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Compromises and Conflicts
on Women’s Rights Agenda in Turkey
SERPIL SANCAR

he point of departure for this book is to discuss the meaning and context

of the concept, “emancipation”, as one of the main targets of women’s
rights politics in the world. The concept was pointed out in Professor Nermin
Abadan-Unat’s article, “Implications of Migration on Emancipation and
Pseudo-Emancipation of Turkish Women!”, about forty years ago as one of
key concepts shedding light on the problem of gender equality in Turkey.
Now, forty years later all writers of this book have joined to re-discuss the is-
sues of “emancipation” of Turkish women which is still on the table; the con-
cept still being of basic significance regarding gender equality and justice is-
sues from Turkey.

My article will be covering “women’s emancipation issues” from Tur-
key with reference to religious and feminist actors who claim rights in the
name of women. Since Turkey is a crucial test-case for the relation between
feminist/secular and religious women’s political agenda we can go through
the different meaning and differing political contextualization of “emancipa-
tion” issues made by feminist or Islamist women. From this point of view the
fundamental question of this paper is whether a common political agenda de-
signed by feminist and Islamist women which would be indicating evidence
for a ‘dialogical democracy’ on women’s “emancipation issues” is possible in
2 Muslim-majority country like Turkey, based on political pluralism. For do-

1 Nermin Abadan-Unat (Spring, 1977).Implications of migration on emancipation and pseudo-
emancipation of Turkishwomen.lnternational Migration Review, 11, 31-57.
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ing this | will review a few selected women’s rights (WR) campaigns from
Turkey, providing data on emerging interactive relations between different
WR actors including both feminists and Islamists which give birth to conflict-
ing or converging claims on WR issues.

DIFFERING ORIGINS AND AFFILIATIONS

OF WOMEN’S RIGHTS POLITICS IN TURKEY

If a brief analysis is needed on recent configurations of women’s rights poli-
tics (WRP) and their political backgrounds, the context and reasoning of po-
litical conflict and dialogue between different WR actors on “common good
for women” should be addressed. Through this lens, this paper will try to
look at to the ongoing discussions between different WRPs and positions in
which convergences, compromises and also conflicts occurred. By doing so I
wish to shed light on the context and strategies of women’s emancipation
politics, which will be presented in the framework of a kind of pluralist dia-
logical democracy, emerging in an Islam-majority country with the participa-
tion of both religious and non-religious political actors.

When we look at to the existing women’s rights movements in contem-
porary societies we can see different layers and constituent elements rooted in
different historical backgrounds having survived to this day and others born
contemporarily with different political devotions and affiliations. In this
manner, contemporary WRP in Turkey has four main components each of
which took shape in different historical and political contexts in the past and
at the moment, is acting as confronting, compromising and collaborating po-
litical actors. We can categorize these different WRP groups as Modernist-na-
tionalist (Kemalist), feminist, Islamist and ethnic rights based Kurdish groups
(Sancar, 2011).

Modernist-Nationalist Women’s Rights Perspective in Historical Context
Modernist-nationalist women’s rights perspective is one of the political cre-
ators of the Turkish modernization period in which women’s personal status
rights were gradually developed. This period’s early stage can be dated back
to the beginning of 20t Century. During this period, personal rights related
to monogamous marriage, divorce and custody rights for women were total-
Iy disconnected from religion and step by step became connected to equal civ-
ic rights perspective (Taskiran, 1973).

When we consider legal reforms for women’s rights of the Early Re-
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public (dated to 1926) we see that they applied only civil rights, which were
empowering women only within the family life but not in the social life and
political institutions. The first Constitution (1924) of the Republic granted
political rights only to men. Against this exclusion, WR organizations
launched campaigns and petitions for suffrage (Zihnioglu, 2003) bur they
were unsuccessful and women of the new Republic were not recognized as
equal citizens to act as constituents of the new Constitution. Women ac-
quired the right to vote later in 1934 and the first women nomination to the
national parliamentary election was accepted as late as1935; twelve years af-
ter the foundation of the Republic. This historical background has had a hin-
dering effect on women’s unequal political footing in political realms until re-
cent times (Sancar, 2004; 2012).

