
Islamist Civil Society Associations: The Case of the Rainbow Istanbul Women's 

Platform 

Thesis submitted to the 

Institute of Social Sciences 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

Master of Arts 

111 

Sociology 

by 

Kenan <;ayu 

Bogazici University Library 

111111111111111111111111111111111111111 ~ 
39001100082844 

Bogazi<;:i University 

1997 



Acknowledgment 

I must first of all thank Professor Gole, my thesis advisor, for all the 

encouragement and support she has given me throughout this work. I would also like 

to thank my committee, Binnaz Toprak and Nlikhet Sirman, for their valuable 

criticisms and suggestions. 

I want to express my deepest gratitude to Ayhan Akman for his critics and 

suggestions of my theoretical chapter. 

Special thanks are due to Mehlika MlSlroglu and Reyhan Erdogan for their help 

to contact with the Platform members. And of course I should express my gratitude 

to my interviewees for their kindness and hospitality. 

I would also like to thank my dear friends Mucahit, Aysim; Ugur, Oguz, Melin, 

Ozlem, Elif and Chris for their 'therapies' that I often needed throughout the work. 

Last but not the least I want to thank my wife and daughter for their patience 

and tolerence. 

111 



ABSTRACT 

Islamist Civil Society Associations: The Case of the Rainbow Istanbul 

Women's Platform 

Kenan <;ayu 

This thesis analyzes the self-definition of Turkish Islamist women who are organized 

around the Rainbow Istanbul Women's Platform which consists of more than forty 

Islamist women's civil associations. The thesis is based on a survey of the members, 

interviews, participant observation in panels of the Platform, the pamphlets of the 

Platform and media material. It asserts that the Islamist women of the nineties differ 

from the critical actors of the eighties with their discourse focused on self-definition 

in relation to their public and private roles, professional rights and on participation. 

The contemporary Islamist women express their demands to take place in the public 

sphere on an equal basis with other social actors. However they are not for a total 

equality which according to them results in a denial of the 'feminine nature' of 

women. Instead, they stress difference of women as mothers and propose to 

rearrange working hours and spaces for women. Similarly the private sphere must be 

reorganized to make women more active in their homeplaces. In the last analysis 

they feel the tension in combining their public and private roles or their professional 

aspirations and motherhood roles. 
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KISAOZET 

isiamci Sivil Toplum Orgutleri: Gokku~agl istanbul Kadm Platformu Ornegi 

Kenan <;aYlr 

Bu tezde klrktan fazla isiamci sivil kadm orgtillinti temsil eden Gokku~agl istanbul 

Kadm Platformu yen;evesinde isiamci kadmlann doksanh Yll1ardaki soylemi analiz 

edilmektedir. Veri toplama a~amasmda iiyelerin profilinin anIa~llmasl iyin bir anket 

uygulanml~, iiyelerle mUlakatlar yapllml~, Platform'un duzenledigi panellerde 

gozlemler yapIlml~, Platformun hazlrladlgl kitapylklardan ve medyadaki haberlerden 

yararlanIlml~t1r. Tezde doksanll yIllarm isiamci kadmlannm ozel ve kamusal 

alandaki rolleri yeryevesinde kendi kimliklerini tarumlama ve katlhm talepleri 

tizerine yogunla~an soylemleriyle seksenli Yillarm politik isiamci aktOrlerinden 

farkhla~tlgl ileri surulmektedir. Giinumtiz isiamci kadlnlarl diger aktorlerle e~it 

dtizlemde kamusal alanda yer almek istemektedirler. Bununla beraber kadmm 

'kadmSI tabiatmm' reddi anlamma geldigini iddia ettikleri cinsler araSI tam e~itlikten 

yana da degildirler. Kadmm anne olarak farkhhgml vurgulamakta, ve bu farkhhglyla 
/ 

kamusal alanda bulunabilmesi iyin kamusal alanm ve c;ah~ma saatlerinin yeniden 

duzenlenmesini onern1ektedirler. Aym ~ekilde kadml daha aktifhale getirmek ic;in ev 

iyi alamn da diizenlenmesi gerekmektedir. Kamusal ve ozel alandaki rollerine 

kayna~tmnaya yah~an kadmlar bunun gerilimini ya~amaktadlrlar. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The veiled Islamist women appeared on the public agenda in the 1980's in 

Turkey as the actors demanding to study at the universities with an accompanying 

political/ideological discourse. In the nineties with their newly acquired professional 

occupations (as doctors, lawyers etc.) they express their desire to take their place in 

social life. They organize themselves around new associations, enterprising groups 

and platforms to promote their goals. Associated with these developments, the critical 

discourse of the previous decade has been replaced by a reflexive one concentrating 

on the issues of self-definition and the role of women in the Islamist movement and in 

public and private spheres oflife. 

In this research, I will elaborate on the formation and nature of the Islamist 

women's identity and on the self-definitions of the women Islamists relating their 

public and private roles on the basis of the Rainbow Istanbul Women's Platform 

which consists of more than forty Islamist women's associations, enterprising groups 

and foundations. I will try to account for its forms of organizations and scenarios of 

conflict with other actors, the state and civil society. Specifically I will search for the 

answers to the questions of 'What sort of language, public and private, do Islamist 

women propose to speak? What public and private identities do they embrace as 

alternatives to the previous social definitions of women? What do they propose to 

~ redescribe the daily practices ? How do they reconstruct their identity, social 

experience and reality itself? And How do they 'get in on the action'?, 
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So far Islamist movements have been treated QY many social scientists as a 

political strategy oriented towards the state, in order to transform it in to a political 

device implementing Islamic law. This type of an approach considered Islamist ( and 

also other social) movements as a result of an economic and political disorder. It 

points out that rapid urbanization, economic crisis and political instability in Muslim 

countries provided the stage for the emergence of contemporary Isiamist movements. 

For these social scientists the position of women is " secondary or at best 

instrumental in relation to strategies of Islamists to seize political power." ( Gale; 

forthcoming ). Hence they treat the question of women in Gale's terms "as 

epiphenomenon ofIslamism or at best as an annex issue of human rights." 

This situation is also valid for the Turkish context that in almost all of the 

narratives -journalistic, academic etc.- Islamist women are presented as passive and 

submissive agents in the Islamist movements( Saktanber 1994;103 ).In many texts 

Muslim women are often pitied as the victims of the male-dominated Islamic religion. 

The ultimate symbol of their oppression and their acceptance of inferiority is the veil. 

However the new veiling is almost totally different from traditional veiling, 

basartiisu, which symbolizes an image of women as uneducated, passive and 

domesticated. Whereas the new veiling or tUrban refers to the young, urban and 

educated Islamist girls. While the former is pre-modem rather than being anti-modem, 
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the latter represents active and visible agents in a movement that formulates an 

alternative model to that of western modernity. 

The new veiling is also the instrument with which Islam came on the public 

agenda in Turkey in the eighties. In these years the demand of the Islamist girls to 

attend at the universities challenged two conflicting processes. On the one hand it was 

a divergence from traditional Islamic precepts that defined women in domestic space. 

On the other hand it was a challenge to the secular and homogeneous public sphere 

created by the Republican modernists. 

Since the eighties there has been a hot debate on the role and position of 

women among Turkish Islamists and secularists. It is obvious that contemporary 

discourse on women has its roots in earlier discourses about modernism during the 

foundation of the Republic. The Republican elite sought to modernize the country 

through Westernization. In this process the emancipation of women has been 

conceived as an integral part of the modernization. According to the Republican elite 

the modern world was a 'sexually integrated' world and if Turkey was to reach the 

level of civilization, she was to abandon denying one part of the society. Along with 

these precepts, the Kemalist elite introduced a series of reforms destroying links back 

to the old traditional Ottoman society. These reforms were an attempt to modernize 

and secularize the life world around a homogeneous public sphere. This public sphere 

was conditioned by the visibility of modern women profiles whom were presented as 

unveiled, educated and professionalized, and throughout the Republican history this 

image of modern women has been promoted in many instances. 
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So after seventy years of secularism, the appearance of the Islamist girls at the 

university campuses created a social tension between secularist and Islamist social 

actors and generated hot debates on the concepts of Islamism, secularism, democracy 

and modernism. 

The voices and conduct of the women Islamists in the eighties were subsumed 

in radical ideological discourse which dominated the Islamist movements in Turkey. 

Their identities were shaped within the framework of this radical discourse in reaction 

to the 'other' or within the ascendancy of the male Islamist actors. However despite 

their rhetoric of domesticity and conservatism, Islamist movements provided women 

with a vehicle to become visible in the public sphere and build social networks outside 

the home ( Arat 1990;21 ). In fact, by receiving a secular education and as a result 

acquiring a professional occupation and by being activists in the Islamist movements 

they skillfully used the channels or opportunity space opened up both by Kemalism 

and Islamism (Gale 1992;137-40 ). Therefore becoming visible in the modern 

contexts, independent of the actors' intents, has brought about the transformation of 

Islamic traditional prohibitions on women and of gender relations in the public and 

private sphere. 

In the nineties the political discourse of the eighties is replaced by a self­

reflexive one. The Islamist women have began to express their aspirations to take their 

place in the public sphere. In this decade the complaints of the eighties that ' I could 

not study at university with my Islamic outlook' turned into demands that 'I want to 

work as a lawyer'. In other words the actors are preoccupied with their professional 

rights more than political rights. Paralleling with that the tactics of the last decade has 
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changed from sit-ins and demonstrations to meeting, orgamzmg and participating 

panels and conferences in order to affect ( thus reflect ) societal norms. Islamist 

women m the present decade is mobilized by pJofessional social movement 

organizations ( women's associations, enterprising groups, platforms etc. ) which 

carefully calculate and steer collective action to gain media coverage and public 

sympathy for movement goals. The women Islamists with this new mobilization, are 

preoccupied with their self-definition to sustain a coherent belief and action system in 

a modern urban context. 

Not all women of course mobilize themselves. The new actors of Islamism are those 

who have experienced a high level of 'cognitive mobilization'.1 They are educated, 

skilled and urban based. Therefore classical narrations of passive Muslim women do 

not account for their activities. Their activities contain both a demand and a challenge. 

They struggle not only for equal rights but also for the right to be different. They 

stress the feminine nature and motherhood role of women but also seek for an equal 

opportunity. In other words their movement combines equality of opportunity and 

recognition of the biocultural specificity of women. The importance of their 

movement lies in the fact that although the conflict was provoked by a particular 

condition ( Islamist girls demands to receive education ), it simultaneously brings to 

the fore the problems that concern the entire system's iogic and dilemmas. Women 

Islamists from their specific condition address the whole society. Being a :Muslim 

woman in present Turkish society has ceased to be solely related to faith or to 

headscarves and has increasingly began to be defined in cultural terms. Women are 

1 I am borrowing the term 'cognitive mobilization' from Inglehardt (1990). It refers to a process of 
acquiring a high level of education, political information and political interest. 
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Islamists not only because they cover their heads, but involve a life style, daily 

practices and social experiences. They exemplifY other ways of doing things. Their 

movement carries an excluded and marginalized group to the polity with an 

accompanying process of identity construction. 

In the present research I will elaborate on this process of self-definition with the 

questions I mentioned above. I approach my research questions with Gole's 

perspective that to explain Islamist movements as a result of an economic and political 

disorder shadows the importance of social relations-between IsIamists and other 

actors- and cultural processes-or the process of meaning construction- that actually 

underlie the contemporary Islamism ( Gole forthcoming ). Therefore I posit that 

women's activities in structuring an Islamist woman's identity requires us to rethink 

our understanding of woman agency, rather than trying to fit their actions within the 

constraining categories of traditional/modern, victim/actor or passive/powerful. 

I argue that the Islamist women's movement display strong parallelisms with 

new contemporary movements such as environmental, nuclear, ethnic and second 

wave feminist movements. Contrasting with the qualities of the old social movements 

which engaged in a confrontation with the state in order to realize their 'great ideals', 

the new movements form themselves in to social networks where through 

negotiations among various groups a collective identity is structured ( Melucci 

1994; 117 ). As these new social movements represent the return of the repressed­

nature, ethnicity, woman-, the Islamist women's movement symbolizes the coming of 

an excluded category. Therefore 
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the similarities and contrasts with the western ( especially feminist) movements can 

provide us some clues for the understanding of the contemporary Islamist women's 

movement. My first chapter will discuss the nature and formation of these 

contemporary western movements. 

In the second chapter I will focus on the trajectory of Turkish modernity which 

actually is the historical and cultural basis of the women's issue. Touraine sees the 

cultural field, the historicity of a society, as the main stake in the conflicts of the 

movements, and since any identity construction is not outside the boundary of the 

cultural context, Turkish modernization history will help us to elucidate the 

contemporary discourses on women. Then I will look at the role and position of 

women in the Islamist discourse in general, and in the Turkish context in particular. 

Lastly in the third chapter I will present my findings. 

My findings is based on a survey that I conducted to gather some basic 

information about the platforln members (Questionnaire, appendix 1). I collected the 

news and writings about the Platform in the press. Moreover I collected the 

documents and the pamphlets of the Platform. I participated the panels organized by 

the Project Production Center, one of the members of the Platform. Lastly I 

interviewed the (former) vice-President of the Platform, three lawyer members of the 

'Women Lawyers Enterprising Group (Kadin Hukukcular Girisim Grubu), the vice­

President of the Support to Working Women Group (Calisan Kadina Destek Grubu) 

and the President of the Women Health Personnel Solidarity Group (Hanim 

Saglikcilar Dayanisma Gurubu). 
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CHAPTER I 

THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

The Collective Behavior Theories 

In the analysis of social movements classical sociology has spoken on the two 

extreme poles. Collective action has either been treated as an effect of structural crisis 

or as an expression of shared beliefs. While the first one disregarded the dimension of 

conflict within collective behavior and reduced it to marginality, the second could not 

explain the passage from a given social condition to collective action. 

(Melucci,1985;790-1). The classical collective behavior theory like any other subfield 

of sociology assumes a general image of society which is highly affected by the 

modernization theory. In this model individual action was conceived both naturalistic 

and as an historical creation of modernity. Authentic social action necessarily meant a 

facing away from all types of traditional action. Agency and social action was 

embedded in the historical process in which man freed himself from the constraints of 

traditional bonds (religion, kinship etc.). Based on this 'revolutionary idiom of 

action', the classical collective behavior theory explained any action outside the 

boundaries of this process by a phenomenon external to the modern actor.( Somers 

and Gibson, 1994;49-50). 

