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Abstract

Th is dissertation enquires into the Islamist and secularist discourses in Turkey by exam-
ining the headscarf debates. Th e debates on the headscarf are perceived as a way through 
which the polarization between the Islamist and secularist blocs becomes visible. More-
over, the work intends to explain the construction of the collective identity formation by 
studying through which kinds of articulations the discourse has been constructed. Due 
to Turkey's sociopolitical and historical development, this thesis considers secularism and 
Islamism as the two hegemonic discourses in Turkey.  

Th e main empirical data consists of Turkish newspaper articles from fi ve diff erent news-
papers: Cumhuriyet, Hürriyet, Milliyet, Yeni Şafak, and Zaman. Th e articles concern the 
headscarf debates on four diff erent women: Fadime Şahin, Merve Kavakçı, Leyla Şahin 
and Hayrünnisa Gül. Th ese women became focal points of the media because of their 
headscarf. Th ese cases illustrate how the headscarf debates bring the two hegemonic fronts 
together. Th e data was limited to the period of 1996-2011. Th is period consists of 2785 
newspaper articles, out of which 228 most relevant ones have been chosen for the purpose 
of this study.

Th e precise research questions of the thesis are: How is the polarized nature of Turkish 
society reproduced within the headscarf debates during 1996-2011? And how are the two 
hegemonic discourses contested and deconstructed within the articulations that form the 
headscarf debates? In answering these questions, the research uses the methodological ap-
paratus of the Essex school by focusing on the constitution of political identities, the con-
struction of social antagonisms, the establishment of political frontiers, and the diff erent 
ways the hegemonic demands are being addressed. Th e fi nal purpose is to describe and 
explain the articulation processes of the two hegemonic projects. 

Among other things, the data showed that the Islamist discourse was successfully employ-
ing the creation of "we-community" by combining diff erent elements or groups of people 
who have similar interests. Hence its main theme was not aimed at constructing a social 
antagonism against the secularist frontier. Rather, it managed to absorb some elements 
of secularism and provide an alternative version of it via the AKP politics. Contrary to 
this logic, the secularist discourse seemed to revolve more around the establishment of 
social antagonisms. Often the secularist discourse turned into an "anti-AKP" discourse. 
Even though this type of rhetoric aims at building a common identity, it failed in making 
chains of equivalences in which common interests would meet. Neither of these discourses 
has managed to create an environment in which an identifi cation with democratic values 
could have taken place. However, while contesting each other, they managed to further 
Turkey's democratization. Hence, at the end this research poses a question as to whether 
this polarization has actually served as a prerequisite for democracy in Turkey's context, as 
the country today seems to be de-trailing from the path of democracy. 
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CHAPTER 1

Deconstructing the headscarf issue 
in the context of Turkey

This dissertation enquires into the Islamist and secularist discourses in Turkey by 
examining the headscarf debates. Th e use of the headscarf, according to Nilüfer 
Göle (1996), is “a politicized practice that conceptually forces people to choose 

between the “modern” and the “backward”. (It) provides an insightful way of looking at 
the contemporary Islam-West confl ict, shedding light on the recent rise of Islamist fun-
damentalism in many countries and providing insight into what is a more complex phe-
nomenon...”. Th is study, likewise, recognizes veiling as a way to construct polarization of 
the Turkish society. Th rough the debates on headscarf Turkey’s polarization between the 
Islamists and secularists becomes visible. 

Hence, in this thesis, I argue that: Firstly, headscarf debates are a way to see the polariza-
tion and act as a tool used by the hegemonic orders to seek power. For example, the head-
scarf debates have empowered Islamists and the construction of their hegemony around 
common denominators (such as human rights), which has not been the case for secular-
ists. Secondly, I argue that Islam and western democracy do not seem to be in confl ict, 
because the same discourses are used to support modernity, whether we allow the use 
of headscarf or not. In these instances especially the human rights based discourses are 
employed. Th irdly, I am arguing that this line of reasoning leads to the idea that in Tur-
key the polarization has been blurred by Islamists (while secularists failed in their task of 
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keeping Turkey secular), and hence, fourthly, that the polarization has been a prerequisite 
for democracy in Turkey’s context. Th is fi nal argument is based on the idea that as the for-
mer corner stones of Turkish secularism (e.g. the army, the Constitutional Court and the 
opposition party CHP1) have lost their power to the benefi t of the governing AKP party2, 
the democracy level of the country has decreased.  

Th e fi rst part of this introduction chapter lays down the framework for my topic, namely, 
the relationship between the Islamist past and secularization, and its eff ect on Turkey’s 
development regarding democracy. Moreover, the previous research on relevant themes 
will be gone through, together with the empirical surveys done on this topic. Th e second 
part describes the main research questions in relation to the theoretical starting point. Th e 
third part expounds upon the methodology used and the analysis. Finally, the fourth part 
succinctly explains the key terms used within this research.    

1.1  Problem conceptualization 
Th e historical path leading to the development of today’s Turkey has been a long one: 
more than 600 years of Ottoman rule left the newly independent country of Turkey with 
a strong Islamic identity. Nonetheless, the roots of secularism were laid already during the 
Ottoman Empire in 1839, from the time when the Tanzimat reform period was initiated. 
From that time on, diff erent ways of thinking about the degree to which such Western 
originated secular reforms should be implemented have existed in the Ottoman Empire 
and later in Turkey. Th e establishment of the Republic of Turkey in 1923 meant at the 
same time the abolishment of the religious, Islamist caliphate3 and the decrease of reli-
gious power. Th e new modern secularist group in power, with Mustafa Kemal Atatürk 
as the leading fi gure, commenced to modernize the country along the Western reforms. 
Notwithstanding, the power struggles between the two hegemonic projects, the Islamists 
and the secularists, have continued until today (Rumelili 2008). Th e transformation to 
modernity (and secularism as its bi-product) has lasted two centuries but still in one way, 
the clash of civilizations is pertinent inside Turkey, although interpretations of this kind 
must be considered with care. 

Hence, due to Turkey’s sociopolitical and historical development, this thesis considers secularism 
and Islamism as the two hegemonic discourses in Turkey. Th ey are seen as political projects 
that seek to transform and reinstitute a sociopolitical order on the basis of some constitu-
tive norms (Cınar 2005, 8–9). In brief, these two groups are separated by their fundamen-
tal beliefs about the role of religion and state. Simultaneously each side feels threatened by 
the other, and they use extraordinary measures to defend their lifestyles and values. (Yavuz 
2009, 170) Th ese two hegemonies are not taken as somehow “given” in essentialist way, 

1  Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi or in English: Th e Republican People’s Party 
2  Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi or in English: Th e Justice and Development Party
3  Caliphate was offi  cially abolished in March 1924.

Chapter 1
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but instead they have been developed and being constructed during the long historical 
period - and are in constant change on that matter. For instance during the last decade 
we can fi nd numerous examples where the governing AKP party has attempted to defend 
the conservative Islamist lifestyle. One example is from November 2013, when the AKP 
emphasized the need to separate male and female students in student dormitories. Accord-
ing to the Prime Minister, keeping male and female students in the same dormitories is 
“against our conservative, democratic character”. (Hürriyet Daily News 4.11.2013) Th ese 
types of instances form the moments whereby these hegemonies are being constructed. 

Th is long term ideological polarization of Turkey between the Islamists and the secularists 
is consequently present in the work of many scholars.  Already in 1973 Nur Yalman, cur-
rently a Professor of Social Anthropology and Middle Eastern Studies at Harvard Univer-
sity, wrote about two diff erent “kulturkampfs” inside Turkey. According to him, the fi rst 
one emphasizes science, positivism, and human rationality, while the second one concen-
trates on tradition, religion, and divine revelation. Th ese “kulturkampfs” have co-existed 
and often clashed in Turkey since the eighteenth century. (Yalman 152, 1973) Th is divi-
sion has also caused diffi  culties for the country’s development in terms of democracy since 
the beginning of the multi-party period in 1946 (Toprak 2005b, 27). 

On the whole, research on polarization and polarized societies has been one of the most 
investigated topics within the fi eld of political science worldwide. Some of the research 
questions include how polarization is formed and constructed; what are the main cleav-
ages within any given society, and whether or not polarization can be dislocated4. In recent 
years, many researchers have claimed that Turkey has become more and more polarized 
between secularists and conservatives5. Betü l Ç elik, Bilali, and Iqbal (2016) see Turkey’s 
polarization taking place on three main levels, namely on the level of ethnicity (Turks ver-
sus Kurds), sectarian (Sunnis versus Alevis6), and fi nally the ideological polarization con-
cerning the confl ict between secularists and Islamists. In their research they have titled this 
fault line as AKP supporters versus AKP opponents.7 In a similar vein, Keyman (2014, 29) 
argues that as the AKP party has gained more power, polarization has deepened and wid-
ened in terms of secularism, ethnicity, and religion. Göl (2009) has also written about the 
complex relation between Islam and secularism. After having experienced the somewhat 
suppressing side of secularism, Göl is asking whether Turkey is on its way to an Islamic 
state with the AKP. Toprak (2005a, 167-171) writes that the attempt to secularize the 

4  Th e complete literature review on these topics is presented in chapter three.
5  Th e complete literature review on these topics is presented in chapter 3.1. 
6  Alevis form one category of Muslims, comprising of 15-20 million Turks. 
7  One of their results within this survey study concluded that people perceiving “Islamist” as 

their strongest “Other” saw them as powerful, untrustworthy, and threatening. Betu ȋl Cȫelik, 
Bilali & Iqbal (2016) argue that this is because AKP policies have been seen as threatening to 
the lifestyles of people. Th e untrustworthy view might refer to the time of the survey was done: 
in December 2015 some AKP ministers and the Erdogȕan family were being suspected of cor-
ruption. 
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country actually led to polarization by creating tension between the religious and secular 
axes. Th e divide between the secularists and Islamists was identifi ed in the 1980s when the 
urban poor joined forces with the Islamists. Hence the process of polarization has had its 
roots long before the time period covered by this research. 

However, to date, there exists only a few articles on Turkey’s polarization using Laclau’s 
discourse theory, which allows to combine the level of individuals (subject) and the level 
of structure (contingent system of meanings). In this way, it does not only attempt to 
describe the cleavages being channeled towards political support, but it also enables us to 
see the way in which the hegemonic discourses are being constructed within the processes 
of identifi cation. Th ese types of research include i.e. the articles of Nur Betül Çelik. In his 
2000 article, he analyzed Kemalism as a discursive constitution that became a myth which 
later hegemonized the signifi er of democracy by absorbing it into its own discursive chain. 
Also in his second article from 2009, instead of focusing on polarization within society at 
large, he mainly concentrates on Kemalism, and on how the hegemonic construction of 
Kemalism was formed while creating a collective identity. (Çelik 2009) Secondly, Alpan 
(2014) has looked at how the concept of “Europe” has been used in Turkey within the 
political debates and by the politicians. She concludes that prior to 2005, EU integration 
was presented either as “everybody’s project” or as a threat to Turkishness. After 2005 
“Europe” lost its role in political discussions. (Alpan 2014, 80) Th us, Alpan’s point of 
view is limited to this one issue of how Europe is perceived by the politicians, instead of 
the wider phenomenon of polarization. Th irdly, Genç oğ lu Onbaş ı (2016) looks at this 
polarization through the Gezi park events that took place in Turkey in 2013. She sees the 
polarization between supporters and opponents of the AKP as one of the consequences 
of Gezi. Hence, rather than refl ecting the division between seculars and anti-seculars, she 
talks about AKP supporters and non/anti-AKP actors (Genç oğ lu Onbaş ı 2016, 277-278). 
Consequently, Laclauian discourse theory is yet to be employed in a comprehensive study 
of political polarization in Turkey, which is precisely the task this dissertation aims to un-
dertake within the framework of the headscarf debates. 

One way to tackle the issue of polarized societies is to study the hegemonies within the 
society. Th is has been done, for example, in the context of Hungary by Emilia Palonen 
(2006). She sees Hungary’s political polarization as “bi-polar hegemony”. Her research 
concentrates on the logics of polarization in Hungary from the late 1980s until 2005. 
According to her, “polarization implies a situation where there are two competing camps 
in a hegemonic situation” (Palonen 2006, 14). One of her conclusions includes the idea 
that “points of identifi cation are articulated through the other camp” (Palonen 2006, 
254). Th is is one of the reasons also why polarization is maintained. In her later research 
Palonen sees polarization as a force that maintains two communities as a bipolar hegemo-
ny (Palonen 2009, 332). But unlike this work at hand, Palonen concludes that in the case 
of Hungary, polarization impeded democracy. As such, the connection between the polar-
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ization and democracy calls for further research. Th e “deep cleavages”8 within a society 
defi ned most notably by Lijphart (1981) in a quantitative way, might in fact sustain de-
mocracy, but this is not always the case. Th ese diff ering fi ndings form yet another reason 
for conducting this study.     

Concerning the way in which this research topic is operationalized - or, in other words, 
how to conduct research on societies with polarization tendencies - one way to perform 
the analysis is to examine issues which have come to symbolize the polarization. In the 
case of Turkey, there have been a few issues that symbolize the polarization between the Is-
lamists and seculars. Regulations concerning alcohol, or whether or not to build a mosque 
in Taksim square, or the headscarf debates9 are such examples10. (Toprak 2005b, 34-35) 
Consequently, this research has chosen the headscarf debates as its data. It assumes that 
the headscarf debates in Turkey cannot be compared to headscarf debates in France or the 
United States for example, as a result of totally diff erent contexts11. Indeed, the Turkish 
context for the headscarf debates diff ers signifi cantly from other contexts and therefore 
forms a particular case on universal level. 

Lately, this particularity has been analyzed for example by Kejanlıoğ lu, Kubilayb, and Ova 
(2012) who examine the headscarf debates from the Laclau’s discourse theory view. Th ey fo-
cused on the articles written by Islamist columnists on the visibility of headscarves in the 
public sphere. Th eir research found that in addition to the traditional Kemalist-Islamist 
struggle on the issue of headscarf in the public sphere, there were also other struggles be-
ing developed, such as that of Islamist women against Islamist men and “Modern Islamist 
women” against “‘Other’ Islamist women”. Th e latter dimension became also visible in the 
data gathered for this research project (See chapter 5.8.1). Moreover, Dursun (2006) has 
also looked at the arguments that the Islamist press has used against the secular political 
project in Turkey. She concludes that the historical secularist-Islamist division still exists 
within the Islamist press and this antagonistic relation is centered around the headscarf. 
However, rather than looking at the Turkish society in general, these studies concentrate 
on the press: what the newspapers are writing - instead of what actually happened or what 
kinds of social practices have taken place in Turkey around this issue.  

In addition to those aforementioned studies that analyze headscarf debates from the point 
of view of Turkish press, there exists a few studies which concentrate on the headscarf de-
bates and their role in Turkish politics. In his article, Baban (2014) aims to reply to how the 
headscarf debates have defi ned the identities of women through citizenship practices. He 
argues that even though there are many reasons for wearing the headscarf, “the common 
main objective is to replace modern lifestyle with an Islamic way of life”. (Baban 2014, 
8  Th ese can be defi ned as class, religion, ethnicity, or language. (Lijphart 1977) 
9  Th e complete literature review on the headscarf issue in Turkey is presented in chapter 3.4.
10  Some other levels of polarization are described in chapter 3.1.2
11  In chapter 3.2.1 the specifi city of Turkish secularism, in comparison to those of France or the 

United States, is explained.   
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658) Also Cindoğlu and Zencirci (2008) have written a superb and profound study where 
they describe how politics is done in Turkey “through women” in the form of headscarf 
discussions. So they succeed in showing that headscarf debates have shaped Turkish pol-
itics in the post 1980 period on a very practical level. In their study they concentrate on 
three cases, namely the case of Merve Kavakçı (also used for this study), the reception cri-
sis of 2003 (when the presidential palace failed to invite the wives of the MPs whose wives 
wore headscarves), and Presidential elections of 2007 in the context of headscarves. 

Cindoğlu and Zencirci have examined very creditably how headscarf debates directly in-
fl uence daily politics. However, the study at hand aims to analyze how Turkey’s polarity is 
constructed within the headscarf debates, and furthermore, how the two hegemonic dis-
courses are contested within those debates. Hence this study forms an attempt to study 
the ideological polarization between secularists and Islamists within Turkish society on the 
whole. In so doing, this work examines whether the articulation of hegemonic projects 
is being constructed within the headscarf debates. And if yes, what are the articulations 
that are used within these debates and how do they create political frontiers and construct 
social antagonisms. As this work examines how the secularist and Islamist hegemonic 
discourses are deconstructed, it also seeks to analyze the hidden assumptions that imply 
philosophical, ethical, theoretical or political themes in the headscarf debates. Hence, de-
construction is actually done by the people who articulate these assumptions. As Derrida 
stated: “Deconstruction of the subject, is fi rst, among other things the genealogical anal-
ysis of the projectory through which the concept has been built, used, legitimized, etc.” 
(Derrida 1978)

While the fi nding of material on Turkey’s polarization was relatively easy, the data gathered 
by empirical surveys to prove the existence of this ideological gap remains modest.12 One 
survey done in 2007 revealed that 20% of the respondents defi ned themselves as “secular” 
while 49% defi ned themselves as “Islamist”. 23% of the respondents placed themselves in 
the center of these two extremes. Moreover, the answers to other questions revealed that 
the secular wing consisted of almost 30% of the people, according to which this survey 
enables us to clearly distinguish between the “secularists” and “Islamists”. (ÇarkoŒlu and 
Toprak 2007, 33) An earlier study from 1999 indicated a similar “Islamist vs. Secular” 
cleavage among Turkish people. For example, 37% of the public approved the closing 
down of the conservative Islamist Refah Partisi in 1998, while 39% were against it. (Çar-
koŒlu and Toprak 2007, 14)  

Some surveys claim that in the recent years the polarization between secular and more 
religious people has deepened. For example a survey from 2014 stated that about 49% of 
Turks supported the anti-government protests that took place throughout Turkey, most 

12 From the discourse theory point of view, surveys can be considered as constituting discourses, 
even on the other hand, presenting the survey results is slightly essentialist. 
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visibly in Istanbul’s Gezi Park13, while 40% were against it. (Pew Research Center 2014, 
2) Th e same survey concluded that highly observant Turkish Muslims are much more 
likely to support ErdoŒan, and believe that the country is on the right track, and oppose 
the protests that took place in 2013 (Pew Research Center 2014, 2-3). In a similar vein, 
“Support for the protests is higher among more educated Turks, those associated with 
opposition parties and more secular Muslims than it is for less educated Turks, AKP sup-
porters and more devout Muslims.” Furthermore the results continued that “Turks located 
in the central region of the country (Anatolia) are much less inclined to back the protests 
of 2013 compared to Turks who live in Istanbul itself, where 70% support the protests”. 
(Pew Research Center 2014, 7-8) Another example of a survey from 2016 concluded that 
“the level of political polarization in Turkey has reached a level that should alarm even 
optimists. One of the most striking fi ndings of the survey is the social distance between 
constituencies of diff erent parties.” Th e survey also highlighted the prejudices of the re-
spondents towards supporters of the opposing party. (ErdoŒan 2016) 

1.2  Th eoretical framework and research questions
Th e secularist-Islamist dimension has been chosen as a focus of this study because these 
two discourses are considered as hegemonic14. Th ey simultaneously compete to maintain 
their position and hence there is a constant power struggle for hegemonic dominance 
although at times, other divisions might prevail. Many aspects of society refl ect the ex-
istence of these hegemonies, for example politics on alcohol laws, approach to the arts, 
the status of women in society etc. But throughout the times the polarization of Turkish 
society is represented perhaps most visibly in the form of women’s dress codes. Th e two 
hegemonic projects, namely the project of modernity (and secularism as its bi-product), 
and the Islamist discourse, have always been defi ned according to the roles and status of 
women. Th erefore, the disputes between these two forces often also concern themselves 
with the rights and responsibilities of women’s dress codes. (Arat 2005) 

Moreover, the headscarf issue has many repercussions. One practical problem in Turkey, 
just like in so many other countries, concerns headscarved Muslim girls in schools when 
they are denied attendance to classes due to their headscarves. Due to the Islamist author-
ities and the government, the headscarf issue has heavily infl uenced the political arena, as 
well as the Turkish university system. (See: KalaycioŒlu 2005) Since the Islamist-rooted 
AKP has formed the government, it made clear that allowing headscarves to be worn in 
the schools and universities is one of their priorities and this attitude has been refl ected 
in many parts of the society. Th us, this research aims to grasp the infl uence political deci-
sion-making has at the level of individuals. Th is is partly about “how liberalism that prior-

13 Gezi park protests can be considered as one of the most visible scenes of Turkey’s division 
between seculars and Muslims, or anti-AKP and Pro-AKP, in recent years.

14 Th is study uses the interpretation of the term “hegemonic” as is used by Ernesto Laclau and 
Chantal Mouff e. Th is will be explained more thoroughly on chapter 2.3.6.

Deconstructing the headscarf issue in the context of Turkey



20

itizes the individual and his or her human rights can coexist, or remain in tension with a 
belief system that allegedly prioritizes a collective notion of identity in which a sacred God 
legitimizes rights”. (Arat 2005)

Th e theoretical approach of this work stems from the post-structuralist discourse theory, 
mainly developed by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouff e. One of the characteristics of 
this school of thought is that instead of being theory- or method-driven, it uses a prob-
lem-driven approach (Howarth 2010a). Th is means, that the starting point for the re-
search is the problematization, which then determines the theoretical concepts used along 
with the methodology. In the case of Turkey, this means that the starting point would be 
an attempt to explain how the collective identities have been constructed. In an earlier 
example of research by Genç oğ lu Onbaş ı (2016) this was done through the Gezi park 
events. Th is work employs a similar approach to Genç oğ lu Onbaş ı’s, however it also seeks 
to extend the approach’s reach. Namely, the purpose is to examine the particular structures 
in Turkish society within which social agents take decisions and articulate hegemonic proj-
ects, and discursive formations. Within this framework, the structure can be defi ned as the 
confl icted relationship between secularism and Islam in a liberal democracy between 1996 
and 2011. Th e practices of hegemonic articulations are created inside this structure, and 
subsequently these practices can be called or are part of hegemonic formations.  

Th is division between these two hegemonic blocs enables to research the constitution of 
political identities, the practices of hegemonic articulation among these particular dis-
courses and subjectivities, the construction of social antagonisms, and the establishment 
of political frontiers (Howarth 2005, 321). Instead of taking the “Islamism-secularism” di-
vide as a given, this dissertation analyzes the construction of secularist and Islamic identities 
and considers how this dichotomous discourse has evolved during the period 1996-2011, which 
marks Turkey’s transition into the AKP era15. Th is is plausible because the theory that this 
research employs sees history as a “radical discontinuity, where one discursive formation 
is dislocated and breaks down and a new discursive formation is constructed through in-
tense political struggle that reorganizes the social order around an external hegemonic 
principle”. (Torfi ng 2005, 84) Th ere will be various examples of these dislocations and 
discursive reformulations via political struggle in the analysis part of this thesis, which 
describes one historical phase before and after 2003, during which one major dislocation 
took place, ending with a new social order between Islam and secularism.

Th is work intends to examine how the bi-polar discourse has been constructed in Turkey. 
Th us, it is studied through which kinds of articulations the discourse has been construct-
ed. Th e focus will be placed on the discursive structures that constitute identities. Th e 
research questions are: How is the polarized nature of Turkish society reproduced within the 
headscarf debates during 1996-2011? And how are the two hegemonic discourses contested and 

15 AKP won the general elections in November 2002 and has been in power ever since. In this 
study, the period that started in November 2002 will be referred to as the “AKP era”. 
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deconstructed within the articulations that form the headscarf debates? In answering these 
questions, the research focuses on the constitution of political identities, the construction 
of social antagonisms, the establishment of political frontiers, and the diff erent ways the 
hegemonic demands are being addressed. Th e fi nal purpose is to describe and explain the 
articulation processes of the two hegemonic projects. 

One of the reasons for choosing discourse theory as my theoretical framework stems from 
its concept of hegemony. I argue that the way in which hegemony is defi ned within the 
discourse theory, provides us with a framework through which we can understand these 
historical developments in Turkey in a new way. Hence the concept of hegemony is ex-
amined thoroughly in this work, as it refers to the concept developed by Ernesto Laclau. 

Discourse theory opposes class reductionism and economic determinism advocated by 
classical Marxism16. For Laclau and Mouff e this struggle still existed but the class also 
took other forms due to the more pluralized nature of today’s society. Th is was opposed to 
Marx’s idea of social classes which are determined according to levels of production. In-
stead there are “collective wills” which create political projects. Politics in the modern mass 
society take the form of hegemonies. Th e highest moment of this is when a hegemonic 
force becomes a state. (Torfi ng 2005, 10) 

Contrary to Gramsci, Laclau claims that unity does not have to be found through the 
social class. Hegemony consists of a universalization of particularistic demands (Norval 
2000). Hence, Gramsci’s thought is based on essentialism, whereas Laclau’s theory is strict-
ly anti-essentialist; there is no common predetermined denominator. Instead, this denominator 
is the result of political articulation and action (Palonen 2008, 214-215). In their book 
“Hegemony and Social Strategy”, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouff e state clearly that 
the concept of class is not the principal concept, as Marx claims. Th ereby, issues such as 
state or religion do not have a pre-given essence, but they are given or constituted through 
social actions. Societal movements can raise a wide range of issues to the political agenda. 
Th ese various movements, it is thought, ought to be combined somehow, without having 
to refer to them in terms of “class”. Th e common denominator that combines the move-
ments, has been given the name hegemony. (Palonen 2008, 209) Howarth and Stavraka-
kis describe hegemonic practices as a form of political activity where diff erent identities 
and subjectivities are articulated into a common project. Outcomes of these projects are 
called hegemonic formations (Howarth and Stavrakakis, 2000). 

Laclau and Mouff e prioritize the concept of hegemony in historical necessities and to-
talities. With the concept of hegemony, we can “recognize diff erent groups, coalitions, 
entities, even if in reality they cannot be inclusive or all-embracing but exclude something 
and transform as they are produced in complicated processes”. (Palonen 2008, 214-215) 

16 Th roughout their writings, Marx and Engels saw everything as class struggles as written for 
instance in the beginning of the Communist Manifesto.  
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Gramsci defi nes this transformation as a process that involves absorption and domestica-
tion of “the active elements produced by allied groups – and even of those which came 
from antagonistic groups and seemed irreconcilably hostile” (Hoare & Nowell Smith 
1971, 58-59). Th is is a very important factor in the context of Turkey and the success of 
AKP party. At a universal level, this also explains why parties tend to become similar in a 
given country. 

Laclau is also interested in unity and borders: How can we fi nd this unity? How is it cre-
ated, how has it been shaped and how has it been broken? (Palonen 2008, 212-213) Th e 
aim of this study is to answer the fi rst question in the context of Turkey: How can we fi nd 
this unity in discourses? According to Laclau, the theory of hegemony refers to powers and 
processes that either maintain or break the discourse or unity. Th us, hegemony is both a 
process and a structure of concepts, and it creates order and meanings. (Palonen 2008, 
213) It is important to note that hegemony is a result of political articulation and action. 
Hence, discourse is partly given from above, and is not only constructed at the level of the 
people.

Using the concept of hegemony is extremely benefi cial in the context of a bi-polar hege-
mony17, where two hegemonies struggle over power. As stated by Torfi ng, discourse is con-
stituted through hegemonic struggles, which have one specifi c aim, namely to establish a 
political and moral-intellectual leadership. And this happens through the articulation of 
meaning and identity. A large part of this process is formed by the construction of social 
antagonism, in which the threatening “otherness” is almost excluded, whilst simultane-
ously, an ultimate closure is being prevented in order to stabilize the discursive system. 
(Torfi ng 2005) In practice, this might involve a political attempt to make antagonistic 
identities coexist within the same discursive space by integrating diff erent interests and 
demands under the same denominator. 

Th rough the concept of social antagonism, it is possible to partly explain why societies 
sometimes remain polarized for a longer period. Laclau and Mouff e claim that social an-
tagonisms occur because “social agents are unable to attend fully their identity.” In other 
words, antagonism occurs, when “the presence of an ‘other’ prevents me from being totally 
myself. Th is antagonism arises from the impossibility of constitution of full totalities.” (Laclau 
& Mouff e 200118) Howarth and Stavrakakis agree that the task of a discourse analyst is 
to examine the various forms that this impossibility gets, and study how this blockage of 
identity is constructed (Howarth and Stavrakakis 2000). As will be shown in the analysis 
part of this thesis, in Turkey, there are various examples of events where both groups or 
parties have perceived each other as “blocking” their identities and interests by invoking 
ideological resources, and this way they have increased mutual hostility. Th ese events cre-

17  As a concept that relates to Laclau’s theory. Th is concept was fi rst used by Emilia Palonen 
(2006).

18  Th e fi rst edition of this book was published in 1985.
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ate political frontiers, separating the two sides, while constituting each side’s construction 
of identity.

Stable hegemonic discourses are never fi xed in an essentialist sense, and thus they are al-
ways contingent. When a hegemonic discourse confronts new events that it cannot ex-
plain, represent, or in other ways domesticate, it becomes dislocated. (Torfi ng 2005) While 
looking at the history of Turkey, we can interpret that most clear dislocations have hap-
pened during the military coups, including the 1997 post-modern coup. Since around 
2010-2011, we can say that the governing AKP Party has been unable to represent or do-
mesticate the values of democracy. Hence the Islamist discourse has dislocated itself from 
the path of democracy.  

1.3  Description of methodology 
Doing research on two hegemonic discourses is concerned with examining causal capac-
ities19. By “causal capacities” I mean the research on possible capacities (potential agents/
bodies) within a society that could aff ect changes in the future. Because of their capacity 
to aff ect change, I refer to them as “causal”. At the same time, this research is about un-
derstanding the discursive strategies through which consciousness is built. At this point 
the issue of operationalization (in positivist terms) rises up. Th is macroscopic nature of 
all the studies using discourse theory means that the researcher has to deal with multiple 
and overlapping contexts, as well as the infi nite task of contextualizing the problem under 
consideration (Howarth 2005). Flyvbjerg (2006) has found a way of doing research on 
case studies, concentrating simultaneously on macro-level phenomena. He defi nes these 
types of case studies as “paradigmatic cases”. Th ese kinds of cases can be selected and used 
to provide an accurate representation of a wider fi eld of phenomena. In addition, these kinds 
of cases often function as exemplars or metaphors for an entire society. Th erefore, in order to 
tackle the complex problem of struggle between the two discourses in Turkey, I attempt 
to contextualize it by concentrating on four specifi c headscarf debates each of which I see 
as paradigmatic cases in the Flyvbjerg’s sense. In each example the use of the headscarf has 
been employed as a symbol or a tool of this polarization between the secularist-republican 
and Islamist discourses. I should point out that one of the reasons or methodological pre-
requisites for choosing headscarf debates as my case-study is the fact that in 1996-2011 
the media was able to deal with this topic freely. 

Th e fi rst (paradigmatic) case is about Fadime bahin, a woman who according to a Hür-
riyet-newspaper article, came to be known as the symbol of the 1997 post-modern coup 
(Hürriyet Daily News 29.4.2013). Originally, she became famous because of a scandal, 
as a sheikh’s secret mistress. Soon after the event, she removed her headscarf and dyed her 

19  In this work causal capacity is defi ned in similar way as Ylikoski, according to whom causal 
capacity can refer to ability, tendency, liability, power... “Th e causal capacity tells what the 
system would do in specifi ed situations” (Ylikoski 2013, 279). 
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hair blond. According to researcher Üner Daglier, this is an ultimate symbol of Turkish 
women’s desire to look modern. Daglier interprets bahin’s transformation as gradual mod-
ernization in Turkey. (Daglier 2010) Secularists used the story to show how the Islamist 
headscarf was forced to be worn. Th ey acclaimed Fadime as a hero, fi ghting for her indi-
vidual rights, against Islamism20. Th e second case is of the politician Merve Kavakçı. She 
was elected as a Virtue Party (the predecessor of the AKP) deputy for Istanbul in 1999. A 
month after the election, she was prevented from taking her parliamentary seat because of 
her headscarf, which was banned for civil servants. Th e third example is the case of Leyla 
bahin, who brought a case against Turkey to the European Court of Human Rights in 
2005. She insisted on wearing a headscarf at university, but lost her case in court. After 
the appeal was rejected, Turkish Prime Minister ErdoŒan took a strong position on the 
issue by stating that the court has no right to decide the issue. (Th e Middle East Media 
Research Institute (MEMRI), 2005) Th e fourth case is on the former President’s wife, 
Hayrünnisa Gül. She was the fi rst headscarf-wearing First Lady in Turkey, and thus she 
has attracted a lot of controversy. Th e headscarf is seen by many as a symbol of political 
Islam. When her husband was elected president in 2007, her headscarf made more news 
than the president’s own views on religion. (EŒrikavuk 2009)

Th e main empirical data of this study consists of Turkish newspaper articles from fi ve 
diff erent newspapers. Th e articles were chosen with key words which represent the names 
of these four persons. Th e data have been limited to the period of 1996-2011. Th is period 
consists of 2785 newspaper articles, out of which 228 most relevant ones have been cho-
sen for the purpose of this study. Th e data have been limited to the period of 1996-2011 
for the following reasons:

a)  Th e main events regarding the four cases took place during this period (Fadime bahin 
in 1996-199721, Kavakçı in 199922, Leyla bahin 2004-200523, and Hayrünnisa Gül in 
200724). Ultimately these cases also provide a continuation on the headscarf debates.

20 Fadime fahin case, and other three cases will be further explained on chapter 4.6.
21 Th e scandal around Fadime bahin broke out on 28th of December 1996, when the police raided 

a house of an Islamist sect leader Müslüm Gündüz.
22 Kavakçı was physically prevented from taking her oath of offi  ce at the opening of the National 

Assembly on the second of May 1999. 
23 Th e fourth Chamber of the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) ruled against fahin in 

2004, and on 10th of November 2005 the ECHR Grand Chamber ruled with a similar deci-
sion. 

24 Hayrünnisa Gül took the issue to the European Court of Human Rights already in 2002, but 
withdrew the case. Her case is more related to the 2007 presidential elections (and the after-
math of it) which went on to endure from April to August.
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b)  Th e period presents a time when political Islam rose its head. Turkey’s fi rst Islamist 
government was formed in June 1996. (In the general elections of December 1995, for 
the fi rst time the Islamist Welfare Party (RP) had gained the most votes.) 

c)  Simultaneously it presents a period, during which the change brought by the AKP 
government might be seen (AKP won the general elections in November 2002 and has 
been in power ever since).

d)  While looking at the headscarf regulations in Turkey, the strictest period on using the 
headscarf started in 1997, and lasted until the end of 2010, when the government end-
ed the ban at the universities by stealth (Head, 2010). Th is period represents the most 
controversial period within the headscarf debates. 

