From Emancipation To Liberation:
The Changing Role of Women in
Turkey’s Public Realm
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“Even though women have not altered the
fundamental understandings of secularism and
nationalism in the country, they have exposed the
limitations of these concepts. Women have developed
a language with which they can now redefine their
relationship to the state as individual women...”

he relationship between the state and women in Republican
Turkey has changed substantively since the early decades of
the Republic. It has been argued that women in Turkey were
“emancipated but unliberated™ in the aftermath of the reforms
initiated by the founding fathers of the Republic.2 While women
were given civil and political rights equal to men in the 1920s
and 1930s, they remained confined by communal norms and
customs. By the 1980s and thereafter, defiant daughters of the
older generation demanded liberation: they sought autonomy
from tradition and the right to speak up as individuals. Their
calls for liberation took many shapes and helped liberate the public
realm from the yoke of the state.
After the establishment of the Republic, the founding fathers

' Binnaz Toprak, “Emancipated but Unliberated Women in Turkey: The Impact of
Islam,” in E Ozbay, ed.,Women Family and Social Change in Turkey (Bangkok: UNESCO,
1990) pp. 39-50; Deniz Kandiyoti, “Emancipated but Unliberated? Reflections on the
Turkish Case,” Feminist Studies, 13, no. 2 (Summer 1987) pp. 317-38.

?In this essay, I use the terms “founding fathers,” “Kemalists” and “Republican modernists”
interchangeably to refer to the political elite who initiated a series of reforms to Westernize
Turkey after the Republic was proclaimed in 1923. Mustafa Kemal founded the Turkish
Republic, presided over the country from 1923 to 1938 and led the reforms. There was
opposition against him from those who sought to presérve the Ottoman, Muslim and
traditional elements of the previous regime, but the Kemalists maintained control over
these groups.
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set out to modemize Turkey and to raise traditional sacicty to
the “level it deserved in the civilized world.”™ 1. Sunar states that
the process of modernization led to the “monopolization of the
public domain by the regime.., and a fusion of the official and public
domains.™ As the madernization process bore fruit and the country
became more integrated with the Westeen world, different types of
women contested this monepoly. The reformist, albeic still
doeminating, state enabled women to become cducated and
cnlightened, and in turn, to challenge the boundaries that the stare
had drawn. Women’s demands allowed for the emergence of a new
public space where the traditional bifurcation of private and public
mealms had to be redefined. Western institutions, values and norms
were adopted, transformed and at times rejected as women became
emancipated and later demanded to be liberated.

This paper introduces the historical context af women's
emancipation in the Republic of Turkey and then discusses how
different women’s groups expanded, transformed or perpetuated
the parameters af the public realm with their different, at thres
seemingly contvadiciory, discourses for liberation. The locus of
this article is on issues and concerny around which wamen voiced
their differences from the founding fathers who "emancipated
women,” and not on politics in formal political institutions, such
a5 political partics or parliament,

THE CONTEXT OF WOMEN'S EMANCIPATION

‘lurkey's movement taward modernity, which brought with it
the emancipation of women, was different from madernization
in ather developing counteics. Partha Chatterjee argues that in
post-colonial narion-states, 2 national community is created to
be different from that which is traditional, as well as unique from
that which is Western.’ The "traditional” is selectively adapted
and transformed to be modern, but not Western. In the Turkish

* Kemnal Avatiirk, Muznk: Volume 2 ([stanbal: MUlli S@im Bastimcevi, 1973) p. £97: an the
Torkisa project of moderrity, sce Sibel Bozdafian and Resat Kasaha, cds., Rethinliag
Moderutty and Nattonal Idortity tn Terkey (Scattbe: Universicy of Washington Fress,
1597y,

* llkay Sunar, *State, Socicty and Demacracy in Turkey,” in Voperh Masiay and R.C.
WNativn, eds., Turkeyr baween Fuse und Pésr Mae Chuilesges fur & Rising Regiomal Powver
{Boubdar: Westview Mress, 1996} p. 142; on statd-socwery relationships, aes Metin [lep=t.
The State Tradition in Turkep. [Wallkington: Eothen, 1385).

* Partha Chalverjee, The Nation and fis Fragments (Princeton, Nj: Frinceton Vniwersiy
Press, 19931} p oo
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case, however, the founding fathers of the Republic sought to
become Western as well as modern, Furthermare, the founding
fathers exhibited creativity in “imagining” the pational stace by
rejecting Islam, the traditional religion of the majority, and seeking
to legitimize their project with a reference to the pre-Tslamic
Turkish past. This period was idealized, if not invented, to
legitimize the Western valucs of secularism, equality and
nationalism that the lurkish project of modernity sought to 'adopt.
The modernily project was unique and Indigenous, not because
it revolted against the cultural hegemony of the West, but rather
because it claimed that those Western values were actuaily
Turkish. This was done, furthermore, in the context of a
predominantly [slamic society.