Among the prominent names of the collective behavior theorists Smelser treats 

. collective behavior as irrational and exceptional which emerged as a response to 
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structural changes brought about by the process of modernization (1962). This sort of 

analysis has some implications. First it treats social movements as marginal and the 

poor, uprooted people as the social basis of them. Secondly, it takes social movements 

as a transitory phenomenon which will weaken when the process of modernization 

provide benefits of progress to all.( Offe, 1985;839-40). Hence classical sociology of 

social movements asserts that the real dynamic of change lies not in society but in 

history. Depicting a society progressing according to the predetermined rules of 

history, therefore assuming some developmentalist (historisist) premises, it postulates 

stages for social movements or other forms of collective action (Tilly 1985;737) and 

characterizes social movements merely as epiphenomena of ongoing structural 

changes. In other words social movements in this paradigm 'appear like a fever' in 

times of economic and social crisis or a breakdown.(Sztompka 1994;296). What is 

presumed in this type of an explanation is that it is the historical necessity not social 

movements that cause social change. 

This classical tradition was challenged by the emergence, in the US and Europe 

in the sixties and seventies" of large scale movements such as the peace movement, 

green movement, anti-nuclear movement, women's movement, lesbian and gay 

movement etc. These movements emerged in societies characterized by pluralism, 

democracy and a strong civil society. Therefore these movements are not simple 

reactiqns to a breakdown and the actors of them do not conform to the image of 

rea~tlpnary, anomic deviants of the classical paradigm. They have certain goals and ,. 

ratiop:al strategies. Their struggle focused on areas of cultural reproduction and on 

i~~»~s like quality of life, individual self realization and participation rather than 

lJlfH.:~rial reproduction or distribution. They are not channeled through parties but 
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professional social movement organizations which "carefully calculated and steered 

collective action to gain media coverage and public sympathy for movement 

goals"(Cohen and Arato 1992;505). With the emergence of these contemporary 

movements sociologists began to tackle questions such as "why people still act in 

tradition ? Why many social movements do not try to overthrow the state? Why are 

people willing to pursue goals which brings no material gainT(Somers and Gibson 

1994;50). 

To make sense of these developments new theories of action emerged. These 

were mainly the resource mobilization paradigm in the US and the new social 

movement paradigm in Europe. While the first one stressed the political aspect, the 

second focused on the cultural aspect of the conflict that are generated by 

contemporary movements. Before elaborating the basic premises of these paradigms, 

we will look at the characteristics, contexts, issues and actors of contemporary 

movements to clarify the concept of new social movements. 

New social movements 

The movements dominating the early phases of modernity were focused on 

economic interests and organized in a centralized manner to control and attain 

political power with members generally composed of single social classes. the 

worker's movement is one of the best examples of this type of movement, since it was 

almost under the tutelage of a political party or of political action, being associated 

wi1h the idea of revolution. Workers within that movement were not subjects but 

. 'agents' in the implementation of an historical necessity.(Touraine 1992;142-3). 
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These type of movements are called 'old social movements' meamng that they 

belonged to the old type of (industrial) society. 

As with the old ones the new social movements are not independent of the 

context or of society within which they emerge. Social theorists define this context 

differently from each other by focusing on different aspect of social mechanism. 

Touraine grounds new social movements in his famous paradigm of post 

industrial society. Post industrial society is a new type of society with its new loci of 

power and new forms of domination. For Touraine contemporary social action is new 

because it involves struggle around the field opened up by post industrial society. This 

field which is contested by new social movements is no longer state, but civil society. 

Social movements according to Touraine involve confrontations between social actors 

over the structure of civil society (1985;670). The existence of new social movements 

reveals the transformation of the relationship between social movements and political 

action (1992;142-3). Therefore contemporary movements are new since they 

dissociate themselves from the idea of controlling state-power and are no longer 

subordinate to political action. 

Offe tells another story for the emergence of contemporary movements. He 

asserts that new social movements arose in the West along with the challenges to the 

model of the welfare state. The social, political and economic order in the early fifties 

was structured around the model of the liberal welfare state which remained 

unchallenged by any significant political force. The central values in this model were 

growth, prosperity and distribution. The underlying assumption of the welfare state is 
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that "privatistic and consumption centered patterns of life would absorb the energies 

of most people and that participation in and over public policies would be of no more 

than marginal significance in the lives of most citizens"(1985;823). In this context 

highly institutionalized interest organizations and political parties were the dominant 

collective actors. They emphasized the values of private life, instrumental rationality 

and an order which devalued participation. The key task of public policy was security 

which as a result brought about a social control to prevent all sorts of 'deviant' 

behavior that might affect polity and social order.(1985;821-4). But the demands 

voiced by new social movements deviate from the welfare state pattern of 

institutionalized conflict over distribution. They place emphasis on the non-economic 

quality of life rather than stressing economic growth. Inglehart theorizes this shift in 

value priorities as the emergence of post materialist values which underlie the basis of 

new social movements (1990). The rise of the women's movement for example is not 

due to the fact that women are more exploited today than they were a few decades 

ago, but that women in contemporary society place greater emphasis on identity and 

self-fulfillment. Hence the question posed by new social movements is not one of 

compensations that the welfare state can provide. Rather the question is "how to 

defend or reinstate endangered life styles, or how to put reformed life styles into 

practice. In short the new conflicts are not sparked by the problem of distribution, but 

concern the grammar of life" (Habermas 1981;33) 

The new social movements are different from utopian and neoromantic 

movements of the past such as the worker's movements, in terms of their goals. While 

utopian and neoromantic movements sought the de-differentiation of the social, 

political and economic sphere into a premodern utopian community, the new social 
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movements defend structural diftet~ntiation of modern society and seek to expand a 

space for non strategic action. Cohen explains this phenomenon with the term <self 

limiting radicalism'. She uses this term as a "self understanding that abandons 

revolutionary dreams in favour of the idea of structural reform, along with a defense 

of civil society that does not seek to abolish the autonomous functioning of political 

and economic systems" (1985;664). The new social movements have a self limiting 

character in a way that they accept the existence of the democratic state and the 

market economy. Actors limit themselves to the defense and extension of spaces for 

their way of lives, hence abandon neo-romantic myths. Actors limit themselves vis-a­

vis one another as well. Without rejecting the existence of one another, they struggle 

in the name of autonomy, difference and identity within the boundaries of the 

democratic state. 

The new social movements also differ from the old ones in terms of their social 

base, actors. Melucci depicts the actors of old type of social movements as tragic 

characters that "they act in a historical scene as heroes or villains depending on the 

point of view, but always oriented towards great ideals or a dramatic destiny" 

(1985;809). Whereas the actors of contemporary movements seem more interested in 

themselves rather than the outer world. While old social movements had an 

economically determined class base, the new social movements draw from a different 

social dass base. It is asserted that old movements mobilized entrepreneurs, workers 

and the professional middle class, whereas the new movements find support in the 

new middle class ( younger generation and groups with a high level of education). 

This new middle class is a modern, class aware group whose goals are more general 

than the traditional classes. (Offe; 1985). 
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Despite this common strategy in explaining the social base of contemporary 

movements with a new middle class, there is another-line of argument that asserts that 

the social base of these movements cannot be understood in class terms. According to 

this position, since contemporary movements are not economically determined, 

economic reading of their social bases should be left off Social movements are 

defined by the dynamics of race, gender, ethnicity and so on. all of these conceptions 

transcend the term class in shaping collective action. It is pointed out that the group 

identities defining collective action have shifted from class to status, race, gender and 

nationality. Dalton, Kuechler and Burklin characterize this phenomenon "as a shift 

from group based politics rooted in instrumental interest to value based politics rooted 

in ideological support for collective action" ( 1990.cited by Buechler 1995;453). 

The contemporary movements also differ from the old movements in terms of 

their organizational structure. With respect to the centralized organizations (with their 

big leaders) of the old movements, the organization of new social movements is 

provisional and reversible. Participation in the organization is seen as a commitment 

rather than a duty and decisions are taken through negotiations. In other words 

collective action is the result of a contractual and reflective process( Melucci 

1994;124). 

The emergence of the contemporary movements in the sixties and seventies 

with such qualities mentioned above challenged the classical collective behavior 

paradigm. What has been obvious about the contemporary movements is that they 

existed in democratic and civil societies; they were not responses to economic crisis or 



15 

breakdown; their actors did not conform to the image of anomic, underprivileged and 

irrational deviants. On the contrary they involved concrete goals and rational interests 

and strategies. These realities led to the emergence or two competing paradigms in the 

study of social movements. These are the resource mobilization paradigm and the 

new social movements paradigm which have been influential in the United States and 

Europe respectively. 

The Resource Mobilization Paradigm 

Although both paradigms stress different aspects of the contemporary 

movements they share certain premises that distinguish them from the old paradigm. 

Before analyzing the basic assumptions of the Resource Mobilization paradigm let us 

look at the common points of both paradigms that will enable us to clarify their 

position vis-a-vis the old approaches. 

First of all, both paradigms treat conflictual collective action as normal and the 

modem· pluralist societies as the context of them. Both argue that participants are 

usually rational and well-integrated members of organizations and argue that social 

movements involve contestations between organized groups with voluntary and 

autonomous organizations and with sophisticated forms of communications ( Cohen 

1985;673). 

Based upon these basic presumptions the Resource Mobilization paradigm 

analyzes contemporary movements exclusively on the political level. Contemporary 
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conflicts are explained as the expression of excluded social groups to join a system of 

benefits and rules( Tilly 1978) or as demands for the different distribution of resources 

(McCarthy and Zald 1977, 1981). Although it is not an homogeneous paradigm, the 

theoreticians basically argue that collective action involves the rational pursuit of 

interests by individuals with a strategic- instrumental logic. Success of a movement 

depends on its ability in getting recognition as a political actor or increasing its 

material benefits. 

F or Tilly collective action is the expressIOn of common interests of a fully 

formed group-a social class, ethnic group, union, party and so on. In his view a social 

movement "consists in a series of demands or challenges to power holders in the 

name of a social category that lacks an established political position"( 1985;736). So 

he places contemporary conflict on an exclusively political level and accounts for the 

emergence of social movements with a political process in which excluded, 

marginalized groups try to get access to the established polity. 

The context of mobilization of excluded groups is provided by the process of 

modernization. Hence the idea that large scale structural change affects collective 

action is retained by Tilly although he criticizes the breakdown modd of the ciassical 

paradigm. He asserts that economic transformation, urbanization, state making 

process and hence a new loci of power and the new structures of everyday life led to 

the emergence of a new action repertoire and of new associational forms. These 

involved the replacement of the food riots, tax rebellions etc. that belonged to the 

'eighteenth century actiQn repertoire' by the demonstrations and strikes typical of the 

'nineteenth century action repertoire'; and the replacement of communal solidarities 
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by voluntary associations. Tilly characterizes the nineteenth century action as 

offensive and proactive and the former one as defensive and reactive. This meant that 

while in the former action a group reacted to the claims of another group over a 
~-

resource currently under its control and hence displaced a defensive mobilization in 

the face of an outside threat, in the latter, groups asserted claims to power, privileges 

and resources that had not existed before. What is obvious in the new action is that it 

attempts to gain control over power and resources rather than merely resisting. This 

positioning as a result leads to the formation of special-purpose organizations in place 

of communal groups( Cohen and Arato 1992;499-501). So Tilly defines social 

movements as interactions between dominant powers and people who make visible 

demands for change in the distribution of power and resources. 

Tilly's strategic conception of social movements is criticized by different 

theorists in a way that it results in the reduction of society to power relations, 

detached from any reference to a social system. Therefore that type of treatment of 

contemporary movements misses both cultural orientations and structural dimensions 

of conflict( Touraine 1981;56, Cohen and Arato 1992;512). Actually what is 

challenged by the new social movements is not only injustice distribution of power but 

socially shared meanings or the ways of defining reality as welle Diani 1992; 1 0). It is 

argued that Tilly's position that places contemporary collective action on an 

exclusively political level does not give the answers to the questions of "do 

contemporary movements reveal systemic conflicts that are unrelated to those of 

industrial capitalism?" ( Melucci 1994;116) and to "what if a social movement does 

not target the inclusion in to the polity?" (Cohen and Arato 1992;504). In other 
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words, Tilly's approach excludes the possibility of analyzing the identity dimension of 

the new social movements. 

Moreover, it is pointed out that focusing on strategies to attain political 

representation and benefits makes it difficult to differentiate between social 

movements and interest groups. Social movements have an offensive side not only in 

the sense of struggles for inclusion in the polity but also in the sense of their efforts to 

influence political actors to make policy and initiate reforms appropriate to new 

collective identities.( Cohen and Arato 1992;505) 

The resource mobilization paradigm by limiting itself to the strategic uses of 

power and influence focuses on the political dimension of contemporary conflict. 

Although this is an important face of the new social movements, that type of an 

analysis does not explain collective actors' concerns on identity, autonomy, discourses 

and social norms. The other part of the story can be completed with an identity 

oriented paradigm. 

The new social movements paradigm 

The new social movements theorists, contrasting with the political conflict 

model that reduces collective behavior to instrumental ideals and political level, focus 

on other logics of action based in culture as the root of much collective action and to 

other sources of identity such as gender, sexuality and ethnicity as the markers of 

collective identity (Buechler 1995;442). Instead of merely treating contemporary 

movements as sociopolitical that targets change in politics as Tilly does, they also do 
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stress the sociocultural aspect of new social movements in a way that they address 

social life and struggle in the cultural sphere to change values, norms, identity 

structures and life patterns. 

~-

One of the most prominent advocates of the NSM paradigm is Alaine Touraine 

whose sociology ceases to treat social action as a response to a situation but asserts 

that the situation is the changing result of relations between actors. Society for 

Touraine is not a given but constantly produced and reproduced phenomena. In his 

words" it is a play not of situations but of social action and social relations" (1981; 1). 