The modernist-nationalist women’s rights perspective was basically
accounting for marriage based on registered consent, divorce on request, mo-
nogamy, women’s custody right of kids, average age for marriage, right to ed-
ucate for carrier jobs, etc, similar to other modernist WR’s agenda. These
rights were legislated as part of secularist reforms and this modernist mental-
ity became the cradle of the WRP and remained unchanged until the late 90s.
Due to the continuous rise of this perspective, modernist-secularist women
organizations mainly concentrated on rights such as equal education for girls,
women’s integration to modern social life, to prevent any residual implemen-
tation of traditional patriarchal culture such as women’s early marriage, hon-
or crime, etc. This early modernist-nationalist women’s rights perspective
stayed as the basis for “gender equality” politics for a long time and has been
considered as the basic conditions for women’s emancipation (Arat, 1998,
2000a, 2000b; Berktay, 1998, 2002; Durakbasa, 1998).

Ideological background of the nationalist-modernist women rights per-
spective was mainly based on “complementarities of the sexes” and “equal
values of gendered roles” which actually referred to the gendered norms and
ideological symbols of that time instead of “gender equality” per se. In this
manner, this perspective was providing women the rights, which would rele-
gate them to the position of participants of the new modern public as mainly
founders of new middle class families (Aksit, 2005).While women, as “mod-
ern Turkish women representing the nationalist/anti-colonial ideological sym-
bols, liked being honored as members of the Turkish nation they were also be-
ing assigned some specific feminine roles such as being the educated mothers
of “the Nation™ as show-cases of modern public life. This may be labeled as
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the construction of a modern nation in a feminine way (Sancar, 2012). Na-
tionalist-modernist women were assuming that these feminine roles did not
belong to the private realm but were public roles originating from their citizen-
ship responsibilities (Saktanber, 2001; Kandiyoti, 1997). These public respon-
sibilities found their expression in the nurturing of new generations, designing
new modern houses, dressing like modern women, educating the people of the
new Turkish Nation, etc. Thanks to these responsibilities, women were called
as creators of part of the new modern public but not as domestic servers. This
was a new and active position for women but it did not really equate them
with their male partners and, at the same time it could not prevent women
from being used as simple instruments for cultural symbols of the new “Na-
tion”. This was quite similar to the case indicated and analyzed by Nira Yu-
val-Davis (1997) and Jayawardena (1986) as features specific to non-liberal
and post-colonial geographies within which feminine roles mainly drew lines
between western (colonialist) styles of living and native cultures.

Formation and Maturing of Feminist Women’s Rights Politics

The feminist movement had the opportunity to come into scene and flourish
during 1980s after the 12 September 1980 coup d’état which gave the mili-
tary regime limitless power as a result of which it brutally wiped out all dis-
sident political organizations. During this period of political silence, feminist
organizations were grounded in a political context where no democratic po-
litical actors were corresponding to them since all other kinds of freedom and
human rights organizations were already being crashed by the military re-
gime. Between 1985-1995, the political conditions for a feminist “dialogical
politics” aiming to discuss an updated WR agenda was not really available.
Despite the disadvantages of this political climate, feminist groups gained
ground and became political actors of engendering a political society.

When we analyze the ideological and political orientation of these
groups, we see that they consisted of women from middle class, well-educat-
ed, critical about male-domination, leaning on neo-left and liberal political
contexts. In terms of agenda setting, they were instructed to give priority to
the politics of “personal is political”.2 During 1990s these feminist groups

2 Personal is political” is a frequently heard as feminist rallying cry, originated from the feminist
movement of late 1960s and 1970s. Many second-wave feminists used the phrase, “the personal
is political™ as referring to masculinist division between personal lives excluded from political
realm which is mainly feminine areas.
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became interactive as a political movement and created an anti-patriarchal
agenda despite shortage of support coming from other political actors of
freedom politics, neo-leftists, liberals, civil rights and peace movements
(Tekeli, 1989, 1998, 1990; Bora & Giinal, 2002; Arat, 1994).Instead, the
feminist movement gained ground in the face of oppositions from neo-con-
servatives, Islamist and neo-liberals. This made feminist organizations, in
some cases vulnerable, but they became strong enough to stay autonomous,
and hold their ground for bargaining in the name of women’s rights (Sancar,
2009, 2011).