Women were crucial in this claim and in the reinvention of the
national cuiture.® The Turkish intellectual Ziya Gokalp, who
provided the ideclogical underpinnings of Turkish reforms
following the founding of the Republic in 1923, argued that
women had been consicered cqual to men amang the pre-Tslamic
lurks in Central Asia, unlike during the Islamic-Ortoman period.
Accarding to Gékalp:

Od Turks were both demacratic and feminist... In every business
meeting woman and man had te be present together...For any
}"Cl’dlcl to he ubeyed both fiekin (male leader) and hatun (fenale
weader) had to sign the dececr,,, Women were not forced 1o cover
up... A man could have only one wife... Women could become a
ruler, a commander of a fori, a governor and an ambassador.”

This argument allowed the Republican reformers, who readily
Identified modernization with Westernization, to make claims for
improving women'’s status and defend it as a Tarkish tradition.
Efforts to improve women's status were used as a means io
cuitivare Turkish nationalism and adopt Western notions of
equality and secularism.

For the Republican modernist elite, improving women's status
meant formalizing gender equality irrespective of religious

*Deniz Kandiyoti, ~The End of Empire: Islam, Nalionali f i !
s diyett, © Enc P re: slam, aL_umaILsm_ am:l Women in Turkey" in
199;75 E;?;r_ldzl'?::"_‘:d” Winer, [stam wnid the Statr (Pliladelphia: Tempie Universiny Press,

roer P BT -
Ziya Ciahalp, Tirkglidpdn Esaslart [Tstanbul: Varlik Yayinlari, 1968) pp. 147-48,
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tradition. Islamic tradition, as practiced by the Cttomans,
excluded women from the public realm and used eoncepts of male-
female complementarity rather than cquality Under the Kemalist
Republican regime, opportunities for women's education and
professionalism expanded.® The new regime replaced the Islamic
civil code, which included formal incqualities between men and
women in marriage, divorce, inheritance and custody over children,
with a secular code adopted from the Swiss. This new seculur
code granted women formal equality in these areas. Minister of
Justice Mahmut Esat, who presented the rationale of the drafi
bill of the lurkish civil cade to Parliament in 1926 argued:

Mot to change is a necessity tor religions. For this reason, thut
religions should remain only matters of conscience is one of the
principles of the civilizatiun of the present century and one of
the mast imporeant elements that distinguish the new civilization
from the old. Laws that derive their princkr!cs feam religions. ..
constitute one of the major factors and reasons impeding
progress... As a matter of fact, the stipulations of the religiouy
Oaeman code arc doubtlessly irreconcilable with contemporary
civilization, But it is also obvious that the Ottoman codv and
similar ather religious regulations are not reconcilable with
Turkish national life*

The Kemalists readily discarded the traditional, religious legal
framework to meet the demands of “contemporary civilization™—a
term they used to describe their goals of Western civilization and
modernity. In this attempt they adopted a Western legal code as a
cornerstone of their modernity project, which they heped would
ensure political victory over the Islamist opposition to the Kemalist
modernists. Considering how difficult it has been to make even minar
adjustments in Islamic law to improve women's status in other
Middle Castern countries, it was a radical move ta adapt the Swiss
civil cade and formally ry to make women equal to men."”
Another crycial change was the granting of suffrage to women in
1934. The prime minister al the time, Indnii—who presented the
draft bill to parliament—claimed that “the Tarkish nation prospered

* See fovinote 2. )
* Translated by and cited in Aadrew Davisan, Secwlarion and Revivaftom e Torkep (New
Haven: Yale University Fress, 1998) pp. 197-99.

¥ Margot Badran, *Independent Weunen” in Judith Tucker, sd., Amb Wemen (Bleomirgar:
Indiana Universsty Press, 1993} p. 142; Ghada Hashem Talhami, The Mabifizaoon Jf
Mustine Women 1 Fgppt (Florida: University of Florida Press, 1996} pp. 102-22.
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and pervaded the whole world with its power and civilization only
when its women had occupied their just and prestigious place along
with men and worked together with men in the complicated and
difficult tasks of their country ™' In the same session of parliament,
Sadri Maksudi referred to the old Turkic heritage of women's rights
and pointed to suffrage as important for democracy, since onby non-
democratic regimes witheld women's suffrage.’? In short, many held
that suffrage was good for the country and it was Tarkish tradition
to chgage women in state affairs.

