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INTERVIEW

Veiling has been the main political
issue for over a decade in Turkey. Over
this period it has become the emblem
of Islamisation not just in Turkey, but
in Europe as well.  In France, the basic
discussion on French secularism was
triggered by the demands of Muslim
high school girls to put on the head
scarf. It is labeled ‘the head scarf
dispute’ in France.  In almost all non-
western Muslim countries,
certainly in Turkey, the women’s
issue is a basic issue, it is not
secondary epi-phenomenon. It
is almost a marker to understand
the history of modernisation
and to understand the Islamic
movement today as well.  We
have to put at the centre of our
analysis  women’s symbolic
meaning, the meaning of
women’s bodies and also
women’s agency.  It is more than
a matter of modern versus
traditional dressing.

Do Turkish women have a
traditional head scarf?

Yes and it has nothing to do
with this modern Islamic head
scarf.  At the beginning it was
less colourful and totally cov-
ered the hair and shoulders.

(fathers, husbands, brothers) to wear
the burka, the majority were not forced.
Suddenly the Islamic movement used
the symbol of the headscarf to increase
its visibility.  I’m trying to understand
this movement from the inside, not just
from the external indicators.  Who are
these women who put on the veil?  In
the Turkish case, they come from mod-
est social origins.  The bulk of the

movement’s support comes not
from the main cities, but from the
more peripheral cities and small
towns with a conservative back-
ground.  What is interesting is
that the women from these back-
grounds put on this headscarf
after they arrive in the big cities.
Veiling is an urban phenomena.

And women in the country-
side?

Women in the countryside
wear the classical headscarf, but
not this new  item of dress, which
is a more militant symbol.  As I
mentioned earlier, veiling is part
of an urban movement of edu-
cated girls.  These girls have suc-
ceeded at the university entrance
exams. These exams are very,
very difficult in Turkey, very se-
lective, and very competitive.  It

In India, some Muslim men have
never been content with the tradi-
tional head scarf.  They insist on the
full burka, where the woman’s whole
face and body is covered. Do men
pressurise women in Turkey to wear
something similar?

In Turkey as well, as my research
has shown, there were always some
women who were forced by their men
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requires real skill to score well in them.
I have also found that most often, those
young women who not within the Is-
lamic movement, are not as well-edu-
cated as compared to the urban veiled
girls.  The image of the Islamic move-
ment as made up of uneducated, rural,
or marginal women is inaccurate.  These
women are an upwardly-mobile group,
who are making new radical political
demands.  They are not just going back
to religiosity, or an Islamic way of liv-
ing, but they are making a political
movement out of Islam, and religion.
What is paradoxical is that these
women who are participating in Islamic
movements are, at the same time, leav-
ing the domestic space, the private
sphere.  They are distancing them-
selves from traditional women’s roles
through education and through
politicisation, because now they are
writing in the newspapers and acquir-
ing public visibility as professionals,
as writers, as intellectuals, and even
as political activists.

Thereby gaining visibility that
they didn’t have before?

Yes, they didn’t have this visibility
before.  They are just starting to par-
ticipate in the public sphere of life.
Their participation has come through
education, mastering of modern edu-
cation and knowledge, writing in the
journals and newspapers and even
speaking in public debates and on pub-
lic television.  This is a new phenom-
enon.  The image of the traditional
Muslim woman is that of a docile crea-
ture, one who is much more engaged
in her basic family traditional roles, as
mother and wife.  But these militant
Islamic women are bringing about a
change in the role and image of Mus-
lim women.

But I thought that Turkish women
were exceptional in that they took to
modernisation long ago...

Exactly. But these radical Islamicist
women are a small minority, not more
than 10 per cent of the population.  The

debate before the advent of the Turk-
ish nation-state in 1923 with Mustafa
Attaturk at the helm of affairs.  Under
his leadership Turkey began building
a secular republican nation-state.
Throughout this period, women’s po-
sition in society became a major issue.
The modernists (or reformists) argued
that the only way to achieve progress
was through the emanicipation of
women.  The conservatives were ar-
guing that if we let go of some of  our
traditions, we would lose our identity,
so we shouldn’t allow women to come
out of their traditional roles and be-
come professionals.  The conservatives
were defining their political project
through the control of women’s roles;
conserving our identity meant keep-
ing women delimited within the domes-
tic space.  Women were the markers of
communal morality.  But from 1923 on-
wards, we see radical modernisation
under Mustafa Attaturk.  Our civil
code was translated and adapted from
the Swiss civil code in 1926 and be-
came secularised.