Th e objective of this study is to explain the formation of the collective identity formation in 
Turkey during 1996-2011 through two hegemonic discourses. Th rough the four paradigmatic 
cases it is possible to obtain a framework that addresses the causal capacities that prevailed 
in 1996-2011 and which, in a way, paved the way for the future developments of Turkish 
politics led by the governing AKP Party. Hence the contribution of this work is to shed 
some new light on the pre-existing circumstances in Turkey during this crucial period by 
concentrating on how the common identities were being constructed.

Additionally, this research aims to reveal one aspect of Islam which often collides with the 
Western world. After September 11, there was a boom in social science research on Islam 
and Muslims25. Th e issue has been tackled from various points of views and also with vari-
ous tools. One of the major contributions of this research comes from the fact that Turkey 
is between the East and the West: by examining Turkey, we cannot only understand better 
other Muslim countries, but also apply the results to some extent to many European coun-
tries with a growing number of Muslim minorities (e.g. Yavuz 2003, 8). I believe that the 
essential task for every social scientist is to present scenarios about possible futures or to 
produce research that is benefi cial to society and decision-makers by solving problems (in 
one area) that could be applicable elsewhere in the future. Th is research aims to contrib-
ute to this fi eld as well. Methodologically, this thesis will be among the fi rst ones26 to use 

25  According to Helka search engine, during 1996-2000 there were an average of 132 articles 
written with the words Muslim or Islam in the title, compared to that of 2002-2006 when the 
number exceeded to 298. 

26  Kaisa Savolainen also uses discourse theory as a methodological tool in her PhD thesis “Educa-
tion as a Means to World Peace: Th e Case of the 1974 UNESCO Recommendation”, published 
in 2010. Lately, Joonas Leppänen has also used discourse theory (especially Laclau’s concept of 
hegemony) in his work “A Political Th eory of Dissent: Dissent at Th e Core of Radical Democ-
racy”. Huovinen (2013) uses the concept of antagonism in her PhD thesis “Poliittinen kansa-
laisuus intersektionaalisena identiteettinä vaaliesitteissä”, and Salojärvi (2011) uses the concept 
of populism in her work.
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discourse analysis of the Essex School27 in the political sciences in Finland. Consequently, 
the key literature for this work not only comprises the case studies themselves, but it also 
covers theoretical and methodological issues. Th e result of this amalgamation between 
case studies as well as theoretical and methodological literature aim to refl ect the discourse 
analysis method of the Essex School and hence become part of this genre of research.

1.4  On conceptual defi nitions
Supporters of Mustafa Kemal’s secular, or laic, reforms are called Kemalists. In this work 
I call people valuing his secularist heritage as “secularists”, but the whole picture is of 
course more complex and will be explained thoroughly in chapter 3.2.1. On the contrary, 
“Islamist” is a self-ascriptive term that in this work refers to a group of people representing 
the other end of the continuum of beliefs about the proper role of religion in society and 
politics. (White 2008, 357) When defi ning “Islamist”, we should note that Islam has nev-
er been in a position of a purely individual faith. Instead “it has off ered values and norms 
for the groups, which has thereafter provided a feeling of belonging somewhere for an 
individual, and a way of integrating oneself to a group” (Keyman 2007, 224). Th e tension 
between the more conservative-religious people and more secularist people who preferred 
to take more examples from Western societies, slowly created an ideological polarization. 
Th e core defi nitions of “secularism” and “Islam” will be looked at more thoroughly in 
chapter three, as a genealogical approach within the Turkish context is applied to explain 
these terms. Here we will shortly look at the other key terms, namely “democracy” and the 
West.

Instead of using the traditional term of “liberal democracy”, the term “radical democracy” 
will be applied in this thesis. “Radical democracy” includes the formal conditions often 
used to defi ne liberal democracy28 but it does not take them as a given. In addition, it in-
cludes the idea that all the political entities (institutions, people, decisions, criteria) can be 
contested and hence they are contingent on their nature. Th is ensures that even margin-
alized issues, people or groups become visible while the borders of politics (which are in 
a continuous state of contestation) change. On the institutional level, radical democracy 
widens the spectrum of democracy compared to that of liberal democracy, since it aims 
to make the politics of (everyday) social life explicit. In other words, the contestation of 
politics afore-mentioned is played out at various (societal) levels including workplaces, 
schools, homes, religious institutions, during the practice of hobbies etc. (Dahlberg 2013)

27  By “Essex school” I mean the work done by a group of scholars, who have been mostly stu-
dents of Ernesto Laclau at Essex University. Th is will be further explained in chapter 2.3.

28  Traditionally “liberal democracy” is defi ned according to Dahl’s defi nition. He uses the term 
“polyarchy” since “democracy” is according to him just a theoretical utopia. Polyarchy is a 
country with elected offi  cials, free and fair elections, inclusive suff rage, the right to run for 
offi  ce in elections, freedom of expression, access to alternative information and the right to 
establish associations. (Dahl 1989, 222)

Chapter 1



27

Th e fourth concept that we need to draw the reader’s attention to, is the concept of “the 
West”. Lehti and Browning (2010, 15) write that “the West is best understood as being 
essentially contested, narrated and clustered”. Th is means basically that the “West” as a 
concept has been employed for diff erent purposes in accordance with the users’ needs. 
Sometimes this is done to take the attention away from other concepts such as cultural, 
economic, or social. We should keep in mind that these kinds of civilizational concepts 
are contingent and highly politicized (Lehti & Browning 2010, 17). As such, this concept 
has been a challenging one to use in this research. Th e West may entail a series of values 
or other concepts such as Europe, modernity, freedom, capitalism etc. (Lehti & Browning 
2010, 22) Th e starting point for this undergoing analysis is that the West is not a fi xed 
concept but it has been defi ned, among other factors, in accordance with the time period 
and place (Turkey) in which it is being used. 

Finally, we should point out that defi ning categories or classes of humans (in the Aris-
totelian sense) includes several problems, one being the fact that categories or classes in 
human sciences are interactive (See: Hacking 1999). Th is means that in defi ning the terms 
secularist or Islamist in a certain way, these labels aff ect how an Islamist or secularist sees 
him/herself. It has an eff ect on their identity because they might assimilate the kinds of 
characteristics that are expected of them to have. In other words, they adopt those char-
acteristics that are not in contradiction with the stereotype. So people react to the way 
they are being classifi ed or categorized. Th is in turn might have circular eff ects as seen in 
culmination (e.g. Finns are considered as shy and quiet, so shyness and quietness becomes 
part of Finnish identity) or in the changing of a category or class: when a group of people 
object the defi nition of their group (like the establishment of the whole gender move-
ment). In polarized societies this problem always hinders the polarization, because it has 
an accumulative eff ect on both parties.  

1.5  Outline of the chapters 
Th is thesis is an empirical study of the two hegemonic discourses in Turkey. After the 
introduction, the second chapter “Construction of the collective identity formation” de-
scribes how the “we community” is being constructed on a theoretical level. It simul-
taneously explains some of the ontological assumptions of discourse theory, and certain 
key concepts from its conceptual apparatus. Th e third chapter addresses the development 
Turkey has undergone from empire to nation-state while aiming to implement democracy 
(and at times, secularism). Th e struggle between the secularism and Islamism is given spe-
cial emphasis, demonstrating how this dispute was fi rst contained by authoritarian means 
and later turned into a major issue in politics of democracy. In a way, this tension has been 
played out in the democratic arena during the last decade. At fi rst, the outcome seemed 
to be a unique reconciliation between Islam and liberal democracy, leading to modernity. 
But the latest developments have proved that Turkey’s future lies somewhere else.  
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Th e fourth chapter presents the overview of the data and provides empirical background 
information on the four cases analyzed in this study. Th e core of the study, chapter fi ve, 
analyzes how the discourse on headscarf constructs diff erent accounts of Islamism and 
secularism and its likely eff ects. Micro-level practices producing polarization are being 
analyzed. Hence this textual analysis constitutes internal component of the wider phe-
nomenon. Th e fi nal chapter (5.10) recapitulates the main arguments developed in chapter 
fi ve mostly. It reformulates more systematically the place of hegemonies in Turkey right 
before the AKP party started to move into a more authoritarian direction. Finally, the 
sixth chapter attempts to outline why the results of this study help to shed light on the 
events happening in Turkey today. On a fi nal note, it should be stated that this structure is 
just an attempt to make it easier for the reader to understand the main points since theory 
cannot be separated totally from the reality that it describes and theoretical practices are 
seen as constitutive of reality, of which the subjects and objects are part of.  

Conclusions
Th e fi rst part of this chapter laid down the framework for this thesis. It was argued that 
the two hegemonies are constituted in the process of Turkey’s sociopolitical and historical 
development. Th ereafter some research on the topic together with the empirical surveys 
on Turkey’s polarization were presented while emphasizing that, to date, there does not yet 
exist a comprehensive study on Turkey’s polarization when applying Laclauian discourse 
theory. 

In the second part the theoretical approach of post-structuralist discourse theory was pre-
sented. Th e main research questions were defi ned as “How the polarized nature of Turkish 
society is reproduced within the headscarf debates during 1996-2011? And how are the two 
hegemonic discourses contested and deconstructed within the articulations that form the head-
scarf debates?” It was argued that by starting from the problem itself (problematization), 
in other words, by looking at the two hegemonic blocs, it is possible to do research on the 
constitution of political identities, the practices of hegemonic articulation, and portray 
how social antagonisms and political frontiers are being established. It was also argued 
that these two discourses are being constructed through hegemonic struggles fi nally end-
ing up as a “bi-polar hegemony”. 

Th e third part explained the methodological starting point for this thesis. It was argued 
(following Flyvbjerg’s ideas) that macro-level phenomena can be studied by looking at 
individual cases thanks to the tools of discourse theory. Th ese types of paradigmatic cases 
often work as metaphors for an entire society. Th is is also the case in this thesis: in each 
case study, the use of the headscarf became a symbol of the polarization between the secu-
larist-republican and Islamist discourses. Moreover, the objective of this thesis was defi ned 
as explaining the development of collective identity formation in Turkey during 1996-
2011 through the two hegemonic discourses. Finally, it was contended that in examining 
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Turkey, we can better understand other Muslim countries as well as many European coun-
tries with a growing number of Muslim minorities (e.g. Yavuz 2003, 8). 

Th e fourth part explained the key terms used within this research. Th ose included “Isla-
mist”, “secularist”, “democracy” and “West”, while the fi rst two will be explained further 
throughout the chapter three. Th e term “democracy” was defi ned as “radical democracy” 
as it relates to discourse theory. Finally, the fi fth part described the outline of the thesis as 
a whole.       
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CHAPTER 2

Construction of collective identity formation

During recent decades, discourse theory has gained more and more popularity 
among social sciences as well as other areas of research. Th e concept of discourse 
has been used in various disciplines to explain current problems. Th is chapter 

explains the theoretical starting points of this work at hand by using the post-structuralist 
discourse theory of the so-called “Essex-school”. Firstly, the historical framework of the 
post-structuralist discourse theory is explained. At the same time, the question of polarized 
societies and defi ning identities will be returned to in order to explain why this theoretical 
framework has been chosen and hence what is the value added in using this theory just by 
looking at the conclusions of this work. Secondly, a short overview of the ontological basis 
of this theory will be described. In the third part, the discourse theory of the Essex school 
will be described more thoroughly by presenting in chapters 2.3.1-2.3.6 the key concepts 
from the theory’s conceptual apparatus mainly developed by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 
Mouff e. In particular, their relation to the construction of the “we-community” and col-
lective identity building are looked at. Among others,  it will be explained how this theory 
understands such concepts as discourse, articulation, political frontiers, antagonism, logic 
of equivalence and fi nally ending with the concept of hegemony. Understanding these 
concepts is imperative in understanding how the analysis part in chapter fi ve has been 
generated, as well as how the methodological issues in chapter four have been examined. 
Before moving to chapter three, some answers regarding the main criticism against this 
theory will be delivered in chapter 2.4.
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2.1  Post-structuralist discourse theory 
Th ere are number of theories on collective identity formation from various disciplines. 
In general, the interest to study these issues started with the so-called transcendental turn 
in philosophy brought forth by the ideas of Immanuel Kant29. Until then, philosophers 
mainly concerned themselves with ontological and existential questions about the world 
e.g. whether reality comprises of material or spiritual substances. Immanuel Kant changed 
this tradition by turning the focus on the subject itself and their rationality30. Th is “turn” 
is seen most distinctively in Kant’s concept of “category”. Contrary to Aristotle, who saw 
categories as a characteristic of reality itself, Kant spoke about categories as inner princi-
ples of experience and familiarity. (Miettinen 2014) So categories are formed in our minds 
and hence they are categories of (subjective) rationality rather than objective reality. Kant 
argued that perception and the experience of empirical phenomena are made possible 
due to these pre-given categories in the human mind (Torfi ng 2005, 9). What followed 
from this transcendental turn was that since there was no constitution, indeed there was 
only contingency remained, and due to its subjective nature, this was what actually made 
meaning and the knowing of facts possible. Our consciousness categorizes the reality in a 
way that it gets meanings. However, the discourse theory that we shall present here, does 
not take these conditions as invariables and as ahistorical as Kant stated. Rather they are 
transformed in political struggles and are contingent on their nature. (Torfi ng 2005) 

Th ere are many kinds of discourse theory, which vary both according to their understand-
ing of discourse and their understanding of the twists of language and political power 
struggles (Howarth & Torfi ng 2005, 5). Jakob Torfi ng (2005, 5-8) has described the 
genealogy of discourse theory by pinning down three generations of discourse theory31. 
Torfi ng’s description facilitates an understanding on why a specifi c discourse theory has 
been chosen as the theoretical framework of this study. According to Torfi ng, the fi rst gen-
eration discourse theorists were mostly linguistics, who defi ned discourse in a linguistic 
sense. Hence, they concentrated on the semantics of the spoken or written language. Also, 
the performative dimension of speech was important for this approach. Th is involves the 
Wittgensteinean idea of “saying is doing”. Th e fi rst generation of discourse theorists in-
cluded inter alia socio-linguistics, scholars doing content analysis, and discourse psychol-
ogy deriving from Austin’s speech-act theory (Austin 1976). Hence this genre of analysis 
concentrated on micro-actions between speakers and was therefore perhaps too restricted 
to be used in social sciences. Th e fi rst generation discourse theorists also lacked the pow-

29 Post-structuralist notion of discourse in Foucault, Derrida, and Laclau and Mouff e has its 
distant root in the classical transcendental philosophy of Immanuel Kant (Laclau 2007).

30 In one way, this idea originates already from Socrates who presented philosophy as a way of 
soul-searching where the subject of research was the human mind and consciousness (Mietti-
nen 2014). 

31 In addition to agreeing with Torfi ng, David Howarth makes the separation of discourse analysis 
schools into: positivist, realist, Marxist, hermeneutical, critical and post-structuralist schools.  
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er-perspective and the analysis on political struggles which are central to political science 
research. 

To tackle the insuffi  ciencies faced by the fi rst generation scholars of discourse theory, the 
second generation of discourse theorists defi ned discourse in broader terms32. Most nota-
bly, Michel Foucault understood discourse as not only the spoken and written language 
but also as social practices. He saw discourses as “practices that systematically form the 
objects of which we speak” (Foucault 1982a). Critical discourse analysis (CDA) includes 
social actors’ speech, written images, and gestures, and their meaning as part of the dis-
course. And hence why the infl uence of power became an important part of the analysis. 
Despite a widening in the discourse repertoire, the second generation discourse theorists 
could not always make a clear distinction between the discursive and non-discursive ele-
ments. Furthermore, it was limited to linguistic processes regardless of their relations to 
the social system in general (Howarth 2000, 8). 

As an answer to the defi cits mentioned above, the third generation of discourse theory 
widened the concept of discourse to cover all social phenomena so that discourse could 
be applied to all sorts of social events (Torfi ng 2005, 5-8). As a consequence, there was no 
more need to diff erentiate between discursive and non-discursive elements. Consequently, this 
approach sees all objects as part of discourse. Th e meaning of all objects and/or social phe-
nomena within discourse depends on socially constructed systems of rules and signifi cant 
diff erences. And so “social meaning becomes partially fi xed in and through discourse.” 
(Torfi ng 2005, 5-8) Th erefore, discourse becomes “a theoretical horizon within which 
the being of objects is constituted”. In other words, all objects are objects of discourse. 
(Torfi ng 2005, 5-8; Howarth & Stavrakakis 2000, 3) Correspondingly, the pool of em-
pirical data to be researched expanded to cover all the signifying practices that constitute 
“discourse” and its “reality”33. 

In this context we should point out that there was something that the third generation 
discourse  theorists drew from the fi rst generation discourse theorists: Th e back bone of 
post-structuralist discourse theory is to combine linguistics and hermeneutics (Howarth 
2000, 1-2). Structural linguistics is most visibly presented by Ferdinand Saussure, who 
developed his linguistic theory already in 1906-1911. According to Saussure, there are no 
positive terms, only diff erences. Hence, in order to understand the meaning of the term 
“father”, one has to understand the meaning of the term “son”, “mother” etc. When every 
term is defi ned in a similar vein, the language eventually constitutes a structure, in which 
no term can be defi ned independently of others. A second thought of Saussure’s is that 
each element in the language is defi ned by rules in the context of other elements. (Laclau 
32 Some of the most notable critical discourse theorists include Ruth Wodak, Norman Fairclough 

and Teun A. van Dijk. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) draws ideas from i.a. Antonio 
Gramsci, Mikhail Bakhtin, Louis Althusser, Michel Foucault, Anthony Giddens and Jurgen 
Habermas (See:  Fairclough 1989; Wodak 1996).

33 Here Torfi ng refers to Derrida, but there is nothing in Derrida’s text implying to this.
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2007, 542) By bringing these examples to the context of Turkish politics, we could say 
that it is impossible to understand the meaning of “secularism”, unless we understand 
the meaning of “modernism” or “Kemalism” (which are defi ned again in relation to other 
elements). Th is structural view of linguistics is combined with the hermeneutical branch 
of social sciences, according to which the beliefs of social actors partly constitute the social 
institutions and practices (Howarth 2005). Here the infl uence of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 
later writings, and more specifi cally the concept of a “language game” has been infl uential.  
Th is view sees the whole as consisting of a language and the actions which it includes is 
called “language game” (Wittgenstein 1953, 5). Th is signifi ed, however, that there was no 
longer any distinction to be made between linguistic and non-linguistic and so, the diff er-
ence between action and structure was no longer important (Laclau 2007, 543). 

Derrida put into question structuralist ideas. In 1966 in his lecture “Structure sign and 
play” he presented structure as being characterized by “the play of diff erences”. He crit-
icized the way structuralists had presented language as being always somehow centered, 
and having a locus. Instead of this spatial structure, Derrida saw structure as being tempo-
ral. (Derrida 1978) 

Derrida contributed to the development of the discourse analysis in the following way: 
his concept of “deconstruction” has become a useful technique in discourse analysis. It is 
impossible to talk about deconstruction without Derrida, who takes the Saussurean model 
and tries to show the moments when language is formed. In principal, Derrida is pri-
marily engaged in a debate about the main philosophical question regarding the ultimate 
foundation of “what is” (Gasché 1986, 7)34. In a similar vein, Derrida makes the point 
that deconstruction is not an act nor an operation, it just takes place. Furthermore, he 
states that it is not a method and cannot be used as one. (Derrida 1985, 3-4) In another 
of his works Derrida goes even further by stating that “all method is a fi ction” (Derrida 
1981, 271). In spite of this he has stated that deconstructing the subject, would mean 
fi rst to analyze historically, in a genealogical way, the formation in the diff erent layers, 
which have built a concept. As every concept has its own history, and the concept of 
“subject” has a very long, heavy and complex history. According to Derrida, “Deconstruc-
tion of the subject, is fi rst, among other things the genealogical analysis of the projectory 
through which the concept has been built, used, legitimized, etc.” Hence, he continues 
that “When you deconstruct the subject, you analyze all the hidden assumptions which 
are implied in the philosophical, or the ethical, or the theoretical, or the political use of 
the concept of “subject”. Deconstructing the subject means being aware of those historical 
components.” Derrida describes deconstruction as “a modern rationalism, which tries to 
incorporate new disciplines, new forms of rationality.” (Derrida 1978)

Seeing every object as part of the discourse has evoked one of the biggest criticism that 
discourse theory has faced. Some scholars have claimed that seeing objects as part of dis-

34  See more on the deconstructive method at Gasché’s (1986) book on page 121.
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course would mean that there is some kind of a world that would be external to our think-
ing. Researchers have interpreted the idea presented above in such a way that describes 
a reality separate from the world of “ideas” in which we fi nd ourselves living. Discourse 
theorists disagree with this because by saying that the specifi city of objects depends on the 
discursive fi eld, does not presume an external reality. For instance, if there is an earthquake, 
it certainly exists, independently of anyone’s will. But its specifi city as an object can be 
defi ned as “the will of God” or “natural phenomena”, depending on the person. So phe-
nomena can constitute themselves in diff erent ways, and hence the existences of these discursive 
conditions depend on that. (Laclau & Mouff e 2001, 108) Th e discussion on the criticism 
towards the third generation discourse theory has been dealt more with in chapter 2.4. 

Th ird generation discourse theory is inspired by post-marxism, post-structuralism and 
post modernity. While going through the principles of the third generation discourse the-
ory (thereafter I shall call it just “discourse theory”), we should bear in mind the societal 
and historical context within which this theory was born. Firstly, the May 1968 events 
challenged the traditional thinking about politics. Soon after, critique emerged against 
the mainstream theories at the end of 1970’s during which time, the problems of Marx-
ism35 were especially highlighted. Th ere was a strong feeling that “politics matter” and 
“discourse matters”. Within this atmosphere, and especially due to the problems related to 
Marxism, a new view on identity construction was put forth. Th is new perspective focused 
on the rules and meanings that construct our identity at the social, political and cultural 
levels. Th e idea was to avoid ready-made assumptions and classifi cations which ignore the 
quickly changing environment of today’s society. (See: Torfi ng 2005, 1, 5) 

Th is new perspective of avoiding presumptions was also adopted by the political sciences. 
Contrary to behaviorist, institutionalist, and rational choice perspectives which presented 
“method-” or “theory-driven” research, discourse theory had no intension to verify gen-
eral theories (which embodies the danger of disconnecting from the social reality) of e.g. 
voting or state building. Neither was it inspired by data-gathering or other techniques. In-
stead, the problem-driven approach was emphasized in order to “identify specifi c empirical, 
analytical or societal puzzles”. (Torfi ng 2005, 22; Howarth 2005, 318) Hence the starting 
point being the current political problems themselves.  

Th e problem-driven approach is akin to Foucault’s technique of problematization in 
that it “begins with a set of pressing political and ethical problems in the present, before 
seeking to analyze the historical and structural conditions which gave rise to them, while 
furnishing the means for their critique and transgression” (Howarth, 2005, 318). After 
identifying the problem, the analytical toolkit of discourse theory is used. Th is way it is 
possible to deepen the analysis and explain similar problems in the future (Torfi ng 2005, 
22; Howarth 2005, 318). Th e usage of this toolkit might actually be one of the biggest 

35 By “problems of Marxism” Torfi ng is referring to economic determinism and oversimplifying 
class structure.
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practical values of discourse theory. Th is is because there is often a lack of methodological 
tools in the fi eld of political sciences where a positivist mindset has been the mainstream 
way of thinking for a longer period of time. 

Th is leads us to the question of the diff erence between discourse analysis and discourse 
theory. Discourse analysis is a technique or a practice used to analyze empirical data as 
discursive forms for research, usually in the form of a text and speech. (Howarth 2005, 
336; Howarth 2000, 4) Howarth uses Heideggerian terms by acknowledging that dis-
course theory works on an ontological level by including ontological assumptions (how 
to actually use the analysis), whereas discourse analysis works on ontical level (concerning 
entities and facts about them) (Heidegger 1962, 31-35; Howarth 2005, 336). With this 
line of reasoning, an ontical level is narrower, including e.g. symbolic representations and 
practices that are exemplifi ed in the text or other data. It is a set of phenomena that we 
take for granted. For example, from a certain subject position we can say that the Islamic 
headscarf is a political symbol and we can take this information for granted, whereas on 
the ontological level, in addition to this, we have to ask why the headscarf is seen as some-
thing political, what is the concept of political. So discourse theory looks more at identi-
ties; what makes anything into something; why there is something and not anything. One 
has to remember that things have historicity and context, which are always dependent on 
the subject.

Th e term subject position has already been mentioned, so before going further the expla-
nation of how it is seen within this study is given. In the Foucaldian way, subjectivity is 
seen as the position of a subject in a discourse. For example when a certain football team 
supporter talks about football, he/she positions him or herself against a certain discursive 
structure. Th is in turn means that a person can have multiple subject positions. For in-
stance a person might identify herself simultaneously as “Kemalist”, “middle class”, “wom-
an”, and a “supporter of Fenerbahçe football team”. Hence, “subject position” describes 
the ways that social actors are produced within diff erent societal structures. “Social subjec-
tivity” is actually interestingly the way social actors act. Th e relation between the political 
subject and the structure is often debated36 because a political subject does not constitute 
the structure and neither is it determined by it. Political identities are forced to take de-
cisions when identities are in crisis (to overcome a crisis situation there needs to be some 
kind of change and for this reason the decision has to be taken to make that change). Th at 
is the time to create a new structure. In other words, political subjectivities are created 
during the process of identifi cation. (Howarth 2000, 14) Th e structure and political subject 
seem to be in constant relation that is formed during the processes of identifi cation. By struc-
ture I mean the context. In discourse theory, social structure is often referred to as “contin-

36 See more on this structure versus agency debate e.g. on Giddens: “Central problems in social 
theory”, pages 69-70. However Giddens has been blamed for too agency centered approach, 
downplaying the structure.
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gent systems of meanings”. And furthermore, discursive structure is seen as an articulatory 
practice which constitutes and organizes social relations (Laclau & Mouff e 2001, 96).

2.2  Ontological basis of discourse theory
Post-structuralist discourse theory is based on anti-essentialist ontology and anti-founda-
tionalist epistemology (Torfi ng 2005, 13). Th is means that the ontological world does ex-
ist regardless of observers, but the “truths” of what is inside this world get their meanings 
only through the relations and language games that we apply to it. As a consequence, so-
cial meanings are never completely stable and hence the “truths” are never stable. Under-
standing this ontological basis is imperative in order to realize that this leads to a constant 
battle within a given society and this struggle is about the meanings of truth. Th is battle 
is constant also because there is no pre-given essence, but rather social actors, subjects, or 
objects that exist only in relation to one another and are contingent of their nature. Soci-
eties transform constantly in non-predetermined way. Subjects are rather social constructs 
that change constantly as a result of political practices. (Howarth 2000, 6) Th erefore there 
is no such thing as real self-interest or preferences presented for example by Olsen and 
others. (Paloheimo & Wiberg 1997, 47 & 265)

Howarth (2010a) speaks about fi ve key ontological assumptions of discourse theory. Th e 
fi rst one includes the above mentioned idea of all objects and practices being discursively 
constructed and thus meaningful. Secondly, social meanings are contextual, relational and 
contingent, the idea of which has been repeatedly brought up. Th irdly, all (articulated) 
systems of meaningful practices rely upon discursive exteriors that partially constitute – 
and thus potentially subvert – them. So we need to look at these discursive exteriors37 
while doing research because that is the place where the changes take place. Fourthly, so-
cial relations exhibit four properties – contingency, historicity, power, and the primacy of 
politics (See more on: Laclau 1990, 31-36) - while the identities of social agents are con-
stituted within structures of articulatory practice. And fi nally, political subjects arise when 
agents identify themselves anew under conditions of dislocation (Howarth 2005, 317). 
Th is last assumption means that new identities are being born when individuals attach 
new meanings to themselves, and hence dislocation takes place. Th ese fi ve assumptions are 
kept in mind while undergoing the analysis in chapter fi ve of this thesis.        

In saying that all objects and practices are meaningful, and social meanings are contextual, 
relational, and contingent, it points to the idea that their meaning derives from historical-
ly specifi c systems and rules (Howarth 2005, 317; Howarth & Stavrakakis 2000, 2). For 
instance, the concept of Islamic law can be perceived by religious people as a metaphor for 

37 By “discursive exterior”, it is meant the diff erent articulations which will be looked at in the 
analysis part. Especially we look at how are the political frontiers being built, how are the 
antagonisms formed, how are the logics of equivalence being constituted, and how this all 
fi nally forms hegemonies. So “discursive exterior” refers to how we form discourses in relation 
to “other”.  
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a just society, whereas for some secularists it simply represents a legal system permitting 
polygamy (See: White 2002, 266). Hence, the meaning always depends on the orders 
of discourse that constitute its signifi cance. In discourses of Islam, Islamic law might be 
a vehicle for self-fulfi llment, whereas in secularist or Kemalist discourses, it is seen as a 
way to justify polygamy. Each discourse can be presented in a form of system of relations 
between diff erent subjects and objects. Within these systems, subjects can identify them-
selves via diff erent subject positions that the discourses provide. Within this example, “a 
believer” or “Muslim” or “Kemalist” might provide a subject position for a person to iden-
tify themselves. In this context, sometimes a political project might try to fi x identities by 
combining diff erent discourses. Th is has been the case for instance with the AKP during 
its early years in their taking a pro-European stance. While being an Islamist-rooted party, 
it has attempted to take on board the modernist/Kemalist idea of traditionally looking at 
the Western model. Th is example is of course simplifi ed but gives an idea on how these 
subject positions work in a system of relations.   

So far the characteristics of discourse theory has been defi ned. Before moving on, the most 
important characteristics just highlighted are summarized here: fi rstly discourse theory 
is problem-driven, instead of being theory- or methodology driven, it concentrates on 
concrete problems in the present (this idea is partly from Foucault’s genealogy). Second-
ly, it avoids strong normativism. Instead of pointing out sets of facts and values, it em-
phasizes deconstructive genealogies, mainly developed by Derrida and Foucault. Th irdly, 
(following the transcendental turn in philosophy) there is no constitution but contingen-
cy. And fourthly, discourse theory is not just epistemological (how do we know that we 
know something) but also ontological: what is the thing that makes things what they are). 
(Howarth 2010b) 

2.3  Th eories on polarization and post-structuralist discourse theo-
ry of the Essex school 

Traditionally, the research on polarized societies within political science has focused on 
how electoral distributions refl ect societies. Hence, the major cleavages within states usu-
ally regarding class, religion, ethnicity, or language. In their path breaking work, Rokkan 
and Lipset (1967a) defi ne four basic cleavages within societies as 1) center versus periph-
ery, 2) state versus church, 3) owner versus worker, and 4) land versus industry.38 One 
should note that their model refl ects the time (post-industrial revolution) and place (Eu-
rope). While making the distinction between cleavage and confl ict they outline an aspect 
of polarization: “confl icts and controversies can arise out of a great variety of relationships 
in the social structure, but only a few of these tend to polarize the politics of any given 

38 Rokkan has also defi ned four critical social cleavages being 1) subject versus dominant culture, 
2) church versus nation state, 3) primary versus secondary economy (referring to landed and 
the industrial entrepreneurs), and 4) workers versus employers/owners.  (Flora, Kuhnle & 
Urwin 1999, 280-292)
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system.” (Rokkan & Lipset 1967b, 6) However, they do not tell us which of the confl icts 
become polarized and under what circumstances. (Flora 1999, 34) So they do not tell us 
how the polarization is being constituted within any given society. Neither do they touch 
upon the common identifi cation processes such as concentrating on the voters’ interests 
and the political party-systems.  

Allardt (1971) uses another kind of vocabulary in his work when speaking about “princi-
pal antagonisms with societies”39. Th ese principal antagonisms are confl icts which divide 
any given society into two camps. Th ey bind the whole society in a way that most indi-
viduals in a society can be placed within either camp. He uses an example which is driven 
from a research that deals with the polarization between the countryside and cities.�Al-
though the study focus is fairly vague, Allardt’s defi nition manages to capture the societal 
level, and not only the political party system level for the reasons just mentioned above. 
Still a decade later, mainstream political science research had not developed that far from 
Rokkan’s and Lipset’s cleavage theories when Lijphart40 concluded in his work that “class” 
can be identifi ed as a major dimension of ideological cleavage in virtually all democracies. 

To summarize, the scholars presenting these views mainly focus on (how these cleavages 
eff ect) the party system, voting patterns, forming of government, electoral system etc. 
Moreover, often they are interested in phenomena which are countable. Without underes-
timating their value, the problem with these (rather positivist) theories is that they do not 
tackle the connection points between the processes of identity formation and politics, nor 
the articulative practices that constitute social relations. All these also eff ect greatly to the 
processes of the state formation, nation building, and building states. And this is where 
Laclau’s and Mouff e’s work on discourse theory has an added value. Eventually, often the 
discussion about these afore mentioned processes ends up regardless in asking what are the 
interests or demands of people. On some level, discourse theory enables us to tackle this 
complicated process of how people become aware of these interests.   

Th ere has been also other (non-positivist) theoretical attempts to explain the nature of 
polarized societies, Huntington’s theory of “torn-countries” being the most famous one, 
followed by Göl’s “torn-country theory” in the case of Turkey (Göl 2009, see more in 
chapter 3.1.1). However, “torn-country”-thesis does not off er us any conceptual tools 
through which to further explore the hegemonic discourses within Turkish society41. Th is 
is one of the reasons why I have chosen the discourse theory of the Essex school as my the-

39 Th e original term in Finnish is “ yhteiskunnallinen perusvastakohtaisuus”
40 Th is idea is presented especially on “Democracy in plural societies” (1977), and also on “Pat-

terns of democracy” (1999) where Lijphart widens his idea of “consensus democracy” to be a 
model for any state, not just the states with major cleavages.  

41 Th e diff erence between “theories of Middle range” and “theories of concepts” is presented by 
Robet Merton in his article “On sociological theories of middle range” (Merton 1967). He 
mainly criticizes the idea of under-usage of middle theories but the main contribution of his 
article is exactly this distinction between diff erent types of theories. 
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oretical and analytical42 framework. By “Essex school” I mean the work done by a group 
of scholars, who have been mostly students of Ernesto Laclau at Essex University. Laclau 
and Mouff e have aimed to draw together all the theories belonging to the third genera-
tion of discourse theory explained earlier, and thus created a synthetic third generation 
theory (Torfi ng 2005, 8-9). Th e students of Laclau and Mouff e have further utilized these 
post-structuralist methods aiming to develop an overarching theory which does not in-
clude the mainstream (positivist/essentialist) elements. (Townshed 2003, 129-142) Most 
of these scholars have been associated with the Ideology and Discourse Analysis (IDA) 
Programme of the Department of Government at the University of Essex which leans 
on the book “Hegemony and Socialist Strategy”, written by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 
Mouff e in 198543. Th is can be considered as the genesis moment for the discourse theory 
of the Essex school.  