These critical transformations in the emancipation ol women took
place under the strict discretion and monopoly of the Kemalist elites.
Womcen were not allowed to organize on their own or lobby for their
own rights. Even though women had been demandingdci\'ﬂ and
political rights for themsclhves since Ottoman times {withvutr much
suceess), an independent women's movement was not allowed o
emerge during the Republican regime.™ In 1923, Nezihe Muhitrin,
a leading feminist at the time, initiated 2 Women'’s People’s Party,
but was denied permission to open it, thereby preventing her party
from competing with the Republican People’s Party that the Kemalist
elite had simultanecusly founded. She was advised instead to form a
women'’s union. This organization, which hosted the Congress of the
International Federation of Women, was soon perceived as having
oo much of an independent voice in the public realm and was
subsequently closed in 1933, due to pressures from Ankara. " The
Kemalists felt that the public realm belonged to the modernizing
state and neither aulonomous women's organizations nor other
similar otganizations could be tolerated. The women, satisfied with
the new rights they had been bestowed, acquiesced.

In Turkey's jealously guarded public space, women were
emancipated, but only to the degree that the founding fathers suw
fit. Gender equality was granted in the public rcalm and women's

"iipiik Miller Meetisi Zabit Ceridust {Parliamentary Recards) Term IV, 32 [Ankara:
Basbakanlik Basimewi, 1934) p. 42, ’ l .
* Parliamentary Recnrds, p. B4

"Serpil Cakir, Crmant Kadin Harsketi [Istanbul: Metis, [994); Ayanur Demirdirck,
?;J;;r]:ﬂ Kadinlarinin Hapar Hukk Arapizinin bir Hikapesi {Anlara: Imge yayinlari,
" Avgepil Baykan, "MNezihe Mubittin'de Feminizen'in Digansel Kitkenlen® in Avgepil
Ba}f‘kan are Belma Otis-Baskett, eds,, Nezike Mickiesin e Tiirk Kadini (Istanbul: Ili:u;‘.m
Y-!I_ym]ar'i. 1_999] pp-13-38; Yaprak Zihnieglu, “Nezike Muhittin: An Otrarman Turkash
1:_;?[;;“ 5 Rights Drefender” unpublished Master Thesis (Istanbul: Bogazigi Univers:tw,
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professionalism was supported at the same time as patriarchal norms
continued 1o be practiced and replicated in the private realm." The
Kemalists’ concern was primarily to mobilize women "for the good
of the country”™—that is, with some limits—in their project of
modernity. A striking number of women left their imprint in the
professional world and, at least until the 1980s, these women
cantinued to respect the Kemalist reforms which emancipated

them.'®

CHALLENGES FOR CONTEMPORARY WOMEN

Until the 19805, Turkey prided itsclf on the women's emancipation
that the Kemalisis had delivered. Butin the past two decades, women
have become critical of the Kemalist project of modemnity and its
effects on women. The military interventen of September 1980
repressed both the radical Left as well as the radical Right in Turkey
as it aimed to de-peliticize society. Despite the domestic epression
of the early 1980s, Turkey was increasingly tied to the ourside world
as a result of globalization. The increasingly intensifying links with
the Western world allowed a second wave of feminism to trickle into
the country. Meanwhile, domestically, an opportunity opened for
those who began to call themselves feminists, when pre- 1980 political
actors on the Left and the Right were persecuted.'” These women
cncroached upon the public space that had been monupolized by

"Ayrve Durakbasa, “Kemalistm as [denticy Pelitics in Turkey ™ in Zehra Arat, ed., Deconsiructing
Tges of “The Turkish Wiuman™ (Mow York: St Martin®s Preys, 1998) pp. 139-57; Zehra Arar,
“Turkish Women and the Republizan Reconstruedon of Tradition,” in Mige Gogek and
Shiva Balaghi, eds, Reoneructing Gender tn the Middle East: Proer, Ideatity and Tradition
{New Yark: Calumhia Uriversity Press, 1994) pp. 57.78.
"™ Ayse Oned, “Turkish Wemen in the Professions: Why So Many?" in Mermin Abadan-
Unat, ed., Whmer in Tarkick Ssciety (Leiden: E. [. Brill, 1981} pp. 180-23; Feride Acar,
“Turkish Women in Academia: Rales and Careers™ METLS Stuedics i Drevefopmene, 10 (1983)
pp. 40P-46
"7 FurinTokeli, "Emergence of the New Feminist Movernent in Turkey,” it Drude Dablerup.
ed., The New Women's Mevement (London: Sage Publications, 1936} pp. 179-9%; Jor other
articles on women's activism during this peried, see, Nikhel Sirman, “Feminism in Turkey
A Shoro History,™ New FPerpretives pn Tiurit_;l, 3, o | {Fall 1989 pp-1-34. Yesun Arat, “The
Project of Modermty and Women in 'I'urk.r_'y," in Sibel Bozdogan and Regat Kasaba, eds.,
Reshinking Moderuity aoed Navional Identity in Tarkey (Seattle: University of Washigtan Fress,
1997 Yegim Aeat, “Toward a Democratic Sacicty: The Yomen's Movemens in Turkey In
the 19805™ Women's Studies fntormational Farum, 17, nos 273 (1994) pp. 241°48; Yegim
Azat, “Feminists, lslamists and Political Change in Turkey™ foiitial Pyrohology, 19, oo, 1
{March 1998} pp. 117-32; on Istamist wemen, see Nilifer Géle, The Forbidden Modern:
Cirifization and Veiling {Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1998} Avmur [yaseflu.
“Islarnist Women in Turkey: Their [dentity and Scif-Image,” in Zchra Arat, od., Deanstratiig
Frmages af "The Tirkish Woman' (New York: 5t Martin's Press, 1998) pp. 241-62.
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the state as they organized to expand their opportunities and
solve their gender-based problems. They demanded substantive
equality beyond formal equality, expressed their needs ta be in
control of their ouwn sexuality and protested domestic violence
I{\ th pracess, they expanded and strengthened Turkey's nascent
civil society.