This play is written and written again by social conflicts. Touraine considers social life 

as organized around a central social conflict. For him social conflict is not anomalous 

for society, as considered in breakdown theories, but is a mean through which « the 

major orientations of a culture are transformed into social, political and economic 

organization" (1992;127). In other words it is the social conflicts through which a 

society produces itself 

Based on this general image of society, Touraine asserts that the sociology of 

social movements cannot be separated from a representation of society as a system of 

social forces competing for control of a cultural field. He sees the cultural field and 

patterns as the main stake in the most important conflicts and gives a basic role to the 

notion of social movements as an agent of conflict for the social control of the main 

cultural patterns(1985;785). He defines social movements as socially conflictual but 

also culturally oriented forms of behavior. The action o,f social movements is not 

fundaJP,Mtally oriented towards state and cannot be identified with political action for 

the cp"j.rOI of power but it is an action directed towards a social adversary. The 
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absence of an adversary reduces a social movement to a modernizing or an anti­

modernist current. The conflict of a social movement with its adversary according to 

Touraine should not be specific but be a social problem concerning the whole of 

society. This brings Touraine's key argument into the scene that social~ovements 

transcend the political level and function at the level of historicity i.e. the capacity of 

a society to produce itself Therefore contemporary action are the collective action of 

actors for the social control of historicity or "control of the great cultural orientations 

by which a society's environmental relationships are normatively organized" 

(1981;26). 

Touraine grounds the new social movements in his model of our contemporary 

societal type, namely post industrial society. For him contemporary movements are 

new because they involve struggles around the field opened up by post industrial 

society. This contested field is neither state nor market but civil society where the 

separation between private an5i public is fading away. The breakdown of the walls 

between private and public life leads to the emergence of new types of conflicts based 

on life styles and identities. Therefore Touraine argues that the new social movements 

expand civil society by bringing about social practices which were formerly shielded 

from public scrutiny by a tradition of a well defined private sphere. 

Alberto Melucci concurs with Touraine that the post modem world brings a 

new loci of power, new forms of social control and new conflicts that are interwoven 

with everyday life to which new social movements respond. However he stresses 

more the symbolic character of the contemporary movements. Compared to the 

. qualities of the old movements which engaged in a confrontation with the state in 
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order to realize their great ideals, the new social movements form themselves into 

social networks where through negotiations among various groups, a collective 

identity is structured. A movement network for Melucci is a field in which identity is 

recomposed and unified. With its networks a movement " provides individuals and 

groups a relatively stable point of reference from which to rebuild identities split 

among the various memberships, roles and time scales of social experience" 

(1994;117). 

For Melucci the deepest and hidden message of the new social movements is 

their questions oriented toward rationalizing apparatuses: Who decides on codes? who 

establishes rules of normality? What is the space for normality? How can one be 

recognized not for being included but for being accepted as different? (1985;810). 

With these questions the contemporary movements challenge the symbolic ground on 

which society stands. He points out that since power in information societies is 

exercised through the control/of codes, the new conflicts revolve around these 

symbolic codes. Hence antagonism of the new movements lies in their ability "to give 

a different name to space and time by developing new languages that change or 

r€place the words used by the social order to organize our daily experience" 

(1994; 123). Actually their very existence is already a challenge to the system. In other 

words the movements, by their practices question the established norms and exemplify 

other ways of' doing things' . 

A major debate among theorists is whether these contemporary movements are 

totally enclosured into the cultural field or engage in issues relating to the whole 

system; or in short are they defensive or offensive in character? Do they orient 
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themselves to instrumental or expressive ideals? Are they particularistic or do they 

engage in issues relating to the entire system.? This debate teaches us much about the 

crucial facets of the new social movements. 

Melucci states that although the contemporary movements are not mainly 

oriented to the political sphere, they produce some effects on political institutions, for 

instance, by introducing new elites to the institutions who can renew culture and 

organization. They also confront political systems with their public mobilizations. 

Even the lack of mobilization, argues Melucci, points out realities in terms of system­

actor relations. Lack of mobilization in a country makes clear the authoritarian nature 

of that country. In such societies social movements push rationalizing apparatuses to 

produce justifications, to reveal their logic and reasons. In short they make power 

visible, and· Melucci states that in systems where power IS anonymous and 

incorporated in formal procedures, to make it visible IS a fundamental 

change(l985;810-14) 

For Melucci orientations of the contemporary action are both general and 

specific in character. The conflict is encouraged by certain particular conditions, but it 

simultaneously brings in to the fore the problems that concern the system's overall 

logic and dilemmas. Although the actor is always a specific entity, it addresses a social 

field and raises issues that are related to the entire system. For Melucci this is obvious 

in the case of the women's movement. Their struggle for equal rights on the one 

hand, and for the right to be <different' chalienge the dominant logic of the system 

and make the movement to address women and society as a whole( Melucci 

1994;119). 
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Habermas on the other hand treats these new social movements as particularistic 

and defensive in character except for the feminist movement. He ascribes two 

r--
interrelated roles to the contemporary movements. First they carry elements for the 

formation of identity and the second they voice democratic projects that would initiate 

processes by which the public sphere might be revived and discourses 

institutionalized( Cohen and Arato 1992;527). In other words they have the potential 

to create new rational identities and a revived democratic culture. With such potentials 

however contemporary movements are resistance movements against tendencies to 

colonize the lifeworld. They do not seek to conquer new territories. But among them 

argues Habermas the feminist movement with its struggle for political inclusion and 

equal rights, and for the realization of a life style that claims the elimination of male 

prejudices is offensive in character (1981;34-5). In other words the feminist 

movement has a dual logic: a defensive, particularistic side focusing on identity and an 

offensive, universalist side carrying emancipatory claims. 

Compared with the resource mobilization theorists who stress the 

instrumental\strategic logic and offensive character of the new movements, almost all 

of the new social movement theorists focus on identity construction of these 

movements in civil society. This leads the latter to orient themselves to the cultural 

sphere and omit the political implications of the contemporary movements. Although 

they also spoke about the offensive character of the new movements, the term 

offensive is used differently by new social movements theorists. Unlike Tilly, for 

instance, offensive action is not an action oriented for inclusion in the polity and 

power but to the struggle to extend existing public space and to democratize political 
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institutions at the expense of state control. Cohen and Arato criticizing the fact that 

two competing paradigms leave us with an unsatisfactory choice between instrumental 

and expressive or political and cultural aspects of the new movements try to develop 

an approach that combines the both. They argue that movements operate on both 

sides of the system lifeworld divide or in other words they are both offensive and 

defensive. They accept that the crucial role of the new movements is the establishment 

of identity. This is their defensive character. The creation of identity involves a 

struggle over the power to create democratic spaces within both civil and political 

society. This brings their offensive aspect that they target political and economic 

society. They develop organizations that can exert pressure for inclusion within these 

domains and extract benefits from them. Hence they conclude that strategic\ 

instrumental modes of collective action are indispensable for such projects(1992;530-

2). They discuss this dual logic of the contemporary action with the example of the 

feminist movement which we will discuss in the last section. 

What these debates reveal in the analysis of contemporary action is that the new 

conflicts and movements differ from the 'old politics', which centered around 

economic and political problems, and engage in problems of individual self realization, 

equality, difference, participation, quality of life and creation of identity. This is a 

'new politics', a politics of identity involving social contestation of norms and creation 

of new meanings. 
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The Identity Politics as an expression of new social movements or 

vice versa 

As it is mentioned so far the major concern of the new social movements 

revolves around the creation of identity. Based on the empirical fact that various 

social movements like the women's movement and gay and lesbian movements in 

contemporary times seek the affirmation of excluded identities 'as publicly good and 

politically salient', social theory has come to see the idea that identity itself may be as 

important focus of political struggle ( Calhoun 1994;4). What was obvious is that 

these pursuits of identity politics have shaped and been shaped by an array of new 

social movements. These developments led to the emergence of new theories of 

identity politics, with which the explanation of action has shifted from interests to 

identities and from universalistic social agent to particularistic social agent. 

Calhoun criticizes the argument that identity politics is a new phenomenon. He 

reminds us' of the two hundred year history of the women's movement and asks if the 

European nationalisms of the nineteenth century are not instances of identity 

politics(l994;23). But, although it is not a deniable fact that identity politics have 

been part of modern times and social life for many years, what characterizes new 

identity politics-or movements - is their stress on difference and otherness. In modern 

times the driving force of social movements has been the principle of equality­

equality between nations, ethnicities, the sexes etc.( Gale 1992;70 ). In today's 

societies actors of course want to take their place in the scene, but with their 
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authenticities not with the model that is presented to them. This involves the issues of 

self-recognition and recognition by others. 

This process of the formation of self is characterized by Giddens as ~iife politics' 

which is concerned with human self actualization both on the level of individual and 

collectivity. Life politics for Giddens emerges in a context where emancipatory politics 

is cast. He defines emancipatory politics 'as a generic outlook concerned above all 

with liberating individuals and groups from constraints which adversely affect their life 

chances' (1991 ;21 0-11). Emancipatory politics aims to eliminate the illegitimate 

domination of some individuals by others. ' It is essentially a politics of others'. 

Agencies of emancipation diversifY from class to subordinate groups, nation or 

ethnicity. This politics revolves around the divisions between these agencies and ruling 

groups, rich nations or ethnicity. But in all cases it aims to eliminate the relative 

differences between them since the principle of equality is the main motive of this 

politics. 

Whereas life politics, although to some extent it of course presumes 

emancipatory claims, does not primarily concern the condition which liberates, but is 

an answer in Giddens' terms to the question of "how should we live in a post 

traditional order?". While emancipatory politics is a politics of others, ' life politics is a 

politics of choice'.(ibid;214). It is a politics of self actualization with a reflexivity 

linking self to the system. With this reflexivity self creates its identity since "as lived, 

identity is always a project, though various external ascriptions or recognitions may be 

fixed" (Calhoun ibid;27). This project involves not only ideologies or tackling certain 

issues but also actors' bodily appearance and style of dress all of which are associated 
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with social identity. Bodily appearance became particularly important with the advent 

of modern society, since in premodern societies it was relatively fixed in terms of 

traditional criteria. Dress is also more than a means of bodily protection; it is «a means 

of symbolic display, a way of giving external form to the narrati~~s of self 

identity'''(Giddens ibid;62). So modern actor's bodily appearance, its dress and even 

posture designate its own unique social identity. 

It can be said that the search for identity is a modem issue, and what is obvious 

is that the development of the modem notion of identity has given rise to a politics of 

difference. Besides its universalistic claims, (stress on equality) this politics suggests 

that everyone should be recognized for his or her unique identity. But recognition 

here, argues Taylor, means something else: with the politics of equality, "what is 

established is meant to be universally the same, an identical basket of rights and 

immunities; with the politics of difference, what we are asked to recognize is the 

unique identity of this individual or group, their distinctness from everyone else" 

(1995;38). 

This politics of identity, with its claim of authenticity but at the same time with 

a demand for inclusion on an equal basis with other actors is an apparent 

characteristic of most of the new social movements, especialiy of second wave of 

feminism. 
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Feminism as an example of a new social movement 

Feminist movement, with its characteristics until the seventies and with its new 
~ 

outlook after that time provides a good example for the points we have discussed so 

far. 

Almost all of the theorists who wrote on the nature of contemporary action 

recognize the new dimension of the feminist movement, that is its focus on the issues 

of identity and autonomy which distinguishes it from the early phases of the 

movement. In the early years of the women's movement emancipatory interests were 

in the ascendancy. It aimed to free women from traditional constraints and allow them 

to participate on an equal level with men in areas of social activity formerly dominated 

by males( Giddens 1991;228). This strand of the women's movement functioned 

more like an interest group by focusing on economic and political inclusion and 

endeavored to affect the legal and political system to be able to attain equal rights with 

men( Cohen and Arato 1992;551-2). The aim of the women activists in this first wave 

of feminism was to enter into the public arena that was defined by male standards, and 

their claim was that women too can take male characteristics appropriate to that 

sphere. In this way, for a complete social and economic equality they devalued the 

private sphere and the motherhood role of women. Hence the precondition of equality 

supplied the 'inner metamorphosis' of women (Elshtain 1981 ;309). This was actually 

a self denial of female identity since the position of males is celebrated. 

But the women's movement in the seventies began to tackle issues such as 

. abortion, contraception and violence against women. This characterized the 
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emergence of new, namely second wave of feminism which focused on creating 

autonomous spaces and identities within both the private and public sphere. Beyond 

-
the demand for equality, the young generation of women claimed the right of 

difference and 'otherness'. 

Women for decades endeavored to liberate themselves from home or 

domesticity. But in the outer world the only identity available for them were those 

offered by male stereotypes. Based on this fact the new generation of women argued 

that socially constructed gender identities were male biased and worked against 

women's autonomy and self determination. The coming on the scene of the abortion 

issue provided them a context in which they demanded control of their own bodies. 

With the motto 'personal is political' they challenged the traditional boundaries of the 

public and private sphere and demanded recognition for 'the oppressed side'· of their 

identity. This demand meant more than a desire for equal rights. It "symbolized a 

demand for autonomy regarding the self formative process, for self determination and 

for bodily integrity, in short for the right for women to decide for themselves who 

they want to be, including whether and when they choose to become mothers" 

(Cohen and Arato ibid;554-55). So the demand that came up with the abortion issue 

transcends the conventional politics of the women's movement for inclusion in the 

polity on the basis of equality and involve challenges to traditional gender identities 

and processes of identity construction or in Habermasian terms it means 'the toppling 

of concrete life styles determined by male monopolies' (1981 ;34-5). 

The focus on identity does not mean that the contemporary women actors are 

totally enclosured in the 'existential sphere', besides this dimension they also target 



30 

the state and the economy for inclusion on equal terms. However what differentiates 

them from earlier actors is that they do not attempt to take their place in the world of 

. work and politics within the given sexist models, but their inclusion involves a 

challenge to established standards of the system: " Once the typical worker is no 

longer construed as the male breadwinner, the structure of labour time, the length of 

the working day, the nature of benefits and the worth of jobs must be suitably revised. 

And once the responsible citizen is no longer construed as the male soldier, the 

inclusion of women in politics and state spheres must entail significant changes in 

these domains as well'(Cohen and Arato ibid;549-50). 