Laclau and Mouff e attempted to draw together the post-Marxist, post-structuralist and 
postmodern political theories.44 Over the last 25 years there has been such a dramatic 
increase in research using post-structuralist and post-Marxist theories that it has become 
a progressive research programme45 (Howarth 2010b). Following this, post-structuralist 
discourse theory is no longer understood as an empirical theory in the narrow sense, but 
as a paradigm (Howarth 2005, 317; Norval 2000, 219). However, this paradigm is still 
developing, as has been lately described by Marttila (2015). Th e weaknesses of existing 
paradigms in current social science research has been one of the stimulating forces for a 
growing interest in discourse theory (Howarth and Stavrakakis 2000, 5). It could even 
be argued that this has been one of the major reasons for the increase in use of discourse 
theory. 

One of the values added brought by Laclau and Mouff e’s approach, is its explicit focus 
on political analysis. It is hard to tackle macro level issues such as political ideologies or 
the construction of identities, in how they are created and how public policy is fi nally 
implemented. It is possible to examine for instance election laws and rules from a posi-
tivist point of view, or try to explain some voting patterns with behavioristic models but 
explaining the construction of a whole ideology through the construction of identities is 
hard, or even impossible from these viewpoints or paradigms. Discourse theorists see so-

42  By “taking a theory as an analytical framework”, I mean that I use the conceptual tools that the 
theory off ers, while writing the analysis chapter.

43  In their later writings, Laclau has gone back to the ideas from his very fi rst book ”Politics 
and Ideology in Marxist theory” (fi rst published in 1977), whereas Mouff e has leaned more 
towards the American tradition. 

44  For a broader description of this research programme, see for example Torfi ng: New theories of 
discourse (1999)  

45  Th e term “research programme” originates from Imre Lakatos while he was interpreting Kuhn’s 
ideas on paradigm. He wrote that it is impossible to compare diff erent research programmes 
although their progressivity and regressivity can be measured. 
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cial agents and systems46 as socially constructed, undergoing constant historical and social 
change. Th is is seen as a result of political practices. Th erefore discourse theorists see as 
one of their major tasks, to “chart and explain such historical and social change by re-
course to political factors and logics.” (Howarth and Stavrakakis 2000, 6) To summarize, 
discourse theory has the ability to off er new analytical perspective, which focuses on the 
rules and meanings that condition the construction of social, political, and cultural iden-
tity. (Torfi ng 2005, 1)

2.3.1  Discourse 

As mentioned in chapter 2.1, the second generation discourse theorists who worked with 
the critical discourse analysis approach (CDA), included social actors’ speech, written im-
ages, and gestures, as well as their meaning as part of discourse. In spite of this defi nition, 
there was not always clear distinction between discursive and non-discursive elements. 
In an attempt to resolve this confusion, post-structuralist discourse theory off ers a more 
elaborative approach which enables us to take into account both the context (structure) 
and the subject position (interpretation). Laclau himself has stated that “By discourse…I 
do not mean something that is essentially restricted to the areas of speech and writing, 
but any complex of elements in which relations play the constitutive role. Th is means that 
elements do not pre-exist the relational complex but are constituted through it.” (Laclau 
2005, 68) Hence there has to be some kind of relation between the elements and some 
kind of change (contingency) before we can talk about discourse as such. Th is line of rea-
soning leads to the situation where discourses become inseparable from practice (Norval 
2010b). In this way, the data available to us in this work - i.e. the way in which newspaper 
articles talk about the four case studies - allows us to put into play the IDA practice. 

Social structures are thus understood as contingent systems of meaning. Th e concept 
of discourse includes all the practices and meanings that “shape particular communities 
of social actors” (Howarth 2000, 5). For example we cannot say that the Kemalist dis-
course just exists there in the emptiness, because it exists always in relation to something. 
Consequently, contrary to Foucault and other second generation discourse theorists, the 
post-structuralist discourse theory also considers all the non-discursive practices and ele-
ments as part of a discourse. Th erefore, a person’s dress code or a headscarf can be seen as 
part of the discourse, which shapes the community through its various meanings (which 
exist always in relation to other elements). Discourses and discursive practices are seen as 
synonymous with structurally incomplete systems of social relations (Howarth 2010c). 

According to Howarth and Stavrakakis, discourse or discourses are articulated systems of 
meaningful practices that form the identities of subjects and objects. Th is defi nition is 
indeed quite wide and includes many inquests such as what do we mean by a “system”. 

46  It is noteworthy that discourse theorists limit to social agents and social systems hence not 
drifting to universal constructivism and its problems. 
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However, let’s focus on the latter part, namely the identity building process. Howarth 
and Stavrakakis clearly state that discourses form identities. Furthermore discourses are 
intrinsically political of their nature (because they involve the construction of antagonisms 
and the drawing of political frontiers between “insiders” and “outsiders”) and involve the 
exercise of power. (Howarth 2000, 9; Howarth & Stavrakakis 2000, 3-4) So political pro-
cesses involving the power perspective aff ect the deconstructing process of identities. Th e 
fi rst idea that springs to any researcher’s mind is the information channels: how do we 
become aware of these processes. Today, the media, including social media, plays a big role 
here, much bigger than during the pre-internet era of Laclau’s fi rst writings. Following this 
line of reasoning, this research has made use of media reports, i.e. newspaper articles, to 
analyze the identity deconstructing process. In such a way, the media becomes one of the 
venues that off ers a place for practices forming the identities of subjects and objects.    

Now let’s get back to the fi rstly mentioned inquest of the meaning of articulated “system of 
meaningful practices”: Firstly, the idea of a language being a system of diff erences originates 
from Saussure, according to whom language always consisted of signs, as composed of 
signifi ers and signifi eds. Since this structure still had an essence, structuralists, including 
Saussure, claimed that this system was essentialist.  On the other hand post-structuralists, 
especially Derrida claimed that the system was incomplete (because there is always a con-
stitutive outside) because the structure is just temporal. Instead of looking at a signifi er 
and signifi ed, according to Derrida we should look at traces47. Th is links to another diff er-
ence between Saussure and Derrida concerning the elements to be analyzed, namely where 
Saussure wanted to look at speech acts and preferred speech over writing (because it was 
closer to our logos/mind), Derrida built more on deconstruction. (Saussure 1974, 23-24) 
Also Derrida questioned the idea of prioritizing speech over writing (Howarth 2010a). 
Th is study is not going into the details of this discussion because it sees language as a 
transparent idiom whereby the form is not so relevant compared to many other elements 
such as the content. Secondly, by “practices” it should be clarifi ed that they are articulatory 
practices. Th ese articulatory practices link together at least two contingent elements and 
modify their meaning. Whenever the context is changed, the meaning is changed too. We 
call these contingent elements “fl oating signifi ers”. Articulation process just brings them 
temporarily together, creating partial meanings48. Th e outcome of all this process is a sys-
tem. 

47  A trace can be defi ned as the absent part of the sign’s present. It is “the sign left by the absent 
thing after it has passed on the scene of its former presence. Every present, in order to know 
itself as present, bears the trace of an absent which defi nes it…Because all signifi ers viewed as 
present in Western thought will necessarily contain traces of other (absent) signifi ers, the signi-
fi er can be neither wholly present nor wholly absent.” (Prasad 2007)

48  Within the analysis part we see this happening most clearly in chapters 5.1.2, 5.2.1, and 5.4.2, 
where we see that the signifi ers are always contingent, hence we can open them and challenge 
them, present them in another context and connect to other issues.   
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Within the discourse, the concept of fl oating signifi er is of particular interest because it 
directs the discourse and if we want to look at the possible options in the future (where 
the meanings are established), we should look at the fl oating signifi ers. To be more precise, 
fl oating signifi er is a nodal point, which is used in a situation where two discourses/groups 
are fi ghting over a certain element.  In this way, it helps to explain the logics according to 
which diff erent discourses can compete over owning a certain concept, and at the same 
time the meanings given to this concept are changing. While the same element is com-
bining more and more diff erent individuals, groups and/or values, the substance of the 
concept itself is weakening and fading. Th is fl oating signifi er means diff erent things for 
diff erent competing discourses. Consequently, at the same time, it’s a process where these 
meanings are being established. (Palonen 2008, 216-217) 

Nodal points bind together meanings within a discourse, forming reference points, which 
constitute a “chain of signifi cation” (Howarth & Stavrakakis 2000, 8). Nodal points shape 
discourse and facilitate the explanation of concepts that would be hard to explain other-
wise. Within a discourse, nodal points have to be re-articulated constantly and therefore 
they are also in perpetual change. Let us apply these concepts to a concrete example: In 
Turkey, many instances brought up by the media and in public debate which relate to the 
headscarf are in fact nodal points. It is impossible to explain all the contingent meanings 
and signifi cations of headscarf, but these kinds of instances involving the headscarf and 
the media coverage it enables us to fi nd the best way to go about understanding what is 
essential about the secularist or Islamist discourses in Turkey. 

Sometimes a fl oating signifi er becomes so overloaded with diff erent meanings that it 
doesn’t mean anything anymore, it becomes “emptied out from all of the meanings at-
tached to it”. Th is often links to the idea of fullness (universalization) of a society, which is 
considered an ideal, even never possible. Societies are based on these kinds of ideals and by 
so doing, empty signifi ers are created. (Howarth 2000, 8) Th erefore an empty signifi er is an 
issue, which once had at least a wider role in underlying unity. (Palonen, 2008, 216) An 
empty signifi er, is a common element, something that represents all the wills.  An empty 
signifi er is about how you can maintain the unity. For example if one would be running a 
political movement, s/he would have to have a set of these empty signifi ers. According to 
Laclau, an empty signifi er is “any term, which in a certain political context becomes the 
signifi er of lack” (Laclau 1996, 44). For example a state suff ering from social disorder and 
disintegration, lacks “order”. It is present in what is absent. It becomes an empty signifi er, 
as “the signifi er of the absence”. Laclau continues that “In this sense, various political forc-
es can compete in their eff orts to present their particular objectives as those which carry 
out the fi lling of that lack. To hegemonize something is exactly to carry out this fi lling 
function.” (Laclau 1996, 44) A society will always show itself through the presence of its 
absence (Laclau 1996, 53). A typical example of an empty signifi er in some context could 
be “democracy”. As a concept it has been used to justify several actions. Th is has been 
possible because the term “democracy” is so emptied out from all the signifi cations, that at 
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the end of the day it could mean anything. Th e emptiness of the signifi er is also a precon-
dition for its hegemonic success. In order to be successful in creating a hegemonic order, a 
nodal point should act as an empty signifi er. 

Let us look at one example of a discourse. Kemalism can be analyzed as a political dis-
course (See: Çelik 2000). Th e construction of the Kemalist discourse by the state elite in-
cluded articulation of various elements, such as republicanism, populism, secularism, rev-
olutionism, nationalism, and statism. Th ese nodal points were linked together to present 
Turkey’s identity as a secular and modern state, which belonged to the West. Originally 
this political frontier was built against the Ottoman Empire, especially against its backward-
ness and the religious elements within it. But since the end of the cold war period, after 
the Soviet threat was gone, Islamism and other ideologies have gained more public space, 
while at the same time Kemalism49 has not managed to integrate new nodal points into its 
discursive system, and hence been incapable of showing unity (Çelik 2000, 193). In fact, 
as long as the people continued to see the (CHP) party through identity and class lenses, 
being the “political guardian of Turkey’s state-ordained strict identity, the main tenets of 
which were laicism, Western orientation, and “Turkishness.””, (Dalay 2015, 3) the party 
was unable to operate on this fi eld anymore. As a consequence, subjects i.e. voters, could 
no longer fi nd reference points within this discourse. At the same time, the re-sacralization 
of politics did not serve either of the affi  nities of Kemalism, namely social democracy and 
neo-nationalism50. Interestingly also, some of the core concepts of Kemalism, such as lib-
eralism, has remained in its periphery. (Alaranta 2014, 132)  

During recent decades, classical structuralism has been criticized for its notion of “closed 
totality”. Th is relates to the constitution of identities, namely if identities are only diff er-
ences within the discursive system, they are never complete unless the system is closed. 
Th is criticism has become so strong that it has started to be called the “post-structuralist 
moment”. (Laclau 2007, 543) Since a “closed system” is not logically possible, the connec-
tion between signifi er and signifi ed becomes disentangled and we have to rely on “discur-
sive identities”. Th ese discursive identities are created when rival political forces attempt 
to fi x the “fl oating signifi ers” in the society. (Laclau 2007, 545) Hence, an eff ort to fi x the 
meanings of such terms like “religion” or “Islam” or “Kemalism”, or “secularism” is central 
in explaining contemporary Turkish politics. By defi ning the relation between the “signifi -
er” (what we speak or write) and the “signifi ed” (what something is) we are eventually able 
to defi ne the concept of “hegemony”. Indeed this is what the analysis part of this thesis is 
based on: Defi ning the hegemonies by way of describing the relations between the signifi -
er and the signifi ed. 

49 Here we are not talking about the period of “pure Kemalism” that ended in the multi-party 
period but the ideological Kemalism, that can be at times connected to modernism or secular-
ism, and which has lasted until today. 

50 Alaranta (2014) defi nes these two affi  nities further in relation to Kemalism in his book “Con-
temporary Kemalism”. 
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To summarize, discourses are relational confi gurations of elements and all the elements are 
internal to the language game (where language is a system of diff erences). Articulations are 
processes where the discourse is modifi ed. So discourse is the entire process. Discourse is 
system of signifi ers or elements without positive terms. In this work articulations are being 
analyzed against the two discourses, the secularist and the Islamist one. Th rough the artic-
ulations we can examine inter alia how the political frontiers are being established.   

2.3.2  Articulations as practices

Th e meaning of articulation deserves a special place in post-structuralist discourse theory, 
which sees articulation as a mode of explanation, similar to the way positivists use univer-
sal subsumptions in their modes of explanation. Moreover, Laclau and Mouff e give some 
hints about the methodological aspects of performing the analysis by using articulations. 
According to them, the construction of an articulation happens fi rstly by specifying the el-
ements that exist within the certain event we are analyzing, and secondly by deciding on a 
relational moment that this articulatory practice takes place. (Laclau & Mouff e 2001, 96) 
It is noteworthy to mention that Laclau and Mouff e talk about articulations as practices 
(Ibid, 93). On the ontological level, articulation is the constitution of real. While using 
articulations in explaining things, we can see articulations as having a binding function: 
articulatory practices combine diff erent logics together when explaining things (Howarth 
2005, 322). 

But in addition to the methodological aspect, articulations have another dimension which 
again relate to identity building. Laclau and Mouff e defi ne articulation as being any prac-
tice that establishes a relation between elements in a way that their identity is modifi ed. 
In other words, articulatory practices modify identities (by establishing a certain relation 
between the elements). Furthermore, the structured totality resulting from this articulatory 
practice is discourse. (Laclau & Mouff e 2001, 105) Th e use of the headscarf can be an 
example of an articulatory practice. It establishes a certain relation between the user of 
the headscarf and other people, which can aff ect their identity formation. Th e structured 
totality resulting from this practice can be referred to as an Islamist discourse.

So in addition of giving partial meanings, articulations are privileged moments of dis-
course. But Laclau and Mouff e also turn this the other way round by saying that discursive 
structure is an articulatory practice which constitutes and organizes social relations. (Laclau 
& Mouff e 2001, 96) Th is line of reasoning can be understood by seeing the practice of 
articulation as the construction of nodal points which partially fi x meaning(s). Th e unity 
established between the nodal points depends on the Other, the constitutive outside. And 
the partial character of this fi xation proceeds from the openness of the social, a result, in 
its turn, of the constant overfl owing of every discourse by the infi nitude of the fi eld of 
discursivity. Every social practice is therefore – in one of its dimensions – articulatory. 
(Laclau & Mouff e 2001, 113)
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2.3.3  Political frontiers

Contrary to Marxist thought, the post-structuralist view opposes determinism, meaning 
that according to post-structuralists, identity is not given and unchangeable in a deter-
ministic way. If an identity is not given and unchangeable, it cannot be determined in a 
reasonable way. Th erefore there has to be another way in which identities are established. 
Laclau and Mouff e call this process the “drawing of political frontiers”. (Norval 2000, 
219-220) It is through the fusion or dissolution of political frontiers that fi rstly discur-
sive formations are established and secondly, social and political identities are constructed. 
(Laclau 1990, 160) Th is is why in any given research topic, we should examine the conditions 
under which political frontiers are being constituted.

Th e presence of frontiers is seen as inherent to the political. It’s a starting point: “there is 
only politics where there are frontiers” (Laclau 1990, 160). We can also link this concept 
to the defi nition of polarization; polarity is also inherent to political. Hence we cannot take 
anything as given, except for the polarization (when we see polarization as a result of building 
political frontiers). Th is is an important aspect of this work as well.  Laclau and Mouff e 
(2001, 131) stated that in some cases the political frontiers are clear from the outset, 
meaning that political frontiers would be somehow givens. Norval (2010b) however de-
nies this since frontiers have to be established. Laclau and Mouff e give an example from 
Th ird World countries, where imperialist exploitation and domination over the people has 
caused struggle against the clearly defi ned enemy. In this case the division into two camps 
is clear from the outset. (Laclau & Mouff e 2001, 131) We should note that in this case 
example, the frontiers were established when the imperialists fi rst arrived to the country. 
As such it was not a given from the outset. 

Th ere is a correlation between the presence of frontiers and the construction of “an ene-
my” (Laclau and Mouff e 2001). Political discourse has a tendency to create specifi c forms 
of unity among diff erent interests by relating them to a common project and by establish-
ing a frontier to defi ne the forces being opposed, the “enemy” (Norval 2000, 221-222). So 
we can say that the drawing of boundaries provides unity and order to discourse. While 
constituting a group identity or “we-community”, people are constantly making political 
frontiers and drawing boundaries between us and the elements that are targeted as “other”.   

By looking at the case of Turkey we fi nd numerous cases where these kinds of establish-
ments of political frontiers have been formed. During the 1970’s and 1980’s the political 
frontiers were built against communism. Th is led fi nally to the Turkish-Islamic synthe-
sis in the 1980’s until the common antagonism (communism) collapsed with the Soviet 
Union. Since then there has been a major change in the formation of the political fron-
tiers. Nowadays (and especially after the September 11 events) many issues related to Is-
lam are drawing political frontiers between “insiders” and “outsiders”. Some scholars argue 
that this is because Islam as a religion is very comprehensive and sometimes even referred 
to as “a system of organizing one’s life” (Caldwell 2011). For instance drinking alcohol in a 
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public place can be another example of political frontier-building in the context of Turkey. 
Th e headscarf in some contexts is a tool for drawing political frontiers. Th is is most visible 
in the case of Merve Kavakçı, analyzed in chapter 5.3. Th ere we can see how the headscarf 
is used in the process of building political frontiers. Hence, to conclude, identities are 
simultaneously molded in the vast processes that are sometimes initiated at a government 
level, sometimes at a grass roots level.     

2.3.4  Creating boundaries, forming antagonisms

To date, there has been a wide variety of research on antagonisms within diff erent soci-
eties. Within modern philosophy, the fi rst one to approach this topic was Hegel with his 
concept of recognition (Anerkennung). Hegel’s concept included the idea that in order to 
become part of a certain social order, in order to fi nd our own personal identity within 
the entity of the society, others have to recognize my existence, to give meaning to my role 
within the society. (Miettinen 2010) Within political identity theory however, the fi rst 
person to approach the topic after Marx was probably Carl Schmitt51 with his writings on 
constructing political identities. His perception was that the basis of political identity is 
built on the friend-enemy-relation whether that concerns of a certain community, society 
or a state. So we always defi ne ourselves against the outsiders, the “Other”. (Miettinen 
2010) For instance “Turkishness” in itself is nothing but instead, it is always being defi ned 
in an antagonistic relation to others, for instance, in relation to the Ottoman Empire, or 
in relation to Greece, or in relation to Europe.52      

Earlier research on building political identities focused mainly on questions of how and 
why antagonisms emerge. Rarely have they taken the viewpoint of what is an antagonistic 
relation. One of the few researchers that has tackled this question is Lucio Colletti, who 
writes about the nature of social antagonisms. Namely, according to Colletti, there can be 
at least two types of social antagonistic relations: real oppositions (A – B) or logical contra-
dictions (A - not A). (Colletti 1975, 7-9) Real opposition doesn’t include contradictions 
and does not violate the principle of identity whereas the logical contradiction is contra-
dictory and gives rise to dialectical opposition. Colletti fi nishes his text by stating that 
reality contains only “real oppositions”. (Ibid, 3-9) Colletti’s contribution is exactly on 
this ontological viewpoint that had not been tackled before, but at the end of his text he 
also writes that: “Each term therefore, to be itself, implies a relation to the other term; the 
result is unity (the unity of opposites). Only within this unity is each term the negation of 
the other.” (Ibid, 4) In my opinion, he already implies the ideas later developed by Laclau 
and Mouff e which will be described next.

51 His ideas were again based to some extent on the writings of Nietzsche and Durkheim. 
52 Th e same was later explained by Laclau (2005, 69): “Th ere is no beyond the play of diff er-

ences…Whatever centrality an element requires, it has to be explained by the play of diff er-
ences as such.” 
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Laclau and Mouff e saw antagonisms as the starting point for politics; there is always some-
thing that breaks the unity. Th ey also further developed the idea of antagonistic relations 
and how they aff ect the identity building processes. Firstly, in order to understand the 
whole process of how identities are being formed, it is crucial to understand the concept of 
antagonism. When antagonism is present, i.e. when there is the “Other”, according to Laclau 
and Mouff e: “it prevents me from being totally myself…Insofar as there is antagonism, I can-
not be a full presence of myself. Th e “Other” is a symbol of my non-being. Hence its being 
cannot be fi xed as full positivity.” Th ere is always a “piece of negation” of another actor/
person in ourselves because we defi ne ourselves in relation to others.  (To state this shortly, 
the presence of an “other” prevents me from totally being myself. (Laclau & Mouff e 2001, 
125) In similar vein, societies never have full totality because it would require the moment 
of negativity (the other). Th is forms a vicious circle where social antagonisms occur be-
cause social agents are unable to attain their full identity (so called “lack”).  

�iǎek goes even further by stating that every identity is already itself blocked (�iǎek 1990, 
252). So the external enemy does not prevent the achievement of full identity. But in 
�iǎek’s view the antagonist force is capitalism, and hence the whole starting point is clos-
er to the Marxist one. He writes: “To grasp the notion of antagonism in its most radical 
dimension, we should invert the relationship between the two terms: it is not the external 
enemy who is preventing me from achieving my identity with myself, but every identity 
is already in itself blocked, marked by an impossibility, and the external enemy is simply 
the small piece, the rest of reality upon which we “project” or “externalize” this intrinsic 
immanent impossibility.” (�iǎek 1990, 251-252) In other words, our identities are not so 
much dependent on the “other” because all identities include the component of “lack”. 
But we project ourselves against the “other”, the external enemy while constituting our 
identity against this immense world we are living. According to �iǎek, the illusion is that 
after the annihilation of the antagonistic enemy, the antagonism is fi nally abolished which 
allows for the full identity of ourselves. Hence, every identity is already in itself blocked53 
(Torfi ng 1999, 251-253).

Whether or not one goes as far as �iǎek, antagonisms are evidence of the existence of 
political frontiers within society and the construction of antagonisms is constitutive of 
the identities. (Howarth 2000, 9-10) Th en why do we need boundaries overall? Once we 
question the idea that everything (e.g. identity) is a given, then how do we think of them 
in the fi rst place? Th is is the post-essentialist form of political analysis. How is the collec-
tive political identity born if it is not given? Th is is the reason why we need boundaries. 
We need to look at boundaries and how they are born. (Norval 2010a) In the end, the 

53 We can imagine that a full, genuine identity, with full positivity would exist in space where 
there are no other elements, no structure, no society, no other agents...but this kind of labora-
tory does not exist, as we know. Even a person living on a deserted island would easily imagine 
other elements if they don’t exist. Th is is why “the other” prevents a person from being totally 
him/herself and hence every identity is in itself blocked. 
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task of a discourse analyst is to examine the various forms that this impossibility takes, 
and how this blockage of identity is constructed (Howarth and Stavrakakis 2000, 10). For 
example in chapter 5.3.2 we describe how the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) 
is perceived as a social antagonism by Merve Kavakçı. ECHR and the content of its deci-
sions, is a boundary against which Kavakçı builds her identity. Th e presence of an “other” 
(the presentation of ECHR) prevents Kavakçı from totally being herself. Her identity is 
blocked because the external enemy (the decisions made by ECHR in this case) prevents 
her from achieving a full identity. We call this state as an “impossibility” and in chapter 
5.3.2 we examine diff erent forms that this impossibility takes.

2.3.5  Building social identity through logics of equivalence and logics of 
diff erence 

First it should be noted that logics in discourse theory does not refer to a formal analysis 
of propositions, which are determined to be truth or false. Logic refers to the rules which 
govern our practices and institutions in general. Logic is a system of relations between ob-
jects. Hence they refer to entities that are presupposed by the operation of these rules (La-
clau 2000, 282-284). Howarth (2005, 323) gives good examples of logics in the discourse 
theory sense, e.g. “logic of market”, “logic of bureaucracy”, or “logic of apartheid”. From 
all of these we can clearly defi ne the subjects, objects, and the system of relations between 
them. Most famously the “logics”, to which this work refers to, has been presented by 
Glynos and Howarth in their book “Logics of Critical Explanation”.  

Logics of equivalence is established when elements (usually people/actors/ideas) represent-
ing equivalent interests join together and form a kind of “we-community” (Laclau 2005, 
80). Howarth writes that the logics of equivalence works by “creating equivalential identi-
ties that express a pure negation54 of a discursive system” (Howarth 2000, 11). So this logic 
is equivalential exactly because it establishes this negation or contrast (see more on How-
arth 2000). Th is logic fortifi es the polarization within a society by concentrating on meanings 
around the two antagonistic poles (Howarth 2000, 11). Let us give an example of this: in its 
early years, the AKP party presented itself as a kind of actor aiming to unite many diff er-
ent types of voters, for example pro-EU people, people supporting Islamic values, people 
supporting free trade laws in the area of business, youth supporting conservative values etc. 
In doing so, it simultaneously created a negation towards its major opposition party, CHP. 
Th is logic fortifi ed the polarization within a society. Th e logic of equivalence is established 
in the dissolution of particular identities of subjects within a discourse by the creation 
of a purely negative identity that is seen to threaten them. Th is purely negative identity 

54 Here Howarth off ers an example from Rosa Buenfi l, who wrote about the Mexican revolu-
tion. During this time people organized themselves around a mystical discourse when they 
felt “oppressed”. People were able to come together because they were ready to “weaken their 
internal diff erences”. Together they opposed a series of others, like the President, the Church, 
the landlords and entrepreneurs who were seen as “the oppressors of the people”, so in pure 
negation.  
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could be in this case labelled as “anti-CHP identity”. However, sometimes this chain of 
equivalences can be broken when it expands and aims to reach new supporters (dislocated 
elements), for example semi-conservative youth groups. (See: Howarth 2000, 120)

We just saw how a project principally employing the logic of equivalence divided social 
space by condensing meanings around two antagonistic poles. But sometimes another 
kind of logic might prevail: this logic works by dissolving chains of equivalence by expand-
ing the diff erences. In that case this project aims to weaken antagonisms, by also taking 
into account the marginal groups of the society. Hence, in this way, such logic attempts to 
weaken polarity. Th is logic is called the logic of diff erence.  (Howarth 2000, 11 and 120; 
Connolly 1991) As seen from the example explained above, when equivalence relations or 
logics of equivalence prevail, the competing groups tend to take the “friend-enemy” form. 
According to Mouff e (1993, 53), political discourse “attempts to create specifi c forms of 
unity among diff erent interests by relating them to a common project and by establishing 
a frontier to defi ne the forces to be opposed, the “enemy”. In the case of logics of diff er-
ence multiplicity of articulations makes it harder to establish such an “enemy”.55 

Sometimes we have logics of equivalence which are unsuccessful in establishing a common 
denominator. Th is happened in Turkey during the Gezi park events in the summer 2013. 
Firstly the people just demanded that the park be preserved. Th ereafter the list of demands 
evolved, and fi nally the demands of the Gezi park movement could be listed as follows 
(Revolution News 2013):56

• Taksim Gezi Park is not to be re-developed under the name of Artillery Barracks or 
any other project, 

• An offi  cial statement on the cancellation of the current project must be made, 

• Th e attempts to demolish Ataturk Cultural Centre must be stopped, 

• Everybody responsible for the thousands of injured people and two deaths, starting 
with the governors and the police chiefs of  Istanbul, Ankara and Hatay and everyone 
who prevented the use of the most basic democratic rights of the people; who gave or-
ders for violent repression, enforced or implemented these orders are to be dismissed 
from their posts, 

• Th e use of tear gas, bombs, and other similar materials is to be prohibited, 

55 Note that here we are talking about political discourse (structure) (contrary to individual’s way 
of thinking (agency).

56 From the website:  http://revolution-news.com/demands-of-gezi-park-protest/  Retrieved 23rd 
of April 2014.
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• Detained citizens who attended the resistance across the country are  to be immedi-
ately released and an offi  cial statement must made which declares that there will not 
be any investigation on them, 

• Starting with Taksim and Kizilay squares, all the meeting and demonstration bans 
aff ecting all of our squares and public areas, as well as all de-facto blockings are lifted 
and abolished, 

• Any barriers to freedom of expression are to be removed.

Th e problem in the case of Turkey in 2013 was that these demands never created a com-
mon denominator, which would have embodied the whole series of requests. Th ese re-
quests (the chain of equivalences) related to the neo-liberalization of economy, AKP’s 
authoritarian politics, political polarization within the AKP between more and less (the 
emerging urban classes) conservative ideas, and the lack of credible political opposition. 
(Sofos & Özkırımlı 2016, 138) Th ereby, Gezi event created a common public space for 
democracy, where «men and women, Muslims and the non-religious, Alevis and Kurds, 
young and old, middle and lower classes» where able to gather together, but within this 
common space, there was not a clear denominator that could have been articulated. 
Hence, these people were united around a tree and against the government politics, 
forming logics of equivalence, but this unifi cation took place only for a brief moment. 
(See: Göle 2013, 10-13) Th ere were some attempts to, for example, create a new political 
party, but it never fully succeeded in gathering these demands. On the other hand, AKP 
has succeeded very well in creating this kind of equivalential chain in building a popular 
identity. According to Laclau this popular identity is more than the summation of the 
equivalential links (Laclau 2005, 76-77). AKP’s skill in constituting a popular identity will 
be explained more thoroughly in chapter fi ve. So in order to have power, a party or any 
institution should have skills in creating chains of equivalence. Without this skill, it will 
only gather marginal demands and remains a marginal actor in power games.   

Logics of identity building

Logics of equivalence and diff erence do not only work on a societal level but have a con-
nection to identity building processes as well. Usually one of these logics might prevail, 
but both are necessary in creating political identities (Norval 2000, 221-222). If the iden-
tities are built according to logics of equivalence and diff erence, we should assume that in 
theory they are strong determinants in identity building, and neither one has a stronger 
infl uence in the identity building process. However, things are not that simple. Th e hu-
man mind has a tendency to emphasize diff erences rather than similarities. We rather 
build political frontiers, construct antagonisms and form our identities according to logics 
of diff erence than look for similarities. (Norval 2000, 223) Th is relates to the nature of 
biosphere on the one hand, and sociosphere on the other. Namely the classifi cations we 
fi rst learn to make are from the biosphere and are always based on diff erences. Th e socio-
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sphere is more complex and more abstract but perhaps we still tend to base our equivalen-
tial thinking on diff erences rather than similarities57. (Laclau 2005, 78)

Th e diff erence between logics of equivalence and logics of diff erence is that logics of diff er-
ence involve drawing antagonistic frontiers in order to construct the social. (Laclau 2005, 
78) Laclau goes as far as stating that an entire social identity is constituted at the meeting 
point of diff erence and equivalence (Laclau 2005, 80). We can assume that this means 
that our entire identity would be built by thinking “I am diff erent than.../I am equivalent 
to...”. Th is would happen mostly unconsciously. Th ere is no doubt this idea is fascinating, 
but it can be challenged by proposing that every human being has the ability to initiate 
things and ideas that form part of his/her social identity. Th is initiative skill does not nec-
essarily stem from the meeting point of diff erence and equivalence and hence according 
to this view not all of a social identity is built there. However, political identities58 tend to 
include a demand of some kind and if there is a societal demand, there is a chain of equiv-
alences or diff erences. So Laclau’s view is understandable when limiting the conversation 
to political identities.           

Social demands

It is hard to discuss either political frontiers or logics of equivalence without mentioning 
social demands. Th e unity of a group can be constituted in many ways, one way being to 
look at populist articulatory practices and how they create social demands. (Laclau 2005, 
74) Th e basic point about diff erent social demands is that while they are accumulating, 
they fi nally establish an equivalential relation (Laclau 2005, 73). Th is equivalential chain 
of unsatisfi ed demands create frontiers. Laclau gives again an example from Th ird World 
countries, where rural people who move to the outskirts of bigger cities start to have dif-
ferent demands regarding infrastructure, schooling, health etc. Th is accumulation of these 
unsatisfi ed demands create an equivalential chain. 

As stated, logics of equivalence fi nally constitutes popular identities. Th is popular identity 
illuminates a demand. Central to the entire character of a demand is that it is internally 
split; it has a particular and a universal nature: Firstly it has particularistic nature, but 
simultaneously it becomes to signify the whole chain of equivalential demands. In other 
words, while remaining the character of a particular demand, it becomes “the signifi er of a 
wider universality”. (Laclau 2005, 95) Th e debates on the headscarf in Turkey give a clear 
example of this: the demand of allowing to wear a headscarf in universities (or other pub-
lic buildings) is a perceptible example of a particularistic demand. While more demands 

57 Note that here we are talking about individuals’ way of thinking (agency), contrary to political 
discourse (structure).

58 Political identities are not pre-given, but identifi cations. For example within the headscarf 
debates, identifi cations become visible as processes and acts, which people can identify with 
or be opposed to. Moreover, this shows that frontiers are not givens but rather are being estab-
lished via the identifi cation process.
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related to people’s lifestyle are attached to it, the particularity of a headscarf comes to 
signify the total chain of equivalences. Th e headscarf becomes a signifi er of a wider univer-
sality, related to more conservative lifestyle or the right to education.  