How is it that you chose to emu-
late the Swiss Civil Code instead of
the French Napoleonic code?

The Swiss code was considered to
be the most progressive at that point

Islamic women students at the university

Islamic movement is just a minority
movement for the time being. It is not a
movement which has yet brought the
entire Turkish population in its fold.
The majority of the population is liv-
ing under a more modern way of life
using a different ideology.  Turkey is
quite distinctive in its radical engage-
ment in modernisation starting with
Mustafa Attaturk.

Could you give a little back-
ground?

Yes.  Movements of modernisation
began in the Tanzimat period in 1876.
The question raised was: to what de-
gree was Turkey going to accept
westernisation as synonymous with
modernisation during that period, and
to what degree would we preserve our
cultural identity?  This was the main

“What is paradoxical is
that these women who are
participating in Islamic

movements are, at the same
time, leaving the domestic

space, the private sphere. . .
. are distancing themselves
from traditional women’s

roles. . . .”
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of time.  Modernisation meant the
emancipation of women, and more pre-
cisely, the public visibility of women.
Modernity in Turkey was almost syn-
onymous with women taking public
roles, without questioning the private
roles.  Kemalist reforms pushed women
into the public sphere, through citizen-
ship, through getting their educational
rights, and even at the level of the
body.  It was not by accident that in
1995, Turkey had a woman president
as well as a woman prime minister.  Citi-
zenship rights, and even more than
that, women’s rights, defined the struc-
ture and meaning of reforms, such as
the coeducation of girls and boys.  The
mixing of men and women in social
spaces and in education was very imp-
ortant since it went against the segreg-
ation that is conceived of as a key tenet
of Muslim organisational and commu-
nity life.  For us, a woman’s morality is
related to the way she covers her body.
This signifies the separation of the
private (all that is forbidden and what
is related to the sexuality of women)
and the public, or mahrem (forbidden
to the foreign eye, and to the foreign
man).

But why did Turkish men define
modernisation in this particular
fashion?

Because modernisation was con-
ceived against the Islamic conception
of social life.  Modernity was con-
ceived in binary, oppositional terms; it
was thought of as liberation from Is-
lamic traditions.  I think it was a very
Jacobin notion and an exaggeration of
the French construction of modernity.
It was anti-Islam.

What are the other components of
this modernisation apart from this
women’s project?

Apart from the women’s project,
there was also a transition from a multi-
ethnic empire to a republican nation-
state.  The ideology of Turkish nation-
alism, compared to multi-ethnic Otto-
man identity, emphasised a  homo-

C

Young girls participating in a sports festival: a marker of Republican modernity
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 “The ideology of Turkish
nationalism, compared to

multi-ethnic Ottoman
identity, emphasised a

homogenising process.”

nationalisation process.
You are referring to the large scale

massacre of the Kurdish and Arme-
nian populations?

Yes, Nationalist ideologies are
based on purification of race, language
and history, so that was one of the
major components.  The written lang-
uage changed from Arabic to The Latin
script.  There was a Turkification of
language purging it of its Persian and
Arabic influences.  We witnessed a
combination of nationalism on the one
hand, and western oriented nationa-

Overcoming the educational barriers

genising process.  The banning of cer-
tain language groups began many of
Turkey’s modern problems, including
the Armenian problem.  Although the
Armenian troubles occurred prior to the
formation of the nation-state, never-
theless it was part of this
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list version of feminism on
the other.  It was a westerni-
sation project, and the two
essential components were
nationalism and feminism.

How were the ethnic
relations conducted prior
to the republic, in the Ot-
toman empire?

The empire ruled com-
munities of individuals
within millets.  Millets were
regulated but they were
not unified under one law.

But were they warring
communities?  Did they
have a past history of con-
stant conflict?

No. Each one governed
its own affairs.  Each one
had the rights of worship,
education, language, and
law.  But we shouldn’t
idealise it, as is happening
now.  Of course, they were
under the political and the
military control of the Ot-
toman state.