The reforms that are generated by the inclusion of women both on an 

institutional and social level bring to the fore an important dimension of the feminist 

movement that the women from their particular position raise issues that are related to 

the whole system. In other words they address society as a whole since " granting 

recognition to women entails "accepting a different outlook on reality, existence in a 

different body and a specific way of relating to others and to the world" ( Melucci 

1994;119). Hence the women's movement challenges explicitly the traditional 

understanding of women and to social contexts that produce inequalities and 

exclusion. Consequently the second wave of feminism, with its appeal to identity and 

recognition among other movements displaces a great potential to bring about 

significant changes in both cultural and political markets. 
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Islamism between 'new' and 'old politics' 

Gale conceptualizes Islamist movements m a way that it displays certain 

similarities with contemporary western social movements such as feminist civil riahts , 0' 

environmental and ethnic movements. As the contemporary social movements display 

the force of the repressed (gender, nature and ethnicity), the Islamist movements 

promote the coming back of the Muslim actors to the historical scene with their own 

ethics and esthetics (forthcoming). In other words Islamic movements seek the 

affirmation of an excluded category as 'publicly good and politically salient'. On the 

other hand she mentions about the Islamist movements' tendency to morally control 

the public sphere through the control on women's modesty by veiling and the 

limitation of the public encounter between the sexes. 

Then the question to relate our data to the theoretical accounts is that is 

Islamism and Islamist women/'s visibility in the Turkish context still an 'old politics' 

centering around economic and political problems or 'new politics' engaging in 

problems of self-realization, equality and participation? Can the existence of the 

women Islamists in the public sphere be treated as a response to economic crisis or 

social breakdown or do they address to social sphere to change values, norms, identity 

structures and life patterns? Do Islarnist women promote the totalitarian tendency of 

Islamism or do they expand civil society as. Touraine says by bringing about social 

practices which were formerly shielded from public scrutiny? Similarities and contrast 

with especially western feminist movement and identity politics can provide us some 

clues to understand such questions. But first let us look at the historical context form 

where these questions arise. 
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CHAPTER II 

WOMEN iN THE TURKISH CONiEXT Al'ID THE ISLAl\1IST 

MOVEMENTS 

Turkish modernization and women issue 

The position of women has always been a political and social issue in Turkey. 

This is due to the fact that women's rights and women's emancipation were integral 

parts of Turkey's modernization plan. \Vomen occupied a central position in Turkish 

history both as agents and objects of the project of modernization in the 1920's. The 

defenders of modernization from the reformists of the early nineteenth century to the 

Kemalists of the Republican period believed that backwardness and problems of the 

Ottoman society were due to lts exclusion of women from social life and claimed that 

the only way to attain Western civilization was through the liberalization of women 

(GOle 1992). In other words the liberalization of women was seen by the modernist 

elites as the prerequisite of being civilized. 

MGQfding to the refqrmist elite the modern world was a 'sexually integrated' 

(in contrast to the sexually separated) world. T\1erefore women agencies who were 

excluded from public life so far, were to be integrated in to new Nation. According to 

Ziya G6kalp, the ideologue of Turkish nationalism, education and employmertt of 
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women was a central element of Turkish nationalism and civilization2
. For 

Ataturk also the failures in the past were a result of the subordination of women. In a 

speech in March 1923 he said: "Our enemies are claiming that Turkey cannot be 
~-

considered as a civilized nation because this country consists of two separate parts: 

men and women. Can we close our eyes to one portion of a group, while advancing 

the other, and still bring progress to the whole group? The road of progress must be 

trodden by both sexes together, marching arm in arm."( Karal1956;54). 

Therefore for the Kemalist elite national progress and relatedly modernization 

were inextricably bound up with equality and the emancipation of women3 
. The term 

'emancipation' of woman in a Muslim context meant freeing of women from all her 

traditional and religious (Islamic) bonds which were the 'barriers' keeping woman out 

of sight and thus had to be broken down. 

In a larger perspective thy Republican elite believed that social backwardness 

was a result of the social relations and system structured by the Islamic religion ( 

Mardin 1991;72). Hence the Turkish mode of modernization was put in such a way 

to create a society which with its social, political and cultural environment was to 

2 In one of his poems G6kalp writes: 
Women are also human beings, and as human beings 
they are equally entitled to the basic rights of human beings 
education and enlightenment 
So long as she does not work, she will remain unenlightened, 
Which means the country will suffer 
If she does not rise, the country "ill decline. 
No progress is complete without her contribution. 
See Dogramaci 1984; 127. 

3 Moghadam calls the Kemalist-revolution as 'women's emancipation model of revolution' in order 
to differentiate it from Algerian (1962) and Iranian (1979) revolutions where cultural identity, 
modesty and veiling were encouraged for women. She calls these latter cases as ' women in -the -
family model of revolution'. See Moghadam, 1993;71-72. 
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differentiate itself from the old community. This old community was based on 

hierarchic relations not only among different ethnic groups but also among the sexes. 

It was a 'sexually separated' society. Women were defined in the private sphere and 

their public visibilities were strictly controlled by state decrees ; well as a 

communitarian morality. They were the mahrem which means secret, confidential 

and invisible. Symbolically the term 'mahrem' reveals the position of women since the 

mahrem was women. Harem was a place where the women lived. The division of 

mahrem and namahrem shaped traditional Ottoman society from its architecture to its 

basic daily relations. Houses were designed according to separate men's and women's 

spaces, women were separated by a curtain in ships and trams and places of 

amusements were assigned to women on separate days. 

Obviously this old society with its traditional / religious bases did not overlap 

with the conception of modem society that the modernist elites aimed to create. Upon 

this fact, the Republican elit~ introduced new reforms prohibiting traditional dresses, 

music, calendar, Arabic scripts and religious sects, in Gale's terms in the name of a 

"new modem way of life" based upon using Latin scripts, wearing European hats, 

using the Western calendar and listening to Western music. With the settlement of the 

principle of secularism religious institutions were brought under state contro14
. 

Moreover in 1926 with the introduction of the Turkish civil code polygamy was 

banned and women were granted equal rights with men in matters of divorce and 

4 In the Turkish conte:\.1 the process of secularism follO\vs a different pattern from the Western case 
although it is inspired by the French 'laicite'. While in the French case secularism meant the gradual 
separation of state affairs from religion, in the Turkish case it connotes to the control of the 
institutional religion by the state in order to discipline the religious idiom and education according to 
the modernist and rationalist ideal. The tWf) cases only concur in providing the dereligiosity of the 
public sphere (GoIe forthcoming ). 
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child custody. These reforms were obviously an expression of the intention to destroy 

the links back to the Ottoman society. 

~-

Along with these reforms the public sphere was reconstructed around universal 

egalitarian principles which for the Kemalist elite underlay the modern civilized way 

of life. In this process women played a central role both as agents and objects. At this 

point it is interesting to note that the trajectories of the emergence of the public 

sphere are asymmetrical in the Western and Turkish context. In Western Europe the 

public sphere emerges as a liberal bourgeoisie sphere by excluding women, whereas in 

Turkish case, the public sphere was created by the visibilities of" modem women 

actors" defined tightly by the secular elite. In GDle's terms "in a Muslim context, the 

existence of a public sphere would be endorsed by women's visibility and social 

mixing of men and women. It is the construction of women as public citizens and 

women's rights (even more cherished than the construction of citizenship and civil 

rights) which make up the bac~bone of Turkish modernism." ( GDle forthcoming). 

Women within the modernization process were carried into the public sphere by 

different occasions. Education was unified to make way for compulsory co-education 

for boys and girls; civil rights for women such as electoral eligibility and voting were 

established; Western types balls were organized where men and women danced; 

women were encouraged to go to restaurants _ and other urban spaces5 
; and different 

5 Atatiirk' s attitudes in certain situations exemplify this type of encouragement. One day the first 
female student of the Faculty of Law Siireyya Agaoglu and her girlfriend went for lunch to a famous 
restaurant in Ankara. When her father heard this news she was forbidden to go again. Atatiirk one 
day took Siireyya to that restaurant and in front of it he shouted in a way that everybody could hear 
them' Siireyya let's have luncp today at my house, you come here tomorrow'. The day after Sfueyya 
and of course many women who heard that sentence appeared in front of the restaurant. Siireyya 
Agaoglu. Bir Dmiir Boyle Ge~ti cited by Zeynep Avci Kadinin Giincedinden Sayfalar Afa, 1994 p 
23. 
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contests were organized making the woman's body, voice etc.6 visible in the public 

sphere. 

~-

The entry of women into the education system and social and public life 

challenged the traditional order of things and hence underlay a certain break from the 

old traditional / religious community. 

However this participation did not lead to an autonomous women's identity in 

the young Republic. Rather, the women who took place in the modernization / 

nationalization process were defined as ' mission women'. The official discourse after 

the reforms was that the problem of the status of women had been solved and thus 

Turkish women should consider themselves 'lucky' since they had been granted 

certain rights before their European counterparts. It seems that this discourse was 

internalized by many women who benefited from the opportunities introduced by the 

new Republic (Ilkkaracan 1996; 14-5) 

An event symbolizing the fusion of women within the Republican collectivist 

identity is the self-cancellation of the Turkish Women's Association in 1935 after 

acquiring the right for electoral eligibility. The General Secretariat of the Association 

argues that the raison d'etre of the association disappeared and adds" Halkevleri were 

being established. From then on men and women would collaborate on social and 

cultural matters and follow their Ata's path"(Oguz 1986;33). 

6 The semi- official daily Cumhuriyet organized a series of women's contests ( beauty, eye and voice 
contests) in 1931. In January 1931 the other daily Vakit announced for another contest 'whose legs 
are the most beautiful'. Women were called to send a photograph of their legs for a contest. At the 
end of the contest the woman chosen first by the readers was disqualified when it was realized that 
her measurements did not fit the European standards (those determined by leg contests organized 
in Europe) and a new winner was announced having European measurements. 
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As a result of the internalization of this official discourse Kemalist women and 

women's associations turned to 'helpino-' wome~ livino- in villao-es instead of o 00' 

questioning the role that the Republic had determined for them ( IlkkaraC;-n ibid;15 ). 

The Kemalist woman was not for herself but for her nation. In Kandiyoti's terms she 

was a self-sacrificing "comrade woman" who participated in the struggles of her male 

peers. She served in the making of the Republican collectivist identity more than in 

her own interests. Hence the emancipation of women during the process of the 

Kemalist modernization was not an effort specifically directed towards a radical 

reassesment of sexual roles. Rather" it was a politically expedient means of inducing 

cultural transformation to the extent that women play an important role within the 

family in transmitting the dominant cultural values to younger generations." ( T oprak; 

1986;55 ). The fact that the most prestigious occupation at that period was being a 

teacher reflects the civilizing mission of the Kemalist women. 

It should be noted that it was not only women whose identities were fused but 

all of the social groups and actors. This is due to the fact that within the 

modernization / nationalization process the Kemalist elite pushed a universalistic 

(egaiitarian and hence homogeneous) conception of the public sphere in the sense that 

people were aU owed to enter public life within the boundary of the defined modern I 

secular identity, leaving behind their particularistic, religious and ethnic affiliations. 

Populism, one of the six founding principles of the new Repubiic, was the 

underlying term by which all the differences in the new society were subsumed. 

During the liberation movement the term was used to motivate people for a popular 
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sovereignty and after the declaration of the independence as a sociologicai basis of the 

new nation state. The new nation state according to Atatiirk was a society united in 

terms of religion and culture, having a common fate and interest since it did not 

possess various social classes pursuing different interests ( Arar 1963;35). This 

discourse of homogeneity is also salient within the publications of the People's Party, 

governing the country from 1923 to 1950. It was declared several times that "the 

Turkish Nation is the most classless society in the world ... We are a nation without 

classes, without differences( Arar ibid;3 i ). 

Kemalist modernization therefore was a 'difference blind' project. It established 

the definition of women and other social actors congruent with the true identity of the 

collectivity. According to Republican notions maleness and femaleness were not issues 

with which the new Nation had to deal. They were private issues. So Kemalist elites 

defined a public and private sphere now shielded not by religion but by a collectivist 

national identity. 

The Republican elite who had witnessed the unsuccessful attempts of the 

Ottoman Empire to be able to accommodate differences, put great emphasis on 

homogenizing and then monitoring the public sphere. This notion led to "Turkifying" 

each citizen on a political level and equating them from dress to the alphabet, from 

using the calendar to measures, in short from the way oflife to the way of thinking. 

The attempts to tightly monitor the public sphere summarize the short history of 

the Turkish society between 1950-80. Thirty years of pluralistic society, after the 

single party period from 1923-46, were interrupted by three military coups in 1960, 



39 

1971 and 1980 when different groups were politicized and threatened the 

homogeneity of the public sphere. In other words military interventions can be read as 

attempts by the founders of the Republic(an identity) to cleanse the public sphere 

Throughout the sixties and seventies leftist and rightist movements dominated 

the Turkish political agenda. Then in the eighties the tension arose between secularist 

and Islamist discourses. In this period there appeared no autonomous women's 

movement. Women were visible in the public sphere as part of collectivities. They 

were the actors of either Kemalism, Marxism or Islam ( Sirman 1989;89). Hence in 

such an atmosphere women's issues were subsumed to political (coliectivist) 

ideologies. 

The post-l 983 period however, with its liberal politics and discourse, witnessed 

the chailenging of the homogeneous public sphere of the Republican project with the 

coming of the "different" igentities such as Islamists, alavis, kurds, homosexuals and 

non-statist women 7 
. 

In this context the claims of Islamist female students to attend at universities in 

their Islamic outfit constituted the most salient threat to the homogeneity of the public 

sphere and the process of seventy years of secularism and the axis of social tension 

was transformed from left-right to Islamist-secularist since the existence of Muslim 

7 After 1980 the first movement challenging official collectivist positioning was the women's 
movement. At this period a group of women began to criticize the official Kemalist position on the 
new Turkish women by arguing that it restricted women to the framework of secularism and to the 
transformations of the Islamic way of life. Sirin Tekeli as an example evaluates the Kemalists' 
framing of the women as an instmmentalizztion by the Republican ideology, since it manipulated 
women actors as 'protectors' of secularism and the new Republic (1990 ). 
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girls is perceived by secular elites in Gole's terms as an invasion of "their" public 

sphere. 

Women in Islam: Contemporary responses to role and status of women 

One of the most striking features of the Islamist movement throughout the 

Muslim world is their preoccupation with the 'women question'. Although concern 

with women's proper place in society has been a feature ofIsla~ic thought since the 

early decades of this century, Islamist movements in recent years have been addressing 

with more frequency and urgency the question of 'how a woman in contemporary 

society must conduct herself and what is expected ofherT (Taraki 1995;643 ). 