The women who helped liberate the public realm in the post-
19805 were mostly a heterogeneous group of middle-aged, middle-
c]as's Pprofessionals who were influenced by one angther as the
positioned and defined themselves in relation to one another f’}:
fundamental cleavage among the women of this period »;*15
hetween secular and Islarmist womer. Over time, hboth groups wx:(re
separated into numerous other divisions. Within the secular -;:amp
thhe mast prominent division grew hetween the women who called
;( Ecrz]'ijnii ef_s:3 :Ezir:;.;l:cmunsts and those who considered themselves

Among this heterngeneous group of women, those who called
themselves feminists were the first to have a public voice. They
began organizing and wrote a regular column for tho literary
journal Someut. Ayounger group within this initial circle of Feminists
split off because they identified morc with radical feminists who
traced causes of women's suppression 0 the patriarchy that existed
at all_ ievels of socicty. This younger and more radical group began
publishing the journal Feminist in 1987 Another group that forrﬁcd
1dcr?tified with socialist feminism and called for an end wo the
capitalist economic system as 2 necessary, if not sufficient
condition for women's liberation. This group printed the journai
i’(;aakrt:w.tﬁvcn t]mugbh tht:lsc jaurnals unly circulated for about three
ears, they contributed j asti i
yoars, ! d?;murge_ ¢ Important lasting concepts to Tarkish

Meapwhife, during the late 19805, Islam increased its public
prc:-falc:‘ in “Turkish political life. Women who called themselves
Kemalist feminists perceived the tising power of Islam as a serious
threat to women's rights and began erganizing to curtail it, Cagdag
gawml Destekiemc Dernegi (The Association to Promote
inﬁn;erggurary Lite) was the most important organization

alved in addressing this threat, Tslamist women Were mast
Active in the Welfare Party and as individuals who fought to have
®omen admitted to universities with their Islamic headecovers
By the 19905, as the Kurdish conflict permeated the politicai
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agenda in Turkey, Kurdish women and Kundish feminists began
voicing their own discontent.

But, rather than focusing on the different women’s groups, |
shall study the impact of these different women's groups on the
public realm by examining how they challenged the care conceprs
with which the Republican founding fathers deflined and
monopolized the public realm. Women developed a new language
of individualism and autonomy. In this context, they could
challenge the traditional definition of secularism and attempt o
distance themselves froam Kemalist natiopalism,

THE INDIVIDUAL

As previously stated, the Republican regime granted rights to
women in the context of the project of modernity and "for the
gaod of the communite” While the founding fathers might have
had the interests of Lthe community in mind, individual women
radically benefited from these reforms. The “for the people despite
the people” attitude of the regime defined the relationship between
the women and the state and vice-versa.

In the carly 1980s, seli-declared feminists siarted to emerge on
the political scene. Feminists insisted an speaking in their own
nume, with their own voice rather than be spoken about by the
afficials of the state or other women. Inn the feminist column of
the weekly journal Semut, Stella Ovadia wrote, “We tried to say
T ar ‘we” not “those women,' buat "we women.” Not ‘'woman
questions’ (kadir serupiari), but questions of being women
(hedinlit), becoming women {kadin ofma) and atlempts to become
subjects. To tell about gursclves and speak in our name.”'* This
individualistic standpoint was a radical challenge ta the traditional
paradigm within which women related o the state and o
themselves. It was liberating in the Turkish context, because the
polity had long been dictared from the top down with the elite
speaking in the name of others—whether it be wamen, peasants
ot workers—for the good of the commwunity o1 sotiety Women
began writing their own novels, narrating their own stories and
defining their problems as they wished in their own voice. They
even addressed problems of sexuality and domestic violence.