At the end of the1990’s a feminist agenda for WRP became visible
more or less and already started to be acted upon. Main items on the agenda
were for legal reforms aiming to eliminate different kinds of gender discrimi-
nation and male dominations. Autonomous feminist organizations and con-
nected WR activists were organizing campaigns against the cases in which
women were victims of male violence, legal discrimination in front of the
courts. Exclusion of women from political parties and trade unions or mas-
culinist asymmetries in the labor market and professional carriers were also
targets of these campaigns. Critics indicated that gendered praxis was preva-
lent in society, in state agencies, in legislation, in public policy implementa-
tions, in political institutions, in media, etc (AMARGI, 2005; Caha, 2010;
Sayan, 2011; Kerestecioglu, 2004; Apak, 2004; Simeland & Cindoglu,
1999).

During the2000s, feminist actors were faced with other kinds of rights
based politics, such as the ones formed by women'’s organizations advocating
Kurdish ethnic identity and Islamic conservatism which had come into the
political scene concurrent with post-Soviet and neo-conservative movements.
Then, the feminist WR agenda came to be re-shaped according to the claims
and critics of these new WR actors. At the end of the decade, the political
stage was acquainted more with collaborative WR agenda, which was in the
process of being re-designed by the contesting or collaborating claims of dif-
ferent women’s rights actors. These claims were focused on gendered inequal-
ities, discriminations, marginalizations and exclusions of female groups
based on class, ethnicity and religious beliefs. Women who belonged to low-
er classes, ethnic minorities, and religious communities were addressed by
these discussions as victims of gender specific repression or exclusion. The
new definitions of women’s rights issues have been described according to
their own ideological and political concerns and affiliations and so claiming
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new specific solutions to their own concerns.

During this period of the 2000s, the concept of “emancipation” as a
term speaking for repressed women was re-placed with that of “women’s
rights” which had been translated from the trans-national feminist jargon to
the native political language becoming more neutral and inclusive in the pro-
cess. This language-turn also shows us the beginning of a new era in which
the WR actors had become eager to use amore reconciliatory language and
find collaborative entry points to lay the groundwork for dialogue and inter-
active politics. Through the following pages | will indicate some of the fea-
tures of these occurrences and examples from their claims. ;

Rise of Kurdish Feminism

The Kurdish ethnic freedom movement was an end product of the military
period of 1990s in which Kurds were faced with the brutal assimilationist
politics of the old fashioned nation-state of Turkey. This repressive condition
gave birth to an armed resistance movement launched against the state,
championing the rights of Kurds, asking for the recognition of their ethnic
differences and demanding a re-structuralization of the state towards being
multi-ethnic. Also in the new Constitution Kurds would be referred as one of
the ethnic co-founders of the Nation. Since then, the Kurdish ethnic move-
ment has been fighting against the alleged homogeneity of the Turkish na-
tion, which depends on the one-nation one-language model- which is obvi-
ously Turkish- and demanding multi-ethnic grounds for politics.

This political atmosphere gave way to the development of quite strong
women’s organizations in areas where the majority of the population was
Kurdish. Under these circumstances two different kinds of women’s organi-
zations came into existence. Firstly, some Kurdish feminist organizations fol-
lowed the path of other nation-wide feminist organizations in the 1990s.
They were particularly active on the issues of violence against women, What
was characteristic of them was their autonomous position against Kurdist
ethnic-based freedom movement and political parties, and also the armed-
guerillas of PKK and the Kurdish party elected to the Parliament (Caglayan,
2007; Kutluata, 2003).