Any popular identity can be encapsulated in this kind of signifi er, in the same way the 
headscarf is (it presents the equivalential chain as totality). Generally speaking, the more 
enlarged the chain is, the lesser the signifi er is attached to its original, particular demand. 
Th e headscarf has managed to encapsulate the whole lifestyle within it including women’s 
status in society, social code on drinking alcoholic beverages, diff erent social patterns in 
social situations etc., and the list is endless in fact. Hence the particular demand (wearing 
a headscarf ) has lost its attachment to the original meaning - wearing a headscarf for reli-
gious, individualistic reasons59. (See: Laclau 2005, 95-96) 

Demands emerge within the social space and usually remain there. However some de-
mands enter the “political space”. When this happens, we can talk about a “hegemonic 
process”. While observing the demands, we can say that the hegemonic process is the 
universalization of a singularity – the opposite of that singularization of universality which 
Hegel and Marx talked about. Th e result of this universalization is the reconstitution of 
a syntagmatic system, of a new logic of diff erence – which of course will last till a new 
equivalent dissolution and subsequent hegemonic recomposition come to pass. So we 
have an infi nite circularity between social and political, which is backed up by contingen-
cy, by temporality. (Rapa 2013, 1-4) 

2.3.6  Hegemony as a practice of coalition building

Th e term “hegemony” (̨̛̖̖̥̦̐̐́, gegemoniya) was fi rst used by the Russian Social 
Democratic movement in the 1880’s to signify a political struggle of the working class 
against Tsarism (Anderson 1976, 15). A small elaboration of the term reveals that already 
at that time, a crisis or collapse was something that preceded a hegemonic formation. He-
gemony was seen more than a relation; it was a space between the class agent, and the class 
that hegemonized it (Laclau & Mouff e 2001, 7, 40). Later Lenin saw the vanguard party 
as having a role of engineering temporary class alliances and organize revolutionary strug-
gle. So for Lenin, hegemony was a strategy for revolution, which the working class needed 
to adopt (Simon 1982, 22). Of course one should not forget the context of imperialism 
under which Lenin developed the meaning of the term. Also, during the Second Interna-
tional in 1889, historical necessity was the strongest discourse in Europe.  

59 When the original meaning is forgotten because the headscarf has been attached to so many 
other meanings, it becomes an empty signifi er. It is emptied out from its original meanings. 
However, in the case of the Islamic headscarf in Turkey, these new meanings have succeeded 
in creating a common denominator, which is “the conservative way of life” or “political Islam” 
and therefore the headscarf has come to represent the symbol of hegemony. 

Chapter 2



53

Th e post-structuralist concept of hegemony is partly based on the ideas of Gramsci. Gram-
sci made a distinction between “rule” and “hegemony”. Rule relates to politics, but hege-
mony is a more complex situation involving political, social, and cultural forces. Th erefore 
hegemony goes beyond the concepts of culture and ideology, while it refers to the whole 
social process. Th is social process involves inequalities because the means and capacities 
of people are not equal. And for Gramsci, in a class society, inequalities concerned classes. 
(Williams 1977, 108) More specifi cally, Gramsci saw hegemony as a relation and orga-
nization of consent, in which the working class develops into a hegemonic class by tak-
ing into account other classes’ interests by combining them to its own interests (Simon 
1982, 21-23). Th is means going beyond economic-corporate struggle, where hegemony 
becomes “universalisation of particularistic demands”. Th e problem is that this can never 
be fully achieved. (Norval 2000, 229) 

For Gramsci, hegemony included both the State level and the civil society level (Hoare and 
Nowell Smith 1971, 12). Rethinking the whole concept of civil society was one appeal-
ing idea to post-structuralist thinking.  Gramsci also talks about diff erent forms of strug-
gle which are not necessarily political nor economical and these might lead to alternative 
hegemonies. (Williams 110-111) Gramsci’s concept of hegemony is also an open-ended 
process that can be transformed and altered. Th ese issues are something similar that we see 
in Laclau’s later works, but in contrast to Laclau, Gramsci saw working people as a poten-
tially hegemonic class, against the powerful hegemony. (Williams 1977, 111)

Since Gramsci, “hegemony” has come to represent a corner stone in establishing unity in 
social formation (Laclau & Mouff e 2001, 7). Respectively, Gramsci’s concept of hegemo-
ny described a situation where elements or groups unite against a common enemy via a 
common denominator (Palonen 2008, 214). However, contrary to Gramsci, Laclau claims 
that unity does not have to be found through the social class. Hegemony consists of universali-
sation of the particularistic demands (Norval 2000, 229). Hence, Gramsci’s thought in this 
regard is based on essentialism, whereas Laclau’s theory is strictly anti-essentialist; there is 
no common predetermined denominator. Instead, this denominator is the result of a polit-
ical articulation and action.  (Palonen 2008, 214-215) Th ereby, issues such as state, or re-
ligion do not have a pre-given essence, but they are constituted through social actions. So 
for Laclau and Mouff e the concept of class is not the principal concept as Marx claimed. 
Societal movements can also raise other issues to the political agenda.  Th ese diff erent 
movements should be combined somehow, without calling it a class. A common denomi-
nator was given the name hegemony. (Palonen 2008, 209)

Hegemonies become visible in the form of articulations. Hegemony takes place only in 
the fi eld of articulatory practices provided that the social is incomplete and open about its 
character. (Laclau & Mouff e 2001, 134) Th e two conditions of a hegemonic articulation 
are the presence of antagonistic forces and the instability of the frontiers which separate 
them. Only the presence of a vast area of fl oating elements and the possibility of their 
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articulation to opposite camps – which implies a constant redefi nition of the latter – is 
what constitutes the terrain permitting us to defi ne a practice as hegemonic. Without 
equivalence and without frontiers, it is impossible to speak strictly of hegemony. (Laclau 
& Mouff e 2001, 135-136) Also Howarth and Stavrakakis (2000, 14) describe hegemonic 
practices as a “form of political activity, where diff erent identities and subjectivities are 
articulated into a common project. Outcomes of these projects are called hegemonic for-
mations. Th ey create new forms of social order from a variety of dislocated elements”.

Next we should defi ne what we mean by those “dislocated elements”. Here we come back 
once again to identity-building. Identities are constituted within structures of articulatory 
practice and political subjects arise during dislocation (when agents reidentify themselves) 
(Howarth 2005, 317). Hence the meanings are constructed within discourses and subjects 
might identify themselves within one discourse, but after the dislocation, the identifi ca-
tion reference might have changed. For instance in Turkey, a man with a certain type of 
beard and a moustache can be perceived to present political Islam if we relate ourselves to 
secularist discourse, but if our identifi cation point is the Islamist discourse, the same man 
can be seen to present simply a religious person. 

Th ese above-mentioned examples are of course mere simplifi cations of a more complex 
structure, but if we elaborate on the topic further, we end up with the thought that every 
identity is dislocated. As an eff ect, these actions of dislocations threaten identities but 
simultaneously they are the foundation on which new identities are constituted. (Laclau 
1990, 39) We can say that dislocation is the primary ontological level of the constitution 
of the social. To understand social reality, then, is not to understand what society is, but what 
prevents it from being. (Laclau, 1990, 44) (Th is relates to earlier discussion about “lack”).  I 
understand this statement through the concept of social practices, rules, and norms, and 
even legal structures, the elements that prevent a society from sliding into total chaos and 
anarchy. When we understand that the norms, rules and laws exist to prevent society from 
sliding into this chaos, we understand social reality. It is easy to explain via the concept of 
negative freedom, for example.

While doing discourse analysis, we are mainly interested in unity and borders: How can 
we fi nd this unity? How is it created, how is it been shaped and how it is been broken? 
(Palonen 2008, 212-213). With the concept of hegemony we can “recognize diff erent 
groups, coalitions, entities, even in reality they cannot be inclusive/all-embracing but ex-
clude something and transform as they are produced in complicated processes” (Palonen 
2008, 210-211). Th is study aims to answer these questions in the context of Turkey: How 
can we fi nd this unity in discourses? According to Laclau, as cited by Palonen (2008, 213), 
the theory of hegemony refers to powers and processes that either maintain or break the 
discourse or unity. In addition, they are a result of political articulation and action. Th us, 
hegemony is both, a process, and a structure of concepts that creates order and meanings. 
(Palonen 2008, 213) It is important to note that hegemony is a result of political artic-
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ulation and action. Th us, the discourse is partly constituted from above as a top-down 
approach, and not only manifesting itself on a level of the people. Also Laclau and Mouff e 
make this separation by calling it democratic (versus) authoritarian hegemonic practices. 
According to Norval (2000, 230) Mouff e argues that democratic hegemony is based on 
modern democracy, of which its specifi city lies in the recognition and legitimation of con-
fl ict, as well as the refusal to suppress it by imposing an authoritarian order. Th e follow-
ing chapter from Mouff e further explains how democratic politics do not concentrate so 
much on the “us/them” division, but it is rather focused on the diff erent ways of how this 
distinction is compiled. 

 “Breaking with the symbolic representation of society as an organic body…a dem-
ocratic society makes room for the ‘adversary’, i.e. the opponent who is no longer 
considered an enemy to be destroyed but somebody whose existence is legitimate 
and whose rights will not be put into question. Th e category of the ‘adversary’ serves 
here to designate the status of those who disagree concerning the ranking and in-
terpretation of the values. Adversaries will fi ght about the interpretation and the 
ranking of the values, but their common allegiance to the values which constitute 
the liberal democratic form of life creates a bond of solidarity which expresses their 
belonging to a common ‘we’. It must be stressed, however, that the category of 
the enemy does not disappear; it now refers to those who do not accept the set 
of values constitutive of the democratic forms of life…Th ere is no way for their 
demands to be considered legitimate within ‘we’ of democratic citizens, since their 
disagreement is not merely about ranking but of a much more fundamental type.” 
(Mouff e 1995, 107)

Th us, a pluralistic democratic order supposes that the opponent is not considered as an 
enemy to be destroyed but as an adversary whose existence is legitimate and must be tol-
erated (Mouff e 1993, 16). Mouff e’s defi nition could easily be applied to today’s Turkey. 
Starting from 2010/2011, we have seen a shift in terms of polarization whereby the rela-
tion between two hegemonies has shifted from being democratic to being more authori-
tarian and where adversaries have turned into enemies of the governing party. 

Generally speaking, there are two dimensions of hegemony (Howarth 2010d), hegemo-
ny seen as a form of rule (e.g. Kemalism and AKP’s politics after around 2010) and he-
gemony as a political practice that links together diff erent demands (e.g. AKP’s politics 
until around 2010). Th e fi rst one emphasizes more the end result, whereas the second 
one emphasizes the process leading to the result. Th is research addresses the process itself 
and hence concentrates on political and social practices which links together common de-
mands. However, there was a sort of change regarding the development in Turkey around 
2010 and therefore the data gathered from 2011 and earlier mainly shows the traces that 
led to this type of development. Laclau also often seems to emphasize the process by de-
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scribing hegemony as a passage to a universalism. He does this e.g. by describing three 
steps (Laclau 2004, 280-281):

1) the constitutive dislocations of the structure are not concentrated into a unique or ‘nat-
ural’ point within it but aff ect all its constitutive elements, which are submitted to the an-
tagonistic action of the logic of diff erence (partial fi xations within a tendential structured 
whole) and the logic of equivalence (articulations between dislocated elements tending to 
the creation of an internal frontier through an equivalential chain); 2) the representation 
of the chain as a totality – without which it would have no discursive inscription – can 
only have as means of representation particular social demands organized around partic-
ular points of dislocation. As such one demand or group of demands assumes, without 
entirely giving up its particularity, the representation of many others (Th at’s what Laclau 
calls “hegemony”); 3) at the third step there’s the emergence of ‘universality’: what we have 
is always a relative universality, deriving from equivalential chains constituted around he-
gemonic nodal points.” Hence, hegemony is the condition of possibility for the political, 
the moment in which the fragmentation of the social demands becomes a discourse. So-
cial aggregation is impossible without hegemonic discourse and political identities would 
be rendered equally impossible without it. (Rapa 2013)

To conclude, after pointing out all the levels attached to defi ning the concept of hegemo-
ny, we see that hegemony is metonymical in the sense that there is always more meanings 
that its title bears. Laclau and Mouff e give an example of a religious organization that 
takes more duties that go beyond the traditional tasks ascribed to them, and which are 
resisted by opposing forces. Th is example of performing duties beyond the traditional 
level fi ts well also for a political party such as Turkey’s AKP, which, until the Syrian Crisis, 
was practicing soft power politics with its neighboring areas. Th is included among other 
things the development of aid programs performed by the Turkey’s International Devel-
opment Assistance Agency TIKA60 which implements development aid programs in the 
neighboring countries and in the Balkans in particular. (Ranna & Yigit 2012)    

2.4  Summary and discussion 
After describing all these detailed pieces, the key arguments of post-structuralist discourse 
theory will be shortly summarized, as they are considered imperative for understanding the 
following chapters on methodology and the actual analysis. (See also Torfi ng 2005, 14) 
While reading these it is good to keep in mind that discourse theory off ers an “analytical 
perspective which focuses on the rules and meanings that condition the construction of 
social, political, and cultural identity”. (Torfi ng 2005, 1) Firstly, all our actions can be de-
fi ned along historically specifi c discourses. And these discourses transform along the lines 
what we do, say or think. Within a discourse, meanings are created in terms of equivalenc-

60 Th e Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency (in Turkish: Türk Gçbirliºi ve Koordi-
nasyon Gdaresi Baçkanlıºı)
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es or diff erences. On the level of analysis, we can look at diff erent articulations (that might 
take the form of a text, rhetorical utterances, images, or symbols). Th ese are analyzed 
against their ability to shape and reshape the meanings through logics of equivalence and 
diff erence. 

Secondly, discourse is constructed in and through hegemonic struggles aiming to establish 
political foresight. So discourse is a result of political decisions — perhaps not specifi c 
conscious decisions, but multiple ones — forging their hegemonies. Th irdly, hegemonies 
tend to create social antagonisms. Th ese antagonisms, in turn construct the “Otherness” 
that is insurmountable with the discursive system and therefore constructs its unity. Social 
antagonism becomes visible while political frontiers are being produced. In practice, this 
often means the creation of stereotypes. Th e frontiers separating friends and enemies are 
not fi xed and hence there is constant political struggle over who is included or excluded 
within the discursive hegemonic space. Fourthly, a hegemonic discourse becomes dislocat-
ed when there are new events that it cannot explain or represent. Th ese events might lead 
to a new hegemonic discourse. So (fi fthly) dislocation means that the discursive structure 
becomes a “split subject”61 that might try to reconstruct its identity. (Torfi ng 2005, 14-17) 
And this fi nal argument concludes the way in which identities are constructed while de-
constructing discursive structures. 

Constructing identities might happen within smaller groups of people as well as on a 
national level. Th e construction of a national identity is a par excellence form of building 
identity by separating collective self and other. (Norval 2000, 226) In Turkey’s case, this 
constructing process takes place at the frontier which effi  ciently divides the nation. Time-
wise, this constructing process has taken a long time period of almost a century. One 
might ask whether there is a connection between the depth and the time length of these 
kinds of struggles.  

Discourse theory, like any other theory has been criticized for various reasons. Before 
moving to next chapter, I discuss some of the most common criticism. Th ere is at least 
fi ve shortcomings that have been put forward in terms of criticizing post-structuralist dis-
course theory (See: Howarth 2010b). Th e fi rst shortcoming concerns the realism versus 
idealism confl ict which was explained earlier while going through the three generations of 
discourse theory. Discourse-approach tends to reduce social reality to a text or language 
or sometimes it just focuses on the linguistic domain of social relations.  In other words, 
discourse theory has been claimed as “idealism”, i.e. that it is divorced from reality, and 
fi nally leads to complete denial of the reality. (See more on: Geras 1987, 67; Torfi ng 2005, 
18) But as we could see from the earthquake example in chapter 2.1, phenomena can 
exist independently, but their specifi cities can be interpreted in diff erent ways by diff erent 
people. Similarly in the case of Turkey, “Secularism” or “Kemalism” has been constituted 

61 When an agent changes his/her subject position, we can refer to the moment prior to that as an 
agent becoming a “split subject”. So he/she is reconstructing his/her identity. 
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in diff erent ways and it is defi ned diff erently by diff erent people as described in the fi rst 
chapter, where the article written by Nur Betül Çelik was being introduced. He exactly 
analyzed Kemalism as a discursive constitution (Çelik 2000). But these diff erent defi ni-
tions do not mean that there would be diff erent idealistic realities, but that secularism has 
both, a particular and a universal dimension.  

Th e second shortcoming of this theory can be referred to as “sociological defi cit”. Discourse 
theory tends to stress too much radical contingency. As a result, structure and agency 
relations are dissolved into contingency and the social world becomes fl uid, plural, and 
contingent, without any fi xity. Torfi ng expresses this issue most clearly by stating that 
according to this claim “since there are no bedrock foundations and everything is discur-
sive, it is impossible to defend any particular set of claims about what is true, right, or 
good.” Th is is also one of the strongest diff erences between the Critical Discourse Analysts 
according to whom there is a diff erence between discursive and non-discursive elements. 
(See more: Chouliaraki & Fairclough 1999, 126) However, we are always part of a partic-
ular discourse. Th is discourse provides us the setting and framework according to which 
we can judge whether something is true, right or good. Th is way we constantly articulate 
our truth claims according to the context and continuously re-draw the boundaries of the 
discourse we are part of. (Torfi ng 2005, 18-19) 

Th e third shortcoming concerns methodological issues. Discourse theory is not bad at de-
scribing things, but it cannot really explain things. Explanations are kind of forgotten (See 
more: Townshend 2003, 141). Even discourse theorists themselves, such as Torfi ng, have 
criticized discourse theory for a lack of formalized research techniques. Th e lack of reliable 
research techniques has not encouraged mainstream political scientists to share their views 
about the methodological side. Well, it is true that discourse theory does not use the caus-
al explanation models of positivism, neither is its aim to reveal causal mechanisms like the 
approaches used in critical realism or neo-positivism. However, we already explained in 
chapter 1.3 that descriptive research also explains something by concentrating on causal 
capacities (Ylikoski 2013). Social practices and power relations do not only include speech 
acts, but also they consist of signifi ers. By studying discourses we are able to tackle those 
causal capacities as well as the signifi ers which is important while studying what is happen-
ing or changing in a given society. At this point it is also noteworthy that re-describing is 
also part of causalities. Hence, the aim of discourse theory is to describe and explain how 
particular discursive formations are constructed and also to describe the transformations 
within these formations. Generally speaking, discourse theory aims to understand and 
explain a phenomena, through contextualized environments in which discourses emerge. 
(Torfi ng 2005, 19-20) Related to this third shortcoming, discourse theory has been crit-
icized for just presenting trendy jargon, not really able to deliver results. Th is is a claim 
that could be cast on other theories as well, in using their own concepts. Without a deep 
understanding of this “jargon” it is easy however to make such a claim.  
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Th e fourth shortcoming concerns epistemology. Post-structuralist discourse theory is an-
ti-foundational. Once reality is divided into discourses, the foundations — i.e. the truth 
— are abounded in favor of relativism. Th is anti-foundational approach ends up either as 
cognitive relativism, where you cannot affi  rm any truth statements about the world62, or 
then as moral relativism, where you are not able to justify any peculiar principles of the so-
cial world because you have no grounds to do so. Th is fi nally leads to the question of how 
do we know that we know something. Torfi ng goes even further by stating that this point 
of view involves a “liar’s paradox” since in claiming that the theory is anti-essentialist, it 
actually makes an essentialist claim by saying that there is no essence (Torfi ng 2005, 21). 
One of the biggest criticisms presented to discourse theorists is that fi nally this would all 
end up as indeterministic chaos, where “everything goes”. In response, discourse theorists 
claim that this would not lead to total indeterminacy because all objects and actions are 
meaningful, and that meaning is constituted within the discourse that defi nes its identity 
and signifi cance. (Howarth and Stavrakakis 2000, 3; See Torfi ng 2005, 13) For example, 
within Islamist discourse, a woman wearing a headscarf might represent a religious person 
or then the wearing of headscarf might be understood as a symbol of political Islam. Th ese 
meanings are constituted within specifi c discourses. In this example those discourses could 
be “Islamist discourse” and a “secularist discourse”. Another example from Finland could 
be the debate on whether it is appropriate to sing one religious song at the end of each 
school year at public schools. Yet, discourse is a social and political construction, which 
also provides subject positions with which social agents can identify themselves (Howarth 
and Stavrakakis 2000, 3). 

Th e fi fth shortcoming involves the normative perspective. Th e theory of hegemony is capa-
ble of explaining but it is not normative in the sense that it would be able to evaluate the 
norms and values it studies. Th ere is a risk of normative criticism in this theory because 
it entails descriptive and normative ideas and thoughts, but does not clarify what is really 
happening. When things are only described there is no room to describe how they might 
be otherwise. (Critchley and Marchart 2004, 117) Th erefore, while studying such issues as 
politics, it is useful to combine other theories as well, such as democracy or identity theo-
ries, in order to place the norms inside the research.   

According to Bernstein (1976, 235) an adequate political theory should be empirical, in-
terpretative, and critical. Th ere should be an internal dialectic between all these without 
the need of exclusive choices. Th e challenge for discourse theory is whether we can devel-
op a theory that will fulfi l these criteria in the future. Th e aim of the current study has 
been to use this theory in a way that refl ects all these dimensions.

62 Th is idea originates from Plato, who in his dialog with Th eaitetos says that while admitting that 
all the others are right, the speaker simultaneously admits that they are right in saying that he 
is wrong. (Plato ca 360 B.C.) 
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Conclusions 
Th e aim of this chapter was to describe how collective identities are established within 
societies. Th e fi rst part specifi ed the historical framework of the theory. “Th ree generations 
of discourse theory” was presented by using Torfi ng’s genealogy of discourse theory. Th is 
work is using the third generation discourse theory which does not separate discursive and 
non-discursive elements. Moreover, Derrida’s concept of deconstruction was described 
since fi rstly, we need to be aware of all the historical components of subjects we are study-
ing. Th ereafter Foucault’s technique of problematization was brought up, because we need 
to start by identifying the problem (so called problem-driven approach) before applying 
the analytical toolkit. And while studying the establishment of the collective identity for-
mation the concept of subject position was introduced. Subject positions describe the 
ways in which social actors are being produced within societal structures, hence creating 
collective identities. It was emphasized that structure and subject are in a constant relation 
that is formed during the processes of identifi cation.

Th e second part presented the ontological basis of the discourse theory used in this study. 
Th is theory is based on the idea that there is no pre-given essence, but rather that social 
actors, subjects, or objects exist only in relation to one another and are contingent on 
their nature. So subjects are seen as social constructs that change constantly as a result 
of political practices. Within the second part, fi ve key ontological assumptions presented 
by Howarth were introduced. Th ese assumptions included i.a. the idea that objects and 
practices are being constructed discursively and thus they are meaningful. By saying that 
all objects and practices are meaningful, we should remember that their meaning derives 
from historically specifi c systems and rules. In this way, discourse theory is combined with 
Derrida’s approach of genealogy. As such, meaning depends on the orders of discourse that 
constitute its signifi cance while subjects can identify themselves via diff erent subject posi-
tions that these discourses provide. 

Th e third part of this chapter fi rstly described the use of polarization theories within the 
political science discipline in general, and secondly, explained why the post-structuralist 
theory of the so called Essex school has been chosen for this work. Moreover, the individu-
al subchapters introduced the conceptual apparatus of discourse theory. Th e key concepts 
from this theory include: discourse, articulations, political frontiers, antagonisms, logics of 
equivalence and logics of diff erence, and fi nally, the concept of hegemony. Th is part ex-
plained how these concepts can be used while analyzing how collective identity formation 
has taken place, and how the hegemonies are being established.   

Th e fourth part summarized the fi ndings and discussed the shortcomings faced by this the-
ory. Answers to each criticism were also provided.
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CHAPTER 3

Empirical background –
Emergence and the visibility of hegemonies

This chapter provides a critical and historical analysis of the relationship between 
religion and politics in Turkey in order to show 1) how secularism has functioned 
as one of the main constitutive elements of the “political project”, the goal of 

which has been to govern religious communities; and 2) how Islam has always prevailed 
and gained its “symbolic force” from the identity formation of the Turks, and how this has 
aff ected the current political and social situation in Turkey. In so doing, the fi rst section 
briefl y describes the Ottoman heritage of Turkey’s Republic, which consequently has set 
Turkey’s society between the East and the West.  Th e second section summarizes the in-
fl uences of Atatürk’s legacy on the Turkish nation. In the third section, the status of Islam 
in today’s Turkey is outlined, while keeping in mind the latest results from 2018 parlia-
mentary elections. Finally, in the last section of the chapter, the emphasis will be put on 
the most visible sign of the polarization; the headscarf issue, which will be examined in 
depth within the Turkish context. For the purpose of this study, four cases were chosen to 
illustrate the headscarf debate in concrete terms. 

Before moving forward, the argument for explaining these two diff erent paths — the Is-
lamist one (more conservative) and the secularist (often associated with modernity) one 
— in Turkey’s development is put forth, as well as the reason for why two sections in 
this chapter regarding the Ottoman heritage and Atatürk’s legacy might appear somewhat 
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repetitive to the reader.  Firstly, we need to get back to the basic question of what is ex-
plaining. Research questions can implicitly be questions about description (where answers 
include descriptive information) or research questions can be made from signifi cant in-
stances that require an explanation (like comparing descriptions). In Turkey’s case, both 
of these paths, namely the Islamist and the secularist paths, include signifi cant instances 
and hence there is a need to compare both descriptions. In short, by explaining these two 
paths, the aim is to compare explanatory information. (Kokkonen 2014) At the same time 
we can see how both of these paths have produced their own discourses.    

3.1  Turkey: Between Islam and secularism
More than at any other time in history, social scientists have been indicating the need to 
study the multifarious relationship between religion and secularism. With regards to Tur-
key as a research subject, this interest stems from its own domestic history, but also from 
various events that took place elsewhere, like the 1979 Iranian revolution and the Sep-
tember 2001 terrorist attacks against the USA. Most notably this area has been studied by 
berif Mardin, whose article ‘’Center-Periphery Relations: A Key to Turkish Politics?” was 
published in 1973. Also Keyman has written about the resurgence of religious movements 
during the post-Cold War period, which has had eff ects both on the level of individual 
identities, as well as on national and global level politics (Keyman 2007, 215). Th erefore, 
in addition to (the level of ) politics, the relationship between religion and secularism can 
also be studied in terms of identity formation. All these elements form a discursive struc-
ture, which is contingent on its character. Th e whole history of Turkey can be described as 
a complex process of transformation since 1923, which has in recent years widened, deep-
ened and sped up (Keyman 2010, 317). Th e challenge is to fi nd the connection points 
that keep certain elements together, and moreover, to uncover the meaning of these nodal 
points in the events, “what is going on?” In other words, since discourses are seen in this 
study as relational systems of meaning and practice which constitute people’s identities 
(See: Howarth and Stavrakakis 2000, 6), the focus needs to be on the creation and trans-
formation of these structures that eventually form social life. 

3.1.1  Th e perpetual legacy of the Ottoman past - religion as the basis for 
identity

Originally, Turkey’s place in “between the West and the East” began nearly a thousand 
years ago, when the Turkic tribes (already converted to Islam) arrived in Anatolia and 
established the Selcuk Empire in 1071. Th e Ottoman Empire was established in 1299. 
Th e Empire’s golden era is considered to have been from 1453 to 1606, when the Empire 
expanded widely. Since the 18th century, when the Empire started slowly to lose its power 
and territories, it started to look more and more to the West. At the beginning, the re-
forms taken from Europe concerned mainly technical reforms in the army, but also some 
reforms related to trade. Later, starting in 1839 under Sultan Mahmut II’s rule, reforms 
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were concerned with the modernization of the entire society. Th ese reforms started to 
weaken the caliphate and Sharia law. (See more: Ahmad 2003, 1-22) Th e collapse of the 
Empire caused a certain moment of dislocation in people’s identities; the superpower had 
changed into a “sick man”. Statesmen and intellectuals disagreed on how to merge with 
the West: Islamists believed that imitating the West was not the right way to fi nd solutions 
to the problems faced by the Ottoman Empire. Reformists or westerners, on the other 
hand, thought that western science, industry, and technology were closely linked with the 
institutional structures of the society and hence there was no separation between the ideo-
logical and technological reforms. (Toprak 2005b, 29-30) In the long run, the reformists’ 
started to gain more and more support, culminating at the independence of the Republic 
of Turkey. In this way, it is noteworthy to mention that the fi rst “western” reforms took 
place already during the Ottoman Empire. In this way, the process of establishing Turkey’s 
Republic is one of continuous westernization.  

Nevertheless, the biggest heritage of the Ottoman Empire does not relate to the process 
of westernization, but rather to the people’s identity, based on religion. Namely, within 
the Ottoman Empire, due to the variety nationalities living within the land’s borders, the 
basis for a common identity was Islam. Th e so-called Millet system ensured that every-
thing in the society was based on religion. Religion was the only basis on which people 
in such a multi-ethnic and multi-linguistic territory could trust their feeling of belonging 
to something. In the Ottoman Empire, as well as in Turkey, Islam has never solely been 
an individual’s matter, but it has also always off ered values and norms to a wide group of 
people. Individuals have throughout time integrated themselves into the society through 
these values and norms, and therefore religion has off ered a sense of belonging to a group. 
While the Kemalist ideology tried to underestimate this process, and modernism tried to 
overcome it, Islam has throughout history created a feeling of belonging to society and has 
hence been the primary anchor for identity. (Yavuz 2003) 

One of the most central texts on the formation of modern Turkey, Yusuf Akcura’s “Th ree 
Policies” compares the three policies that have, in his opinion, outlasted the Ottoman Em-
pire. Shortly, these policies are referred to as the Ottoman Nation (through assimilation 
and unifi cation), the Ottoman State of all Muslim countries, and Turkic nationalism. Even 
though he comes to the conclusion that out of these three policies Turkish nationalism is 
the best option for Turkey’s future, he admits the importance of religion by writing at the 
end: “…Islam may be an important factor in the realization of Turkish unity. Religion is 
admitted as an important element in various defi nitions of nationality. Islam, however, to 
play such a role in the realization of the Turkish nationality has to face a change so that it 
can admit the existence of the nationalities within itself --a recognition achieved recently 
in Christianity. And such a transformation is almost inevitable.“ (Akcura 1904) At this 
point it is useful to ask the questions why, after the establishment of the Republic, religion 
continued to be the main avenue through which the population chose to release its frus-
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trations against the Kemalist Republican elite, and how a religious identity overcame, for 
instance, identities based on nationality, ethnicity or class. (Yavuz 2003, 37)    

In trying to answer the question above, the two contradicting hegemonies put forth two 
diff erent theories. Although one could claim these theories to be essentialist, they are used 
here to better understand the way scholars and politicians have described Turkey and its 
history. According to one theory, Turkey is a bridge between Asia and Europe, linking 
the East and the West. Correspondingly, Turkey is often seen as a mediator between two 
antagonistic spheres, which benefi ts the country’s materiality and sense of morality. Not-
withstanding, in order to use this kind of mediating role in an eff ective way, the country 
would have to remain neutral ideologically, and politically. At present, we have to remem-
ber, that the two antagonistic spheres are all the time expressing their interests. (Soysal 
2004, 38) Th is can be seen both inside Turkey as well as outside. As a result, the bridge 
theory becomes ineff ective, and we end up with another theory, which relates to Hun-
tington’s clash of civilizations thesis. Ayla Göl calls this “torn-country” theory. According 
to the “torn country” thesis, modernization in Turkey based on Kemalist secularism has 
failed, and as a result political Islam has risen its head. For this reason Turkey becomes “the 
subject of an identity crisis between the West and Islam”. (Göl 2009, 796) In this context, 
we should not forget the bigger picture, in which the domestic polarization in general is 
seen as a symptom of the post-Cold war period. (Palonen 2006, 16) Certainly this has also 
played a role in Turkey.  

In his well-known and controversial book, “Clash of civilizations”, Huntington describes 
Turkey as a “torn country”, which can be identifi ed as having two major characteristics: 
Torn countries are often referred to as a “bridge” between two cultures, while outsiders 
describe them as Janus-faced, for example in the case of Turkey, she is looking simulta-
neously to East and West. However, by defi ning a country as a “bridge” between two 
cultures, as Turkish leaders often used to do, the metaphor of a bridge, which is an arti-
fi cial construction, implies that it connects two sides but is part of neither. Ironically, by 
describing a country as a “bridge” the person is actually euphemistically confi rms that it 
is “torn”. (Huntington 1996, 139, 149) Huntington goes on by stating that Turkey “has a 
single predominant culture which places it in one civilization but its leaders want to shift 
to another civilization.” (Huntington 1996, 138). Th is situation has changed since the 
time that Huntington wrote his book.    

Huntington’s words could be interpreted in such a way that the westernization project 
was led by the political leaders, starting from Atatürk. Here however, Huntington forgets 
that the “westernization reforms” already started during the Ottoman Empire, during the 
so-called “Tanzimat period”. Th us the entity (Turkey’s society), which was seen as antag-
onistic to the West, was already (at least partly) part of the West. To conclude, we should 
remember that Huntington’s ideas are somewhat popularized: his writings incorporate an 
implicit belief that there is a certain incompatibility between democratic values and Mus-
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lim faith. (Toprak 2005a, 167) Huntington’s concept of civilization can be seen as a surro-
gate for religion. Th erefore, the main idea about religion being the main factor in the clash 
of cultures can be questioned and some quantitative data has also proved the theory false 
(See e.g. Fox 2001). Th is type of data shifts the basis for Huntington’s entire civilization 
theory. However, we can detect some traces of Huntington’s thinking in Turkey’s current 
position. Namely, an anti-Western mindset is taking hold inside Turkey today, since ac-
cording to a recent survey, over 80% of Turks believe that the “West” is trying to divide 
Turkey. (ErdoŒan 2018a) 

Before moving on, this paragraph will briefl y outline how these two ideologies - secular 
and Islamist - have alternated in cycles throughout Turkey’s history. Firstly, the period 
1923-1946 was a time of “forced secularization”. Th is was a time of major reforms, such as 
the abolition of the caliphate, the disbandment of religious cults and change of alphabet.63 
Th is forced secularization did not win over the masses as the power holders had wished. 
Th is became evident during the religious rebellions where people demanded a return of 
Sharia law64. Consequently, opposition parties were formed, all of which took part in con-
structing an Islamist discourse to oppose this “forced secularization”. After changes were 
made by the Democratic Party (Demokrat parti (DP)) in 1950s in favor of Islamism65, a 
wider debate between the two groups of secularists/Kemalists versus Islamists began. Later 
in 1967 Andrew Mango, a British scholar of Turkish politics, wrote that readers of the 
Turkish press could get the impression that politics in Turkey was about religion. (Man-
go 1967, 301) More generally speaking, the 1960s and 70s saw a time of social unrest, 
including the two coups of 1960 and 1971, and problems in the economy. 1980 coup 
broke this social unrest by launching Prime Minister Turgut Özal’s liberal reforms, which 
in turn triggered the rise of political Islam over the following two decades. Islamic public 
practices obtained widespread visibility in politics, the economy, media, and art. (Taç and 
Uºur 2007, 311) During the 1970s the urban poor had voted for the CHP, but during 
the 1980s and 1990s, due to socio-economic issues, this group started to vote for the Is-
lamist welfare party (Refah Partisi), the successor of the National Salvation Party (MSP) 
and the National Order Party (MNP) which had been banned earlier. Th e Islamist welfare 
party (Refah Partisi) provided “social welfare” in diff erent forms connected to religion that 
challenged the nationalist hegemonic project. Meanwhile, in the fi eld of trade, an Islamist 
network of contracts and capital emerged. Th is all changed after the 28 February events in 
1997 and many Islamist companies were charged with corruption. (Toprak 2005a, 180-
181) Th e next (and so far fi nal) cycle began after the 2002 general elections, as the Islamist 

63 All these major reforms are explained in chapter 3.2.2.
64 Major uprisings happened in Menemen and around the Sheik Said rebellions.
65 During the fi rst months of the DP’s coming to power, the following changes were made: 

Muslims who wanted to make the pilgrimage to Mecca were allowed to transfer Liras to other 
currency, the call to prayer (ezan) was permitted in Arabic, the tombs of holy saints were 
reopened for visits; the state radio was allowed to broadcast prayers during religious holidays; 
the budget of the Presidency of Religious Aff airs was increased; and a number of religious 
schools were opened. (Toprak, 2005b, 34)
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“Justice and Development” Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) became the govern-
ing party. Th e consequences of this new cycle are analyzed in more depth in the fi nal 
chapter of this study.  

