrupt or impious.

Understanding of Culture and Its Role

In Iran, culture was fundamentally intertwined with religion. The revolution viewed Islamic tradition as the
bedrock of national identity and social morality. The understanding of culture was holistic, encompassing not
only religious doctrine but also historical continuity, social values, and moral order:

- Pros:
- Reinvigorated Islamic practices, education, and morality.
- Restored a sense of cultural pride rooted in Iran’s pre-Islamic and Islamic history.
- Promoted a unified cultural identity based on religious values.
- Created institutions that reinforced Islamic law and social norms.

- Cons:
- Suppressed secular, Western-influenced cultural expressions.
- Led to cultural isolation and tension with Western nations.
- Marginalized minorities and non-Islamic cultural practices.
- Limited cultural diversity within the nation, emphasizing a singular religious identity.

Features and Outcomes

Iran’s cultural revolution was characterized by a reassertion of Islamic values as central to national
identity. It sought to redefine the role of culture as a moral and spiritual foundation for governance and
social life. The revolution’s emphasis on religion as the core of culture led to a theocratic state where laws,
education, and social policies derived directly from Islamic principles.

---

Comparative Analysis: Divergent Visions of Culture’s Role

Ideological Foundations

- Turkey: Secularism and nationalism placed culture as a civilizational project rooted in Western modernity.
The revolution aimed to detach state and society from religious authority, viewing culture as a means to
achieve progress through rationality and science.
- Iran: Religious authority and Islamic principles were central. Culture was seen as an expression of divine law,
with the revolution aiming to purify society by aligning all aspects with religious morality and tradition.

Approach to Tradition and Modernity

- Turkey: Embraced modernity by reforming and often eradicating traditional Ottoman-Islamic cultural



elements. The focus was on Westernization, often at the expense of indigenous cultural expressions.
- Iran: Sought to preserve and elevate Islamic and pre-Islamic cultural heritage as vital to national identity.
Modernity was filtered through religious frameworks, resisting Western secular models.

Methods and Policies

| Aspect | Turkey | Iran |
|---|---|---|
| Approach to Religion | Marginalized religious institutions | Central to state and social life |
| Education | Latin alphabet, secular curricula | Islamic teachings integrated into education |
| Legal System | Civil law, secular laws | Sharia law |
| Cultural Expression | Suppression of Ottoman-Islamic arts | Promotion of Islamic art, literature, and
architecture |

Societal Impact and Legacy

- Turkey: Achieved rapid modernization and national unity but faced ongoing tensions between secularists and
religious groups. The secularist model remains a defining feature but has also prompted debates about cultural
identity.
- Iran: Reasserted Islamic identity and sovereignty but resulted in cultural restrictions, social repression, and
international isolation. Its legacy continues to influence Iran’s policies and cultural discourse.

---

Conclusion: Different Understandings, Different Outcomes

The cultural revolutions in Turkey and Iran exemplify contrasting visions of the role of culture in shaping
society. Turkey’s revolution prioritized rationality, Westernization, and secularism, viewing culture as a
tool for progress and national unity outside religious influence. Conversely, Iran’s revolution placed religion
and tradition at the core of cultural identity, aiming to restore moral and spiritual foundations to society.

These divergent approaches reflect deeper philosophical differences about the nature of modernity and the role
of religion and tradition in nation-building. Turkey’s secularist revolution sought to modernize through
Western models, often at the expense of traditional cultural expressions. Iran’s Islamic revolution aimed to
reclaim and reinforce cultural sovereignty rooted in religious values, often resisting Western influence.

Both revolutions have left indelible marks on their societies, shaping debates about identity, progress, and
cultural authenticity. Their legacies continue to influence contemporary politics and cultural discourse in the
Middle East, illustrating how fundamentally different understandings of culture can lead to vastly different
paths of national development.

Understanding these differences helps in appreciating the complex ways societies negotiate tradition and
modernity, religion and secularism, and cultural heritage and progress. The Turkish and Iranian revolutions
stand as powerful examples of how cultural visions can define the course of a nation’s history, each
reflecting unique perceptions of the role culture should play in shaping the future.
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