The challenge of individualism did not find voice merely among
the secular feminists. There were keen individualists among women

"Stelly Ovadia, “Bu Yazi Sen Yazi mi Qlacak,” Swrut (27 May 1983).
114

e |

Yesim Arar
whp bn_&gan practicing Islam by the 1980s. Jronicall ¥, even though
Isiam is a religion that perpetuated communalistic narms ar%d
opted for the welfare of the Istamie community rather than the
irdividual, some Muslim women brought up in the sccular context
of the Republic stood up for their individual rights. Sihel Eraslan
whn' chaired the Istanbul Welfare Party Women's Commission
[or Fl}re years, called herself 3 “feminist with faith.” She ex )Iafn&d
that in the organization’s attenipt to mobilize women, it frir:d to
propagate a sense of selfworth. [t strove to make thés\‘: Womcn

recognize their own power” and speak up for themselves.!? Fyen
when Islamist women did not call themselves feminist so.mc still
struggled to balance individual authority and indcpenéience with
the structural fimitations that faith in religious precepts imposed
o 11:1r_{1wdualism in general and woinen in particular. Wirhi{: this
particular group, women argued that there was no power mre‘r
them except God, which is an implicit criticism of the patriarchal
urdderpinnings of rel igious dictates where men rule over wc:m-:n

EQUALITY AND IDIFFERENCE

Uhe Kemalist Republican framework for Women's rights
formally, as well as substantively, expanded npwmtunitfn:sé’a"cair
wamen and made them equal to men. However the primary
pu]ltu_:al concemn waz to equalivze women to men.in [["f u':l'{
do‘mam. Djffe_rcnccs between men angd women, cspccial‘[y Fn LLh];
private d::)rn:lm, were ignored. Without anvy recogrition of the
problem in the privatwe realm, T. Baltaciofiu, anc of the leadi:
intellectuals of the day, argued that the issee of male fe ;g
equality in the pelity was resolved. T

In Turkey, male-female distinction astensibly does not exis
anymore and distnctions henween mascuiinity and femininity a:-*e:
R?L 't!'tljn?e that the nation pays attention to or labors over. Instead,

'ty pelong to the private existence of g single man. “What we
need are people, regardless of their gender, wheo uphold national
valucs and nationa techniques, 22 ' d retiona
t’eﬁ:ﬁgrgmf ][C: th; Kemalist reformers, the question of male-
- quality nad been resolved through the new legal

amewotk. In the 1950s, the Kemalist concept of cauality was

® Pazartesi {September 1905) p. 3,

21 . a - - -
Q cd tn Avse Dhuraliba TouTiver Danemir Kemaliat din
L, - Fal, Cumh i i
i . ‘\ll : Taq minde Talist Ka H I'(,II']".|I§II1 48
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challenged from several different perspectives. Those who called
themselves Kemalist feminists maintained that existing women's
problems could be solved within the framework provided by the
founding fathers.?! This group had organized itself in response to
the Islamists they considered to he threatening the prevailing
secular framework. As such, they aimed to defend the framework
that had been established against lslamist threats and amend it
Lo make it morc egalitarian. They led the women's initiative on
amending the civil code. Even though the civil code had heen
radically progressive in 1926, by the 1980s there were arricles
{declaring the hushand the head of the family, obliging him to
provide for the family, expecting the wife to be his helper] that
needed to be amended to reflect more modern attitudes.

The younger generation of feminists, who began organizing
earlier and independent of the Kemalise feminists, articulated a
critique of the Kemalist concept of women's rights and the legal
equality it offered. They argued that the Kemalists' focus on
formal equality of men and women was insufficient to meet their
needs. They initiated a quest for substantive cquality as they
focused on the private domain and prioritized the issue of
domestic violence, Beyond organizing protest movements and
opening shelters for battered women, they urged the state to
initiate special measures such as training special nurses and police
officers and having special courts adjudicate domestic violence
cases.® They brought to the public’s attention the need tw treat
the particular vulnerability of women to demestic violence with

“unequal” care.

SEXUALITY, VIOLENCE AND [DFFERENCE

[t has long been argued that the parameters of the Kemalist
project of modernity were drawn around puritanical sexual
morality regarding women.? Although women were expected to
exhibit their modern femininity (at balls and parties) with theic
décolleté evening dresses, they were proscribed from being

dMNermin Abadan Unat, "Saylemden Protestoya: Tarkive'de Kadin Harszkelerinin
Dandigimii,” Ay e Berkeay Hacimirzaoglu, 75 Yildet Kadirlar ve Erkekier {1stanbul: Tarih

Vakfi Yayiniari, 194K} pp. 323.34, .
“t {Zapan Arin, “Kadina Yonelik Siddet Agisindan Tark Hukoks'nun Kadina Yaklasimi