3.1.2  Levels of polarization

It is inconceivable to explain all the historical developments in Turkey’s history that cap-
ture the essence of the society’s polarized nature between the Islamists and secularists. 
Th erefore it is useful to look at diff erent strata or areas of society, which account for the 
polarized nature of Turkey’s society where this duality becomes visible. Th ese strata of soci-
ety, described in the following paragraphs, have been chosen due to their visibility in pub-
lic life. At the same time, these examples operate as indicators of the level of a country’s 
secularity - or religiosity, for that matter. Th ese examples include issues related to class, 
the private and public spheres, party identifi cation, the cleavage within the Turkish school 
system, and the protest meetings that include the summer of 2013 demonstrations. Th ey 
are chosen here because they are seen as visible marks of the country’s polarized nature. 
Via them, Turkey’s polarization between the Islamist and secularist blocs become visible. 

Class

Most of the polarization theories since Rokkan & Lipset (1967a) and Lijphart (1977) 
see class as a major level of polarization within any society. Traditionally, class has been 
defi ned according to Marxists in terms of property relations. In the context of Turkey, 
especially Keyder (1987) has written thoroughly about how the classes were constructed 
during Ottoman Empire and continue to be constructed in Turkey. Th e bourgeois class 
rose already during the Ottoman Empire, even though its development diff ered from its 
European counterparts in many ways. Secular bureaucracy especially welcomed Western 
capitalism. Turkey remained rather a closed economy up until the 1980 coup when there 
was a need to restructure many levels of state. With the aim of “catching up” to the overall 
global trend of neo-liberalization in the fashion of Reaganism in the US and Th atcherism 
in UK (Yildiz Atasoy 2009), both the bourgeoisie and the bureaucracy agreed that the 
time to expand the national economy without the world economy had come to an end 
and hence there was a need to adopt new types of regulations. Th e following period of 
liberalism off ered increasing rates of profi t through lower wages, declining agricultural in-
come and reduced social expenditure. Devaluating currency and subsidizing exports were 
part of these economic policies. While the companies profi ting from protected internal 
markets collapsed, the manufacturing bourgeoisie began to grow. Th is led to a concentra-
tion of capital in the hands of a clique of industrialists with close ties to the (civilian and 
military) right-wing governments of the time and the state bureaucracy. (Keyder 1987, 
28, 224-225.) 

Since 1980, the concept of class has gained new meanings as rapid changes in Turkey’s 
socio-economic structure have taken place. Th e bourgeois classes associated with political 
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Islam have taken the opportunities that new liberalism off ered, and erased the old class 
structure of bureaucracy, bourgeoisie, and peasantry while linking social and civil societ-
ies. Th is has happened via Islamist business organizations such as TUSKON or MUSIAD, 
as well as individual companies with clear Islamist ties.66 Th e emergence of this new reli-
gious bourgeoisie class might be the most revolutionary economic and cultural change to 
have ever occurred in the history of Turkey.  We can ask whether the development from 
the Kemalist modernity to the Islamist/liberalist modernity has led to a historically sig-
nifi cant re-consolidation of capitalist property as some scholars have suggested. (Duzgun 
2012, 123, 136-137) What is noteworthy to mention in this new situation is that classes 
are defi ning themselves through religion more than ever before.

Drawing the lines between the public and private spheres

Th e question on public and private spheres is concerned mainly with how to separate 
these spheres. During the Ottoman Empire, the Millet system ensured an environment 
where activities mainly took place within the private domain. Each religion contained the 
elements for self-suffi  cient social life.  It is noticeable, that the fi rst signs of change came in 
the form of colorful women’s clothes from the West, worn by the upper-class non-Muslim 
minorities in the seventeenth century. Already at that time the Ottoman government tried 
to regulate women’s clothing by asking women to avoid wearing “conspicuous and elegant 
clothes”. (Ç aha 2005, 16) 

During the Republican time, until the 1950s, political authority tried to dominate public 
life, in attempting to have absolute control over political, social, and cultural activities. 
For example the existence of media, independent associations, social movements, and po-
litical parties were prohibited. In the early 1930s, there were only three NGOs, all of 
which were outlawed within a few years by the government. Also all educational activities, 
property of land, and manufacturing production were strictly controlled. Th e situation of 
the public sphere changed slightly during the multiparty period, starting from the 1950s. 
Along with the political parties, associations, religious communities and sects, workers’ 
unions and media also slowly began to emerge, although they were not entirely legalized 
by the offi  cials and hence, we could still refer to this phenomena as “closed public”67 Th is 
development changed in the late 1980s with a liberal paradigm. Diff erent societal groups 
with, for instance, ethnic, religious, political, sexual, cultural and economic motives be-
came visible in the public sphere. Peaceful rallies and protests organized by civil society 
groups are examples of this change in public life. (Ç aha 2005, 16-23)

66 For example Ülker and Fakir.
67 Th e 1961 new constitution opened this “closeness” partly by developing some freedoms, such 

as giving more autonomy to universities and Turkish radio and the television authority. At the 
same time, the Constitutional Court and Bicameral system were established. (Findley  2010, 
311-312)
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Th e term “public religion” has become a famous slogan in research on religions since Ca-
sanova published his book on the topic in 1994. However most of the research on this 
concept concerns only the western world. Th ese studies often include a statement that the 
role of religion has increased in the public sphere of modern societies. A contrary view 
argues that by defi ning religion more precisely, we can see that religious people participate 
mainly in non-religious activities within the public sphere. Hence, religious actors are able 
to accommodate their way of communicating to the secularized public sphere. Religion 
rarely takes a public role in these communications. (Köhrsen 2012) Th e most radical view 
includes the idea that the public sphere should be secular and neutral, and so for instance, 
civil servants should not be allowed to wear religious or ideological symbols, such as an 
Atatürk pin or headscarf. (An-na’im 2008, 211)

Drawing the line between the public and private spheres can turn into transgression and 
thus have unpredictable consequences. In 2007 the AKP attempted to widen the use of 
religious symbols in the public sphere by allowing the use of headscarves at universities. 
Th is didn’t come into force at that time and instead, the Prosecutor General attempted to 
shut the AKP down, in a claim that the AKP had become the institutional locus for an-
ti-secular activities. Th e Constitutional Court announced its verdict on 30th of July 2008 
ruling against the motion to shut down the AKP. (Keyman 2010, 315) Th e entire secular 
establishment (the army, the CHP and the Kemalist elite) blamed the AKP. For the secu-
larists, this event was a serious warning for the AKP’s leaders. Some of them believed that 
the AKP had a hidden agenda to turn the country into an Islamic state. (Göl 2009, 796) 

Party identifi cation

One way to look at a country’s social cleavages is to examine how people identify with the 
parties. In one interesting empirical study, conducted by KalaycıoŒlu (2007, 8) in 2007, 
64% of Turks could name a party with which they identifi ed themselves. In this study, the 
majority of the people could identify with the three biggest parties, AKP (36.1%), CHP 
(12.4%) or MHP (7.6%)68. In the same study, KalaycıoŒlu further identifi ed factors that 
explained people’s party identifi cation. For the people identifying themselves as support-
ing the AKP, the main factor determining a voter’s identifi cation was religion. For both 
the CHP and the MHP, family socialization was the biggest factor explaining people’s par-
ty identifi cation. (KalaycıoŒlu 2007, 14-18) Within this study, KalaycıoŒlu defi nes family 
socialization as “father’s and mother’s party identifi cation”, as recalled by the study’s re-
spondents. Th ese parties are rather old on Turkey’s political map, which might explain the 
family oriented identifi cation. It is worth mentioning that for CHP voters, religiosity as a 
negative force was the second important factor (KalaycıoŒlu 2007, 14). 

In a more recent survey, conducted in 2010-2016 by Emre ErdoŒan from Bilgi University, 
people were asked which political party they associate the most with. 43,4 % of the people 

68  MHP, Th e Nationalist Movement Party, Turkish: Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi
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replied the AKP, whereas 21,5% of the people said the CHP and 11,5% said the MHP. In 
this study the participants were also asked about identities. CHP supporters mostly indi-
cated Alevi, Atatürkist and secular identities whereas AKP supporters mentioned religious 
people and conservative identities. (ErdoŒan 2018b) By comparing these two studies and 
looking at party identifi cation, we can see that polarization in Turkey has further deep-
ened. Th e ErdoŒan’s study included 2004 Turks from 16 diff erent cities, and therefore sta-
tistically it is representative enough to draw conclusions on the current political cleavages 
inside Turkey. 

A third example is a research conducted by Professor Yılmaz Esmer (the head of Politi-
cal Science and International Aff airs at the University of Bahcesehir). He used a unique 
technique to study the current polarization atmosphere of politics and the polarization of 
citizens. Th e research was carried out in the 20 biggest cities of Turkey. Th e result shows a 
proof of polarized layers of the society of Turkey. Esmer showed the respondents images of 
local politicians of (ruling) AKP Party and (opposing) Republican Party (CHP). Th ereaf-
ter respondents were asked if they were acquainted with politicians. Th ose who had been 
acquainted were eliminated and the research continued with remaining pictures. Th ere-
after the research question was that which one of politicians would represent a subject’s 
party based on the images taken straight from those parties’ websites. Th e result revealed 
that 75% of respondents correctly chose politicians who were representing their party. 
Furthermore, this research presented two householders from AKP and CHP. Participants 
were informed that there were two fl ats with exactly same features in the same street for 
rent. Th e research question was that which one of those householders you would like to be 
your householder. Th e results showed that 80% of the participants chose the householder 
from the party they felt closest. (T24, 24.4.2017) 

Centre versus periphery

Th e existing gap between AKP and CHP voters also suggests that there is a divide be-
tween the “centre” — the urban, secular, “western-minded” part of society— and the “pe-
riphery” — the more rural, traditional and religious part of the society. Traditionally, the 
“periphery” votes for more conservative parties. Th is prevailing paradigm has been most 
notably indicated by berif Mardin in his 1973 article “Center and Periphery: A Key to 
Turkish Politics?”, in which he remarks that “the confrontation between the center and 
the periphery was the most important social cleavage underlying Turkish politics and one 
that seemed to have survived more than a century of modernization” (Mardin 1973, 170) 
Since its publication, Mardin’s article has been cited more than 600 times, but in the re-
cent times, there has also been criticism against Mardin’s essentialism. According to the 
critics, the latest historical events from the 2010s onwards which have seen the AKP be-
come increasingly authoritarian do not fi t within this binary setting. (Bakiner 2018) 
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Due to the urbanization process, which has been underway since the 1970s, the move 
of rural migrants moved into urban suburbs has muddied the centre-periphery divide.  
Along this line of argumentation, some scholars, including Ramid Ahmadov (2008, 34) 
have argued that Turkish society has somehow transgressed the center-periphery division 
thanks to the economic changes brought in by Turgut Özal’s government. However, it can 
be claimed that the poor neighborhoods of rural migrants in metropolitan areas are in fact 
the new “periphery”. By redefi ning the periphery from this perspective, we can still claim 
that the most salient axis of political divisions in Turkey in recent years remains the cleav-
age between the center and periphery. (KalaycıoŒlu 1994) Th ere is empirical evidence to 
support this: the 2002 election results indicate that the AKP has a strong base of support-
ers among the less educated people in metropolitan areas. Meanwhile, the CHP collects 
most of its supporters from well-educated urban groups, and especially from the areas 
where the Alevi population lives. (IƔik and PinaroŒlu 2010, 177-179) 

In addition to the 2002 election results, the center-periphery division can be seen in the 
election campaigns. Religious symbolism still remains a means to acquire votes in the 
Anatolian periphery for conservative center-right parties. (Jung 2006) Moreover, the cen-
ter-periphery cleavage is deeply related to the overall issue of the politico-symbolic sig-
nifi cance of the headscarf as an embodiment of the ”periphery” identity. Finally, we can 
also look at the composition of students at religious Imam-Hatip schools: the majority 
of the students in these schools come from rural areas, or are the children of parents who 
have moved from rural areas to the cities (Çakmak 2009a, 838). To summarize, the cen-
ter-periphery division has been an essential factor in helping to understand the history of 
Turkey’s polarized nature. Th is being said, recent developments in Turkey have begun to 
modify the situation.  

Th e school system

A closer look at the Turkish school system sheds light on the polarization.  To put this in 
its historical context, it was the school system at the end of 19th century that triggered 
the birth of a new secularist class and the Young Turks movement. Before 2002, most of 
Turkey’s public and private schools were non-religious. But already at that time there were 
also public vocational secondary institutions called Imam-Hatip schools that prepared 
students to be knowledgeable of (Sunni) Islam. In these schools, religious subjects form 
about 40 percent of the curriculum. Th ese include i.a. Arabic, Islamic jurisprudence, Is-
lamic history, Islamic customs and memorization, and interpretation of the Koran’s texts. 
(Pak 2004, 326-328)

Th e historical evolution of the Imam-Hatip schools reveals the entrenchment between the 
secularist and Islamist realms. Since their establishment in 1951, until 1980 the number 
of Imam-Hatip schools grew from seven to 249. In 1997 there were already 604 schools 
in which over half a million students attended this religious education. After the February 
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28 events in 1997, these schools were aff ected in two ways. Firstly, the compulsory (secu-
lar) education was increased from fi ve to eight years. As such, grades six, seven and eight 
at the Imam-Hatip Schools were closed down. Secondly, a revision in university entrance 
exams made it almost impossible to enroll at universities from the Imam-Hatip Schools, 
with exception to the faculty of theology. Moreover, students from Imam-Hatip schools 
were completely denied access to the police and military academies. After this decision, 
the number of students at Imam-Hatip schools dropped 88 percent in the fi ve following 
years. Former (secularist) President Sezer argued that allowing Imam-Hatip School gradu-
ates access to universities would violate the principles of secularism. Until 2007, students 
who had enrolled at Imam-Hatip Schools were forbidden to switch schools. (Kuru 2009, 
193-196) 

Th is tendency began to change once the AKP party came to power. Firstly, the madrasas 
(unoffi  cial religious education institutions embedded in Islamic religious sects) were unof-
fi cially re-opened. Th e AKP encouraged this process and after winning the local elections 
of 2009, it declared that all barriers to students of Imam-Hatip schools has been lifted. 
From that point on, Imam-Hatip graduates were granted the right to enter all the facul-
ties at universities, not only the faculty of theology. As such, these students enrolled to 
study engineering, philosophy, public administration etc. Th is move also increased better 
employment opportunities for them. And as the graduates of these schools got employed 
in top positions, they began to hire more people from Imam-Hatip schools. Th is has al-
ready happened at the university level, in which directors appointed to universities by 
the president since 2007 have been professors who support AKP (excluding the direc-
tors of BoŒaziçi, METU and few others). (private e-mail by a former Turkish researcher 
12.6.2013)

Following the 2011 general elections, the Turkish Parliament passed a law in March 2012 
that allowed Imam-Hatip schools to once again take students as young as 10 years old 
(BBC News 31.3.2012). In the summer 2012, many rural areas were visited by AKP sup-
porters that encouraged local people to send their children to Imam-Hatip schools. Con-
sequently, the number of students has increased since September 2012. Meanwhile, Prime 
Minister ErdoŒan stated in a speech that he would like to decrease the age of becoming 
a candidate in the parliamentary elections to 18. (Private e-mail by a former Turkish re-
searcher 12.6.2013) In that same year, ErdoŒan openly announced in a speech that he 
harbors the ambition “to raise devout generations”. During the inauguration ceremony 
in March 2015 ErdoŒan announced that the number of people studying at Imam-Hatip 
schools had risen to one million. (Bekdil 2015) 

According to some teachers in Imam-Hatip schools, what diff erentiates Imam-Hatip 
schools from regular schools is that Imam-Hatip schools teach students to become the 
religious leaders of tomorrow who will make up the moral backbone of the society. Th e 
students are constantly reminded of the seriousness of their positions. (Pak 2004, 339) 
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Th is sentence captures the main idea and diff erence between the two types of schools. It 
is what eventually aff ects the identities of these students at later stages in their life as they 
defi ne themselves in opposition to the “secular” other. Th ey will have real power and infl u-
ence as they become entrepreneurs, politicians, and academics. Such Islamist elites contest 
the equation of modernity with secularization and Westernization (Pak 2004, 332). One 
of the ways to encourage enrolment into the Imam-Hatip school system is by off ering free 
dormitories and meals for their students. It is easy to conclude that these schools provide 
a platform for producing a new Islamist generation in Turkey while educating Islamist 
cadres for state administration and bureaucratic posts. Moreover, even though they remain 
under the control of the Ministry for Education, these schools have always been seen by 
the Islamist parties as a key institution in bringing back a state-based Islam (whether radi-
cal or moderate). Th ey have a role in preserving the (Sunni) Islamic identity of the Islamist 
population in Turkey (Çakmak 2009a, 837-840). In looking at this development, we can 
conclude that there is a new Islamic generation being born in Turkey.

A struggle between the gülenists69 and the AKP which culminated in the 15th of July 2016 
coup attempt also had some consequences within the education sector during 2013-2016. 
However, the major change that occurred during period in regards to  education was not 
this struggle between the two Islamist camps, but rather a decrease in the division between 
the secularists and Islamists due to National Ministry of Education’s  new curriculum, 
which they announced at the beginning of 2016 for the primary, lower secondary, and 
secondary school levels. Th e curriculum was implemented in 2017. It includes for exam-
ple the education of “values”, that intends to strengthen Islamic morality. Moreover, the 
Darwinian Th eory on evolution was removed and deleted from all textbooks. Another 
example of this new curriculum is the concept of Jihad being presented as part of Islamic 
law. (Kandyoti & Emanet 2017, 872-874; Hürriyet Daily News 18.7.2017) Hence, we 
can rightfully conclude that this new curriculum is promoting a new offi  cial ideology that 
aims to diminish secularist elements and increase religious ones. 

Th e protest meetings

In 2007 the general assembly was about to elect Turkey’s new president. Th ere were discus-
sions that the current Prime Minister Erdoğan would run. Partly for this reason, but also 
due to the government’s earlier policies, tension rose between the secularist-minded peo-
ple and the government. Eventually the clash led to so-called protest meetings or the Re-
publican Meetings (Cumhuriyet Mitingleri), which took place in three of the biggest cities 
in Turkey (Ankara, Istanbul and Izmir) in April and May 2007. Such peaceful demonstra-
tions of this scale had never been seen before in Turkey’s history. Rumors began to spread 
about retired army offi  cers or the opposition party CHP being behind the mobilization 
of the people. Regardless, the rallies can be seen as one of the channels that captured the 

69 Th e Gülenist movement is a controversial religious movement, led by preacher Fethullah 
Gülen.
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voice of the secularists, even though this did not lead to increase in votes for the CHP in 
the general elections. Th e demonstrators carried pictures of Atatürk and shouted slogans 
on protecting secularism and republicanism. Interestingly they were not only against the 
so-called hidden Islamic agenda of the AKP but they were also against the role of the army 
in politics. Th ese people felt that their lifestyles were being threatened: their freedom to 
drink alcohol, women’s equal right to get their driver’s license, the wearing non-religious 
clothing, and the option to not wear headscarves. (Göl 2009, 800-801; Sofos & Özkırımlı 
2016, 141) When the Turkish Parliament voted to lift the headscarf ban at universities the 
following year, in February of 2008, tens of thousands of people gathered again in Ankara 
to protest this decision and chant secularist slogans. And in June 2008, people rallied 
against a possible military coup (Göl 2009, 800-801).          

After these large protest meetings in 2007, even bigger protests happened in 2013 after 
the AKP had been in power for over a decade. Th ese protests were clearly directed against 
the AKP party and especially its leadership, in the form of the so-called “Gezi park” case. 
Demonstrations began as a protest to the government’s plans to build a shopping mall in 
one of Istanbul’s parks. But soon after, protests sprung up across the entire country against 
the growing autocracy of the governing AKP party, and especially its leader and Prime 
Minister Recep Tayyip ErdoŒan. (Damar 2016) Demonstrators felt yet again that their 
(western) lifestyle was being violated in many ways. Th ese violations included regulations 
on the alcohol law (such as banning all images, advertisements, and movies scenes involv-
ing alcohol consumption), the Prime Minister’s remarks on having at least three children, 
and changes in the education system which saw an increase in the teaching of religion 
(Göle 2013, 10; Ranna & Yigit 17.7.2013).  

Individual events and systemic violence

In addition to the aforementioned examples of the grand levels of society (class, public 
vs. private spheres, party identifi cation, center versus periphery, the school system and 
protest meetings), we can pinpoint particular events as well as systemic violence in Turkey 
which act as examples that show the dual nature of Turkish society. A key turning point 
that came to symbolize Islamic fury is the 1993 Sivas massacre. During this incident, 
37 people, mostly Alevi intellectuals and artists, were killed in a hotel fi re lit by a fun-
damentalist Sunni mob. (Watters 2016) Th roughout Turkey’s history many people have 
been assassinated in Turkey and abroad for their diff erent way of thinking. In the 1980s a 
university professor and many journalists that were critical of Islam were murdered. In the 
1990s, mass graves for the tortured victims by the Turkish Hizballah were discovered. (To-
prak 2005b, 35) Yet another example of the polarization in Turkish society that delineates 
the Islamist camp from secularist camp is the murder of State Council’s second Chamber 
Judge Mustafa Yücel Özbilgin’s on 17th of May 2006. Th e judge had ruled against the 
headscarf. Th e incident caused tens of thousands of demonstrators in Ankara to express 
their anger. Th e headscarf ban was seen as a major reason for the murder. Th e heads of the 
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High Court drew up a joint statement in which they interpreted the murder to have been 
committed against the secular state. Meanwhile the burial ceremony of Özbilgin turned 
into a secularist demonstration against the government. (Yavuz 2009, 166-167) A similar 
example, is the brutal murders of three Christians in Malatya in 2007. 

Systemic violence include continuous minor incidents that showing the country’s polar-
ized nature, or “clash of ‘nations’” as Atay (2013) calls them. Th ese minor incidents in-
clude attempts to interfere in people’s private lives, in relation to e.g. abortion, alcohol 
consumption, and even public displays of aff ection. (Atay 2013) During 2010-2016 there 
has been at least fi ve cases alone in Istanbul’s Tophane neighborhood where people were 
attacked during an art exhibition. Th e reasons for these were mainly related to alcohol 
consumption in the public place. One case related to drinking during Ramadan. In an-
other case, people were attacked because they were seen kissing in public. Apparently, the 
police did not arrive immediately after they were called and therefore the attackers were 
not charged with assault. (Bianet 3.10.2016)    

Th e aforementioned part concentrated on the realities and problems that the polarization 
has caused for Turkish society. However, one might point out that the real issue is not ac-
tually about the clash of Islamist and secularist blocs but the complex interdependency between 
secularism and democratization in a Muslim context. (Göl 2009, 807) Indeed, in this thesis 
it is argued that this is the change that took place after the 2002 general elections. Before 
the AKP party came to power, many issues were seen in light of these two antagonistic 
hegemonies. But since the AKP came to power, issues have been mostly about how democracy 
can coexist in a Muslim country. Hence the 2002 elections can be seen as a moment of 
dislocation where a discursive structure became a split subject, attempting to reconstruct 
its identity. Th is reconstructing and identity formation process began already at the begin-
ning of the AKP period, as the ruling party adapted liberal democratic values to suit their 
Islamic values.

3.2  Roots of secularism

3.2.1  Defi nitions

Th e meaning of “secularism”70 is constantly shifting in literature, and ethnographies of 
particular forms of secularism have been on the increase as of late (Cannell 2010). More-
over, secularism is re-constructed and re-described depending on the society and histori-
cal circumstances in which it takes place (Keyman 2007). While defi ning the concept of 
“secularism”, it is noteworthy to mention that the origin of “secular” is a western historical 
phenomenon. It was fi rst coined by British George Jacob Holyoake as a “form of opinion 
which concerns itself only with questions, the issues of which can be tested by the experi-

70 For the etymology of secularism, see Jose Casanova: Public religions in the modern world 
(1994), pages 12-13.  
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ence of this life”71 (Holyoake 1896). Perhaps one of the clearest defi nitions of secularism 
today origins from Peter Berger. According to him, secularization (the process leading 
to secularism) is a “process by which sectors of society and culture are removed from the 
domination of religious institutions and symbols”. (Berger 1967, 107) Hence, the core of 
the defi nition for secularism is the separation of religion from politics. 

Notwithstanding these defi nitions, to defi ne secularism in Turkey’s context is another 
complicated task. Since secularism has its roots in Western development, it is expected 
to be alien for Muslim societies. Within the Western European experience, secularization 
has been a precondition of democracy, while in Turkey, these two have often been mu-
tually exclusive. (Gülalp 2005, 352) Indeed Turkish secularism is very diff erent from that 
of France or the United States for example. Rather than the separation of religion and state, 
Turkish secularism has aimed to control religion, and additionally, its exclusion from the public 
sphere (Yavuz 2009, 169-170). Turkish secularization also suggests a split between private 
morality and religion. (Toprak 2005a, 168) Secularism in the Turkish context is referred 
to as Kemalizm (Kemalism) or laiklik (laicism). Th e terms Kemalist, laicist, or secularist 
indigenously refer to those who champion the secular ideology of the republic’s founding 
father Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. (Pak 2004, 331-332) Atatürk undertook sweeping reforms 
that swiftly and systematically dismantled Islam as the institutional basis of Turkish life 
in the 1920s and 1930s and put the nation in a sharply defi ned course of transformation 
modelled after Western Europe. (Karpat 2001, 781; Taylor 1988, 31) Finally, secularism 
in Turkey’s case became part of the social imaginary while trespassing the civil and military 
ideologies. At its utmost, secularism has become such an absurd idea that sometimes it has 
been used for authoritarian means, for the loss of liberal democracy. (Göle 2003, 21-22) 

While the traditional meaning of “secularism” has been the separation of church and state, 
laicism has meant the subordination of the religious aff airs under the state (White 2008, 
357). In Turkey, often the (originally French) concept of “laicism” or “laiklik” is used to 

71  In “Th e Principles of Secularism” (1871), Holyoake off ers a more precise defi nition: “Secular-
ism is that which seeks the development of the physical, moral, and intellectual nature of man 
to the highest possible point, as the immediate duty of life — which inculcates the practical 
suffi  ciency of natural morality apart from Atheism, Th eism or the Bible — which selects as its 
methods of procedure the promotion of human improvement by material means, and proposes 
these positive agreements as the common bond of union, to all who would regulate life by 
reason and ennoble it by service”. 

  An earlier, parallel expression, “the separation of church and state”, was voiced by Th omas Jef-
ferson (1802) in a letter to the Danbury Baptists already in 1802, but there the word “secular” 
had not yet appeared: “Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies solely between 
Man & his God, that he owes account to none other for his faith or his worship, that the legit-
imate powers of government reach actions only, & not opinions, I contemplate with sovereign 
reverence that act of the whole American people which declared that their legislature should 
“make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” 
thus building a wall of separation between Church & State.” 
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include an idea of “constitutional control of religious aff airs” by the state.72 Th e Kemalist 
elite has always believed that a “modern society” could only be created by supporting the 
secularist principles in the constitution (Mardin 1981, 211). Laicism has also been a way 
of linking the top-down and grass roots level secularisms. Controlling religious activities, 
as well as strictly separating religion and state has been considered as a vehicle in Turkey’s 
new laicist identity formation by the Kemalists. Hence the objective level of secularization 
(state-society) aff ects the subjective level of people’s identity formation. (Keyman 2007, 
220-227) Some concrete tools of this top-down secularization include conscription to the 
army, the foundation of the Diyanet and so-called village institutes (Köy Enstitüleri) with-
in the fi eld of education implemented in the 1940s.

Secularism derives or is part of the bigger concept of “modernity” which is also rather 
Europe-centered. Alaranta (2011, 80) has defi ned modernity as “enlightenment meta-nar-
rative of the western world.” Th is defi nition connects modernity to its historical roots 
by capturing its western origins. Even modernity and secularism has no causal or linear 
relationship (Keyman 2007), we can ask whether secularism is a constitutive element of 
modernity or is secularism a bi-product of the modernization project. On the other hand, 
during the early years of their rule, the AKP put policies into motion which could have 
been described as “Islamic modernism” since many of the policies being implemented by 
the AKP were originally initiated by the previous secular governments. Such modernist 
advances included reforms on economic liberalization, privatization, the termination of 
some previous populist policies on the public sector, the de-centralization of the state, 
democratization, and advancing Turkey’s EU candidacy. Th ese innovative ways combined 
Islamic thinking with modernity and secularism, thereby constructing Islamic modern-
ism. (C ȫınar 2006, 86, 94-95) Consequently, the Europeanization of Turkey went hand in 
hand with the Islamization of Turkey (Göle 2012, 8). However, these examples show at 
the same time that many Muslims misinterpreted the term modernity by thinking that it 
rather meant taking economic freedom and consumerism to the next level while there was 
no need to make changes concerning human rights, nor respect diff erent lifestyles. Hence, 
Islamists wanted to practice their lifestyle and defend their right to be diff erent, while at 
the same time preventing minority groups, especially gays, lesbians, or secularists from 
practicing these same rights. (Yavuz 2004, 227) From this viewpoint it is easy to under-
stand the Turkish Constitutional court’s ruling on its decision of banning the Welfare Par-
ty (RP)  in 1998: “Secularism is not the separation of religion and state, but the separation 
of religion and worldly aff airs...It means the separation of social life, education, family, 
economics, law, manners, dress codes, etc. from religion. It is beyond political regime, it is 
“Turkey’s philosophy of life””. (Hale & Özbudun 2010, 22)

Kemalists saw secularization of the public sphere and civic institutions as crucial to the 
advancement of modernization. (Göle, 2003, 22) In addition, one of the main ideas of 

72 In practice this means that the Presidency of Religious Aff airs (Diyanet, in Turkish) which exe-
cutes the aff airs concerning religion, is in principle a state institution. 
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Kemalist secularism was to teach and even impose a Western way of living. It is notewor-
thy to mention that Turkish secularism originally took its values and admired the Western 
lifestyle. But by attaching more and more nationalist values to it, it partly became even 
anti-western73. Perhaps for this reason, when Islam became more visible in society starting from 
the 1980s, instead of turning its head to the West, Turkish secularism as an ideology defi ned 
itself in opposition to the other hegemonic discourse within the society and since the Islamist 
based AKP party came to power, its “other” has been the AKP itself, or its leaders more specifi -
cally.

Instead of using the concepts “modernization”, “Kemalism” or “laicism”, this study uses 
mainly the term “secularism”. Th is has been done for two reasons. Firstly, the term “sec-
ularist” attempts to describe a wider lifestyle used by a group of people in Turkey, who 
consider themselves more “western” and more “modern”. Th is wider lifestyle includes a 
realm of “habitus” and cultural codes, which through symbolic capital eventually form 
distinct status groups. Th e term Kemalism would have hence been too narrow a concept 
to describe this secularist lifestyle which distinguishes the republican elites from more tra-
ditional and religious manners and culture. (Göle 1997, 52) Th is discussion comes close 
to the “black Turk - white Turk” discourse, whereby the polarity of the society is labelled 
according to culture, lifestyle and social class. Th ese terms are especially used by scholars, 
intellectuals, and journalists — although perhaps the fi rst person to become widely cited 
by this terminology was the former Prime Minister Erdoºan, who stated in a speech in 
2003 that Muslims were Turkey’s blacks, meaning that they were a repressed group as op-
posed to the secularists. (Demiralp 2012)74 

Secondly, this study is mainly interested in identities, and the term “secularist” best de-
scribes the non-religious identity of a person who considers religion to be a more private 
matter than a public one. (See: White 2008, 357) As mentioned in the introduction, sec-
ularism also refers to the political project that seeks to transform the sociopolitical order 
in accordance with certain norms (See: Cınar 2005, 8–9). Th ese norms stem from the 
modernization project on one hand and from Western culture on the other hand. 

3.2.2  Th e emergence of secularism in Turkey 

During the 600 years of the Ottoman Empire, the basis for people’s identity was rooted 
in Islam. Religion was the main unifying force in this multinational, multi-ethnic and 
multi-language empire. Religions other than Islam were also accepted, even though if their 
societal status was not as high as the majority’s religion. Th e move from religious to secular 
political legitimacy started to happen gradually, from the 19th century onwards. Th e roots 

73 Th is part can be also-called (ultra-)nationalist Kemalists or ulusalcılar (See more e.g. on Ala-
ranta 2014, 98)

74 Th is type of comparison has actually been made much earlier, as chapter 5.3.3 shows. Namely, 
already in 1999, headscarved women’s situation in Turkey was compared to that of the Afri-
can-americans in the USA. (Yeni fafak 4.5.1999c; Yeni fafak 19.1.2000)
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of secularization took hold during the Tanzimat period, at which point education was also 
partly secularized. Th is reform created a new secular, educated class that was bound for 
a military education, instead of a career in the clergy. Firstly, the Young Ottomans made 
the 1876 constitution possible, and thereafter the so-called Young Turks movement, con-
sisting almost exclusively of exiled army offi  cers and intelligentsia, pursued their secularist 
path with a more nationalistic tone.   