In a short period, they founded huge and effective organizations (such
as KAMER and VAKAD)? and established a well-running network provid-

3  For one of early succesful autonomous Kurdish feminist organizations see: htep:/iwww.kamer.org.
tr; httpi/fwww.vakad.org.tr
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ing protection for women who were faced with male violence. They orga-
nized counseling and information centers, shelters for women, strategies and
polices for cooperation with local and state authorities. Their model of net-
working became “good cases to copy” for the other WR policies nation-wide.

Turkish Feminist organizations, which were formerly founded in the
western parts of the country and the newly established Kurdish feminist or-
ganizations of the East became connected very soon and have generally acted
together since the end of the1990s. In time, activities of autonomous Kurdish
women'’s rights organizations and their quick integration to nation-wide fem-
inist politics had a reflexive effect on the Kurdish ethnic identity movement.
These developments paved the way for affiliated WR organizations to be as
much synchronized with the Kurdish ethnic politics as possible, yet the orga-
nizations still kept fighting for women’s rights issues in general. They were
founded as women’s centers affiliated with the local municipalities governed
by the Kurdist political party (DTP) elected by the majority of the Kurdish
population in the Eastern and Southeastern part of the country. Although
their priority was ethnic recognition politics, those women’s organizations
were very quick aligning themselves with the rest of feminist organizations
(Tasdemir, 2007). Thus, these two kinds of Kurdish WRP have different po-
litical configurations and affiliations but they can be said to have a generally
similar understanding of women’s rights issues

In time, the Kurdish ethnic politicians were elected to the Parliament
and they went beyond the limits of a traditional ethnic party politics. They
became the champion of women’s quota in local and national elections with
a percentage of 40. In addition, they adopted a leadership rotation system be-
tween sexes in party branches and co-executive mechanism that allows the
two sexes to work together on the boards of party branches and be actively
involved in administrative positions and within the parliamentary group. The
Women’s Forum, which they founded as a part of the party organization
gathered women from different parts of the society to talk about women’s is-
sues and expand the bases for female political participation. Moreover, they
elected many women as MP’s from the most under-developed constituency/
cities of Eastern Turkey. They became a political party represented in the Par-
liament with the highest number of female MPs (Mojab, 1997, 2005; Gékalp,
20105 Yiiksel, 2006;Sema, 1998).This development triggered other parties in
the Parliament to enhance the female MPs rate by nominating more female
candidates to electoral short lists.
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It should be addressed that between feminist politics and Kurdish eth-
nic politics, there has been a huge reciprocal influence during the last decade.
In the meantime, feminists have learned much about how to make self-criti-
cism as members of the dominant ethnicity and to act against to the ethnic as-
similation politics of the Turkish state. On the other hand, Kurds paved the
way to a new gender sensitive ethnic politics prompting women’s rights issues
and gender equality in the remote and socially isolated areas of the Kurdish
geography (Sancar, 2008, 2011).

In time, both kinds of Kurdish women’s organizations, autonomous
and Kurdish ethnic feminists, became part of the nation-wide networks, sin-
gle issue platforms and WR’s agenda, but they cannot be said to have coop-
erated much with each other since their political positions related with the
justification of armed resistance politics of PKK was found controversial by
the mainstream organizations. In this process some Turkish feminist organi-
zations moderated between two different kinds of Kurdish women’s organi-
zations from time to time ensuring them separately to participate in WR’s
platforms. Today, without the participation of these two different types of
Kurdish WR’s organizations no WR agenda can be fulfilled successfully.