Contemporary Islami~t movements, although they cannot be considered 

monolithic since they vary in different contexts, concur in constructing their 

arguments on the practices of the 'asri saadet' period ( the age of the Prophet 

Muhammed and the four khalifs ). Based on this lived 'golden age' they have an 

radical anti-modernist stance. Contemporary Islamist discourse on the role and status 

of women in Islam is shaped in response to the 'modem egalitarianism' of Western 

modernity. Specifically on the women question the Islamists' perspective is 

reactionary to 'equity feminism' which proposes a total equality and hence according 

to Islamists brings inevitably the hostility and antagonism as a necessary co-condition 

among sexes. In the theoretical framework of this type of feminism men and women 
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are locked in adversarial positions and are matched against each other in a 'perennial 

gender struggle' (Abedin 1996;75). 

Moreover, it is asserted that the 'empowerment' of women in the feminist 

discourse is generally seen at the cost of men's territoriality. Inch, by inch women 

should regain the territory they lost to men or they never had access to in the past. So 

in this discourse according to Abedin, increase in the value of one sex is in proportion 

to the decrease in the value of the other. Women's rights therefore do not increase 

vertically upward, but on the contrary their struggle is assumed to be oriented towards 

a horizontal redistribution. They are to expand horizontally encroaching up on the as 

yet alien territory occupied by men, so far inaccessible to women. Lamya' AI Faruqi 

calls this type of feminism as a "new brand of male chauvinism" since it respects such 

roles of providing financial support, of success in career, and of decision making 

which have been traditionally fulfilled by the male members of society and devalues 

those of domestic matters. Thus feminism according to Faruqi denies the 

differentiation of male and female roles and demands a move towards a "unisex 

society" in which "a single set of sex roles and concerns are given preference and 

esteem by both sexes, and are pursued by all members of the society regardless of sex 

and age differentials." (1983;134). Therefore gender issues in the feminist discourse 

according to the Islamists are expected to be resolved on a battlefield, yielding 

winners and losers. The term 'empowerment' and 'equality' of women becomes 

relevant in such a context. 

Islam on the other hand according to Abedin approaches this issue by replacing 

the element of 'power' in social relations with an element of 'responsibility'. In the 
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Islamist discourse gender relations are based on the principle of mutual 

responsibilities. Men and women are defined with their distinct functions in a way that 

generate a harmony and interdependence not a conflict ( ibid ;93 ). In other words 

men and women in radical Islamist stance are put in a complementary p~tion that is 

the backbone of a 'healthy' (Islamic) society. 

At this point it should be noted that Islamists' framing of the women issue is 

not outside the boundaries of their vision of the 'Islamic society'. More than any other 

religion, Islam presents itself as a way of life and a social system not just a set of 

beliefs and rituals. Thus directly or indirectly, Islamic principles influence all aspects 

of social life as wen as spiritual life and personal conduct among its followers. 

Therefore Islamist movements' concern on women's dress and conduct as a 

cornerstone of its social agenda expresses what this proposed society fears and needs: 

the fear of a disorder or Jitne and hence the need for order. The source of Jitne is 

women actors and this problem arises when they do not respect the boundaries of 

their identity determined by their biologic and physiologic nature. 

Islamists' claims suppose that there should be a wholeness to their objectives 

which should not be dimmed by a partial vision. It is asserted that'fuU equality' 

between men and women will be reached only when the issue is handled as one of 

humanity. That men and women are equal in their humanity is recognized by Islam 

which places on them equal obligations and equal rewards in matters of faith. They 

will be judged equally and by the same standards on the day of judgment. ( Hatemi 

1988, Dilipak 1995 ). Therefore according to the Islamist writers there was no 

inequality among the sexes in Islam. 
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However according to the Islamist discourse the fact that men and women are 

different in their biological make up, serving different biological functions is beyond 

dispute. They are constructed to serve different functions, most decidedl;in the area 

of procreation and by extension in related areas of family life involvinG the care and , ::;, 

nurturing of their offspring. (Abedin ibid; 90-93). Thus after acknowledging the very 

central role of women in the domestic sphere, the Islamist discourse places the 

economic responsibility of supporting the family on the male members. 

Islamist writers handle the women issue on the basis of 'fairness' and 'justice', 

hak and adalet. Hak refers to a right or to a convenience. In legal terms or in terms 

of basic human rights men and women are equal. " But in social life having a hak 

needs a certain service and anthropologic convenience" (GuIer 1991 ;311). Since 

women's nature is different it is an injustice to demand a complete equality at certain 

spheres. The prominent Isla!llist thinker Mawdudi also settles male-female relations on 

the principle of justice. He argues that women's nature is not suitable to take an 

active role in social life and asks" if it is justice to load women with civil and cultural 

burdens besides her natural responsibilities that men cannot share" (Hyman 1985;24). 

Therefore although both sexes are equal in terms of humanity, they make a division of 

labor to attain the great ideals of humanity. In this division because of the differences 

of nature, males in some matters are "primus inter pares" ( first among equals ) 

(Hatemi ibid;32 ). But it is pointed out that this privilege of men is in matters of 

"duties" and hence is a "burden" on men. So Islamist intellectuals argue that insisting 

that there are no differences between men and women and e:x.1:ending this argument to 

include their social roles and obligations is to commit a logical fallacy. 
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Therefore the Islamist writers reply to modern egalitarianism on the basis of 

"social functions" produced by natural-physiological differences (Berktay1996;159). 

In other words woman is defined with an essentialist nature hence with a , 

'discriminatory' treatment by which structures her identity is structured in private and 

public life. 

The discriminatory treatment of women in Islam according to the Islamists does 

not mean that they are subordinated to'men. Rather this is a 'positive discrimination' 

that benefits women (Abedin ibid;92). This line of argument paves the way to the 

other component of the Islamist discourse that elevates the position and role of 

women on the basis of 'real' Islam. It is pointed out that in teIlTIS of their social 

functions, the function of the women was superior to that of the men. Man who is 

obliged to provide all means of sustenance to the family is not made a master by so 

doing; rather he is to complement the woman who is performing the real work of 

maintaining the family. This, on the other hand does not mean that a woman's 

function is restricted to the rearing of children or looking after the home, their role 

encompasses all social life within and outside the home. A woman can do anything 

she likes, including earning money. The money she earns belongs to the woman 

alone. Her husband or family have no right to it. She can run her financial matters. 

She has a right not to take the name of her husband. So a woman in Islam has her 

own individuality within the family (Jamal AI-Iail 1996; 1 05-1 07 ). 

What is obvious about the Islamist perspective on women is that it is a 

defensive and apologetic discourse. It settles gender relations and the role of women 
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in contemporary society on the basis of the conception of a 'pure' Islamist model. It 

handles the women issue as well as others within the context of a romanticized past, 

rather than problematizing the current conflicts. This is actually what political Islam is. 

Islamism and women in Turkey in the 80's and 90's 

Islam came on to the public agenda at the beginning of the eighties in Turkey 

with the demands of Islamist girls to attend at universities in their Islamic outfit. This 

demand challenged two conflicting processes. On the one hand it challenged the 

modernization trajectory of Turkey. In this trajectory the emancipation of women, 

which actually meant the de-Islamization of women regarding their Islamist clothing 

and position, was one of the important underlying basis of modernization/ 

westernization, and for the Kemalist elite modern secular educational institutions with 

their 'sterile' contexts were the basic means to attain western civilization. On the other 

hand, the demand to study at secular institutions was a great challenge to the 

traditional interpretations of Islam. While traditional Islam propagated the 

differentiation of the sexes and seclusion of women from the public sphere, this 

demand would politicize and transport women Islamists in to the public sphere. 

According to Fatma Barbarosoglu, an Islamist woman writer-sociologist, 

Muslims who until the eighties had not sent their girls to modern secular education 

institutions changed their attitudes and preferred "to be inside by being herself'. 

However what is obvious is that the girls demanding to get education at universities 

are not anymore 'themselves', or traditional Muslim females, but are actors 



46 

politicized in and by the Islamist movement. Their appearance within the 'fortresses of 

modernization' was conceived as a threat to the homogeneity of the secular public 

sphere and at some universities they were not allow~d to study. As a result sporadic 

and unorganized demands to enter freely into universities soon turned into organized 

sit-ins and demonstrations. 

The Islamist movement that empowered women 8 in the eighties had an 

ideological/radical stance. Islamist actors in this decade have had discussions to 

clarify certain Islamic terms such as dar-aI-Islam (Islamic state), mustekbir (oppressor 

) and mllstaz 'af (oppressed). which all had 'vertical' hence political implications. 

Islamist discourse was reactionary, anti-modernist and voicing a pure societal model 

for the future. Within this discourse the identities of the Islamist actors, including 

women" was defined with respect to 'external enemies' and situated in this pure 

model. The women's issue gained currency among Islamist intellectuals in such a 

context. 

In this decade there has emerged many books on the position of women in 

Islam generally with an apologetic discourse against the egalitarianism of western 

modernity. Islamist writers have pointed out that there was no inequality among the 

sexes in Islam. However as a result of the biological and physiological difference, men 

should attend to the public sphere and women should take care of children as mothers 

of the family. In this model women are more advantageous since they have a right not 

to work outside to make money ( Hatemi ibid, Dilipak ibid ). 

8 Gole points out that Islamist movel~ents create counter elite to that of secularist e1i!e. Sh~ mentions 
three groups ofIslamists: engineers, mtellectuals and women. See (1996) and for a diSCUSSIOn of the 
making of these counter elites see (1997). 
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What is interesting is that in the eighties almost all of the actors writing and 

speaking on the women's issue in the public sphere were male Islamists. Islamist 

women although they claimed that they were different from traditional women, 

seemed to play their assumed roles in the private sphere or at most with women's 

monthly and smail gatherings within their own 'female contexts'. They are yet 

mucahides or "foot soldiers" of the political Islam (Talhami i 996; i 03). Since in a 

radical I political discourse actors are reactionary more than being self reflexive and 

focus on the future more than the present, differences were not problematized within 

the Islamist movement in the eighties. The women Islamists in this decade are no 

longer within the four walls of domestic space, but are still shielded by a 'political 

metanarrative' that oppresses the problems. But political Islam which had "postponed 

aU problems to times of post revolution" (Gole 1992;159) could not hinder the 

emergence of tensions amoI!g Islamist actors with their extension to public spaces. 

The first voices criticizing the male Islamists' views on women began to be 

heard in daily Zaman in 1987. A group of Islamist women, later known as 'Islamist 

feminists' in public, wrote a series of articles arguing that the source of motherhood 

and housewife roles attributed to women by males were not Islamic but traditionaL 

According to them these traditional roles were obstacles for women to take part in the 

public sphere. An Islamist woman writer, Yildiz Kavuncu has written that: " Why do 

Muslim men fear women who know and learn? Because it is easy to have power over 

women who are solely busy with their husbands and are isolated from the outer world. 

As lona as women are able to receive education and are able to realize themselves, o 
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and view their environment with a critical eye, they make men fear. Actually, the type 

of woman who is pleased with everything, namely the 'sleeping beauty' type is quite 

attractive." ( Zaman, 29-9-1987, cited by Gbie 1992;124 ). These women asserted 

that they had a right not to do housework, not to cook, even not to suckle their kids 

if they wanted to be in 'real' Islam. Islam according to these women did not consist of 

any prohibitions limiting women to work outside and thus, Muslim men should 

tolerate women on this matter. They were criticized by Islamist male writers severely 

and the discussion lasted a few weeks 

During the end of the eighties Islamist women began to voice that they were 

different from 'ordinary' women and they no longer wanted to stay at home. They 

acquired professional jobs and "wanted to appear in the light of the day" ( Gble 1989 

). They however have not yet certain means and spaces to realize their newly forming 

identities. In this period the stories written by Islamist women tell about the problems 

of university graduates but not working women9
. Women Islamists felt they were 

being squeezed between their education and real life. A woman university graduate 

self reflexively depicts such a situation as follows: "if I had said I was a university 

graduate and I had five kids, they would ask which of them I was proud of If I had 

said directly that I was a housewife, I would have the feeling that I was nothing else 

durina the times I did not do the housework. If I had added I am a teacher, I would ::> 

think with regret what is the use of saying this, since I could not answer the questions 

of where my students and school is. I usually say that I am at home and I have 

children. However the answer is always hard for me." ( Nuray Yildiz. A portrait of a 

university graduate housewife, Izlenim, September 1996, p.30-31 ). 

9 Seefor example Aktas1991,1995 .Toros 1990. 
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In those years women Islamists were in trouble since they could not create a 

new life style. When they worked or demanded to -take place in public space they 

converged to feminist discourse; when they stayed at home they approached to 

'ordinary' women (Barbarosoglu 1996;23). 

In the nineties the apoiogetic discourse of the previous decade is replaced by a 

more self reflexive one. Women Islamists reconstruct their identity by arguing that 

they have to reconcile with their children and homes. The former president of the 

Refah Party Istanbul women's commission Sibei Erasian says that: " We said 'we will 

not stay at home we want to work'. We said' we are not born to look after children'. 

We still insist on saying these things. We said 'we are different from that image of 

woman staying at home'. After being involved in active politics, I have been at home 

for one and a half year. Still I am not used to it. Recently my child drew a picture 

which was painful to see. l1e drew a house in which there is a woman whose arms are 

open in a way that 'hug' the whole house. I asked my son' whom this woman? He 

said my grandmother. There is another woman outside the house, near a car. That 

woman is me. The car had five-six tires. When I asked why? he told me 'so that you 

can come and go faster'. I am not inside the house even in my children's pictures. I 

have an argument as to women and the house. Muslim miicahide women are in fact 

very modern women. We were outsiders. Children could not see their mothers. When 

that miicahide returns home, she will have a big crisis. I had that crisis. \Ve have to 

make peace with our home and children. We have to accept that breast-feeding a 

child is a beautiful thing." (Interview with Sibel Erasian, Zaman, 14 September 1996 ) 
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In the 1990s Islam is stin on the public agenda but with different debates of the 

compatibility of Islam and democracy, multiculturalism and even of the type of 

Islamist entertainment and Islamist holiday. Many women Islamist already perform 

their professional jobs in the public sphere. 10 The success of the Rclah Party in 

municipal and governmental elections, and in addition newly formed Islamist 

institutions like Islamist radios, TV s, newspapers, hospitals and commercial companies 

have opened a channel for women Islamists to take their place in the public sphere. 

Today Islamist women work in municipal institutions, make programs on TV and 

radio and even participate in the RP government's official trips abroad as 

businesswomen. They organize and participate in panels where no sex differention 

exist and where they speak with males to males. Hence, contrary to Kemalist 

perceptions, women Islamists by skillfully using the opportunity space opened up by 

Kemalism have overcome Islamic prohibitions on women and have transformed 

gender relations in the public and private sphere ( Gole 1992;l37-8 ). 