Th e secularization process of Turkey would most likely not have materialized without one 
man in particular from the Young Turks movement: Mustafa Kemal. He became a nation-
al hero in the Turkish War of Liberation that ensued from the aftermath of the First World 
War. Atatürk, as he later became to be known, succeeded in three crucial tasks: he gathered 
the political power elite as his friends, he declared the country as a republic, and put an 
end to the leadership of Ottoman sultans and the caliphate. As a result he became the fi rst 
President of the Republic of Turkey. (Alaranta 2011, 8) During his years in power which 
lasted until 1938, the CHP established six principles to govern the Turkish state that also 
became to be known as the main principles of the Kemalist ideology.75 Th ese principles are 
republicanism, nationalism, étatisme, secularism, populism and revolutionism/reformism 
(from above) - all of which allow for secular unity between the state and its citizens.76 Th e 
goal of the Kemalist elite, according to them, was to transform the backward, traditional 
and religious lifestyle into a modern and secular national identity. Th erefore, secularism 
was seen to constitute one of the basic requirements for a contemporary civilization. (See: 
Keyman 2007, 221-222) 

Kemalists saw that Islam had been the reason why the Ottoman Empire had been unable 
to modernize itself. Religious men (the ulema) had opposed all progressive reforms and 
kept women out of the public sphere. (Toprak 2005b, 30) Hence, the secularist project 
began with abolishing all religious symbols and practices from the public sphere. In prac-
tice, this meant that religious places of worship and the tarikat (the dervish orders) were 
banned (in 1925). Th e Ottoman cap (the fez) was banned and replaced by European-style 
hats (in 1925). Th e Western calendar was taken in to use (in 1926) and the Latin alpha-
bet replaced the Arabic alphabet (in 1928). Also the radio (and later TV-channels) was 
restricted to playing only a certain type of music. (Göle 2003, 22) 

75 In Turkish this is called Atatürkcülük by the supporters of this ideology, and its critics call it 
Kemalizm.

76 One starting point for the ideology of secularism within the Republic of Turkey was 1937, 
when the principle of secularism was included to the 1924 Turkish constitution as one of the 
six arrows of Kemalism (Th e fi rst (1921) and second (1924) versions of the constitutions did 
not yet include the words secular or laic in Turkish. Th is amendment was made to the second 
version of constitution only in 1937). In the present constitution this sentence (Turkey is a 
secular state) still remains as “unchangeable”. Th e sentence that refers to Islam as the offi  cial 
religion was taken out of the constitution already in 1928. (Niewenhuis 2005, 501)
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From the examples listed above we can see that in addition to the political ideology, state 
institutions, and the state elite, the secularist project aimed to aff ect people’s lives at all 
layers and levels of Turkish society. According to Kemalist ideology, this was necessary for 
two reasons: to build a modern citizenship that would replace the old Ottoman identity, 
and to unify people. Partly this was done at the expense of non-Muslims by erasing them 
from public view, by taking over their properties and even by forced deportations. How-
ever, it is important to mention that although Kemalism was born out of its opposition 
to religion, it didn’t oppose religion as such, but rather Kemalism opposed the ulema and 
the offi  cial status religion held (Jung 2006). Hence, Turkish secularism at its basis does not 
presume a clear-cut divide between the religious and political spheres, but rather it sug-
gests state control of religion in the name of secular principles. Control of this Kemalist 
state doctrine was mainly executed by the CHP and the Armed forces. Later the Kemalist 
hegemonic bloc came to include the ideological element (Atatürkism), the legal element 
(constitutional secularism), and the institutional element (National Security Council), in 
addition to the watchdog (army). (Jung 2006, 147) Taş (2011) has defi ned the secular 
establishment (or the ‘historic bloc’ in Gramscian terms) as including the military, the top 
echelons of the judiciary and academia, and the big Istanbul-based industrialists. 

Th e most important issue of the Kemalist rule has been to protect the secularist nature 
of the country, which has been used to justify the supreme authority of the armed forces 
in politics. (Jung 2006) Th is discussion may be linked to the sovereignty of a state which 
is not formed of fi xed blocs, but instead varies depending on the time and state. (Hep-
er 1988, 1) In Turkey, the army’s role as the gatekeeper of the secularist nature of the 
country has been seen by many as totally legitimate, contributing to country’s sovereignty. 
However, the army has suff ered a decrease in legitimacy in the eyes of the people over the 
past sixty years, as an increasing number of people have witnessed actions the army has 
taken, especially in the form of coups, or threats of them. Namely, Turkey has undergone 
three coups by the army, in 1960, 1971 and 1980. In addition, during the 1997 so-called 
“post-modern coup” the army forced Turkey’s fi rst Islamist Prime Minister, Necmettin 
Erbakan to resign from power.77 As such, one of the weak points of the Kemalist project 
and secularization has been that it has been realized and executed in a top-down form of 
modernization. (Jung 2006) Even though the issue at hand is not as simple as it appears: 
namely, that during the Ottoman period, many issues were executed as a top-down pro-
cess, so this tradition carried over into Turkish society when the republic was formed. Re-
gardless of the eff orts by the ruling elite to control the situation, it was unable to prevent 
the future developments that came out of the establishment of democracy: namely the 
fact that the previously silent religious and rural classes started to present their religious 
demands. 

From 1950 to 1980 we can say that the offi  cial policies towards religion were more toler-
ant in compared to those during the previous single-party period. During this multi-party 

77  Th ere was also one unsuccessful coup attempt in 2016 in which the army was involved.
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era, center-right and moderate Islamist parties supported passive secularism. (Kuru 2009, 
228) Th is emergence of visibility of Islam in public life started in 1950s by the moderate 
right wing Democratic Party (DP) (1946-1961). First the ban on announcing the call to 
prayer (ezan) in Arabic was lifted, the budget of the Presidency of Religious Aff airs was 
increased, optional religious courses were introduced in all public schools, 19 Imam-Hatip 
schools were reopened (all the Imam-Hatip schools had been closed in 1930, so there was 
hardly any legal education of Islam between 1930-1950 (Kuru 2009, 218; Toprak 2005b, 
34)), and then religious broadcasting over the radio including prayers on religious holi-
days was permitted (Kuru 2009, 226). Th is period ended in a military coup in 1960 and 
with the execution of the popular DP Prime minister Adnan Menderes. After returning to 
multi-party system in 1961, Süleyman Demirel of the Adalet Party continued in Mende-
res’s legacy during the second half of the 60s. By 1969, the number of Imam-Hatip schools 
reached seventy-one. Th e 1971 military coup was again targeted against the Islamist ide-
ology of the state. Consequently, Imam-Hatip schools were turned into vocational schools 
that included only three grades. During the next decade this situation of the Imam-Hatip 
schools was again changed due to a coalition government led by a moderate Milli Selamet 
Party (National Salvation Party) member Bülent Erbakan. (Kuru 2009, 227-228) We can 
conclude by saying that although during these three decades 1950-1980 there existed a tug of 
war between the two ideologies (secularist and Islamist) as the Army seized power three times in 
the form of military coups, Turkish society was already sliding towards more public visibility of 
Islam in the public sphere.  

In 1980 the military seized power again this time lasting for three years. Contrary to the 
previous two coups, this coup was legitimized by the threat constituted by the cold war 
rivalries of the leftists and the right wing. Th e army perceived religion in two ways. On 
the one hand it was seen as a better option to communism, but on the other religion still 
presented a threat to a secularist state. Th e 1982 constitution made religious teaching 
obligatory. Th is was justifi ed in light of communism posing a threat to which religion was 
preferable. Th e rise of Islamist movements and Turgut Özal78 appointed as Prime Minister 
in 1983-89 gave more space for Islamist ideologies. Popular Prime Minister Özal took 
a more conservative stance by for instance promoting conservative politicians and sup-
porting Imam-Hatip schools. He struggled with Kemalists especially on the issue of the 
headscarf. At the same time more opportunities were created for the (conservative) private 
media and a seed was planted for small and medium-sized Anatolian enterprisers as the 
economy turned more liberal and export-led. (Kuru 2009, 230) Th e threat of commu-
nism diminished slowly and vanished totally as the Cold War came to an end.  

78 Özal represented Anavatan Partisi (ANAP), (Motherland Party, in English), which he estab-
lished himself. 
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Until the 1990s Turkish society was clearly polarized: If a person was not supporting the 
secularist principles, he was considered “Islamist”79. Hence it was secularism that was 
causing this division, by forcing diff erent interest groups to form chains of equivalences. 
Secularism was described as “modern, progressive, Western or civilized” and Islamist as 
“backward, fundamentalist, or hostile to democratic values” (Jung 2006). Since the 1990s 
the secularist camp also began to disunite slightly, which became evident when a new law 
on university dress code was passed. Passive secularists (i.e. the more liberal ones) were in 
favor of wearing headscarves at universities while more dogmatic secularists were against 
the wearing of the headscarf and an appeal to get a court decision on the matter. (Kuru 
2009, 190) During the 1990s Islamism gained more and more support, which, after the 
unsuccessful minority government formation of DYP80 and ANAP in March 1996, even-
tually led the Welfare Party’s (RP) Erbakan to form an Islamist government in June 1996 
after the general elections of 1995. For the country’s secularist bloc 1995 can be seen as an 
important turning point. For the fi rst time in history, the Islamist party had gained most 
of the votes and the Islamist bloc was thus able to form a government which aff ected their 
voters’ subject positions; the “majority became the minority” in their minds. Or to use 
Mardin’s terminology, “the centre became the periphery”. Or, yet again, as many secular-
ists use to say (referring to a classic Turkish idiom): “Feet became the head” (ayaklar baƔ 
oldu). To summarize, until 1990 the Kemalists had managed to maintain their position as 
an elite group that safeguarded the principles of secularism. Since 1990s a new pro-Isla-
mist group emerged with a diff erent lifestyle that demanded more public visibility (Göle 
1997, 53-57; Göle 2002, 173). Th is development culminated later in the 2002 general 
elections when the Islamist-rooted AKP party emerged victorious.  

In addition to the 1995 election result, many factors and events had been disturbing Tur-
key’s secularist elite. Among other things, the Welfare Party (RP) aimed at giving Islam 
a bigger role in public life. Th e party turned to Islamist countries and the Middle East, 
partly via state-led growth in economy. Th ere was also a change in people’s appearances, 
clothes, gender diff erentiation in society, and the growth of Islamic schools and banks. 
During its year in power, from June 1996 to June 1997, Erbakan’s government performed 
some actions that got the army on its toes: Firstly, Erbakan made offi  cial visits to pre-
dominantly Muslim countries such as Libya and Nigeria. Secondly, some army offi  cers 
were dismissed and hired into municipalities where the municipal manager was from the 
Islamist RP party. Th irdly, Erbakan organized an Iftar dinner with religious leaders at the 
Prime minister’s residence. Furthermore there were plans to build a mosque in Istanbul’s 
Taksim square and change Hagia Sofi a into a mosque. Due to these events, at their meet-

79  Also worth mentioning, it was during this time that the National Security Council created a 
”terrorist” division targeting Kurds. Hence, to add to Jung’s statement, a more precise descrip-
tion of the divide would be ”if a person was not supporting the state he was either an islamist 
or a terrorist.”

80 Doºru Yol Partisi (In English: Th e True Path Party) was founded in 1983. 
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ing held on February 28th 1997, the National Security Council made several decisions81 
with the aim of protecting the country’s secularism. Erbakan was forced to accept these 
decisions and as a consequence was forced to resign from his position. Later, the February 
28th events came to be known as the “post-modern coup” due to its non-violent nature. 
Th ese events were the most visible example of the tension between the Kemalist elite’s sec-
ularist ideology and the highly religious Turkish society. In other words, the tension was 
between the ideological secularism within the state institutions and the society’s religious 
disposition. (Kuru 2009, 200) Some Turks were against these decisions because in their 
opinion, the army should not interfere in politics. After explaining these events in some 
detail we can conclude by saying that the CHP’s single party rule during 1923-1946 in 
fact lived on in the Turkish armed forces, and this political autonomy culminated during 
the 1997 post-modern coup (Jung 2006). 

3.2.3  Th e legitimacy crisis of Turkish secularism since 2002   

Th e AKP won the 2002 general elections by a landslide. In addition, due to the 10% 
threshold, only the AKP and the CHP got seats in the parliament, the AKP getting 66% 
of the seats and CHP getting 32,4 %. Th e remaining few seats went to independent can-
didates. It is notable that Erbakan’s staunch secular Democratic Left Party (DSP) did not 
get any seats (mainly due to its internal disputes).  In 2002, the newly elected AKP gov-
ernment changed the political frontiers by taking a “pro-western” stance from the start. 
Th e party was until about 2008 very pro-EU minded and followed the western democracy 
discourse including the human rights. Obviously the 2002 AKP victory raised concerns 
among the secularist fortress. Many were afraid that AKP had used the pro EU-member-
ship view only to promote its Islamic agenda (Jung 2006). Also, the Turkish Armed forces 
were on “high-alert” and after the 2002 and 2007 elections, there was fear in the air of po-
tential military coups happening again. In fact, just before the 2007 elections, the military 
issued a press release or warning on the General Staff ’s website. In the statement, it was 
said that according to their observations “some circles, who have been carrying out endless 
eff orts to disturb the fundamental values of the Republic of Turkey, especially secularism, 
have recently escalated their eff orts.” (BBC News, 28.4.2007b) Th e fear was triggered by 
two parallel events. Th e newly elected Parliament was going to elect the president and the 
AKP’s candidate for this position, Abdullah Gül, was seen as a very controversial candi-
date since the presidential offi  ce is considered as being one of the guardians of the coun-
try’s secular system. Abdullah Gül (the then Foreign Minister) was a founder of the AKP 
and a prominent member of the Islamist tradition. Th e second reason for the fear was his 
wife’s Islamic headscarf. Inter alia for these two reasons, on the very next day, hundreds of 
thousands of people (or according to some sources, up to one million people) rallied on 
the streets of Istanbul to show their support for secularism (BBC News, 29.4.2007). As a 

81 Th ese decisions concerned i.a. controlling private schools and foundations having connections 
to religious/conservative groups. Many foundations were closed. Also, many newspapers were 
closed, especially if they were critical of the army. 

Chapter 3



83

consequence to the Army’s press release, the AKP criticized the way army had intervened 
in politics (BBC News, 28.4.2007a; BBC News, 28.4.2007b). Th ese events of April 2007 
can be analyzed at least on two levels; fi rstly, there was a fear of the islamization of the 
country and a fear of the AKP’s “hidden agenda”. Secondly, these events can be analyzed 
as an example of the entrenchment of the society, where on the one hand, the secularists 
are afraid of the AKP’s religious basis, and on the other, the AKP has fi nally achieved such 
a position out of all Islamic-rooted parties throughout time whereby the army can no 
longer seize power without losing its legitimacy. Hence, using Heper’s (1988) theoretical 
ideas, the building blocks of sovereignty had changed in Turkey. Consequently, the coun-
try seemed deeply polarized in terms of the defenders of secularism and the supporters of 
the AKP’s party politics, but the army had lost its legitimacy in doing anything more than 
presenting the threat of a coup. 

April 2007 was a turning point in Turkish politics in such a way that the army was losing 
its legitimacy by interfering in politics82. In this situation, secularism was slowly trans-
forming into a populist movement that started to defi ne itself mainly against the elite 
Islamic leadership (Tambar 2009). Th e irony of this setting was that the guardians of 
secularism had always been skeptical towards the religious periphery, but now this periph-
ery was becoming pro-western, pro-European, and pro-democratic. In this setting, the 
secularists and mainly the CHP had been left alone with the question “What is the role of 
the secularists’ bloc in Turkey?” In addition, what kinds of arguments and demands can be 
made if the secularists’ role is yet to be re-defi ned. Th ese questions can be seen for instance 
in the debates on the use of headscarf. 

Compared to former Islamic parties, at the beginning of its reign, the AKP was not “an-
ti-secularist” by nature. Religion was seen as one of the most important institutions of 
humanity while secularism guaranteed the freedom of religion, which made it a sine qua 
non condition for democracy. (Hale & Özbudun 2010, 22) So how is it possible that the 
Islamist-secularist entrenchment continued during the AKP era? Th e answer might lay 
in separating two types of secularism: the AKP promoted passive secularism, which “im-
plies state neutrality towards various religions and allows the public visibility of religion”. 
Contrary to this, the traditional Turkish secularist bloc (the military, a large part of the 
judiciary and the CHP) promoted assertive secularism, which aimed at making religion 
private and banning its visibility from public space (Hale & Özbudun 2010, 22). Hence, 
the AKP as a political party attached importance to religion and more conservative people, 
while accepting the religious values and their infl uence on society. Th is is for example the 
diff erence with some Islamic parties in the Middle East that have attempted to transform 
their society by force with the aid of the state by using religion as an ideology. (See: Hale 
& Özbudun 2010, 22) However, after the Gezi park events (especially the police’s actions) 
in 2013 and the purges that started after the coup attempt in 2016, it is useful to ask 

82  Th e latest coup attempt happened on 15th of July 2016.
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whether Turkey has in fact chosen a path that will eventually lead to a transformation of 
society by force. 

Keyman (2007) has written about the legitimacy crisis of Turkish secularism. Th roughout 
time, Turkish secularism has been criticized for its endeavors to govern and regulate, and 
even forcibly transform the lifestyles of more conservative people. Th e consequence of 
these actions has been that the more state has increased its control, the less democratic it 
has become. (Keyman 2007, 216) As a result, Turkish secularism faced a certain legitimacy 
crisis. Keyman mentions three reasons underpinning this crisis. First of all, Islamic identity 
has gained more political space that enables political parties to realize their goals. As such, 
Islam has gained space in the fi nancial world by replacing the traditional networks with 
new ones. And fi nally, Islam has gained space in the public sphere by demanding a certain 
of recognition for their lifestyle, such as allowing women to wear headscarf anywhere. 
(See Keyman 2007, 216, 223) Keyman further mentions examples of the crisis of secu-
larism, such as the constitutional banning of Islamic parties, the headscarf debates, and 
state-based structure of the Directorate of Religious Aff airs being challenged (See Keyman 
2007, 225). During the last century, the “Turkish” identity that the secularist ideology has 
promoted has lost popularity and instead there have been various demands to recognize 
Islamic identity. Th is has led to processes of sacralization and de-privatization of religion 
at various levels of Turkish society: at the economic, political and cultural levels. (Keyman 
2007, 223-224) Th is has also led to a deepening of the contested concept of polarization 
of the country even though the depth of the increase depends of course from which point 
of view you one looks at things. For some, it has certainly increased, while for others this 
signifi cance has decreased. One major issue on this subject is the Kemalist middle-class 
generation, that received its education in the 80s and 90s, who strongly believed in the 
ideology, and have since the second half of the 90s witnessed the failure of the state-based 
Kemalist values. Th is has created increasing disappointment and frustration. 

Th e legitimacy crisis of Turkish secularism during the AKP era since 2002 coincided with 
the resurgence of Islamism and re-sacralization of politics (due to the end of the cold war). 
For the idea of Turkey as a “Muslim democratic” country that combined “Islam” with “de-
mocracy” as well as an idea of “pluralist liberalism” gave a lot of ideological ammunition 
to the AKP, as well as international recognition for the party. Th e AKP mastered the art 
of reframing its whole identity, discourse and politics within the fashionable narrative of 
“liberal, market-friendly democracy”. And moreover, identifi ed itself with the suppressed 
voice of the people by, rightfully, capitalizing on its victimized status vis-a-vis the Kemalist 
state elite.
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3.3  Islam and the beginning of the post-Kemalist era?  

3.3.1  Defi nitions

Islamism can be defi ned as a political doctrine, (totalitarian) ideology, a movement, or a 
form of government.  Th e defi nition depends also on who defi nes Islamism, for example 
whether the defi nition comes from Western orientalists or islamologists, or from the Mus-
lim world. Muslims use various other names to defi ne themselves, Islamists being one of 
them. (Mozaff ari 2007, 17) What makes defi ning this term even more challenging is the 
fact that there are many branches of Islam as well as smaller sects within those.83 Instead 
of “Islamism”, “Islam” and “Islamic” have been the most commonly used concepts by the 
Western researchers. Th e change in vocabulary happened clearly after the Iranian revolu-
tion in 1979, when Ayatollah Khomeini established the fi rst “Islamic government” in Iran 
(Mozaff ari 2007, 18). Today, the term “Islamism” essentially means “political Islam”, and 
refers to the “belief that Islam should guide social and political, as well as personal life” 
(Berman 2003, 257). Th is study uses mainly Berman’s defi nition. 

According to Yavuz (2004, 214) there are seven diff erent zones of political Islam, Turkey 
being one of them84. Th ese zones are separated for instance according to their (colonial) 
history, types of nationalism, political economy, and the ways these have aff ected and 
molded the society. Moreover, these zones are aff ected by religion (faith), public sphere, 
diff erent sacral practices of Islamic principles and religious holidays making them products 
of cultural norms and modes of thinking. Hence diff erent types of Islamism are religio-so-
cial models, conditioned by time and space in which Islamic doctrines work diff erently at 
the level of institutions, ideas, arts and morality. (Yavuz 2004, 218) Consequently, Turkish 
Islam has a particular way of being Muslim. In Turkey, some people describe themselves 
as Islamcı, meaning people who are committed to the Islamic way of life. Th is term is also 
invariably defi ned in opposition to secularism. (Pak 2004, 331-332) In addition to Yavuz’s 
defi nition of zones, we can defi ne diff erent Islams within Turkey, Sunni Islam being the 
largest one, with the second biggest being Alevis, counting 15-20 million people. 

3.3.2  Political Islam in Turkey: Predecessors of the AKP 

Due to Turkey’s Ottoman past, ever since the republic’s establishment in 1923, religion 
has been signifi cant politically. In 1945, religion became the dominant ideology of the 
country. Ever since then, the success of the Islamic parties is a proof of this continuing 
power of Islam. (Keyman 2007, 223) As mentioned in chapter 3.1, it was religion that 
83  Th e most signifi cant branches of Islam are Sunni, Shi’a and Wahhabi. Th e majority of Muslims 

professes Sunnism, which is divided into four theological and juridical schools: Hanafi , MaǺleki, 
ShaǺfi ’i and Hanbali (Mozarrafi  2007, 25). For a more precise defi nition of Islam, see Mozaff ari 
2007 or Yavuz 2004.  

84  According to Yavuz, these seven diverse ethno-cultural zones are: “Arab, Persian (Shi’i), Turkish, 
South Asian (Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, and Afghanistan), Malay–Indonesian, African, and 
Minority (Diaspora) zones”. (Yavuz 2004, 215)
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connected people during the Ottoman Empire. Kemalism and secularism attempted to 
change this composition but still today we can safely say that as of yet, they have not 
succeeded in this task. One way to see this development is to look at the history of the 
general elections’ results during the period 1954-2002. In order to fully comprehend the 
events that have taken place after the 2002 general elections, we will shed some light on 
the history of the AKP’s predecessors. To be specifi c, , the Islamist parties have gained a 
signifi cant number of votes in the general elections, starting from the 1954 elections when 
the (conservative) Democrat Party gained 57% of votes. Th is change in tides in 1954 also 
marked the end of a one-party regime. Most recently, the AKP has gained almost half of 
the votes in latest elections, and due to the ten per cent threshold, it has been able to form 
the government alone mostly, and in 2015, they formed a coalition government with the 
Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP).  

While the 70s could be considered as a starting point for political Islamism in Turkey, 
Çınar and Gencel Sezgin (2013) argue that the liberalization of the polity in the form of 
press freedom, associations and political parties was already happening by 1950, which set 
the parameters for the success of the Islamist movements to come. On a grass roots level, 
since the beginning of this multi-party era in 1945, attendance to Qur’anic courses and 
mosques increased, while some illegal traditional brotherhoods fl ourished and new ones 
were created. Associations to develop Imam-Hatip schools also began to appear at this 
time. Islamist magazines and newspapers were being published, and people in increasing 
numbers started joining the mainstream rightwing party, the Democrat Party, DP. As a 
result, networks of Islamists were born and a new generation was recruited.  Moreover, the 
cooperation with power holders that was established during this period paved the way for 
the initial policy changes. (Çınar and Gencel Sezgin 2013, 329-331)

Along with the polity liberalization of post 1945, Islamists repeated history by claiming 
that the reforms initiated by the CHP were illegitimate and did not refl ect the will of the 
people. Th ey re-interpreted the “backwardness” of the nation that Islam had been blamed 
for. According to them, this “backwardness” was due to the “westernization” policies of 
the 19th century, which had led to an “identity crisis” and loss of morality. (Çınar and 
Gencel Sezgin 2013, 337) Th is is an interesting point, especially when taking into account 
the current anti-western discourse by Islamists, centered around morality issues mainly. 
Another link to today’s discussion and to the AKP’s goals is the concept of democracy, 
which Islamists interpreted from the beginning of the multi-party area in two ways: on 
the one hand democratic processes saved them from the single-party regime, by allowing 
them to initiate institutional change. However, on the other hand, a pluralistic democracy 
implicates accepting other views and truths, and, for Islamists, as a representatives of the 
(only) truth of God, it was essentially impossible to accept such other truths. (Çınar and 
Gencel Sezgin 2013, 338-339) Also, from the beginning the demands of Islamists have 
varied from radical ones, such as declaring Islam as the state’s religion or declaring the sov-
ereignty of sharia law, to milder symbolic ones such as increasing the funding for Islamic 
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education in schools. (Ibid., 338-339). Th ese contesting demands refl ect the situation in 
Turkey today. Th e politicians who have supported milder demands have traditionally been 
the most successful. An example of this is when politicians belonging the DP party gained 
53% of the votes in general elections in 1950, which allowed the party to form the gov-
ernment. However, this era ended with the 1960 military coup and the party was hence-
forth shut down, while its leader, Adnan Menderes, was executed by the army for violating 
the constitution.     

After a year and a half of military rule, in 1961 a shift back to multiparty system hap-
pened. Th e disbandment of the DP party produced two new parties out of which the 
Justice Party (Adalet Partisi) emerged victorious in the 1961 elections. Consequently, the 
army and the newly established Armed Forces Union threatened with another coup. For 
this reason, the Justice Party ended up forming a coalition with the CHP after the 1961 
elections. Between the general elections of 1961 and 1965 there were all together four co-
alition governments. It was clear that under such unstable circumstances no government 
was able to address the country’s economic or other problems (at this time, Turkey was 
also involved in an international confl ict over the Cyprus issue). To boot, a new consti-
tution was drawn up in 1961. It included many advances compared to the former 1924 
constitution. In terms of developing democracy, the Constitutional Court and Bicameral 
system were established. And in terms of developing freedom, universities, Turkish radio 
and television authorities were given autonomy. In general, the reforms put forth in the 
new constitution created more liberties for the people compared to the old constitution, 
with the exception to the role that the army continued to enjoy (under a new name, 
however) as the National Security Council — namely the military chiefs together with 
the prime ministers were made members of the council, while the president remained 
the chairperson. (Findley 2010, 311-312) Th e liberties created by the 1961 constitution 
paved the way for the leftist movement, which gained more and more support by 1968, 
and which eventually led the country towards the 1971 military intervention.

During the second half of the 1960s, in the midst of all the events taking place interna-
tionally, the Adalet Party and its leader Süleyman Demirel carried on Menderes’ legacy 
by launching integrating policies on religion. (Kuru 2009, 227) Demirel became one of 
the most prominent politicians of Turkey’s politics for the next thirty-fi ve years, serving as 
Prime minister seven times and fi nally as a President of the Republic in 1993-2000. Re-
garding the world-wide events of 1968, in comparison to what was happening in the Unit-
ed States and European countries for instance, the counterrevolution of 1968 for some 
reason had only limited results in Turkey; namely, the elements of the civil rights move-
ment, the environmentalist movement, the feminist movements, and even the hippies and 
pacifi sts were left out. In fact, the assimilation process on these issues continues to be to 
this day a work in progress in Turkey. (Findley 2010, 314) One reason for the exclusion of 
the afore-mentioned movement might have been the country’s Islamic infl uence. It is easy 
to assimilate the collectivism of leftist Marxism with the values of Islam whereas some of 
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the other movements (e.g. feminism) might actually be contrary to Islamic values. Th is is 
also referred to as an “intra-system confl ict”. (Bulaç 2012, 83) 

One of the AKP’s earliest predecessors, the National Order Party (Milli Nizam Partisi, 
MNP) was established in 1970 by Necmettin Erbakan. Although the MNP was shut down 
the following year, it was re-established as the National Salvation Party (Milli Selâmet Par-
tisi, MSP)85 in 1972. Th e party belonged several coalition governments during the unsta-
ble times of the mid and end of 70s which allowed it to infl uence on country’s policies. 
Th e party, with Erbakan still as its leader, invented the “National Outlook” (Millî GörüƔ) 
ideology to separate their ideology from the “Western Club” of corrupted “westernized” 
Turks. Hence, the idea of replacing their economic power with the Anatolian small and 
medium-sized entrepreneurs was born. Th is was sealed by calling the entrepreneurs “Ana-
tolian tigers” and by releasing the party’s slogan “A great Turkey once again” (Yeniden 
Büyük Türkiye). Other ideas proposed by the MSP included the United Muslim nations, 
Turkey becoming a leader of the industrialized Muslim world, and the Muslim Common 
Market, with the Islamic Dinar as its currency. Although the 1980 military coup (even 
though it was mostly directed at the violence between the right and the left) shut down 
the party, the spirit of Millî GörüƔ continued on as an ideology in people’s minds (Toprak 
2005a, 180-183). 

After the military junta ended in 1983, the Welfare Party (Refah Partisi, RP) was estab-
lished by members of Millî Görüş movement, and made one step closer to what the cur-
rent AKP Party is today in many ways. Firstly, like the AKP, it managed to transform 
itself into a mass political movement, even though this increase in popularity was slow to 
begin with; its share of the national vote rose from 7.2% in 1987 to 21.4% in 1995. Th is 
success resulted partly — as in the case of the AKP —due to its great organizational skills. 
Secondly, on the ideological side of the things, the RP reached broad masses through 
its programme, organization and supporters. It aimed at being simultaneously traditional 
and modern. (Öniş 1997, 743, 753, 755) Th irdly, the links between the businessmen and 
the political parties, both in the case of RP and AKP, infl uenced their rise to power. At the 
beginning of the 80s, a restructuring of neoliberal policies was initiated, which aff ected 
RP’s popularity as explained further on. (Öniş 1997, 749) Despite the existing linkages 
between the Islamic business and political campaigning, which was evident already from 
the end of 60s, it was only in the liberal economic environment of the 80s when Saudi 
capital started fl owing to the country that small-size businessmen in the Anatolian towns 
began forming the basis of support for the RP’s predecessor the National Salvation Party. 
Th ese fi nancial resources of Islamic capital enabled the (RP) party to organize itself, which 
consequently aff ected its future electoral victory in 1995. (Öniş 1997, 757-758) Perhaps 
the biggest diff erence between the RP and the AKP concerns RP’s ideology on changing 

85 National Salvation Party (Milli Selâmet Partisi, MSP) can be considered as the fi rst explicitly 
religious party. Th e earlier Islamic parties were more considered on the economic policies than 
religious aff airs. Many researchers mention the MSP as the AKP’s fi rst predecessor.
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the legal structure from being secular to applying a “diff erent law for diff erent religious 
communities”. Th is idea stemmed from the Ottoman millet system. In practice it would 
have meant that all the Muslims would have been subjected to sharia law. (Toprak 2005a, 
180-183)

It is noteworthy to observe the support basis of the RP and AKP parties (which, of course, in 
many parts consists of the same social groups despite the parties’ 20-30 years age gap) and their 
identities/subject positions. Specifi cally, RP supporters were “the excluded”: On the one hand, 
these were the poor and economically disadvantaged people who were not benefi ting from glo-
balization. On the other hand, there was also the “Islamic bourgeoisie” i.e. businessmen and in-
tellectuals who were clearly benefi ting from the globalization, but who were nevertheless exclud-
ed from the country’s real elite. Th ese two groups that were excluded, although in diff erent ways, 
formed a basis for the rise of a secondary elite with a common Islamic identity who did not yet 
belong to the elite (Öniş 1997, 748). With the 2002 elections, this setting began to change, and 
by the time the AKP came to power, its supporters were no longer excluded in either way the 
RP’s were. Th is marks a major change in country’s social power structures.

Th e rise of the left from the 1960s onwards proved to be benefi cial to the supporters of 
political Islam. During the cold war era, by the time of the 1980s, the army started per-
ceiving the political left and the Kurdish movements as the country’s major threats and 
hence, rather surprisingly, Islam was conceived as a consolidating element for political sta-
bility. Th e term “Turkish-Islamic synthesis” was used to entail a synthesis of nationalism 
(which was constructed largely against Kurds) and Sunni Islam (which was constructed 
against both the Alevis and non-Muslims), especially in legislation. (Öniş 1997, 750) As 
part of this synthesis, religion was taken to become a basis for Turkish culture. According 
to Göle (1997, 54-55) the emergence of contemporary Islamism happened after 1981, 
when three “agents of change” took place. Firstly, Islamist engineers rose to power in the 
major political parties. During the post - 1983 period, it so happened that a majority 
of the parliamentarians and ministers had an engineering background. Secondly, veiled 
women became visible on the university campuses of the big cities. Th ese women contin-
ued to have diffi  culties both with Islamist men and secularist women, but by appearing 
in public spaces, they indicated the importance of their role in an emerging Islamist elite. 
Th irdly, Islamist periodicals, books and newspapers gained space within the intellectual 
debate that had traditionally been occupied by leftist publications. Th e new Islamist in-
tellectuals started to engage in discussions with secular intellectuals on modernism and 
post-modernism. Th ey also diff erentiated themselves from the former Islamist intellectuals 
in such a way that they spoke foreign languages and were able to refer to western thinkers 
and use modern Turkish language in their writings. Th ese “agents of change” aff ected the 
way Islam was moving from the periphery to the center, making it more visible which 
awarded it more social recognition, and therefore facilitated once again step forward in 
Islam’s legitimacy and the upcoming social change that took place from 2002.   
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During the 1990s, a new (before secondary) conservative elite arose with new values and 
lifestyle. Th e year 1995 became a cornerstone for this group since for the fi rst time in the 
country’s history, an Islamist party gained the most votes in the parliamentary elections. 
After long negotiations and one failed attempt, a coalition government was established in 
1996 between the RP and DYP and the almost 70-year old Erbakan was elected as Prime 
minister. Öniş (1997, 751) has argued that the fragmentation of the Turkish party system 
was a major factor in giving space for the RP’s rise in the 1990s86. However, in this study’s 
attempt to outline and describe the Islamist hegemonic discourse in Turkey, we can see 
that the roots and reasons go beyond that. 

As explained in the previous section, the army forced Erbakan to resign on February 28th 
1997 and consequently the RP, along with many parties, was shut down. Once again the 
country’s conservative (now, the majority) party experienced a feeling of unfairness. Th e 
parliamentarians of the RP established the Fazilet Party, (the Virtue Party), which again 
took steps closer to the AKP’s ideology by rejecting the principle of a “diff erent law for dif-
ferent religious communities”. Instead it called for the expansion of freedoms by renewing 
the legal system. Secondly, within the fi nancial sectors, the party rejected the (leftist) dis-
course on capitalist exploitation and instead supported Turkey’s bid for EU membership 
as a way to integrate into global markets. Th irdly, in the fi eld of foreign-security policy, 
isolation from the West was abandoned, which, among other issues, became a reason to 
support Turkey’s role in NATO (Toprak 2005a, 183).