The Shah of Iran’s
modernisation project was
almost violent in its strat-
egies.  They seem to have
forced, for instance, libera-
tion from the veil.  How was
it in Turkey?

No, in Turkey the modernisation
project was not so violent because un-
like in Iran where they continued with
the  monarchical regime there was a
rupture with the Ottoman aristocratic
monarchical classes in Turkey because
of the Kemalist reformers.  The reform-
ers were able to get closer to people.
They were civil and military servants.
Turkey has a very rich political experi-
ence, although it has been interrupted
by military interventions, and a very
rich democratic experience that Irani-
ans didn’t have.  In Turkey, democratic
institutions, political parties, civil so-
ciety, social movements, pressure

lier   from 1923 to 1946 there
was a single party regime
under the Republican
People’s Party in Turkey.
This regime was a product
of the Kemalist reformers.
In my view, secularism has
always been implemented
by authoritarian regimes in
Muslim countries.  They
have believed that if they
let the principle of popular
sovereignty work through
democratic elections, we
would move towards the
values of traditional soci-
ety, and Islamic values.  So,
that’s why there was al-
most a kind of opposition,
a kind of tension, in the
Turkish experience be-
tween secularism and de-
mocracy at the beginning.

How authoritarian is
the regime?

It is not as authoritar-
ian as the regime of the
Shah of Iran because we
had the transition in the
1950s to democracy.  We
have not had a series of
dictatorial regimes.  The
transition to democracy
created middle classes, and

middle classes found the way to come
to power.  There is alternating power
in Turkey because of this transition to
democracy that began in 1946.  There’s
the Democratic Party which is more lib-
eral-conservative and closer to soci-
etal values, including Islam, but very
liberal at the political and economic
level. It came to power in 1950 as the
main opposition party against the Re-
publican People’s party.  The 1950s
were a very important turning point in
Turkey, when different social groups
first acquired representation.

What was the concrete manifesta-
tion of the way secularism was imposed
from above by the reformist regime?

A member of the Refah Party

E

groups, and independent mass media
played an important role in this transi-
tion, unlike in Iran.

From the 1920s to 1950s many radi-
cal changes took place in Turkey.  Ear-
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Firstly, almost all the traditional re-
ligious organisations were banned.  So
shariat, the religious law, was totally
abolished by the regime.  And the
Swiss Civil code, as I mentioned ear-
lier, was implemented.  Secondly, reli-
gious marriages, for example, were not
recognised by the state anymore.

Though they are socially accept-
able, the children don’t have any citi-
zenship rights and all other rights that
go along with it like property and in-
heritance until the parliament decides,
about once every few years, to accept
the children born from religious mar-
riages. One of the campaigns of pro-
gressive people is having collective
civil marriages for women who previ-
ously had only religous marriages and
who therefore don’t have any basic
rights, such as divorce.

In India, it doesn’t matter what the
state says. A de facto marriage is one
which has social recognition.  Do the
majority of people continue to go
through the religious ceremony in
Turkey?

Some people have both civil and
religious ceremonies,  But many from
the middle classes have totally aban-
doned religious marriages.

What about the rural population?
Are they also going in for civil mar-
riages?

Some of them only have religious
marriages, which is the cause for  some
of the modern campaigns for civil mar-
riages.  There are recurrent legal regu-
lations to recognise the children born
out of these marriages.

What were the distinguishing fea-
tures of this progressive code, besides
state sanctified marriage? What rights
did it give?

It gave women civil rights regard-
ing marriage, equal inheritance, eligi-
bility to vote and an easy access to
divorce.

And would you say the code is suf-
ficiently egalitarian to be attractive
to women?

F

“...Traditional religious
organisations were banned.

So shariat, the religious
law, was totally abolished

by the regime.  And the
Swiss Civil Code, was

implemented.. . . religious
marriages, . . . were not
recognised by the state

anymore.”

Dress codes were also banned. . . . the fez, which was the hat of the
Muslim Ottomans, was banned by law

Feminist movements and progres-
sive women are campaigning right now
against  some clauses in the civil code
dating from the 1920s which are not
sufficiently progressive.  For instance,
a woman has to ask permission from
her husband in order to work outside
the house.  Although we don’t apply
it in reality, women don’t want it even
as a law.  Dress codes were also
banned.  For example, the fez, which
was the hat of the Muslim Ottomans,
was banned by the law.