In the 1990s Islamist actors want to take their place in the public sphere with 

their 'authentic', hence different identities. In that sense, Islamist movements display 

certain 

parallelisms with other contemporary western social movements as feminist, nuclear, 

environmental and ethnic movements that criticize the enlightenment modernity and 

the universalistic ciaims of western civilization by standing for the 'particularities' and 

differences. In other words, as the new social movements symbolize the return of the 

repressed ( gender, nature, ethnicity etc. ), the IsIamist movements lead the coming of 

10 The increasing number of kindergartens opened up by Islamist entrepreneurs in the last years 
should be an indicator of this phenomena. 
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the Muslim actors to the historical scene with their own Islamisized life styles. 

However what differentiates the Islamist movement from other contemporary 

movements is its utopian desire to Islamisize all spheres of life ( Gale 1997;57-8 ). 

Whether the Islamist movement will abandon its revolutionary dreams and wiil have a 

'selflimiting character' or not is still an open ended question in the context of Turkey. 

However according to Gale newly formed Islamist elites, engmeers, 

intellectuals and women may countervail the totaliterian tendency of the Islamist 

movement. She posits that although they propose an alternative model to that of the 

secular life style, they are products of secular education and modem urban life. Hence 

they attain the same 'cultural capital' as the secular elites, share the same contexts in 

university campuses, in panels, in parliament. So as an unintended consequence of 

this process they embody the conflictual tension between their professiional individual 

and religious collectivist identities. In Gale's terms" engineers embody the conflictual 

tension between rationality/and faith; intellectuals reflect that between critical thinking 

and Islamic morality; and veiled women express the tension between communitarian 

morality and individualism. To the extent that rationality, individualism and critical 

thinking emerge as autonomous value-references for the Islamist elite formed through 

the modem system of education, the process of secularization can be said to be 

ongoing" ( Gale 1997;58 ). Therefore the new Islamist elite with their new value 

spheres, in addition to the religious one furnishes them as new agents of change in 

Islamism. In other words Islamism is challenged by its own elite. 

In the nineties Islam is no longer a marginal ideology. The emergence of new 

Islamist agentsl elite represents the shift of Islam from the periphery to the center of 
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the system. Islamists with their radios, TVs, hotels, hospitals and other modern 

institutions struggie to realize an alternative life style. In this process they organize 

around different civil associations. Among them the business association MUSIAD, a 

syndicate HAK-IS, and as a culture oriented platform Gonullu Kultur Tesekkulleri 

Birligi can be mentioned. Moreover, in the 1990's the Islamist girls are not anymore 

students but university graduates ,most of them acquired modern professional jobs. 

The slogan of 'I can not practice my belief turned in to demand of 'I want to practice 

my job with my scarf. The discourse of 'representation' of the 80's was replaced by 

the discourse of 'participation'. This led to the formation of the new platforms as a 

new voice of the Islamist woman. The Rainbow Istanbul Women's Platform which we 

will focus on this study is the first and the model of them. 
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CHAPTER III 

ON THE RAiNBow ISTANBUL WOMEN;s PLATFORM 

The Organization of the Rainbow Istanbul Women's Platform 

The Rainbow Istanbul Women's Platform (RIWP) is the first platform of the 

Turkish Islamist women. It was founded in 1994 and provided a model for the other 

(women Islamists') platforms, namely; Ankara Capital, Bursa, Kayseri, Konya, 

Antalya and Diyarbakir Women's Platforms. RI\VP for the moment represents 41 

different groups ,specifically 9 women's foundations, 10 associations and 22 

enterprising groups. So far it has participated in 4 national and 4 international 

women's conferences. It has especially became public in Turkey with its activities at 

the fourth UN World conferences on woman in Beijingll 
. 

The notion of the platform is a new phenomenon among Islamist groups since it 

accommodates differences. "Coming together was always on the agenda of the 

Islamist woman , but so far it was thought to be under one association" says the 

former vice president of the Platform. The meaning of the rainbow is illustrated in this 

way: "A rainbow represents unity with each color carrying its own identity. There is 

strength in unity. Variety and diversity are not obstacles to unity, but prejudice and 

intolerance are. " 

11 For the list of the Platfonn members and conferences the Platform participated see appendix 2. 
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The RI\VP is different from earlier organizations in terms of its organizational 

structure since it represents different women's associations as a supreme council by 

alIa-wing them to continue their own existence. In this sense it is a heterogeneous 

organization. It consists of some conservative groups like Ottoman Knowledge and 

Wisdom Foundation, and some more radical groups like Mazlum-Der12
. The 

heterogeneous structure is also valid for the enterprising groups of the Platform. That 

actually differentiates them from the organizations of the eighties which generally 

consisted of women of the same religious sects or tendencies. The President of the 

Women Lawyer's Enterprising Group says that " our group consists of women 

lawyers having different religious and political tendencies. In our meetings we do not 

talk about politics or religious sects. We function just as a typical occupational 

organization." Therefore it can be said that the enterprising groups bring Islamist 

women together around a common issue. 

In its letter of invitation it is announced that the Platform is founded to respond 

to events relating to woman and the family. When explaining the legal framework of 

the Platform, it is pointed out that for the application of the 'National Program' 

sioned between the UN and the Turkish Republic, the Center of Woman's Status and 
I::) 

Problems decided to promote the organization of local platforms which would 

mediate between civil associations and the government. 

12 Mazlum-der is an Islamist association that aids Muslims (especially Kurdish origins) who are in 
need of economic or political (la\,yer etc.) help 
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Among the objectives of the Platform is to stress the motherhood role of 

woman; to increase social participation of women; to research for the problems of 

rural and urban women and to produce solutions for them; and to elevate the position 

of women from being objects to 'subjects'(kadinin itildigi nesne durumundan 6zne 

durumuna yitkselmesini saglamak). To carry out these objectives the Platform come 

together every month with two members from each association. Each association has 

one vote and the decisions are being taken by two thirds of the votes. One member 

association which functions as a coordinating center is chosen as the general 

secretariat of the Platform. 

When we look at the profiles of the Platform members ( to do this I made a 

survey of 22 members ) we see that two thirds of the members are university 

graduates and have professional occupations such as doctors, lawyers, chemists, 

theologians and journalists. Except for two lawyers they all practice their jobs. In this 

sense they have their economic autonomy. Almost half of them are between 25-30 

years. Similarly half of them were born in Istanbul. Those who were born outside 

Istanbul have lived in this city for 30-40 years. Almost all of them live in the wealthy 

districts of Istanbul. Therefore it is difficult to call them newcomers. 

Although they all vote for the Refah Party, they complain that they are known 

in the public as the women's commision of the RP. "There might be the members of 

the RP among our members, but as a Platform we do not have any relation" says the 

vice-President of the Platform. 
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While only six of the members have never been abroad the others have been to , 

Saudi Arabia (probably for pilgrimage) and other Eastern but mostlyAo Western 

countries. While half of them speak one European language, only two speak Arabic 

and another two are bilingual (Arabic-English). 

Therefore the members of the Platform are actors who cannot easily be counted 

as marginal. Rather they are those with a relatively high level of education, political 

information and political interest, in short with a relatively high level of 'cognitive 

mobilization'. They seem to be rational actors who carefully calculate and steer 

collective action to attain legality in the construction of a new Islamist women's 

identity. They are the members of a new middle class. In this sense they emerge as the 

basis of a new social movement displaying similarities with other contemporary 

western social movements like environmental, ethnic and feminist movements. This 

point will be elaborated soon. I suffice now by arguing that the emergence of new 

Islamist women actors cannot be understood by conventional approaches to social 

movements which treats collective action as a reaction to a structural and economic 

crisis. This point can be illustrated more by looking at their discourse. 



57 

Th e new discourse on identity 

The women Islamists of the nineties are different from the women ~tors of the 

eighties in terms of their discourse. Within the dominant political discou~se of 

Islamism during the eighties, the Islamist women seemed to concentrate their 

critiques on Kemalism, capitalism and modernism rather than the role of women in 

Islam. In the politicized context of the eighties women Islamists became visible in the 

public sphere as an extension of the activities of male actors. They were instrumental 

in demonstrations and listeners in panels and conferences organized by men. 

But in the nineties the foundation of various Islamist women's platforms 

symbolizes women's intent to have a voice of their own. Now new women actors 

participate in national and international conferences. They organize panels where the 

agenda revolves around the concept of women's identity.13 Instead of the 'future-

oriented' spectacles of political Islam of the eighties, they problematize the present 

relations. They express that women's status should be elevated from being objects to 

subjects. A Platform pamphlet writes that "the past is a vast terrain fined both with all 

that is fascinating and beautiful, and with error too. It is out of the question to repeat 

this history by returning to ancestral homes and to live there once again. Nonetheless, 

13 PUMER, Project Production Center, one of the enterprising group of the Rainbow Platform 
organized a series of panels in 1996-97 every month focusing on the issues relating to women' s 
identity. Moreover in the International Women's Summit which was held on 16-17 November 
1996 i~ Istanbul under the sponsorship of the Municipality of Kagithane some of the titles 
discussed were women and the problems of women, identity and images of women, women and 
politics and modernity, public life and wome? In addit~on it is ~eaningfu1 that the ?a~e o~t~e 
most popular women's monthly nowadays IS Women s Identity. The group pubhshing It IS also 

one of the enterprising groups of the Rainbow Platform. 
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those principles that are not limited by time of place continue to cast their rays upon 

us. Muslim women now wish to intervene in time and events flowing away before 

them, which they are currently watching in a state of helplessness, as they try to 

become the subject and not the object of life while improving both their material and 

spiritual strength so as to be able to attain their goals." Although it is declared that the 

past is not repeatable, the Islamist women still legalize their asserted public and private 

roles by referencing to the times of the Prophet and four Caliphs. Therefore it can be 

argued that the women Islamists are in between two conflicting ideal. They may 

promote the totalitarian face of Islamism as 'actors of history', or they may approach 

to feminists by emerging 'subjects as women' and leading to a more individualistic 

understanding ofIslam. 

However it is seems that the assertions of the new women Islamists are not as 

criticized as the group called 'Islamist feminists' in the media in 1987. At that time 

few Islamist women wrote articles tolerating feminism and criticizing male actors in 

the daily newspaper Zaman. They were strictly criticized by Islamist intellectuals and 

other circles because of their egalitarian discourse. Today's more tolerant attitude is 

due to the fact that the new Islamist women's discourse does not deny women's 

feminine nature, and most importantly their motherhood roles, instead they structure 

their identity around their femininity. In this sense it can be said that their discourse 

with its concentration of difference, otherness and womanhood seem to overlap with 

the hierarchical societal model oflslam. 
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However it should be noted that the women's movement does not only define 

women's identity with its feminine (and Islamic) nature but also calls for an equality of 

opportunity in the public sphere. In other words, the women Islamists struggle for 

both recognition of their particular identity and for equal rights. Hence they combine 

the demands of both equality and authenticity. They ground their demands with 

universalistic claims that they are not different from any other group for political 

participation. They often refer to UN reports and the declarations of universal human 

rights. Actually this is the reason for their participation in international conferences to 

be able to affect the global agenda. A woman Islamist argues that "the global 

conferences have played a considerable role in instituting an agenda and granting it 

legality and international approval in relation to redefining gender identities and roles, 

and bringing new definitions to sexual rights and relations between the genders (i.e. 

men and women)." 

The women Islamists combine their particularistic and universalistic claims in a 

way that everyone has a right to define its authenticity. It should be noted that 

authenticity is not something given, but something to be created by the reflexive 

activities of the individual actor (Giddens 1991;52). It is created dialogically in 

relation to actor's ideology and also to 'other'. Confronting the other or a civil 

adversary is put by Touraine as a precondition for a movement to be social. 

Accordino to him the absence of an adversary reduces the struggle to a modernizing 
I:> 

or an anti-modernist current (1981;85). 
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'the Other': Feminists or Islamist men 

In the case of the Islamist women's movement the place of the 'other' seem to 

be filled by the Kemalist and feminist women who according to them "deny the 

feminine traits and thus the nature of woman". Feminism according to the Islamist 

women is destined to create a society without men. The conflict of the two groups 

became visible in the fifth Women's Conference in Beijing in 1995 and during the 

preparatory meetings for the United Nations Conference on Human Settlement in 

1996 (Habitat II). In Beijing Nazife Sisman who participated in the Conference in the 

name of the Platform says that we almost had no dialogue with the official delegate 

and adds that "they were looking at us with eyes asking why we were there. They 

were humiliating us ... III all instances they cooperated with western countries' 

delegations in a way to define gender as a social construction."(Yeni Safak, 

September 21,1995). The conflict of the two groups became obvious during the 

preparatory meetings for Habitat II where various women's groups came together to 

write a national action plan. Ayse Bohurler,one of the members of the Platform, 

commented on these meetings in a conference that "although we coliaborated on 

certain matters such as violence against women, it became obvious that we couid not 

arrive at a consensus with the feminists especially on the concept of gender, family 

and the role of mother." 

It seems that the women Islamists are more cautious III putting the male 

Islamists in place of the' other'. However in the discourse of the new women Islamists 
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some voices began to be heard complaining about the male Islamist actors' attitudes 

toward 'publicized' Muslim women. A woman speaker who has completed her 

doctorate in theology depicted her situation in men's eyes in the International 

Women's Summit that "the Islamist men treat Muslim women who follow an 

academic career in such a way that we are not happy at home and we do this to satisfY 

ourselves. They want us to be just a listener." And she added that "Muslim women 

working in Islamist institutions are all low paid. They pay for cost of their 

headscarves. I do not find it just." 

The Islamist women in the pages of the monthly Women's Identity openly 

criticize the position of traditional Muslim men whom according to them define 

women only within the domestic sphere. In this way they also criticize the attitude of 

the Refah Party by the words that "the Refah Party makes use of us before the 

elections but during the elections they do not nominate any women." The Islamist 

women express their demands to rethink over the male-female relations within the 

family. In one of the panels of the Platform entitled 'the changing meaning of 

marriage and love throughout history' the woman director opened the panel with the 

words that "so far we have discussed the role of women with reference to the concept 

of family. By focusing on this concept we have omitted the discussion of male-female 

relations and soon have come to the child." And lastly, while criticizing the women's 

shelters opened up by feminists they propose that "why are we leaving horne. If it is 

needed, men must do that." 
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All of these critics denote an emerging conflictuality between male and female 

Islamists. And it can be argued that the contemporary women Islamists no longer 

just "speak for", but "speak to" the Muslim male ~ctors (Kural 1997;9 ). Therefore 

they display a potential to transform the position of the Islamist male actors within the 

movement itself. 