In June 2001, the Virtue party was closed down by the Constitutional Court, which 
condemned the party for anti-secular actions, especially for defending the wearing of the 
headscarf. Most of the parliamentarians, however, were allowed to continue their work as 
independent deputies. Only fi ve members were expelled for a fi ve year period from pol-
itics. Th e Virtue Party itself split into reformists (ErdoŒan, Arinc and Gül as the leaders) 
and conservatives (led by Erbakan) and already in the same year the Saadet Partisi (the 
Felicity party) was formed by the “conservative” bloc of the Virtue party. And thereafter, 
only a month later, the Justice and Development Party, the AKP (Adalet ve Kalkınma Par-
tisi) was established. (Mecham 2004, 349)

3.3.3  Th e establishment of the AKP

Th e genealogy of the AKP can be traced by tracking the history of the Islamist parties in 
Turkey. What has diff erentiated the AKP from its predecessors, has been its success in two 
major issues: unlike all of its predecessors, it has successfully avoided being shut down 
by the Constitutional Court, and maintained its popularity by having won elections and 
forming majority governments fi ve times in a row (2002, 2007, 2011, 2015, and 2018). 

86  After being banned for politics for almost a decade, the 1987 referendum made possible for the 
“old politicians” to get back on the political arena, but instead of joining the already existing 
parties, they decided to establish each their own parties, causing the fragmentation of the party 
system.
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Th e AKP has also attempted to distinguish itself from earlier Islamic parties in various 
other ways. Th e most notable diff erences concern their ideological self-identifi cation; they 
call themselves “conservative democrats”87. Hence, they do not refer to themselves as “Is-
lamic”, nor do they use the word “religious”. Secondly, at the beginning of their reign, 
in their discourse the AKP put strong emphasis on democracy and human rights, and 
supported the country’s EU-membership. Soon after the elections in March 2002, Er-
doŒan declared that “Th ere is no alternative to the EU” (Hürriyet, 10.3.2002). Perhaps 
it was a co-incidence or perhaps the AKP purposefully machinated this scheme from the 
beginning, but in the end it was the EU that helped the AKP (in the name of democracy) 
to curb the political power of the military, the judiciary as well as decrease the number of 
secularists working in the state bureaucracy and the mainstream media. Th irdly, unlike 
previous Islamist parties, the AKP supported globalization and avoided all “anti-West” 
discourse. (Aydin and Ç akır 2007, 1) Th is was however very understandable when taking 
into account the economic crisis in Turkey at the time that the AKP won the elections for 
the fi rst time. Th e IMF had already emplaced the blocks and there was no reason to fi ght 
against the obvious (that the country was in an economic crisis).

In terms of democracy, the AKP has diff erentiated itself from the Millî GörüƔ movement, 
for example, by committing to human rights and by signing and reinforcing many inter-
national charters at the beginning of their reign. Ethnic and linguistic rights were extend-
ed compared to prior Islamic parties by seeing multiculturalism as a source of wealth for 
the nation. At the beginning, the party program even included women’s empowerment. In 
the foreign policy fi eld, EU-membership was seen as a priority in the 2007 party program. 
Also secularism was mentioned in the 2007 party program as a principle that protects the 
right to religious belief and practice as well as the freedoms of non-believers. (Th e AKP 
Party programme 2007) Hence secularism was considered as a guarantor of the individ-
ual’s right to believe or not to believe. In this way the AKP redefi ned the place of religion in 
society by defi ning it through secularism. Secularism came to mean that the state should not 
interfere in religious practice (including the use of headscarves). As such religious institutions 
could best perform their task of maintaining the moral and social order in the atmosphere 
of religious freedom. (Mecham 2004, 351)  

After briefl y defi ning Islamism and political Islam in the context of Turkey, the question 
as to whether the AKP Party is Islamist or not is often put forth (And what makes a party 
politically Islamist). Yavuz (2009) gives a thorough answer to this. Th e AKP describes it-
self as a “conservative democratic” party. Under Turkish law, it would be impossible to de-

87  Th e meaning of “Ak” in Turkish is light, pure, white, clean and uncontaminated (Yavuz 2009, 
1). Th e possible connotation of this world play is that the party must be uncorrupted and 
clean. (Mecham 2004, 349). Th e party logo, a light-bulb, refers to the party’s Turkish name 
and it diff erentiates itself from former Islamic parties, the Welfare, Virtue and Felicity parties, 
all of which had the Islamic crescent moon with white and red colors as their symbol. Th e 
party’s slogan is “continual light” (sürekli aydınlık). (Mecham 2004, 350-351)
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scribe itself as “Islamist”. Hence many have argued that this defi nition is just a camoufl age 
for the truth. Depending on the time period and context, the outside world has described 
the AKP as “Islamist”, “reformed Islamist”, “mildly Islamist” or “Islamist rooted”. Th e 
AKP was established in 2001 partly in opposition to the Islamist National Outlook (Milli 
Görus) philosophy of Necmettin Erbakan. In this vein, the party is more of a “mainstream 
party” than deeply Islamist. Th us defi ning the identity of the AKP depends on what the 
party wants to forget (Islamism) and how it wants to be seen by outsiders. (Yavuz 2009, 
1-3)

Th ere are many reasons why the AKP won the general elections of 2002 - and moreover, 
what has kept it in power for the following fi ve general elections in a row. However, the 
biggest reasons for the success of the AKP have been just described in the previous chap-
ters; it was the result of a long series of historical circumstances, including the economic 
development, such as the fi nancial crisis of 2001. Th e economic crisis of 2001 name-
ly led to the demise of the coalition government in the general elections of 2002. Th e 
DSP-MHP-ANAP coalition which was in power during the 2001 economic crisis, had 
an electoral support of about 54% in the general elections of 1999, compared to that 
of 15% in November 2002. Th is is the largest drop in Turkish electoral history for an 
incumbent or coalition in two consecutive elections. (�arkoºlu 2002, 35) Notably, this 
crisis had already created the basis of economic reforms that the AKP could implement to 
maintain its broad support in a high growth environment. So the durability of the AKP’s 
reign is fi rmly rooted in the strong economic performance of the Turkish economy during 
the post-2001 period. Th e improvement in economic performance has been particularly 
striking in comparison with the 1990s which was associated with low rates of economic 
growth and macroeconomic instability. Indeed, the Turkish economy experienced three 
crises, in 1994, 2000 and 2001. But in addition to the 1990s, Turkey had experienced 
high and chronic rates of infl ation, already during the 1980s. It is noteworthy that this 
type of economic environment typically penalizes the poor. Th erefore, as the AKP came 
to power in 2002, low infl ation environment was clearly advantageous for the party so as 
to include wider segments of middle and lower income groups in its voters. (Öniş 2012, 
138-140) So we can conclude by saying that fi rstly, AKP has managed to stay in power 
due to Turkey’s economic success; Turkey’s GDP increased 43% during the fi rst decade of 
the AKP’s reign88.

Secondly, the lack of real opposition or its inability to gain support has been other reason 
for the AKP’s enduring success during the fi ve most recent general elections. A third rea-
son for the AKP’s success lies in the charisma of the leader: After Gül’s term in 2002-2003, 
the former mayor of Istanbul, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan was chosen as prime minister and 
soon became one of the most charismatic political leaders in Turkey. Göle (2012, 8) has 

88 In nominal terms, the GDP per capita increased three-fold during the fi rst decade of AKP’s 
reign. (World Bank Group Website 2018) However, the nominal number does not take into 
account currency fl uctuation in exchange rates, nor infl ation. (Hürriyet Daily News, no date)
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also argued that Erdoğan has associated himself with earlier politicians, such as Menderes 
(Prime Minister 1950-1960). On the other hand, he was a sharp contrast to his senior 
Erbakan, who was a professor of engineering at the distinguished Istanbul Technical Uni-
versity before entering politics. Erbakan also asserted his superiority to people around him 
with a distinct taste for expensive clothes and the good life in general. Th erefore, he was a 
diffi  cult person with whom to compare oneself. Conversely, Erdoğan’s charisma rose from 
his working-class background. He was born into a migrant family in a poor area of Istan-
bul, went to a religious high school, and graduated from the economics department of an 
average level university in Istanbul. He often claims that he has never left his working-class 
origins behind, thereby reminding his voters of his humble origins. (Gulalp 2003, 386-
387) 

Fourthly, the AKP has also enjoyed a successful foreign policy; the “zero problems policy”, 
launched by the Turkey’s Foreign Minister, made Turkey a quiet facilitator who main-
tained its fi rm normative position even during the “Arab spring”. Fifthly, the AKP has not 
had major scandals, even though it has not entirely managed to avoid them (Ranna and 
Yigit, 11.6.2011), the biggest one so far happening in December 2013, which ended to 
the change of 10 ministers. Finally, the AKP has been able to raise its funds for the elec-
tion campaigns, because the Islamic capital has increased during the AKP’s governance. 
Islamic entrepreneurs have acquired great economic power especially during the fi rst term 
of AKP government. Islamic enterprises were closely connected with the politicians, for 
example the members of Islamic MUSIAD ran as candidates on the AKP lists in the 2007 
general elections. In such a way Islamic enterprises have been able to partly fi nance the 
AKP as of the July 2007 elections. (Çakmak 2009b, 8) 

As a result of the AKP victory in 2002 elections, a new socio-cultural group was born in 
Turkey. Th is group’s identity was based on conservative/religious values, combined with 
economic power. Th e new identity was based on the awareness of “Muslim-selves”. Ac-
cordingly, the 2002 elections saw a rise of politically aware Muslim-selves. In practice, 
this meant an increase in the visibility of Islam in Turkish politics. (Hale & Özbudun 
2010, 22; Keyman 2007, 223; Göle 1997, 53-57; Göle 2002, 173). To understand this 
complex phenomenon, we could examine the headscarf issue more carefully. As Ayla Göl 
summarizes, “the headscarf issue is especially signifi cant for an understanding of the rise of 
politically aware Muslim-selves and the increasing public visibility of Islam in Turkish pol-
itics.” (Göl 2009, 803) Along with the AKP’s victory, Islamists are no longer considered 
to be made up of marginal groups in society. To the contrary, the newly found awareness 
of their Muslim-identity has helped in integrating Islamists into the centers of political 
power, economic wealth, social status, and intellectual prestige. (Toprak 2005b, 36-37)

Especially during its early years in power, the AKP was often suspected (at least by the 
Kemalists) for its “secret agenda”, meaning the Islamization of the country. In the last 
decade, at least until 2013, there has been no rapid turn to this direction. Th e AKP has 
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performed a short “politics of avoidance” when it comes to issues that would sensitize the 
ultra-secularist state elites. During the prior 2013 period, we could however already see 
some exceptions to this “avoidance tactic”, and those were: an attempt to recriminalize 
adultery (in 2004), an attempt to improve the chances of graduates from the Imam-Hatip 
schools being accepted to universities (in 2004 and 2005) and an attempt to lift the head-
scarf ban for university students (in 2008). Th e latest one had unpredicted consequences 
for the party as the vote on whether or not to close the whole party at the constitutional 
court was passed (Hale & Özbudun 2010, 68-74). After the Gezi-park events of the 2013, 
we could still continue this list of attempts to “Islamize” the country. For example, the 
legislation on alcohol has been tightened considerably. Th e AKP has also attempted to 
legalize abortion with no success, but as a consequence, the general opinion on the issue 
has become stricter. 

In 2010, Keyman (2010, 322) wrote that “Turkey can be regarded as the most success-
ful example of combining secular democracy with Muslim society”. Similarly, Göl (2009, 
802) wrote that “the Islamic rooted AKP has proven to show its dynamism by reforming 
the country.” Indeed, at that time, while the main opposition party the CHP was concen-
trating on anti-AKP-campaigns by emphasizing the fear to be had of Islam, the average 
Turk did not see Islam as a threat (Göl 2009, 802). But even for an Islamic country, the 
prerequisite of democracy is the secularization of law. And it is this contested nature of secular-
ization that continues to polarize the country. (Toprak 2005a, 167) 

In 2007, Keyman wrote about the need for a “democratic secular imaginary” instead of 
the “Islamic other”. He argued that it is the secularism that needs to be reformed towards 
the “democratic secular politics of secularism”. (Keyman 2007, 228-229) However, Key-
man’s point was that by following this path, Turkey would be fi nally seen as a European 
country, instead of being seen as “the other” by Europe. However, nowadays, these ideas 
no longer seem to hold much meaning as the democratic secular imaginary has turned 
into a non-democratic and even autocratic Muslim country. 

3.3.4  Shortly on Islam and democracy

Th e polarization between the ideological diff erences between Islam and secularism relates 
to large extent to the nineteenth-century debate on the compatibility of religion and de-
mocracy, which has again recently surfaced in Europe. (Minkenberg 2007, 888) World-
wide immigration and multiculturalism have forced states to rethink their positions and 
legislation in terms of religion and its compatibility with democracy. While studying the 
multifarious relation between religion and democracy in dominantly Muslim countries 
many scholars are ready to argue that countries with Muslim majorities are less likely to 
be democratic. For example Lewis (1996, 54) contends that “the history of Islamic states 
is one of almost unrelieved autocracy”. Lately also Maseland and van Hoorn (2011, 483) 
have come to the conclusion in their study that Muslim-majority countries tend to be sig-
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nifi cantly less democratic than other societies. Paldam (2006, 2) goes perhaps the farthest 
by claiming that Islam is the strongest barrier to democracy in the world today. Likewise, 
Potrafke (2012, 191) claims that the greater the share of Muslims in a population, the 
smaller the likelihood that a country will have democratic institutions.89

Most of these scholars however do not attempt to explain the reasons for why Muslim 
countries tend to be less democratic. Certainly colonialism and imperialism play a role 
here. Ross (2009, 7) as well as Rowley and Smith (2009, 283) conclude that oil is an im-
portant reason for why Muslim countries have been so slow to democratize; oil provides 
such a source of wealth for the rulers that they become less accountable for the people. 
Some others claim that the undemocratic development of the Muslim countries relates 
to Islamic values (Voigt 2005, 79) or the subordination of women (Fish 2002, 5). Finally, 
Facchini (2010, 117) suggests an explanation of this tendency by presenting arguments on 
the unity of the state and religion.

While claiming that Muslim-majority countries tend to be less democratic than other 
societies, it is important to note that this does not mean that Islam would be inherently 
incompatible with democratic institutions. Th is can be seen in countries with large Mus-
lim populations such as India, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Nigeria, and Turkey (at least until 
around 2010), as well as the Islamic populations of North America and Western Europe, 
where Muslims live under democratically constituted governments. (Karatnycky 2002, 
104) Hence Islam itself is not necessary antithetical to democracy.90

But, undeniably, the history of Islamic states is fi lled with autocracies (Lewis 1996, 54). 
Th e people in these countries are pleading for democratic values: although according to 
the World Value Surveys, when comparing the democratic values between people in Mus-
lim and other countries, there is not much diff erence (Borooah & Paldam 2007, 598-599; 
Maseland & van Hoorn 2011, 494). However, while comparing the relation between the 
state and religion, we can see that Muslims diff er from most others in the sense that Mus-
lims reject the idea of secularization and demand there be a religious infl uence in politics. 
(Borooah & Paldam 2007, 599) Th is in fact might be one of the key factors explaining the 
large discrepancy between the levels of democracy in Muslim and Western countries re-
89  Earlier on, similar conclusions were presented i.a. by Barro (1999, 176) who argues that 

Muslim countries are not usually democratic, based on electoral rights indicators. Also Borooah 
and Paldam (2007, 597-598) claim that the chance of a Muslim country being undemocratic 
is one-third higher than the chance of it being democratic. In their quantitative study they 
state that for instance in 2004, an undemocratic country was more than twice as likely to 
be Muslim as one which was democratic.  In a similar vein, Donno and Russett (2004, 583, 
600) write that Islamic countries are more likely to be autocratic, and that also repression of 
women’s rights is more common in Islamic countries than non-Islamic ones. Th ey emphasize 
however that maintaining autocratic rule does not presuppose the repression of women. Like-
wise, Karatnycky (2002, 103) writes that non-Islamic states are nearly three times more likely 
to be democratic than an Islamic state. 

90  See e.g. Esposito & Voll (1996), Abootalebi (1999), and Robinson (1997).
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spectively (Paldam 2006, 30). With this framework in mind, Turkey used to be an excep-
tion for a long time. Until about 2010/2011, it was the only Muslim majority91 country 
with a secular democracy (Toprak 2005b, 27). Turkey has had a strong democratic tradi-
tion. Freedom House democratic score indicators are one way of proving this, showing 
a positive trend in Turkey since the 50s until 201392, with exception to the two periods 
during the military coups. (Rowley & Smith 2009, 279, 288) However, as of 2018, Tur-
key is classifi ed as “not free”. (Freedom House 2018)   

Th e price of taking the secularist element to Turkey’s society has been two-fold: on the 
one hand the society has been molded to being in a state of more or less long-term polar-
ization and on the other, while aiming to exclude the Islamist infl uence from politics, the 
price has been sometimes a decrease in democracy, as Turkey’s democratic credentials have 
become spoiled by the past military interventions. Hence, on the one hand secularization 
can be seen as one of the key factors that explains Turkey’s high scores in democracy and 
yet on one hand, in order to attain this secularist ideal, it has had to make recourse to 
means that have jeopardized the principles of democracy. Th is pursuit to guarantee a secu-
lar state is what used to make Turkey unique among Muslim countries but this uniqueness 
seems to have faded away with the country’s current policies. 

3.4  Th e development of the headscarf question in Turkey
From the beginning, it should be pointed out that this thesis concentrates on the Islamic 
headscarf specifi cally, since headscarves have been used in many other religions as well as 
diff erent cultures. In many religions, the headscarf has been a mark of free women and 
prestige, whereas for instance slaves did not wear headscarves. (Shirazi 2001, 3-4) Th ere 
are as well many versions of the headscarf in Muslim societies, depending on the area and 
tradition. Also in Muslim societies the signifi cance of the headscarf has been interpreted 
and reinterpreted throughout history, while many names have been used for it, in all lan-
guages. In Turkish there are at least two words for headscarf; türban and baƔsörtüsü. It is 
hard to distinguish these apart based on their physical appearance, other than the fact that 
the latter is usually tied under the chin. In many secularists’ opinion, türban is a political 
symbol, whereas baƔsörtüsü is traditionally worn by elderly countryside women.    

In doing research on the use of headscarf, there are many angles to choose from, for ex-
ample: public sphere versus private sphere, religious context versus human rights, and the 
religion-state relationship. Debates on the headscarf have concentrated on various aspects, 
such as “religious obligation, oppression of women, religious extremism, political sym-

91 Today, Turkey’s population remains almost entirely Muslim (99.8%). Th ere are only small 
minorities of Jews and Christians. About 80% of Turkish Muslims are orthodox Sunnis, the 
rest are Alevis. (White 2008, 357)

92 Freedom House uses a freedom rating of 1-7, 1 being the best, and 7 being the worst. Before 
the AKP came to power, this was 4.5. It got better by 2012 when it was 3.0, but since then 
there has been a decline, and in 2018 it is 5.5/7 (not free). (Freedom House 2015; 2018) 
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bolism, evidence of the failed integration of immigrants, the relationship with terrorism, 
human rights perspectives, freedom of religion, political rights and civil freedoms, gender 
discrimination, minority rights and cultural rights, and secularism and neutrality” (Toprak 
& Uslu 2009, 44). One study conducted on the Turkish media during 2009, showed that 
the debates around the headscarf in Turkey covered issues related to individual choice, 
symbol of gaining power, sign of religion, political symbolism, dividing factor of the gov-
erning party, and the right for education (Ranna & Mäkinen 2010, 14-23). 

Th e wearing or use of an Islamic headscarf by an individual as opposed to the debates on 
using the headscarf are of course two separate things. But it is the debates through which the 
headscarf gets its meaning, when it is attached to the context within these discussions. Actually 
these debates at the same time articulate religious identity within the public sphere, and 
that’s why they touch upon secularism (Roy 2007, xii) and hence these two hegemonic 
discourses end up colliding with each other over the headscarf debates (Göle 2012, 10). 
In Turkey the headscarf question has emerged as part of the socio-political evolutionary 
process (Toprak & Uslu 2009, 45) which in one way began from the time when the mod-
ernization process was launched by Atatürk, then became visible in public sphere fi rst 
time in 1964, and since then has been formed and been molded into fi nally symbolizing 
the entire Islamist-secularist battle in many ways. Th is view is something that both of the 
parties share. Th e following quote, made by a woman wearing a headscarf, and one of the 
women on whose case this study concentrates (Merve Kavakçı), encapsulates this idea:

“...the headscarf issue is the tip of the iceberg. It’s just the symbol; it’s just emblematic of the 
problem. It is not per se the major problem. Islam is what the problem is in this country. Islam’s 
public and sometimes private representation is problematic for the secularists in this country. 
And this goes back to the very construction of the Turkish national identity at the outset, of the 
foundation, establishment of the republic in the 1920s. Islam has been perceived as the major 
reason for the Ottoman Empire, for Turks lagging behind, and therefore when the republic was 
established by the founding fathers, basically under the leadership of Atatürk, they mostly con-
quered that we have to somehow marginalize Islam, take it out of the equation, and through 
this we can develop and become industrialized.”. (Kavakçı Islam93, 2011) 

3.4.1  Th e legal development of the headscarf question in Turkey

Next, we shall see how the development has led us here by presenting a brief overview 
on the history of the headscarf in the republic of Turkey. Firstly, during the Ottoman 
Empire women did not yet have a stable place in civil life, and therefore no dress codes 
were imposed on women. However, there were many attire regulations for the men. For 
instance the fez, trousers and western types of clothes were made obligatory for civil ser-
vants already during the fi rst half of the 19th century under the reformist Sultan Mahmut 
II. At the time when the Turkish Republic was established, women were wearing local 

93  Merve Kavakçı Islam’s background will be explained more thoroughly in chapter 4.
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Ottoman clothing, for example the ihram (the white cloth also used during pilgrimages) 
or charshaph (a costume covering a woman from head to foot). Th e headscarf started to 
emerge at that time as a modernized form of the covering, originally adopted by Chris-
tians. Although Atatürk wanted Turkish women to dress as western women, he did not 
enact laws on the headscarf and there were no incidents regarding the use of the headscarf 
during fi rst 45 years roughly of the Turkish Republic. However, the headscarf was infor-
mally discouraged as a symbol of traditional and backward bondage. (Toprak & Uslu 
2009, 46; Ç emrek 2004, 53)

Th e headscarf question perhaps became visible for the fi rst time in 1964, when a stu-
dent attending the School of Medicine at Istanbul University was not allowed to give 
her speech at the graduation ceremony due to her headscarf. (Cindoğlu 2011, 33) An-
other headscarf incident happened four years later in 1968, when a student from Ankara 
University, Hatice Babacan, was dismissed for wearing a headscarf at university (Ç emrek 
2004, 53). Nevertheless, there was no legal ban on headscarves imposed at that time. On a 
national scale, the use of the headscarf at universities or in high schools was not a problem 
before the 1980 military coup. It was only when the 1982 constitution started to regulate 
university education that for the fi rst time the headscarf started to become a problem. 
After the new constitution, the prohibition was however implemented diff erently in dif-
ferent universities. (Toprak & Uslu 2009, 46-47) 

As the role and power of Islam increased from the 1980s onwards and especially during 
the 1990s (Keyman 2007, 223), so did the counter-measures against Islam’s public visibil-
ity. Th e fi rst regulation on the use of headscarf in post-secondary schools was enacted in 
1981, when the Ministry of National Education decided to regulate the clothing of both 
female and male students. Among these regulations, it was mentioned that the girls’ heads 
should be uncovered. Th e regulation was widened the following year to include also ele-
mentary, middle and secondary schools, and their equivalent. Th e same year in 1982, sim-
ilar regulation was issued for employees working at public posts. (Cindoğlu 2011, 33-35) 

After the 1980 coup, the Council of Higher Education (Yükseköğretim Kurulu, YÖK) 
was founded to control universities. In 1982, YÖK made a decision to expel students 
wearing headscarves. Th is decision came out of the ideology of the military government. 
Th e decision was confi rmed by the statement of the Turkish Council of the State, as Kuru 
(2009, 188) cites:

“Some of our daughters who are not suffi  ciently educated wear headscarves under the infl uence 
of their social environments, customs, and traditions—without giving any special thought to it. 
Yet it is known that some of our daughters and women who are educated enough to resist their 
social environments and customs wear headscarves just to oppose the principles of the secular 
Republic, showing that they adopt the ideal of a religious state. For those people, the headscarf is 
no longer an innocent habit, but a symbol of a world view that opposes women’s liberty and the 
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fundamental principles of our Republic....Th erefore, the decision to expel the plaintiff  from the 
university does not contradict the laws since she is so against the principles of the secular state 
that she resists removing her headscarf even when she comes to university for higher education.” 
(Th e Turkish Council of the State, 13th of December 1984)

Th is piece of text is evidence of the secularists’ way of thinking at the time when the prob-
lem around the headscarf issue was just beginning to emerge.  Th at same year, in 1984, 
the Higher Education Council issued a circular order, according to which “a modern tür-
ban” was allowed at universities. Th is lasted until 1987, when another circular prohibited 
the use of the headscarf. (Cindoğlu 2011, 33-35) In 1988, the Parliament twice passed a 
bill that would have allowed headscarves at universities. Th e fi rst time round, it was vetoed 
by the President Kenan Evren, who was also chief of the General Staff . Th e second time, 
the Constitutional Court annulled it. In October 1990, a law was passed in Parliament 
to allow any dress codes at the universities as long as the attires don’t violate any existing 
laws. President Özal, as well as the Constitutional Court, accepted the motion. However, 
the law was interpreted in such a way that it prohibited headscarves from being worn at 
universities since this would have been against the principle of secularism, as stated in the 
Turkish constitution. In 1992, YÖK confi rmed an interpretation of this law by stating 
that headscarves were indeed forbidden from being worn for religious reasons. (Cindoğlu 
2011, 33-35; Kuru 2009, 188-190)

In 1995, an art student named Zehra Ergül at Istanbul University started to wear a head-
scarf during the last year of her studies and for this reason she was no longer allowed 
to attend her classes at university, and was arrested for participating in some protests. 
(Özkömeç 6.3.2010) Nevertheless, some confusion about this law remained and hence 
universities didn’t pursue a common policy on the headscarf issue before the 1997 “coup”. 
(CindoŒlu 2011, 33-35; Kuru 2009, 188-190) To summarize this development: since the 
early 1980s the headscarf was banned at universities and within the “public sphere”, as 
part of the civil servants’ dress code. In practice, the restrictions were gradually removed, 
and there was no public debate on the issue before the 1997 military intervention. (An-
na’im 2008, 207-208)

After the February 1997 events, when the army forced the Islamist Prime Minister Er-
bakan to resign, the strictest measures so far on the use of the headscarf were enacted. Th e 
use of the headscarf was prohibited once against at universities and in high schools that 
provided religious education. Th is time the law was also strictly implemented. (Toprak 
and Uslu 2009, 47) As a consequence, tens of thousands of female students left their 
schools, while some fl ed to foreign countries to continue their education. In addition to 
actual classes, the headscarf was banned on all university premises, and even visitors to the 
university were not allowed to wear a headscarf. All state employees were also forbidden 
from wearing headscarves. 
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As mentioned earlier, the AKP Party won the general elections in 2002, and only two 
years later Erdoğan proposed limiting the headscarf ban to public universities only and 
thus allowing the use of the headscarf at private universities. (Kuru 2009, 191) Following 
this, the head of the Constitutional Court Mustafa Bumin ruled that if the headscarf ban 
is to be lifted, an amendment would have to be made to constitution. (An-na’im 2008, 
210)94. Another attempt by the AKP was made in 2007 when a law, which would have 
allowed the wearing headscarves at all universities, was passed in parliament. However, 
according to Turkish law, this law still had to be passed by the Constitutional Court to be 
fully enacted. Finally, the law was annulled on the grounds that it violated the principle of 
secularism. Moreover, a lawsuit was raised against the AKP for proposing the enactment 
of this law. In the end, the AKP was barely saved from being shut down. (Toprak & Uslu 
2009, 48) 

After the 2007-2008 headscarf “crisis”, the headscarf was gradually allowed back into dif-
ferent institutions. Namely, the next incident happened in September 2010, when the 
AKP government issued a statement that it would support any student facing diffi  cul-
ties for wearing a headscarf at university. In this way, the government ended the ban by 
stealth95. In practice, this meant that the ban was lifted at some university campuses. In 
October 2010, Turkey’s Higher Education Board ordered Istanbul University to stop 
teachers from expelling female students who do not comply with the ban on the headscarf 
in classrooms. Gradually by 2012, the ban was quietly lifted from all university students 
without major opposition. (Head 2010; Toksabay & Villelabeitia 2010)

94  Article 24 of the Turkish constitution explains the “Freedom of Religion and Conscience”, 
according to which: 

(1)  Everyone has the right to freedom of conscience, religious belief and conviction.
(2)  Acts of worship, religious services, and ceremonies shall be conducted freely, provided that they 

do not violate the provisions of Article 14.
(3) No one shall be compelled to worship, or to participate in religious ceremonies and rites, to 

reveal religious beliefs and convictions, or be blamed or accused because of his religious beliefs 
and convictions.

(4) Education and instruction in religion and ethics shall be conducted under state supervision 
and control. Instruction in religious culture and moral education shall be compulsory in the 
curricula of primary and secondary schools. Other religious education and instruction shall be 
subject to the individual’s own desire, and in the case of minors, to the request of their legal 
representatives.

(5) No one shall be allowed to exploit or abuse religion or religious feelings, or things held sacred 
by religion, in any manner whatsoever, for the purpose of personal or political infl uence, or for 
even partially basing the fundamental, social, economic, political, and legal order of the state 
on religious tenets.

(International Constitutional Law database 2010) 
95 Th is was possible because the AKP won the constitutional referendum in September 2010 and, 

also had been able to fi nd more AKP-minded bureaucrats on the Board of Education. Hence 
the constitutional court was also not so strong in opposing this anymore. 
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Th e next milestone regarding the headscarf controversy happened three years later, in Oc-
tober 2013, when the so-called “democratization package” was approved by the govern-
ment. One item in this “package” abolished the headscarf ban within public institutions, 
excluding however the armed and security forces, as well as the members of the judiciary 
system. Consequently, headscarves were seen in the Parliament immediately after approv-
ing the package, when four female AKP MPs wore them in a session. (Özbudun 2013; 
Pamuk 8.10.2013; Th e Guardian, 22.2.2017)

In 2014, the government announced the lift of a ban on the headscarf in high schools, 
allowing girls from the fi fth grade and up to cover their hair in public schools96. (Hürriyet 
Daily News, 23.9.2014) Furthermore, in August 2016 female police offi  cers were allowed 
to wear the headscarf as part of their uniform, and since February 2017 the ban regarding 
the military staff  was also lifted.97 (Hürriyet Daily News 27.8.2016; Th e Guardian, 22 
February 2017) As such elementary schools remain the only place where headscarves are 
still banned in 2018.   

3.4.2  Arguments concerning the headscarf

It would not be an exaggeration to say that both of the groups, the Islamist sector as well 
as the secularist regard the headscarf issue as one of the most signifi cant problems Turkey 
has faced. Secularists see the problem at least on four diff erent levels. Firstly, the headscarf 
is seen as a political symbol. Secondly, they see the involvement of the Islamist parties 
on this issue as a further refl ection of the issue’s political nature. Th irdly, the covering of 
women in any capacity is associated with intentions to create a Sharia state. And fi nally, all 
these add up to the fact that women in increasing numbers are wearing more headscarves, 
thus perpetuating this vicious circle. Opposing these views, the Islamist bloc does not see 
the scarf as a political symbol but something related to one’s personal religious belief and 
identity.  Moreover, according to some Islamists, forbidding headscarved students from 
attending universities is a human rights’ violation. (ÇarkoŒlu and Toprak 2007, 26)

Also the meanings attached to the use of headscarf vary considerably among the secular-
ist-minded people as well as more conservative people (many of whom wear the headscarf 
themselves). Secularists regard the headscarf as a threat to the principles of the republic. 
Secularism is seen as a key principle in modernization, and the mission of republic is to 
implement this. As it were, “unveiling” is indicative of modernization and emancipation. 
Women’s attire and freedom are a key concept within modernization. (Yavuz 2009, 165) 
Moreover, the headscarf compiles diff erent meanings of modernization by representing 
“otherness”. While unveiling represents modernization, the headscarf represents a symbol 
of backwardness for secularists. In their eyes, the use of headscarves has nothing to do 

96 Until that time, only female students studying at Imam-Hatip schools could wear headscarves 
during class.

97 Th e civilians employed by the armed forces have been already allowed to wear the headscarf 
since 2016.
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with women’s rights and freedom and rather present a threat of radical Islam and a theo-
cratic state. (Toprak & Uslu 2009, 52) Arat (2005, 26-27) has defi ned four arguments 
on the headscarf from the secularists’ point of view in order to understand the secularist 
discourse on the headscarf question in Turkey: 1) Th e headscarf is seen as means of con-
trolling women, partly because it limits women’s options in self-expression. Related to this 
fi rst point, Islamic law also gives unequal rights to women concerning marriage, inheri-
tance, and divorce. 2) Head-covering is a symbolic act that oppose secularism and the fun-
damental principles of Republic. 3) Head-covering would lead to an unequal treatment 
of the students. It would generate unequal treatment by diff erentiating the head-covered 
students from the others and 4) Head-covering would eventually lead to organizing the 
state according to the dictates of Islam. Th ese four arguments are often used to oppose the 
use of the headscarf, however, at the same time counter arguments can easily be formed to 
disclaim each of these statements.  

Th e meanings attached to the headscarf have changed since the headscarf debacle began 
since the early 1980s roughly. One widely heard argument in Turkey is: “nobody is against 
the grandmother’s headscarf, we all like it, but the contemporary one is a political sym-
bol...”. Indeed, the headscarf has become a political symbol. Th is is partly due to the fact 
that the younger generation is constantly assigning this meaning to it in demand for their 
public space and in building the social imaginary. (Göle 2003, 29) Since the founding of 
the republic, lower- and middle-class rural and urban women have covered their heads 
with a traditional headscarf without public objection. Th e objection that has raised from 
the 1980s onwards is associated with the rise of the Islamic movement in general. Physi-
cally speaking, unlike the traditional scarf, the new type of headscarf also covers a woman’s 
neck and shoulders entirely. (An-na’im 2008, 207)

Since the 1980s all Islamic symbols in the public sphere have been seen as a threat by the 
people who consider themselves to be modern, secular Turks. Such symbols can be for 
example, building a new mosque, the scene of a totally covered woman on the street or a 
woman wearing a headscarf. All these symbols are entangled with meanings that threaten 
the “western” way of life in the form of the law on alcohol, the segregation of women 
and men in public places, the full covering of women or expressions in art. (Genel and 
Karaosmanoglu 2006, 474) Th ese formed a chain of signifi ers, all of which the common 
denominator is the fear of the rise of the Islamic movement. Hence the headscarf issue 
challenges the borders and meanings of the secular public sphere in Turkish politics and it 
has become more than just a symbol of the increasing visibility of Islam (Göl 2009, 804). 
One interesting result came out of a survey by Toprak and Uslu, in which they concluded 
that the more educated a person is, the more she/he is against the use of the headscarf at 
universities, in state offi  ces, or its use by the President’s wife. (Toprak and Uslu 2009, 59) 
Hence the headscarf question is also attached to person’s educational background.