However, this does not mean that there are no problems between
Turkish and Kurdish feminists. The cooperated steps for WRP were success-
ful for the elimination of the rural, tribal, kinship and family based patriar-
chy and especially for the fight against violence faced by women. But the
common political steps aimed to disapprove the armed conflict continuing
between the state army and PKK guerillas could not gain ground. Unfortu-
nately a political converging on an anti-militarist feminist agenda could not
be much successful. Several efforts including the campaign for “zero toler-
ance against violence in society” and petitions calling for signature for polit-
ical ceasefire couldn’t gain enough support from either side. This divergent
perspective still stays as one of the hottest issues on Turkey’s current political
agenda hindering a total collaboration in the way of WRPs,

Islamist Women'’s Organizations and the New Emergence

of Muslim Women as Public Figures

Islam’s acquisition of a paramount cultural and political significance has re-
cently been observed in Islamic countries including Turkey. New Islamist per-
spectives are exuding and widening towards new segments of the society with
increasingly more religiously affiliated people in the public sphere. As a con-
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sequence of this Islamic flourishing it is also observable that more and more
Islamic women are becoming visible in the public sphere as part of most po-
litical or civic activities (Sadiqi &Ennaji, 2006; Saktanber, 2004). For defini-
tion I can classify these Islamist women’s activities in the context of Turkey’s
political society as follows:

1. Women groups of traditional religious sects (tarikat) affiliated with
old style orthodox Islam which still has the capability to mobilize
women easily after male-headed politics of religious creeds.

2. Women's organizations of new style moderate Islam grounded by
the network of socio-religious civil society or non-profit organiza-
tions, such as Islamic foundations or women’s organizations doing
charity work (Yilmaz, 2014; Arat, 1999, 2005; Akman, 2008).

3. Women with militant Islamist or fundamentalist tendencies (Jihad-
ist), members of fanatic Islamist political groups such as Hizbullah,
Hamas, etc.

4. Anautonomous and small but effective Islamist women’s organiza-
tion defined by a kind of Islamist WR agenda grounded through
few platforms, such as Baskent Kadin Platformu® or AKDER.?

These newly emerging Islamist women’s activisms of all types paved
the way for new styles of Muslim women’s appearance in public. Their new
voices and discourses are unavoidably raising questions, such as: whether
male dominated religious presence is going under a kind of metamorphosis
towards more gender equality?

I suggest that there are some indicators addressing a new kind of en-
gendering religious practices as follows:

— Muslim women are signifying religious rituals in a new manner, at-
tributing new meanings to their own female religious practices and
acknowledging a new interpretation of Qur’an from women’s per-
spectives (Tuksal, 2011, 2006). As a consequence of these practic-
es the meaning of religious patriarchal symbols, like veiling, is be-
ing allegedly converted.

— Islamist women’s presence in national media is increasing and a

& hopd/www.baskentkadin.org/
5 hupdiwww.ak-der.org
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new Islamist women-centered language is becoming more preva-
lent. Thus, a kind of Islamic WR discourse using quasi-feminist
concepts like gender justice or gender sensitive policies, male dom-
ination, violations of women’s rights, elimination of violence
against women is more visible than ever.

— Islamist women’s participation in the decision making processes of
political institutions and political parties are more justified and
“NGO’sation” of Islamist women’s political activities is gaining
more public appearance.

- Some Islamist women’s associations are increasingly active for equal
partnership with the transnational women’s movement running after
building a common WR agenda and are more noteworthy than be-
fore. In addition, their capability of networking for the sake of Mus-
lim women’s empowerment is more possible and even powerful.

Can we Talk about an Emancipatory

Islamic Women’s Rights Politics?

In Turkey during the last decade, Islamist women's organizations be-
came more visible in the public sphere and came closer to the political pow-
er center, by the victory of AKP who won the elections three times with an
overwhelming majority of votes, as a pro-Islamist party. Concurrently, con-
verging trajectories between Islamism and feminism were observed. Some
academics called these women Islamic feminists and their perspectives as Is-
lamic feminism. Since the emergence of the term in the1990s it has become
a widely discussed phenomenon. These arguments include different contro-
versies, i.e. ideological references to Qur’an to justify equal rights for wom-
en, labeling of female religious practices as emancipatory and positions for
those who seek to resist male domination practiced in the name of religion
in women'’s lives.

Islamic feminism’ as a term emerged in the 1990s and was defined “as a
way of thinking that is feminist in its aspirations and demands, Islamic in its
language and sources of legitimacy”