Based up on these empirical facts it can be said that the women Islamists of the 

90's are different from the ones of the 80's. Militant women actors of the 80's 

political Islam were either rejecting other social actors or trying to box them within 

'prescribed' boundaries. They were modernizing agents since they defined themselves 

with the political stakes of the conflict. Whereas the members of the new women's 

movement act dialogically in relation to 'other', feminists and traditional Muslim men. 

In T ourainien sense it can be argued that they discovered the 'other' and they 

established horizontal relations. This is an important step for Touraine in emerging as 

a subject (1995). In this context in a Platform brochure it is announced that 'women 

besides questions like who am I ?, should ask themselves who am I with? What 

should I be ? What can I do ?' ( in Turkish: bir birey olarak kadmm, kendisine 

'kimim?', 'neyim? " 'naszlzm?' sorularmm yanzszra 'kiminleyim?', 'ne olmalzyzm?', 

'ne yapabilirim?' sorularml da sormasl ... ).These questions allude to the women 

Islamists as new subjects. These new subjects reconstruct their identity with reference 

to feminists and Islamist men. Consequently, with its demands to attain full 

recognition of their identity and its criticism of the Islamist men, the Islamist women's 

movement carries a potential to transform both the homogeneous public space and the 

position of the Islamist male actors. 
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A redefinition of the traditional private roles and spaces 

Calhoun notes that any pursuit labeled by 'identity politics' is collective as well 

as individual and public as well as private since the construction of an identity turns on 

the interrelated problems of self-recognition and recognition by others (1994;20-29). 

Therefore the movement of the contemporary Turkish women Islamists, if it is a 

movement seeking legitimacy and recognition, should involve a recontextualization of 

their public and private roles. In this section I will focus on the conceptualization of 

the private sphere by the new women Islamists. 

The contemporary women Islamists put a great emphasis on the motherhood 

role of women. The stres~on motherhood constitutes the backbone of their discourse. 

Almost in all brochures of the Platform it is announced that 'a healthy society can only 

be created around the concept of 'happy mother'. In this way the Islamist women 

organize motherhood seminars to equip woman with religious and social sciences. 

They call their motherhood 'educative motherhood', egitimci annelik. So the 

motherhood stressed by the Islamist women is no longer a traditional one but a 

'scientific one'. With this new motherhood identity the Islamist women differentiates 

themselves from their traditional mothers. 

As with the motherhood role of women, the status of housewives should also be 

re-determined according to the Platform members. F. Barbarosoglu, in a pamphlet 
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prepared by the Project Production Center, points out that the life experienced by 

housewives has been devalued as electrical home appliances have entered their lives. 

These appliances according to her have obscured~ the status of housewives since 

"although the devices at home must be programmed by someone for them to function, 

those outside the home underestimate the importance of the existence of this 

programmer". Thus the position of the housewives are treated as consumers rather 

than being producers. The days of social gatherings between housewives perform no 

greater function than simply the common destruction of time. This is due to that the 

housewives lack of motivation that would enable them to make their time more 

fruitful. Barbarosoglu notes that "the latest researches indicate that mothers who are 

able to engage in meaningful self expression rear children in a better manner." 

Actually «in the traditional life of the Turks, women led lives where they were 

engaged in some occupation. Within the context of Turkish society, it is a new 

concept for women not to work by being engaged in manufacturing some things, but 

instead to be busy with a/ 9-6 working life. In this respect, when the homes are 

converted into workshops of trade and art, it will not only rid housewives of their 

being questioned 'what have you done today?" but also will permit them to utilize 

that period of time they usually spend from the time they leave their homes till they 

get work instead in the arrangement of their household affairs ... For the work to be 

made enjoyable in the medium of the house, housewives must be provided with 

facilities to work together. In this respect, the arrangements of the basement floors 

and attics as workshops may allow them to construct places to work together." And 

she adds that with the realization of the ability to perform such office jobs as 

typesetting, correction, accounting. housewives can work without leaving their 

homes. These views constitute the basis of several projects presently being developed 
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by the Support for Working Women Enterprising Group. The vice-president of the 

group states that they are in contact with a local municipality to make it supply a place 

as a workshop and thus to bring the project to life. 

Therefore the contemporary Islamist women try to recontextualize the domestic 

space where women can perform their motherhood and household affairs and still be 

productive. For this, they propose the re-arrangements of working hours and places. 

As a result, especially by carrying modern occupations as office jobs to the domestic 

space, they combine their traditional roles and the activities of a modern economy in 

the context of the horne. 

The roles of women as mothers and housewives are crucial for the Islamist 

women since "the mother creates future generations and the housewife organizes the 

family, thus daily life." Family is another important concept for the Platform to 

struggle for. According to the Islamist women the denial of the differences between 

the two sexes leads to the increase in homosexuality and thus the collapse of the 

family. They state that they are against the rise of single parent families which 

accordina to them is constituted of 'deviant' sexes. In both the 1995 Beijing Women's o 

Conference and the 1996 Istanbul Habitat II Summit the Platform rejected the 

position that 'various families exist'. According to the Islamist women the family 

which consists of man and woman with their biological identities is the basis of a 

healthy society. Therefore in the definition of the family the contemporary women 
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Islamists defend a conservative position and place woman within the family with her 

biological (essentialist) nature. 

At this point it should be noted that the Islamist women who by their very 

existence questions the rules of normality and stands for the differences in Turkish 

context, with their conservative position in the definition of the type of family and 

gender create new rules of normality and standardization. They in a way stand for 

their own differences while in certain cases denying the others. 

Visibility in the public sphere 

With the stress of the Islamist women on their domestic roles, it should not be 

assumed that Platform defines women only with reference to family and thus within 

the private sphere. The existence of the Platform itself is a reflection of the demands 

of the Islamist women in the public sphere or at least leads to such a result. Besides 

that Platform members like the Support to Working \-Vomen Group, \-Vomen 

Lawyers' Enterprising Group and Chemists' Group are representing the entrance of 

the Islamist women into the public sphere. Within the brochures of Platform it is 

announced that "Platform is struggling to make woman happy at home and at work 

with their Islamist identities." In order to attain these ends the Islamist women 

orgamze and participate in panels where their 'secret' bodies become visible. 
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Participating in conferences instead of just criticizing and reacting against them 

differentiates the Platform from earlier Islamist organizations. However these 

conferences are not places where only women come. Islamist women attend at the 

same place with men, discuss with them, even give lectures to them. This as a result 

alludes to the breaking down of an important taboo of traditional Islam. With their 

new positioning the Islamist women challenge the border between men and women or 

mahrem and namahrem. 

The women Islamists discourse for the visibility in the pUblic sphere is radical in 

the sense that they legalize their arguments by reference to the practices of the early 

days of Islam. They often speak about the Quranic verses and Islamic practices at that 

time of the four Caliphs that legalized and exemplified women's existence in the 

public sphere. It was the false tradition that kept women in the domestic sphere. A 

woman lawyer argues that "In the early days we see Islamist women sometime 

warning a Caliph for any fault and sometimes, in the case of Aisha, correcting some 

wrong statements and interpretations of the companions of the Prophet." Prophet 

Muhammad had taken 'biat' ( allegiance) from women which according to her meant 

women's direct participation in political life. During the preliminary activities of the 

Islamist civil associations for the Habitat Summit in 1996 in a panel entitled 'The 

Identity of the Muslim Woman in a Changing Turkey' a women speaker commented 

on the status of women in Islam as such: 

"Despite the fact that all the Quranic verses and the practices of the early 

days of Islam which legalize and even necessitates the participation of women in 
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social life, the disappearance of women except in cases of compulsion in Islamic 

history shortly after the Khulafa-e-Rashideen, has prevented the participation of 

women in social life. The woman was given the right of existence only as a wife and a 

mother ,and as such, her potential could not be developed in other fields. This 

understanding led to keeping the women under guardianship... It also obstructed the 

growth of women as a free individuaL .. This hard-line approach towards the domain of 

male and female led to undue emphasis on and exaggeration of the male and female 

sexuality. " 

It seems that their Islamist identities and the veil are seen by the Islamist women 

not as a reason to be kept inside (in private sphere), but as a mode of appearing 

outside. Relatedly they reject that they are a source of jUne (social disorder). One of 

the Islamist women writers, Cihan Aktas, says that keeping women within the four 

walls is not a solution to the problem of jUne in a world of a technological 

communication (1991;254). Moreover she argues that not only women but men can 

also be a source of fitne. Therefore the new women actors challenge the meaning of 

one of the most important Islamic concepts which provided a theoretical tool 

throughout the Islamic history to associate women with the domestic sphere. 

The women Islamists claim that in Islam woman has the right to work outside. 

The President of the Women Lawyer's Enterprising Group says that "if a woman does 

not want to work, she should not be obliged. But if she wants to work, without 

foraettina her family responsibilities, she should not be hindered." However they do 
o 0 
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not claim total occupational equality. The vice-President of the Support to Working 

Women Enterprising Group states that" we orient young friends to certain jobs as 

doctors, teachers and nurses because we believe that women are in difficulty in 

performing some jobs requiring physical power. For instance to be a civil engineer is 

almost impossible for a woman. J am an architect but outside work at the time of 

construction is full of problems for me." Thus by emphasizing their < deficiency' in 

certain occupational areas, the women Islamists combine their demands to attend in 

the public sphere with their essentialist arguments. 

However against the obstacles they face in performing their jobs because of 

their headscarves, they argue that they are not different from the other women. A 

woman lawyer says that « we have the same intellectual capacity as the others. We 

can do all of the things they do. But they do not allow us to attend in the courts." 

Thus the Islamist women express their demand for a full equality in terms of 

professional rights. Meanwhile the women Islamists seem to have found the 

mechanism to overcome problems in their entrance in the public sphere. The woman 

architect has a male partner who does outside work while she attends to the office. 

The President of the Women Lawyer's Group has an uncovered woman partner who 

goes to court while she engages in internal matters. 

The women Islamists also legalize the acquirement of modern professional jobs 

with an argument that in certain contexts women need women's services. They argue 

that Muslim women in certain cases cannot go to male doctors. So we need women 
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doctors. This argument extends to the cases of teachers and lawyers. Therefore by 

receiving an education women not only become better informed mothers but also 

provide teaching, medical and juristic services for other women. Thus the problem of 

male-female interaction can be avoided. Hence Islamist discourse on gender and 

public roles, if we use Moghadam's words, " combines traditional and conservative 

ideas about women's place and an acceptance of the need of a modem economy." 

(1993;148). 

For women Islamists in the eighties education and occupation were structured 

within a radical Islamist discourse in a way that they were just means for attaining 

great Islamic ideals. But in the nineties the Islamist women's occupations and visibility 

in the public sphere serve as a means within the process of the creation of a new 

Islamic identity. Women Islamists' professional occupations open up new avenues in 

the search for an alternative life style. However they feel the tension in combining 

their private (especially motherhood) and public roles, although they prefer to 

acquire jobs that do not require full time attendance. In order to overcome this 

problem the Support to Working Women Enterprising Group works on a project that 

will mobilize the educated but non-working women or university students to take care 

of the children of the working women living nearby. With this project, "we aim to 

provide the warmth of a home" says the vice president of the group. But it seems that 

this tension will constitute an important part of the new Islamist women's identity as 

the tension in combining the arguments of both difference and equality. 
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The Islamist women's movement: homogeneity or plurality 

The salient feature of new social movements that differentiates them from the 

old ones is that they operate on the basis of otherness and difference while the latter 

stands for a complete equality. In other words, whereas the old social movements 

involved actors who structured their identities within the oiven dominant models the o , 

actors of the contemporary movements like ethnic, lesbian, gay, environmentalist and 

post-feminist movements are those who struggle not only for equal rights but also for 

the right to be different. These abstract propositions make sense ih the case of old and 

new or first and second wave feminism. 

While the first wave feminists devalue the private sphere and the motherhood 

role of women and call for the complete economic and social equality on the basis that 

women too can take male characteristics appropriate to the world of work and 

politics; second wave feminists criticize their position in a way that the precondition 

for that type of an equality is the 'inner metamorphosis' of women. According to new 

feminists the call for complete equality is actually self-denial of the female identity 

since in that approach the position of males is celebrated (Elshtain 1981 ;309). So they 

problematize the universalistic claims and instead introduce their repressed and 

devalued features-their feminine traits and motherhood roles- into the system. 
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The movement of the new women Islamists displays strong similarities with the 

second wave feminists in a way that it invokes a cateaory Muslim woman which was o , , 

excluded by the homogeneous public space of the modem Republic. The exclusion 

and reentrance of Muslim women is illustrated in a pamphlet of the Platform as such: 

"after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, Muslim women in Turkey kept themselves 

on the periphery since they were told that they had no place in modem life. When 

they rarely entered public places they were confronted with the possibility of legal 

proceedings. They kept themselves out of sight because they were told that everything 

which symbolized their identity was in conflict with social progress. They kept 

themselves out of sight too, because they did not have the strength to overcome the 

narrowness of a recently completed revolution. As they began to develop some trust 

in the democratic system, they reentered the mainstream of life." It is obvious that the 

Islamist women appear in the public sphere in the nineties as doctors, lawyers and 

journalists. This visibility symbolizes the return of a repressed category (veiled 

Islamist women) and thus ch~llenges the homogeneity of the Kemalist public sphere. 

The new women Islamists also show parallelism with post-feminists in terms of 

their· discourse. The discourse of the Islamist women in the eighties was radical and 

reactionary to their traditional roles. It was argued that the women in Islam had a right 

not to do housework, even not to suckle their children. Whereas the new Islamists in 

the nineties seem to reappropriate their traditional roles by stressing the role of 

women as mothers and wives. 
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The new women Islamists actually seem to be aware of these parallelisms. "As 

the subject has gradually evolved simply into one of women's rights, in place of 

quarrelsome feminism which was the first to surface,- we are now beginning to find in 

the post-modem feminist movement signs of conciliation and compromise" writes 

Cihan Aktas in a Platform pamphlet delivered during the Habitat Summit II in 1996. 