Eudeki Tergr {Istanbul: Mor Cati Yoayinlari, 1995} pp.130-39, )
“Ayse Durakbaga, “Cumhueriver Daneminde Kemalist I{adin Kimbtiginio Olusumu,” Tarik

ve Jophon (March 1988) p. 3943,
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rf::;:;;n}:gﬁ in their proﬂ;:ssional lives, A strict morality which linked
OF L0 Women's contmol over their awn sexuality prevailed.

in 198 i
iy wzm];)?:lﬁgzg ASQN,;H;F wm:}tc t}?e I’llmp{:-rtant book Kadinin Adi Yox
ame} which gave public voi ’
. ‘ ol " ‘ - YOICE L0 wom .
:Jefx;;i :}];es. X Fem:jmjlts tried to liberate sexuality from the dor:;x:
raphy and identified themselvy i
: _ : €8 as having a stake in i
public expression withgut interfere : hough
nce from the sta
the process was controvers minist e
sial and contested. Th ini
L proa : : - The feminist monthl
. u;’:is:: T]NI‘I]C}'I tummenced publication in April 1995, ran 3
faﬁt- I column called “Corner of Shame” on women's,mxuac]
Wer:s:as _33&1 Jf”“‘"". relationships. The reactions to the column
ere ?;e L he journal was taken to court for promotin
Eewspﬁpeﬁl-}f:r'; _wodm:}i]n Journalist who wrote for 2 major dai!;{’:
tazed the column for banalicy -
_ | : ; and others de
it gs an expression of women’s sexuality, ¢ elended
exuality became a public issue, not nccessarily because it was

assaults. ' i
Drganit‘:cén Flj;:i;)r;_atcaglpmgn against sexual harassment way
. ISLS drew attention t i
hedazed. Fe 0 widespread scxual
c at had not previously b
deomed aehr L bad « Sy Deen expressed, as it was
significant or legitimate. Femnini
Fbbons in publie S I €. reminists sold purple
) ALCS 10 ENCourage women to def
against sexual harassment, Th i crlined b s
: ¢ - Ine campaign underlined b
violence involved in se : ol wor
xual harassmen i
rE?ond (0 it with vpopual t and the will of women to
eminists i ;
e ::3112. 11:;{0 trllid to transform the cultural and political stigma
ual narassment by defending the ri
1o express their sexuality in indivi o of s Mo
ity in individya| i
g d cases of sexual harassmen
¢ Kumkapi case was an example of this, Zeynep Uludag het;

—

¥ Sule Torun, “Cenel bi
. . | bir Degerlendirme,” Spmue (27 Ma 19
. I[::rﬂ,}?:;ah Kﬁ:sinlﬂdi ¥k {Istanbul: Afa Yaviniari?’ 19;{?3]';.
or ¥ issue, Puzartesi teported thag they had been acquiteed in five ol

the cases they w -
€Y were tried f i
[Nf"“‘mber 1997y p. 10, o7 promating parnography and punished in one. Bregra

h - - . o .
Gulay Giktirk, "Kadin igi porne,” Yau Yigpd! (11 July 1995}
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mother, sister and a female friend were sexually harassed in a
Kumkapi restaurant. A fight ensued, and Zeynep fatally stabbed
a man with a knife that she picked up in self-defense. The court
case that followed was widely publicized and gave feminists the
opportunity to emphasize a woman’s right to go out alone at night,
and to protest sexual assault. Tn the process, women created for
themselves an unprecedented feminist standpoint, this time
against 2 man who assaulted women and the state, which was
seeking justice for his death.?®

As the femninists emerged in the public arena, public discussion
of rape cases was also transformed. Rape cases, which had long
been viewed as the trespass of communal norms, began to be scen
as acts of vielence committed against individuals. Feminists
became participants with vested interests in defending the rights
of women to protect their own bodies. When Giines K., a young
middle-class woman, was raped and beaten by her novelist ex
boyfriend on 29 January 1995, and when Zeynep A. was raped
by the police while in custody en 24 November 1996,2* feminists
showed up in courts to demonstrate public solidarity with these
female victims.

Sexuality was problematized in the political and public domains
not merely by the mere radical secular feminists hut, perhaps
inadvcrtcntly, by Islamnist women as well. Fadime Sahin, who
divulged her sexual relationships with Muslim tarikat (scct)
teaders after she was caught with one, expanded the parameters
of public debate on sexuality and marality in both the sccular
and Islamist ranks.® What would have been a melodramatic
stary of seduction and desertion was teansformed into a heated
public debate on religious morality and sexuality within religious
paramcters.