And about the veil for the women?
It wasn’t banned, but it was dis-

couraged and women were not allowed

to wear their head scarves in public
places such as schools.  As a reaction,
in this generation women began the
Islamic veiling movement on univer-
sity campuses asking for the right to
put on their head scarves while attend-
ing university classes.

It’s not a majority movement be-
cause the majority of women in the
middle classes are very much attached
to a secular way of life.  The secular-
ists would say that individuals should
have a right to live as they choose, in
terms of alcohol consumption, danc-
ing, nightclubs, veiling or not veiling.
They oppose censorship and favour
free expression in the arts.  On the other
hand, the Islamic movement would try
to put limits on what is permissible and
what is forbidden.

Even though the latter is a minority
movement, it is a significant, influen-
tial and determined minority. What is
interesting is that the Islamic party has
been on the political scene in Turkey
since the 1970s, and it is becoming less
marginal, less peripheral.  It is becom-
ing a very important political force be-
cause it is being welcomed by people
from the modern, urban, and political
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spheres, including the universities.
Everywhere in the world today, mar-
ginal political forces, nationalist move-
ments, and Islamic movements, are
getting more and more involved in cen-
tre stage politics.  So ethnicity and re-
ligiosity are coming into the political
sphere where we thought before that
they were totally marginalised.

Are they using the banner of Islam
or nationalism?

Islam.  The Kurdish ethnicity issue
will be another marker to distinguish
between nationalist and Islamic con-
cerns.  Those who are pure
Islamic,against nationalism, would be
less nationalist on the Kurdish issue.

Are they willing to give the Kurds
a measure of autonomy?

Some Islamists would argue that all
nationalist ideologies are totally reac-
tionary, western products, and even
primitive. Therefore they wish to be
concerned about the Umma, the over-
all community of believers.  The Islam-
ist party will have the vote of the
Kurdish population simply because
there is a latent inclusion of the Kurdish
population within the Islamist fold.
Nationalists would have a tendency to
exclude ethnic groups such as the
Kurds.

In the Kurdish case, is the Kurdish
identity more important, or Islam?

There are differences within the
Kurdish community about their iden-
tity. There is a Kurdish separatist move-
ment which is based on Marxist-
Leninist thought, but there are also
some Kurds who are more Muslim and
nationalist, while some Kurds are to-
tally for assimilation.

Are you saying that the manner in
which the Kurdish issue gets to be
handled is going to determine the fate
of democracy in Turkey?

Yes,  though in Turkey, opinions
are divided on this issue as well.  The
reformists believe in the deepening of
democracy and the conservatives are
anti-democracy.  The latter would

consider movements which make an
appeal to ethnicity or religiosity to be
reactionary movements, and
threatening to the secularism of the
state in the case of the Kurdish
nationalist movement. If, for instance,
the Islamist party comes to power
through the ballot box, the
authoritarians would justify military
intervention.  With respect to the
Kurdish issue, the politically liberal
reformists would say that we must give
full importance to human, political, and
cultural rights.  In democratic terms,
maybe the reformists don’t give the
solution, but at least they would say
we have to create a public debate in
order to understand who wants what,
in order to create a consensus.   While
some feminists would end up more on
the democratic side, others would lean
to the authoritarian side.  And some
feminists would acknowledge Kurdish
rights.

Where do you stand?
I am a radical democrat, but I am

totally independent in that I do not
have any political affiliations. Indepen-
dence from political action is crucial
for a sociologist in order to highlight
some of the aspects of the problems
which are not taken into consideration

through political debates.  Political
debate fixes the terms of the
polarisation,  whereas, I would con-
sider social scientific work as some-
thing which moves the frontiers,
changes the frontiers.  So, my work has
gotten me a bit under a crossfire from
both sides.  But on the positive side, I
also became a bridge between the two.

Have you been involved in nego-
tiations between these two groups?

I have not been directly involved
but due to my work, in areas of public
debate where the Muslim intellectuals
and secular intellectuals were never
together, the two groups started com-
ing together.  I was among those who
blurred the frontiers; I mean, if I am a
secularist, it doesn’t mean that I am
anti-Islam.
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