She severely criticizes the form of feminism which argues that the difference between 

men and women is only relative and has arisen through cultural mutation and that 

there will in the near future remain no significant difference between the two sexes. 

Therefore according to Aktas the motto of this form of feminism is "one is the other." 

Against this motto there are some other women who say "one is by no means the 

other." They argue that men and women are different not only on the basis of 

reproduction but also in many social and physical aspects. Therefore the problems of 

women can be solved by stressing the importance of the protection of women's 

values. 

The defense of the biological and physiological nature of woman by women 

Islamists does not refer to a simple return to uncontested categories of the biological 

determinism. Rather their argument claims value for a category that has been 

repressed and devalued in dominant discourse and thus invokes it in an essentialist 

way. They exacerbate their Islamic (and also w:oman's) identity and struggle to carry 

the components of that identity into the polity. Hence in Ge>le's terms "the Islamic 

way of dressing, Islamic way of living, Islamic faith, all signs considered as sources of 

'backwardness', 'uncivilized ways', as 'dark side of modernity', as 'forces of 
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obscurantism' thus signs taken to be responsible for Muslim oppression and exclusion, 

are all reappropriated and accentuated by these Islamist actors." (forthcoming) 

With the transportation of their different outlook in to modem contexts the new 

women Islamists have been confronted by the secular elite who have treated their 

existence as a threat to their life styles. So although the conflict has been encouraged 

by particular conditions and specific actors, it has simultaneously involved problems 

concerning the system's overall logic and dilemmas. Hence with the advent of new 

Islamic actors the concepts of democracy, secularism, Islamism, human rights, public 

space and so on have been brought into public light. 

The paradox of the women Islamists (actually Islamism itself) is that they 

address the whole of society in the name ofa particular category or group. On the one 

hand the Islamist women's message is antagonistic in a sense that they challenge the 

standardization of experience and homogenization of society. Thus they may expand 

the civil society and promote the plurality. But on the other hand it should be noted 

that this particular category differs from other contemporary categories like 

environmentalists and some ethnicities, since it potentially/ideologically bears. 

totalitarian tendencies. Islamism which the new women actors are part of is an 

ideology that may serve to cleanse the public sphere in the name of a 'divine good'. 

The Islamist women's discourse is actually homogenizing especially in their 

conservative positioning in the definitions of certain concepts like type of family and 

gender. However if they try to establish forms of communication that allows 

differences, the very existence of the Islamist women actors can be seen as a mean 
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that helps to democratize the political system and to renew political and cultural 

markets in Turkey. 

CONCLUSION 

Differently from the Islamist women of the eighties who oriented themselves to 

the political sphere and stressed on their political rights, the contemporary women 

Islamists appear in the Turkish context as professionals and intellectuals focusing on 

their professional rights. Contrary to the conceptions which depict the Islamist women 

as passive and submissive beings, they emerge as rational actors, being 

organizedaround civil associations and platforms, willing to redefine their private and 

public roles both within the Islamic movement and modern Turkish society. 

The Rainbow Istanbul Women's Platform is the first of these platforms through 

which actors problematize their identities, social norms and life styles. It seems to be 

oriented towards the civil societal more than the political sphere. It is a civil 

association differentiating itself form the Islamist Refah Party, although the 

contemporary women Islamists benefit from the space opened up by the rise of this 

party in municipal and governmental level. However it should be noted that although 
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the women Islamists are not mainly oriented to the political sphere, they aim to 

produce some effects on political institutions. As in the case of the members of the 

Women Lawyer's Group who negotiate certain cod~s with politicians, they want to 

influence politicai actors to make policy appropriate to their collective identity. This is 

the offensive side of the Platform which functions in this case more as an interest 

group. But more important side of the Platform is its function in the process of self­

definitions of women which involves issues of public and private roles. 

They challenge both the traditional Islamic identification of woman as 'locked 

into the private sphere' and modern (feminist) identification as 'disenchantedlliberated 

from all traditional, communal and familial ties'. They are not for a total equality 

among the sexes. They stress on the feminine traits, especially the motherhood role of 

women. But they do this by redefining this role as 'educative motherhood', one which 

is furnished by religious and social sciences. Thus they differentiate themselves from 

their 'traditional' mothers. They develop projects to reorganize the domestic space in 

order to make housewives more active by demonstrating their abilities in their 

homeplaces. 

Besides their stress on private roles, the contemporary Islamist women voice 

demands transcending the boundaries of the domestic roles. They state that they have 

a right to take their place in the public sphere. They struggle for political inclusion on 

the basis of equality with other actors. They organize ami participate in panels, and 

they perform their modem professional jobs in certain contexts where both sexes 
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meet. In other words they are not afraid of the 'non-Islamic'. Their existence in such 

places leads to the breakdown of the first taboo of Islamic social oraanization based 
1:) 

on the segregation of sexes. Hence their participati~n into public life as professionals 

and intellectuals starts an unfolding process which transforms the traditional 

understanding of Islam. Such a challenge also alludes to the questioning of the 

position of the Islamist male actors, and thus leads to the emergence of new conflicts 

between male and women actors within the Islamist movement. 

As result of their stress on the concept of family, the contemporary women 

Islamists feel the tension to reconcile their professions with their family life. To 

overcome this problem they develop projects for the children of working women or 

propose to redetermine working hours for women. Although they orient themselves 

towards professions which do not require full time work, they still seem to encounter 

this difficulty in combining their private and public roles. They seem to be squeezed 

between their Islamic ideals and professionaVindividualistic aspirations. 

The Islamist women's participation into public life also challenges the Kemalisf 

homogenous public sphere which during the foundation of the Republic was 

constituted around the principle of excluding all ( especially Islamic) signs of the past. 

Hence the existence of the Islamist women, especially in modem urban contexts 

represents the coming of an excluded category. In this sense the Islamist women's 

movement displays strong· parallelisms with new contemporary movements such as 

environmental, ethnic and feminist movements. As these movements, the movement 
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of the Turkish Islamist women debate the codes, the rules of spaces and normality in 

question. In other words it challenges the symbolic ground on which society is 

grounded. With their different outlook the Islamist ~omen question established norms 

and by their very existence, they exemplify other ways of' doing things'. In this sense 

the Islamist women's movement challenges the definition of secularism which for 

many decades has served as a means to define the public sphere in Turkey. 

The Islamist women are willing to take their place in the public sphere with their 

'authentic' identities. They at the some time claim the right to be different and seek 

for an equal opportunity. Their movement carries an excluded group to the polity with 

an accompanying process of identity construction. However since it is still part of a 

general Islamic identity which bears its totalitarian tendencies, the Islamist women's 

identity is met with great caution by some other social actors. Actually whether the 

Islamist women will serve as means for cleansing the public space by the Islamic 

movements or by acquiring a self limiting nature they will enlarge the civil democratic 

space in Turkey are still open ended questions in the Turkish context. 



APPENDIX I 
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Sizin tercih ettiginiz siyasi parti : ....................................................... . 
Parti tercihinizde a!?agidakilerden hangisi etkili olmu!?tur? Onem SlraSlna gore numaralandlrlnlz. 
o Anne - Saba 
o E!?im 
o <;ocuklanm 
o Parti programl 
o Kitle ileti~im ara<;lan 
o Sosyal <;evrem 
o Parti lideri 

Din bilgilerini nasll edindiniz ? 
Aileden 0 
Kur'an kursundan: 0 
Lise - Oniversiteden 0 
Kendi <;abalanmla: 0 

<;ocugunuz var ml? o Evet 0 HaYlr 

Varsa karde!?leriniz 

Geliriniz 

Klz ........ ........ Okudugu Okul ................................................................ . 
Erkek :............... Okudugu Okul : .............................................................. . 

Klz .............. . 
Erkek : ............. . 

Egitimleri 
Egitimleri 

..................................................................... 

. ................................................................... . 

o 10 - 20 milyon 0 20 - 30 milyon o 30 - 40 milyon o 40 - 50 milyon 

o 50 milyon Ozeri 
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MEMBER OIH;ANIZATIONS cont. 

Association Sub-( )rganizations 
* ~IAZLlI~l· DEI{ / WOllll'll's COlllillissiOIl 

:1: ANATOLIA INTELLECTtlAI. IIEARTII 

WOlilen's COllllllissioll 

Initiative (;roups 

* RADIO, TV GROUP 

:1: FA~IILY IINITY (aWlll' 

* IIAZAR GROUP 

* LAWYER'S Gl10llp 

C!: NIL GROUP 

11: PROJECT PRODUCTION (iROlll' 

11: MY 1I0~1E WO~IEN'S Cl.l11I 

:II KARTAL ANA 1'01.1 A 1111. ~J( lTlIER'S llNIC IN 

Il: FEZA ClIl.TlIRE OROtl!' 

:I: BASIC EDLICATION (au H I(' 

* AUTUMN GROUP 

:I: OUR FAMILY GROllI' 

::: OUR LINE GROllI' 

* WO~IEN'S IDENTITY CHIOUI' 

:r: EDUCATOR'S GROUP 

Il: EDlICATION SUPPORT (;ROlJP 

:r: 51' GRaUl' 

* SUPPORT TO WORKIN(i \\'O~'EN CHW\ II' 

II: POPPIES CLUJ! 

~,"~ 
':-~\" 

-/~ 
• 1 \ 

kJ-
TilE SECRETARY OIHi .. \NIZATION 

OF TilE I'Lt\TFUR~1 IS TilE 

\VO~'EN'S SCIENTIFIC .. \Nll 

ClII.TURAL S()CII'T)" 

CONFERENCE PARTICIPATION 

II: 1993 Con!!n:ss and Exhihition for 
Women NGO's in Turkey / ANKARA 

II: 1993 Identity of Women ill Turkey/ 
ANKARA 

::: 1994 International Year of Familv, NCO 
furum/MAD~ . 

II: 1994 International Year of Family/ 
MONTREAL 

::: On thc way to Beijing Congress for 
the Coopcrat ion of Eurasian Women/ 
ANKARA 

II: 1995 NGO Fontmon Women / BEIJING 

Ii: 1995 UN Fourth World Confercnce on 
Women / BEIJING 

ADMINISTRATION OFTIIE 
RAINBOW ISTANBUL WOMEN'S 

PLATFORM 

II: Members participate in the adminis­
tration of tllC platfonn with two rcprc­
sentativcs and the Platform Asscmbly is 
t}lC highest compctent body of the plat­
lorm. 

::: The representatives of thc on.!.anizations 
mllst be chosen by thc organization itself 
amI the platform mllst be notified in 
writing. 

I,: Every organization has thc right of one 
single vote at thc assembly. 

:,: Memhership and withdrawal from mem­
bership is possible at any stage hy the 
notification of the platform secretary in 
writing. 

I,: The platform is a non-profit and 1l()11-
polilical voluntary organilation, 

9t.9l I !J{ tJ3 0 W 
ISTANBUL WOi\IE:":'S I'LATFOIt:\1 

CO/l/(', Il'I \ /1/('('1, 

Le(\' /l/oke lUi' ('my, 
1..<.'1\ Im'(' af/(I h(' II!I,(,(/, 
ntis l\'{)J-/d is only jlassing. 

YIIIlIiS ElIll'c -Sliti l\lasll'f 

Rainbow Istanbul \\'OIlll'Il's Platform 
has becn founded hy \,olulltary women's 
organ i zat ions, fouillia lions, assoc ia t i ()IlS, 

commissions and groups from various 
ficlds in Istanhul. 

II,\SI:KI K,\I)IN S(J",N'):I 

AKS,\R,\Y IS'I.\Nl:lII./Tli1~I<L), 
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A group of women carrying the 
spirit of" Mall'/ana .Ialalllddin Rllmi 
and the words of YIlI/IIS Emre in their 
hearts founded the Rainbow Istanbul 
Women's PlatrOl'm, which acts as a 
network of women's organizations 
sharing common goals and interests. 

OBJECTIVES 

* To coordinate unity among women or­
ganizations which are serving in differ­
ent fields. 

* To provide a common working ground 
for achieving goals that cannot be mel 
by single organizations. 

:r: To provide a link with national and in­
ternat ional organ izat iOJls. 

::: To purslle events related to women and 
the family and to respond accordingly. 

::: To take an active part in the decisions 
made in Turkey or abroad alTccting thc 
status or \Von](.~·n and the ramily. ~ 

:r: To monitor the media ami respond to 
related issues. 

::: To cstabl ish audio/v iSlial and printed 
matcrial archives. 

::: To inrorm the gcner:d puhlic ahout thc 
aims alltl activities or the platrurm 
through media. 

:I: To encourage research on rele\'ant 
topics. 

!J.~1:l!- rWP:¥'E:f!£S. 

.91. ~.9I.I'1{J3O'W represents Wo{JP)" witfi 
eacIi wfour carrying its own Ufentity. 

%ere is strengtfi in Wo{JP)". 'llariety 
aruf aiv,;rsity are not opstades to 'W{JpY, 

put prejutfice aru£ intoferanu are ... 

ACTIVITIES 

;I: Holding regular meetings, defining 
common goals. 

::: Encouraging women's occupational 
groups such as physicians. lawyers. 
educators, art ists. etc .. 

::: Iioiding regular cultural and social 
evcnts to raise runds ror tht platrorm. 

::: Gelling in touch wiih various wOlllen's 
organi;ations in Anatolia and speci­
fYing cOlllmon goals. 

::: Participating in the meetings of the 
Directorate General on the Status and 
Problems of WOl11en in Ankara and 
establishing a network of information. 

:;: Participating in national and inter­
national conkrences on wOlllen and 
the family. 

:I: Selling up audio/visual and printed 
material archives. 

P LYLT.JO'l(:M 
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"'omen's Foundatiolls 
:!O \v[)~lEN'S U>1I( '.\ III ,', .\ 'I I ( 1'1 11'1(1'. II II '.1 I \ II' I'·. 

::: C()~II'ASSj{ IN H >11,1 ,,\ 111,,-; 

FOil ndal jon Su h-() rga II il.:1 I ions 

:;: IIIST(}Rj('ALISI.,\~II(F~F.\I(I·1I 1'111":1,·\111)', 

\VOI1lCIl's C()mllli~\i( III 

::: ISL'\~II(' CIVII.IZ.\ 111):\ 1/11"1 '.\ 111);\ 

\\lomell's ('{l1ll1l1i ........ illll 

::: ~IANTI.I'I}FTIII' 1'l(llI'III,1 1'111;'\1,.·\ III)'.; 
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