When $ahin presented her story as a case of sexual harassment
to major television channels, she took the radical step of defending
herself with conviction and pride against public blame for illicic
relationships. She blamed the two men for exploiting religion and
luring her into sexual relationships. Her revelations were deemed

“Titen Ateg, "Zeynep Katil Defil.” Pazartesi (Nowember 1955} pp, 2.3; Yo Yagyd! (17

Decernber [997). o
** Serpil Cakir and Hiilya Giilbahar, “ Tarkive'de Kadin Flareketinin Yiz Vil Kronolajis

Alaudast Kadin Sserleri Kiitdplanesi ve Bilgi Merkezi Vi, (Istanbul, 2000) pp. 262, 268.
“"Diefrie Swman, “Feminism, [slam ve Kamusal Alan," in Nilofer Gole, ad,, felamin Yen
Kamucal Yartert [[stanbul: Metis Yayinlari, 2000},
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carth-sha.ttqering by one major daily®! and she gained cclebrit
status.® The case became the cover story for several 1fna']0}r
weeklics.? With self-confident attitude and the help of & fem! I r
Ia\?}{cr, she took the two farika; leaders to court f«:ﬁ]r ex Ioitiifi
religion and causing her harm. She alsp sued the Mi-ni-tr éf
Inr_crna! AFFa_irs for encroachment of her personal rights bec;u;}
the gg!lce‘trzed 0 €xpose her face when she was caught w't!c
Mulslum '_Egﬁndiiz, the tarikat leader. While all this mj E,I':t scl )
ordinary in the West, Sahin’s femerity in seeking her rigrhts :—f:_’il
exposing her sexual life wasg unprecedented in Turkey; els: eci"ulr} :
because she was 2 religious woman who wore a he.;éicox?er ;m}}
there are severe sanctions against the breach of sexual narms iK
Islam. She had deficd being classified as a weal fémak: Mu:;]ir:
victim by courageously facing up to (he “shame” to which societ
would h_avt- condemned her, By vevealing herself as she d-::cmeg
appropriate, and attracting respect for her courage and pow
she exposed allegedly religious men and their taribats as E-t:l‘i‘r?r,
the duplicity of pubiic morality in Turkey. This incid.r:rntl shoy *df
that some [slamist women were also seeking liberation, T

SECULARISM AND Wanmen

The Republican reforms, which expanded women's ri hes, had
dane S0 in Ideﬁance of Islamic law and custom. While %he SL; :
E(hmIfSEr;le in not forcing women to uncover themselves the wa\f:
Fra;cuf ;:-f Ihrlan had done, it had undermined the religious Ieg::l

ork which restricted women's rights, Republican secularism
w:::fsuspl}(lz:ous of religion and demandeq that it be closely suarded
L ]tq the l_9805,_womt-n chali-:ngcd the Republican concept of
e l;:ll;l;;m KI l;ll: theirdemands to expand the public space allowed
themusclves feminist Mg, Sty o1y oM. S0me calling
. ' / 5, ers simply Muslims ang
F;iffzrinii nout t:;io kxdent.lfy themseives, insisf:& that they be gmﬂiﬁ
o ok ThF;s 0 :.; servn;c and'alteml universities with their heads
o Smt.e Pll-o:.:s ?gmef[ € major CONLroversy berween women and
dering e I < .du wor?en! wearing headscarves culminateq
o .;1 perio s. and Lurm_g graduatien ceremonies and, at
s, ended in the courcs, While there were some cases of local

—

::: MJ'{I{}\ct (24 January 1997),
Yeus YE;:W'E 1] ianuar}- 19497}

* Tempa (5 February 19971,
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courts accepting the students” desire to be admitted to universities
with their headscarves, higher courts found the local court
decisions unconstitutional. In cases where students with
headscarves ook the Turkish state to European courts, they did
not receive the support they expected. When an elected female
member of the parliament from the Islamist Virtue Parcy tried to
take her oath in the Grand National Assembly with her head
covered, she was forbidden to do so. The [slamist women had
exposed the restrictive nature of Kemalist secularism, but had
net succeeded in transforming it

The relationship of secular feminists to Islamist women with
headscarves varied. While Kemalist feminists opposed the wamen
with headscarves as a threat 1o the secular foundations of the
Republic, some groups of secular feminists supported Islaruist
women's right to wear them.* By 1999, the state had been ahle
te contain, if not undermine, the will of women to wear
headscarves as public protest. Yet state control over religion
continues to be contested and women with headscarves concinue
to make themselves visible in the public realm,

NATIONALISM AND THE STATE

While expansion of women'’s rights had heen an important
tool [or cultivating Turkish natienalism, by the 1980s, women
activists had shed the Turkish nationalist stigma attached to
women's issues. [ronically, feminists who splintered into radical,
socialist or other types of feminist groups did not differentiate
themselves radically from feminists in the West, or identify
themselves as Turkish feminists. Feminism in Turkey exhihited
many different faces and molded itself in response to local
priorities—such as domestic violence or the amendment of the
civil code—as opposed to abortion rights, which were so
important in the West and which women in Turkey already had.
There were discussions and some Inltiatives about defining
Torkish feminism, but women’s activism was primarily issuc-
oricnted and universalist in its discourse.?

While Turkish women in Turkey might have ignored their
national identities in their activism, Kurdish women began

™ Clnur Savran and Mestin Tura, "Cagdaslagma’ sdylemine Leslim olmayiz,” fezartet

{3eptember 1996} p. 11,
* Ayge Dizkan, “YerB bir feminizm,” Fazartesi {September 1997) pp, 2-4,
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organizing separately: Similar to other mMinority groups deminated
by the feminism of the majority, Kurdish feminists fel that their
part1cu!ar predic:}ment could not be recognized within Turkish
women s groups. They organized around the journal Resa, which
began publication in” March 1996, and then the journal Fif
which bega_li publication in December 1994, in 63‘der to r;’:f’
themselves independent from the Kurdish nat.;onaIist movemcnt‘:
frorp men and from “Turkish women. In an interview with the
teminist journal Pazartesi, the cditor of Rosa argued thar ith'e
the Kurdish natienalist maovement, women h:a(?utr-) bea:oﬁw illcn
men to be taken seciously, which as feminists was.nnt h  hoy
wanted, ’ ' e they
The e-‘folving relationship between Kurdish women, the srag
and "Turkish feminists was complicated. The Turkish stare initiateg
the Fn_undar.ic-n of educational centers called CATOM;s (Cok
Amagli lTuplum Merkezleri—Multi Purpase Sacial Centers) [E}n
predomm_ant.ly Kurdish regions of southeasiern Anarolia to offer
pragrams in iiteracy, hygiene, child Lare, nutritiorn, home econc}mifs
and some tr.E!ining courses (for instance, in carpet weaving) to
women and girls. Even though these centers were organized u:id
the direction of the Southeastern Anatolia Project RE ic ’-fll’
Develupmcm Administration, the Turkish Develo gmennat
Foundation, A civil socicty NGO, and various local (:-rgmi'falium
E.'D:::bfratt-d in their operation. The Centers stated thar.‘their aim;
Womenotsr;;cl}::leri}g}t:n';\fumen to define their problems and help
m_Thcni: gespunsc of the Turkish feminists to these centers was
I(D:::i‘ ‘h ome argued that_ the centers were founded to assimilate
fot:gelsthgfmg?hby teaching then".l ’l:'urkiﬂh, encouraging them (o
e m ef langue and training them to make cheap iabor
it merging :r!dus'trl!:s in the region.” Othery criticized
f ¢ judgmental and dismissive atticude of the anti-CATOM
r::;;i::;zsafliarayazgan pointed cut that the responses and
the aons of vomenlwho actually attended CATOMS should ho
apprs ﬁaté'to evaluate Ehese tenters. She questioned haw
! d‘ph it was for TLil‘kISi"I feminists to decide, in the name of
1dish women who bencfited from these centers, that these

—_——
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centers were detrimental to the Kurdish women’s interests.
Karayazgan’s criticisms brought to focus the trap that the Turkish
feminists could fall into. Turkish feminists had defined themselves
in reaction to the state and then had defied the state feminism of
the Kemalist founding fathers who claimed to know the interests
of women better than women did. Yet, when women secured their
own voice, they committed the same error towards other women
that the Kemalists men had to women.3®

CoNCLUSION

In the past two decades, women from different corners of
Turkish civil society have challenged the patriarchal underpinnings
of the Turkish state and its monopoly over the public realm from
different perspectives. The challenges have predominantly focused
on the way the Republican state related to its citizens in general
and to women in particular. It had implications for the Republican
concept of secularism and nationalism. Even though women have
not altered the fundamental understandings of secularism and
nationalism in the country, they have exposed the limitations of
these concepts. Women have developed a language with which
they can now redefine their relationship to the state as individual
women who want to articulate their needs and priorities,
independent of the state.

Consequently, women have emerged onto the public scene
as different kinds of feminists, including Islamist or Kurdish
feminists, or simply as women who want to defend their right to
their own sexuality or protection from violence. Despite these
advances, there remains much to be changed substantively insofar
as opportunities for the majority of women are concerned. Women
remain less educated, less informed and poorer than men; in short,
they are still less capable of using their rights of citizenship than
men.

What remains is to vocalize feminist demands through political
channels where they can be translated into outcomes. With this
goal in mind, and the self-confidence that their activism gave
them, women have been organizing since 1997 through KADER,
the Association to Support and Train Candidates (for Parliament),
to have their voices heard in the realm of orthodox politics.

" Aysegiil Karayazgan, “Biz kadinlar diyemedik bir tirlii,” Pazartesi (May 1998) pp. 8-
10.
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