Chapter 3



103

Th e meanings and signifi cations attached to the use of the headscarf by Islamists are, of 
course, very diff erent. Marshall (2005, 111) has separated these feelings in those of re-
formist and orthodox Islamists. Reformist Islamists feel that head-covering is not intended 
to limit women’s actions in any way. Accordingly, women’s participation and visibility in 
public life is advocated and the Islamic head-cover is seen as an important part of this. 
Head-covering is important part of one’s identity and it’s through such covering that they 
justify their presence in the public space. On the other hand, orthodox Islamists tend to 
emphasize the exploitation view. Th ey feel that a woman without a head-cover can be ex-
ploited by men. Only covered women can be safe. Head-covering is a moral issue whereby 
the covering means loyalty to their husband and non-covering is associated with adultery 
and dishonesty. (Marshall 2005, 111) What is common in both the reformist and ortho-
dox Islamists’ views is that the headscarf is an important part of their identity. Without 
covering themselves in public, they might experience an identity clash in their inner lives. 
Head-covering does not exclude women from acting in public life, but, on the contrary, 
it justifi es a woman’s status and enables her to participate in community life actively and 
freely. In this sense, female university students form a crucial group whether they are re-
formist or orthodox. Th ey have attempted to gain recognition in the public sphere, which 
for them means resistance against the secularist governance of the individual (since the 
state already controls all other religious activities) and resistance against state control of 
Islamic identity and women’s bodies. (Keyman 2007, 226)

Th is section has explained the chronological path of how in Turkey the headscarf has be-
come a “procedural tool used in the struggle for power” (Toprak & Uslu 2009, 61-62). 
As such, the headscarf has become a symbol that has been increasingly charged with a 
variety of meanings from the 1980s onwards. Many see it as a symbol of political Islam. 
While the interconnections between Islam and politics have become more sensitive, the 
headscarf question too relates to diff erent power relations in society. However this claim 
suggests a paradox: If the headscarf is used as a tool in the struggle for power, this itself 
creates a confl ict between the two sides, and therefore the headscarf is an essential element 
of that confl ict.

Conclusions
Th e aim of this chapter was to give a historical analysis of the relationship between religion 
and politics in Turkey. Th e purpose was, on the one hand, to show how secularism has 
been formed and aimed at governing religious communities; and on the other hand, how 
Islam has functioned in the identity-formation of the Turks. For this reason, the histori-
cal analysis (chapters 3.1-3.3) was divided into three parts, fi rstly describing the Islamic 
discourse by explaining the Ottoman heritage (in chapter 3.1), and secondly explaining 
Atatürk’s secular legacy (in chapter 3.2). Finally, it was explained how these two paths have 
aff ected the current political and social situation in Turkey (in chapter 3.3). 
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Finally, in the very last section of this chapter, the historical development of the headscarf 
question in Turkey was outlined and some arguments for or against the headscarf were 
presented. It was reminded that wearing an Islamic headscarf by an individual and the 
debates on the headscarf are two separate things. However, it is the debates through which 
the headscarf has got its meaning. Th ese debates likewise articulate religious identity with-
in the public sphere, which encroaches upon secularism (Roy 2007, xii) and hence these 
two hegemonic discourses - the secular and the Islamist - have ended up colliding into 
each other over the headscarf debates (Göle 2012, 10). 
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CHAPTER 4

Searching for the Great within the Small – 
Illustrations on the use of the headscarf as a symbol 

of a bipolar battle

While doing research on societies and the politics that take place within them, 
we are often faced with the problem of empirical data – how to get the an-
swers to our research questions and what is the most appropriate empirical 

data to use. Some social scientists rely purely on theoretical deductions; whereas the aim 
of this undergoing research is to use more concrete data, as a problem-driven method, in 
order to fi nd answers to the research questions. Th e goal is to study the topic also in prac-
tice and not only on the level of theory. By so doing, I will look at the illustrations, which 
exemplify the issue in the best possible way. In this framework, illustration is seen as a 
type of a case-study. Case studies include inter alia descriptions on typical, illustrative, or 
deviant examples. (Marshall & Scott 2009) Th is study includes four illustrative examples, 
which will henceforth be referred to as cases, and will be presented in chapter 4.6. Illustra-
tion is also a way of linking macro-level and micro-level explanations. Th is way, the study 
aims to narrow the two levels, which has generally been seen as one of the weaknesses in 
current social science research. 

Th e fi rst part of this chapter describes how the case studies used in this research connect 
organically to theoretical discourse and polarization by looking at the particular nature 
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of the headscarf debates in Turkish context. Th e second part of this chapter describes the 
overview of the method used. It aims at presenting the issues that have been looked at 
from the data. Th e third part of this chapter describes the data used in this study by pre-
senting the ideological background together with the information on the ownership of 
the fi ve newspapers. In addition, the limitations concerning the truthfulness of the con-
tent of articles will be considered. Th e fourth part explains thoroughly the practical data 
gathering method and the criteria through which the articles were chosen. Th e fi fth part 
describes some of the limitations that this methodology has, as well as ways to overcome 
them. Finally, the last part of this chapter portrays the empirical background of the four 
illustrative examples used. 

4.1  Linking discourse theory to data (the headscarf cases) and phe-
nomena (polarization) 

So far we have defi ned “discourse” as a system of signifi ers without positive terms, in 
which elements are the signifi ers. Th erefore the meaning of each word depends on the 
meaning of other elements. Th ese presuppositions have certain implications also for the 
analysis and methodology of this study. Firstly, each discourse provides basic terms for dis-
course analysis. Secondly, every discourse is populated by diff erent actors. Th irdly, objects 
are understood in discourses and constructed within them. Th ey structure the way we see them. 
Fourthly, objects are not given, they are contingent. And fi fthly, there are political impli-
cations: politics is about universalizing a specifi c discourse. Hence, politics is an ongoing 
struggle to change the meanings of objects. Th is happens on many levels, like on the level 
of public debate.  

While looking at a public debate where (a) secularist(s) oppose (an) Islamist(s) or vice 
versa, we can claim that it is basically about defi nitions of “self ”. Th e debate gets most 
tense in areas where Islamists or conservatives aim to control the moral norms within the 
public sphere, since that is the issue that has been at stake since the beginning of the mod-
ernization process in Turkey. Th e examples include women’s veiling, limiting public inter-
action between the sexes, limiting alcohol consumption and censoring art. (Göle 2003, 
23) Out of all these, women’s veiling has become the most controversial and symbolic 
subject among the issues of secularist-Islamist confrontation in the 1990s and early 2000s. 
(An-na’im 2008, 206) Th e headscarf issue is also the most visible, and easiest example to 
illustrate this tension that diff erent people have encountered while defi ning themselves. 
One other reason for choosing the headscarf debates as data, is the fact that media has 
been able to handle this issue freely, at least during the period that the data of this re-
search at hand takes place (1996-2011). In general, women’s issues tend to form the bat-
tleground between the change for secularism and traditional Islamist communities. Th us, 
while studying the tension between these two particular communities, it is imperative to 
tackle the issue from the women’s position. (Daglier 2010, 42) Women are the principal 
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actors since it is through them that the boundaries between licit, and illicit, private and 
public are being defi ned.

We can look at the headscarf debates from diff erent angles. From the point of view of sec-
ularism, their aim is two folded: the control of religion and its exclusion from the public 
space. Indeed, the headscarf debates demonstrate both these characteristics. For secularist 
women, entering into modernity happened through the removal of the veil in a symbolic 
sense (Göle 2003, 28). Th is process allowed public visibility and citizenship of women. 
Th e construction of women as public citizens was the basis for Turkish modernism. To 
summarize, women’s bodily visibility started to defi ne the public sphere within the secularist 
discourse. (Göle 2003, 22) Th e headscarf was a symbol of Islamic visibility, which chal-
lenged this secular conception of public sphere, and also of democracy (Göle 2003, 27). 
On the other hand, Islamic discourse is constituted in such a way that Islam, as a religion, 
is made out to be very ostentatious through this symbolism. Th e headscarf immediately 
allows people to classify a person. Compared to a cross for example, the headscarf is very 
recognizable. Islamic practices have been symbolized by wearing the headscarf or not. (Ka-
vakçı Islam 2011)

Th e AKP brought an interesting twist to these two angles: while before the wearing of 
the headscarf was seen as ostentatious and the prohibition of it was seen as modern, the 
discourse issued from the AKP was built on the idea that prohibiting the wearing of the 
headscarf is against human rights, and therefore against Western values and modernism. 
So surprisingly, they used the same arguments for the headscarf that had been earlier used 
against it. Th is twist becomes visible in the three cases of this study or we can even propose 
that these cases are the initiators behind this grand idea. 

For the purpose of the empirical part of the study, four illustrations of the headscarf de-
bates were chosen. Th ey describe the polarity of Turkish society in a visible way, while at 
the same time reveal some answers to my research questions. Many discourse theorists 
use exemplary cases in a way that they can research the more general logics of identity 
formation and hegemonic practice. (Howarth 2000, 138) With this line of reasoning, ex-
emplary cases are also useful for generating and testing a hypothesis (Flyvbjerg 2001, 77). 
Logics and descriptions that are found in one case can be “tested” in diff erent contexts. 
Th e purpose of this study is not to compare the cases, but rather add “knowledge” to the 
logics tested. 

Th e selection of the cases is based on the writings of Flyvbjerg and Howarth98. Flyvbjerg 
(Flyvbjerg 2001, 77-81) has identifi ed four diff erent types of case studies99, which all serve 
the purpose of confi rming theories. At the starting point of this research is the problem it-

98 Th e decision to choose these four cases was made by the author alone. In this paragraph, the 
reasons behind the decision are being explained. 

99 Four types of case studies in Flyvbjerg’s terms include extreme/deviant cases, maximum varia-
tion cases, critical cases, and paradigmatic cases. 
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self (the so called problem-driven approach); Flyvbjerg’s terminology is seen as useful here 
in order to explain why these four cases have been chosen. Namely, one of Flyvbjerg’s four 
case types is called “paradigmatic cases”, which the four cases of this study are examples 
of. Th ese types of cases highlight the general characteristic of a whole society. (Flyvbjerg 
2001, 80) In the case of the study at hand, the headscarf debates highlight the existence 
of the polarization of the Turkish society. Following this line of reasoning, paradigmatic il-
lustrations are selected to present a representation, which describes a wider phenomenon. 
In other words, these illustrations are metaphors for an entire society and its polarized 
nature. (See: Howarth 2005, 331) Th is raises the question on how we can identify these 
particular four cases as paradigmatic cases. According to Hubert Dreyfus (Flyvbjerg 2001, 
80), Heidegger has said that “you recognize a paradigm case because it shines”. Hence, 
intuition also conducts the researcher. In addition, the reason for choosing these particular 
four cases for this study is because they received so much media attention. In the case of 
this study we can therefore say that these cases were shining due to their visibility in public 
discourses, as will be explained later.

It must be added, however, while concentrating on the headscarf discussions and debates, 
the focus is often taken away from the real problem (also Hürriyet 27.10.2010). For ex-
ample the Economist magazine made this similar comment by advising Turkish politicians 
to concentrate on real issues such as gender equality instead of the headscarf issue. We 
should note that this comment comes from outside Turkey and hence works as an exam-
ple of how it is actually diffi  cult to understand the context around the headscarf debates 
outside Turkey.  

Th e headscarf incidents are partly reconstructing the existing phenomena (namely the po-
larization100) and the information on the phenomena forms the main part of this study. 
Here we can ask whether the data could have been obtained without the existing phenom-
ena. (Bogen and Woodward 1988) Th is study assumes that it is not possible and this is 
one of the main arguments underlying the whole framework of the study in general and 
the data selection process in particular. Phenomena are an iterative eff ect that give proof of 
the existence of the polarization. (See more on Bogen & Woodward 1988)  

4.2  An overview of the method
A method is simply not a neutral technique of gathering information and analyzing it. 
In his widely cited text Weber (1949, 115, 135) states that methodology can only bring 
us refl ective understanding of the means which have already demonstrated their value 
in practice by raising them to the level of explicit consciousness. Th erefore a method is 
something that has been established in the course of research. Methodology is also a place 

100  See e.g. Hürriyet newspaper 23.5.2005: Le Figaro: Türban, Türk toplumunu bölüyor (Le 
Figaro: Türban, divides Turkish society) which shows an example of how Leyla fahin case at 
the ECHR has caused divisions in Turkey.
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where proportions and relations for description, understanding and explanation are be-
ing defi ned. Also critique and normative evaluation are important parts of methodology. 
Th erefore, a method can be understood as a “road to knowledge”, it is an instrument for 
representing a given fi eld; it is applied to that fi eld from outside. Th erefore it is an instru-
mental approach to a subject from an entirely subjective position. (Gasché 1986, 121)

Th e empirical data are viewed in this study as sets of signifying practices that constitute 
“discourse” and its “reality” (Derrida & Kamuf 1986, 165, 168). Instead of applying some 
pre-existing theory to a set of empirical cases, this study attempts to articulate the con-
cepts of each illustration. Th e analysis is laid out in three stages. Firstly, the information 
is “translated” into textual form. Linguistic and non-linguistic data is treated as “texts” or 
“writing”. Th ese are consolidated with the ontological assumptions of the discourse theo-
ry. Regarding the illustrations used in this study, the main data is in the form of newspaper 
articles. (Triangulation as a technique is used to compare if diff erent sources give support 
to one another.) Secondly, the theoretical framework is applied to the research topic. Th is 
is done by looking at the articulations of the discourses, and elements that hold the nod-
al points together. From the articulations, this research will examine the meaning giving 
processes, and how the political frontiers are being constructed. Th e research also focuses 
on the elements that are targeted as “the other”, as well as how the antagonisms are being 
constructed. Finally, the way in which hegemonic practices are being constructed through 
linking together diff erent demands is examined. In this research, hegemonies are analyzed 
as social and political processes. Consequently, the concepts used in this application pro-
cess, will have to be defi ned systematically, almost in an archaeological manner. Th is was 
done throughout chapter three. Th e fi nal stage in analyzing the empirical data regards the 
use of some techniques of discourse analysis. Th is involves mainly the organization and 
allocation of diff erent topics arising from the data, and presenting them in an understand-
able way. (See: Howarth 2000, 141) Simultaneously it is important to remember that 
discourse analysis refers to the process of analyzing signifying practices as discursive forms 
(Howarth 2000, 3-4). “Discourse analysis refers to the practice of analyzing empirical raw 
material and information as discursive forms.” (Howarth and Stavrakakis 2000, 4) What 
is important to keep in mind, is that the focus is on narrative, rather than rhetorical struc-
tures of the text, and the purpose is to examine the actual social practices and events, and the 
articulations produced within them rather than the structure of the text or media itself.       

Following Howarth (2005, 341), the analysis happens on three diff erent levels: the mean-
ings in text, the role of rhetoric, and construction of subjectivity. So these are the three 
things that will be kept in mind while going through the data. Th ey do not presuppose 
each other or they are not necessarily connected to each other but it is expected that the 
data contains elements of these. Each of these will be explained here a bit more thorough-
ly: 
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1.  Analyzing the meanings in the text: While reading the data, the aim is “to locate and 
analyze the mechanisms by which meaning(s) are produced, fi xed, contested, and sub-
verted within particular texts.” In practice this means that, the mechanisms such as 
logics of equivalence and diff erence, or the production of fl oating and empty signifi ers, 
will be examined. Th ese are the tools of analyzing the text and meanings that it pro-
duces.

2. Role of rhetoric: In addition to meanings and mechanisms, rhetorical re-description 
is sometimes useful in examining hegemonic battles when the sides are constantly re-
framing issues in ways that suit their projects. During the analysis, the rhetorics (which 
the two hegemonic blocs are using to emphasize the importance of their respective 
projects) will be re-described, which involves two processes. Firstly, the level of ontolo-
gy and level of meaning will be looked at. An example of this ontological level includes 
how the demands of one group come to refl ect the demands of the whole nation. Sec-
ondly, the ontical level will be looked at by looking at metonyms or metaphors used 
within the articles. 

3. Construction of subjectivity: Finally, this research looks at the way in which subjectivi-
ties are constructed in and through the text and social practices. Here it is important to 
make a heuristic distinction between (act of ) statement and (act of ) enunciation: First-
ly, (the act of ) statement looks at what is said. (the language speaks through the subject), 
this stems from Foucault’s “Archeology of knowledge”; conditions and rules that must 
be satisfi ed so that the statement can be considered as a meaningful part of discourse 
(=enunciative modality). Secondly, (Th e act of ) enunciation, meaning the acts of saying 
or writing (how the subject is constituted through the act.): looks at the intentions of 
those uttered statements, or what the subject is doing in saying something (this derives 
from Austin’s speech-act theory). In this latter sense, one needs to look the way and the 
place in which the statement are being uttered while analyzing such acts.

In conducting the analysis, the semantic, pragmatic, and rhetorical aspects in the con-
struction of social structures and identities will be investigated. Th e emphasis will be on 
language games (in the Wittgensteinian sense), the production of language and its mean-
ings, while the fi nal purpose is to fi nd out how common identities are being established. 

4.3  An overview of the collected data 
Howarth (2005, 335) lists the type of data that can be used in problem-driven discourse 
theory as “primary documents, in-depth-interviews, newspaper reports, observed and un-
observed social practices, images, quantitative data, even buildings and historical mon-
uments.” He further makes a pragmatic distinction between diff erent types of data, as 
described in table 1. Th e table displays all the internal components of the discourse itself. 
Th us, it is noteworthy to mention that the components used in discourse method include 
both linguistic and non-linguistic elements. Reactive components have stronger element 
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of inter-subjectivity than the non-reactive ones. However, either one completely excludes 
subjectivity.  

Table 1: Type of data within problem-driven discourse theory (Howarth 2005, 335)

Linguistic Non-linguistic
Reactive Interviews Participant observation, action research
Non-reactive Documents Images, constructs, architectures

Th e empirical material for the four illustrations used in this study is collected from Turk-
ish newspaper articles. Th ey are seen as the most explicit and justifi ed way of gaining in-
formation on “what has happened”. Th e information from the articles is handled as “social 
practices” according to Foucault’s vocabulary (See: Foucault 1979). In saying that, one has 
to keep in mind the political background of a newspaper. Hence, to be consistent, news-
papers were selected from diff erent political affi  liations. Within discourse theory, both 
discursive and non-discursive, as well as verbal and non-verbal data can be considered as 
internal components of the discourse and hence it would be possible to use other kinds 
of data as well. In this case these can be, for example, the photos attached to articles. Also 
for the purpose of this research, one interview was conducted with Merve Kavakçı Islam 
in 2011. Th is was the only interview that was conducted for this study. It has been used as 
part of any type of data. 

Th e content of the newspaper articles is presented as forms of social practices, while con-
nections to other data (e.g. academic articles), events, and phenomena are also presented 
when relevant. It will also be taken into account that some of the information in the news-
papers is not necessarily true. To illustrate this from one of the cases, Merve Kavakçı Islam 
stated in an interview101 that during the period in which she was often on the news when 
the media was writing about her headscarf incident, she found some lies about her father 
in the newspapers one day, and on the following day, some fallacies about her mother. 
(Kavakçı Islam 2011) However, whether the stories written in newspaper articles are true 
or not, these stories inevitably become part of the public discourse. Discourses are seen as 
concrete systems of social practices that are intrinsically political, as their formation is per-
formed by an institution (newspaper). Discourses involve the construction of antagonisms 
and the drawing of political frontiers. Th ey determine who is in and who is out, which is 
a form of exercising power. (Howarth and Stavrakakis 2000, 4) Th erefore, the stories in 
newspapers themselves also form part of the discourse, which also act as a means of con-
structing political frontiers. Even though these social practices can be small things, events 

101  Th e interview was conducted in Istanbul by Imren Arslanoºlu, who conducted the interview 
for practical reasons: She was already in Istanbul and the author had limited fi nancial resources. 
Th e interview was conducted in English, based on the questions that the author had prepared. 
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that seem to be of minor importance, it is exactly through these small questions that lead 
us often to bigger answers, as the analysis chapter of this thesis will examine.

Th e newspapers selected for the purpose of this study are Cumhuriyet, Hürriyet, Milliyet, 
Yeni bafak, and Zaman. Out of these fi ve newspapers, Cumhuriyet, Milliyet and Hür-
riyet represent a more secular way of thinking. During the period studied, Cumhuriyet 
can be defi ned as clearly secularist, carrying Atatürk’s ideology102. Milliyet can be defi ned 
as “mainstream secular, social democrat, centre-left and liberal”103, which advocates the 
exclusion of religion from public life and is part of the guardians of the secular regime. 
Hürriyet is more moderate than Milliyet. Nevertheless, its defi ning “slogan” from the very 
beginning has been “Turkey belongs to Turks” (Türkiye Türklerindir), which was includ-
ed in its logo on the fi rst page (along with Turkish fl ag and Atatürk’s portrait) in the late 
1980s and is still there (Gürhanlı 10.10.2016). Conversely, Yeni bafak and Zaman are 
more Islamist. Out of these two, Zaman104 is more moderate conservative and is connected 
to the Fethullah Gülen movement (TaƔ & UŒur 2007, 311). In its ideology, Yeni bafak 
is conservative and pro-AKP, and the most right wing out of these fi ve newspapers (Tunç 
2011). Gürhanli (10.10.2016) argues that Yeni bafak has been outright Islamist from the 
beginning, and not simply a “conservative” paper, having been bought by the president of 
Islamist “Ensar Foundation” in 1995. Th eir stance has always been a covertly pro-Sharia 
one since the Welfare Party government came to power. Some newspapers with smaller 
distributions were also considered for usage, but they were left out after noticing that of-
ten the smaller newspapers wrote similar content to that in the bigger ones, written one to 
a few days prior. Taking those in account would therefore not have contributed much for 
the analysis. 

In addition to the ideological background, for the purpose of transparency, it is useful to 
briefl y look at the ownership of these fi ve newspapers: During 1924-1991 Cumhuriyet 
was owned by its establisher Yunus Nadi and his descendant. Th ereafter, almost all the 
media patrons in Turkey had a share in its ownership105. Nowadays it is owned by the 
Cumhuriyet Foundation, keeping its editorial line independent. (Tunç 2011; Tunç 2015, 
7) Hürriyet was founded by journalist and caricaturist Sedat Simavi in 1948. Since 1994 

102  Cumhuriyet was established in Istanbul in 1924 by Yunus Nadi Abalioglu to create a counter 
front to the pro-caliphate media in Istanbul (Tunç 2011).

103  One could also call Milliyet simply as “statist” (linked to “secularist” and “nationalist” princi-
ples) during 1996-2005. In 2005-2009 Milliyet was closer to being an “opposition” newspaper 
due to the paper’s stance vis-a-vis AKP government. In 2009-11, however, it has been forced 
to comply with the government line, change the main editor and was fi nally sold to a pro-AKP 
conglomerate. (Gürhanli 10.10.2016)

104  Zaman was established by Fehmi Koru in 1986 as an enlightened Islamist paper but was imme-
diately taken over by Gülenists in 1987. Koru was among the fi rst ones to be dismissed, along 
with many others. (Gürhanli 10.10.2016) 

105  Th e biggest share belonged to businessman Turgay Ciner. Gunay Capan, Karamehmet, and 
Dogan Groups also had big shares. 
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it has belonged to the DoŒan Holding, one of the top industrial conglomerates in Turkey. 
Hürriyet is known as one of the leading media that gives military information. In April 
2002 the British Broadcasting Company BBC and Hürriyet announced an agreement to 
broadcast together. Milliyet was founded by Ali Naci Karacan (that time a supporter of 
Democrat Party) in 1950. Later the newspaper took on a leftist slant. Between 1980 and 
2011 it belonged to the DoŒan Holding. Since 2011 it has belonged to the Demirören–
Karacan Group. Demirören has a leading holding in the gas, industry, construction, and 
education fi elds (private schools). Yeni bafak was established by Yakup Yönten (president 
of the Doctors’ Union in Turkey) and Tufan Mengi in 1994. Since 1997 Yeni bafak has 
belonged to Ahmet Albayrak of the Albayrak Group Holding. Zaman has Turkey’s largest 
distribution rate106 (Medyatava 2013; Gürhanli 10.10.2016). It was established by Fehmi 
Koru in 1986. It is known for its closeness to Fethullah Gülen. It is owned by Feza Jour-
nalism and Ali Akbulut. (Tunç 2011)

4.4  Criteria for the selection and the collection process of the data
Articles were chosen107 fi rstly by using the names of the four women as key words. So 
key words were “Fadime bahin”, “Merve Kavakçı”, “Leyla bahin” and “Hayrünnisa Gül”. 
In the case of Hayrünnisa Gül (the First Lady during 2007-2014), additional keyword 
“headscarf ” (türban) was added to limit the data. In addition to this, some non-relevant 
articles needed to be excluded because, for example, in the case of Zaman newspaper, the 
boolean operations108 were not in use and therefore the search engine displayed all the 
articles where both of the key words (e.g. Fadime and bahin) appeared. In other words, 
sometimes the articles did not relate to these four cases. In regards to all fi ve newspapers, 
sometimes a person with the same name appeared, e.g. Leyla bahin is a common name, 
and therefore those not referring to the four cases were excluded from the data. Another 
problem related to the fi rst phase of the data collection process was that sometimes the 
search engine “jammed”. Th is was very often the case with Yeni bafak. Moreover, during 
the process it became apparent that some newspapers were editing their archives, while 
some articles simply “disappeared”. Th is information was also confi rmed by one journal-
ist. According to her, some archives are being “adjusted” so as to suit each time period. 
(Th e later shutdown of the entire Zaman newspaper in early 2016 further substantiates 
this argument.) Regarding the Cumhuriyet newspaper, this data was added later and by 
2018, all the articles mentioning Hayrunnisa Gül had been removed from the archives. 
After all these tasks were performed and articles listed, the number of articles counted 
2785 (See table 2). 
106  Zaman’s claim to having the largest circulation is deceptive since the paper was distributed by 

Gülen network for free to many hotels, hospitals, public institutions, etc. during the period of 
research. Th e actual circulation has never been known. After the coup attempt in 2016, the 
newspaper was closed due to its direct link with FETÖ. (Tunç 2018)

107  It should be emphasized that contrary to the method of sampling, the articles were chosen for 
this study.

108  Boolean operations combine search words with operations such as AND, NOT, OR.
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Before moving on to explain the methodological steps, we can briefl y look at table 2 re-
garding the amount of articles in each newspaper. Firstly we notice that Fadime fahin case 
receives slightly more attention in Milliyet newspaper which advocates the exclusion of 
religion from public life, as previously explained. A closer look at the articles reveals that 
Milliyet writes a lot about Müslüm Gündüz and religious marriages. It is understandable 
that for a secularist newspaper’s agenda this issue is being emphasized. Another observa-
tion is the fact that Merve Kavakçi’s case seems to get the most attention in newspapers 
defi ned as secularists. Th is is understandable because for secularists the issue of a head-
scarved MP was against their ideology, and hence there was a need to write about that. 
Th irdly, there is no ideology-related reason why Milliyet has written so little about Leyla 
fahin. Perhaps they simply did not want to give attention to the fact that someone is 
fi ghting to wear a headscarf at university (even though she lost the case). Finally, it is un-
derstandable that Hayrunnisa Gül’s headscarf received lot of attention in Cumhuriyet and 
Milliyet, while Yeni fafak’s popularity can be explained by a practical reason: the search 
engine did not allow for an additional word “türban” and hence this resulted in showing 
all the articles mentioning Hayrunnisa Gül (and not only the ones in which her headscarf 
is mentioned). 

Table 2: Total number of articles, 1996-2011.

Fadime Şahin Merve Kavakçi Leyla Şahin Hayrunnisa Gül Total
Cumhuriyet 76 310 136 232 754
Milliyet 180 589 9 90 868
Hürriyet 55 172 174 51 452
Zaman 88 0 100 15 203
Yeni Şafak 72 35 31 370 508
Total 471 1106 450 758 2785

Table 3: Number of articles used in analysis part, 1996-2011

Fadime Şahin Merve Kavakçi Leyla Şahin Hayrunnisa Gül Total

Cumhuriyet 8 12 5 4 29
Milliyet 29 14 5 9 57
Hürriyet 10 10 37 6 63
Zaman 23 0 4 4 31
Yeni Şafak 32 11 0 5 48
Total 102 47 51 28 228
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After reading all the articles, they were classifi ed on Excel sheets109. Th e articles were sorted 
into news articles, columns, and so called news agendas (gündem110) and commentaries 
(yorum). Since the interest of the study was on what happened (social practices) and not 
about what media is writing as such, the classifi cation between the types of articles was 
not crucial. Th is means that e.g. news articles on events, as well as columns were seen as 
equally important parts of public discourse and both types of articles were included in the 
study. Th is, however, does not mean that the type of information in the articles was misin-
terpreted, for example, that opinions in columns would have been considered as news, or 
“gossip type stories” would have been taken as actual events. Instead, all the articles were 
considered as part of the discourses that are being articulated as systems of meaningful 
practices and that partly form the identities of subjects and objects. In other words, all the 
data was seen as complex of elements playing a constitutive role (Laclau 2005, 68). 

Th e next step involved highlighting all the articles on the excel sheets, which included in-
formation on the events that showed the polarized nature of Turkish society. So the articles 
were chosen according to this criteria. Along with this process, three unoffi  cial translators 
were used.111 Translators were used since the author’s level of Turkish language skills is ba-
sic. To clarify, the author was the person responsible for choosing the articles, but in some 
cases, prior to the selection, the author asked the translator to translate certain parts of the 
article before she made a fi nal decision on whether or not to take a particular article into 
the study.

At the end of this phase, there were 228 articles (on table 3), which included information 
on social practices and described the tensions in Turkish society and, in particular, the 
polarization112 between the secularists and Islamists. Th e translators were used again to go 
through the content of these 228 articles more thoroughly. In practice, the author asked 
the translators to translate the parts which she considered relevant, with concern to writ-
ing the analysis. Th e whole translation process created a challenge regarding the time used: 
altogether it took over two and a half years to go through all the articles.113

109  Cumhuriyet newspaper was added to the research much later than other newspapers and there-
fore there was no value added by listing its articles in Excel sheets. Due to saturation, the 
amount of articles of Cumhuriyet might also be relatively smaller.

110  “Gündem” can be defi ned as “news agenda”. It is the media’s way of operating in a way that 
highlights some issue as being more important (worth raising to the media’s publicity) than 
some other (Kuutti 2006) 

111  Th e assistance of translators was necessary because the author’s Turkish language skills are basic. 
In this context, I would like to thank Imren Arslanoºlu from Marmara University for her work 
in translating the requested material in Hürriyet, Milliyet, Yeni fafak, and Zaman newspapers. 
In addition, I would like to thank Ahmet Sarı and Selçuk Vural for their work in translating 
the requested material on Cumhuriyet newspaper.    

112  Th e author here refers to the separation of diff erent types of theories, as defi ned by Robert 
Merton. 

113  Th e translation process took place from February 2013 to March 2015, and regarding the 
Cumhuriyet newspaper, from October 2017 to April 2018.
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After these steps were undergone, the analysis chapter (chapter fi ve) was written. Th e anal-
ysis part was divided up according to the four cases to make it clear for the reader, while, 
at the same time, permitting the events to be written up in chronological order. Th e sub-
titles in the analysis chapter simply emerged from the data, as and when the themes in the 
articles were listed. Some scholars would describe this type of method as “content analy-
sis”. However, as a discourse theorist, the author was not just looking at the themes, but 
what the themes (nodal points) are doing within the wider structure.    

Th e four cases are thought to contribute to the discourses and thereby, to the polarization 
within the public sphere. Th rough the headscarf debates, we can reveal the articulations 
and social practices of each side on various issues as presented in the articles. Th e way of 
identifying a “self ” by the drawing of political frontiers is made visible through these cases. 
Instead of examining the deep meanings of secularism or Islamism in Turkey, the analysis 
concentrates on the discourses of secularism and Islamism, and their articulations. Th ese 
include multifarious verbal and non-verbal practices, through which a certain sense of re-
ality and understanding of the nature of society has been constituted and maintained (See: 
Norval 1996, 2).  

One could perhaps assume that the more Islamist newspapers (Zaman and Yeni bafak) 
had more material on the Islamist discourse, whereas articles from Cumhuriyet, Hürriyet 
and Milliyet would have contributed mostly to the secularist discourse. Th is was indeed 
the case, as determined after writing the analysis, but it should be noted, however, that 
since the research was mostly looking at the “social practices” or real events that had tak-
en place, it was found that sometimes e.g. Yeni bafak was contributing to the secularist 
discourse. To give the reader an example: on May 2nd 1999 Yeni bafak wrote an article 
entitled “Ecevit’s obsession with built-in rule”. Th e title lets one understand that this is 
something negative about Prime Minister Ecevit from the secularist CHP party. Howev-
er, the content of the article provided us with information on his cited statements, thus 
contributing more to the secularist discourse. Th erefore it could not be assumed that the 
secularist newspapers would have always contributed to the secularist discourse and the 
Islamist ones to the Islamist discourse. 

4.5  Limitations
Analyzing newspapers as data for research of course entails various problems. Th e fi rst one 
is the aforementioned question of truth. How do we know what actually happened? How 
can we rely on newspapers? Th e political stance of many of the newspapers gives us some 
hint on their reasons for writing or not writing about something. Also other evidence, 
like academic articles, are helpful while going through the data. Traces of signifi ers lead to 
uncountable amount of other contexts. Th erefore the appropriate level of contextualiza-
tion has to be done, and limits must be set. In doing this, the main aim has been to be as 
explicit and consistent as possible, and justify issues as much as possible. 
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Th e second limitation concerns any given text114. Namely, the problem is: what the author 
intended to communicate “by the utterance of this given utterance”? Th e author lived at 
a certain time, and intended to write to a certain audience. (Skinner 1988, 63-64) As a 
consequence, if we attempt to understand what the author of the article wanted to say, we 
need to somehow recover this intention as well. Th is research partly overcame this lim-
itation in chapter three which described the whole context of the period studied. While 
recovering the intentions of the newspapers’ authors, we collide with another issue: news-
papers in general might refl ect a slightly elitist view, because they are not written by “an 
average Joe”. To overcome this hurdle, the public survey studies behind the main theme of 
my work were presented at the end of chapter 1.1.   

Th e third limitation of employing this kind of case method, as is usually the case with 
case-based research, concerns the problem of generalization. We can ask: What wider set 
of inferences or generalizations, if any, can legitimately be drawn from a single or even 
multiple case studies? In other words, can we truly say that the headscarf debates refl ect the 
dualistic nature of the nation in which the polarization becomes visible? And moreover, does 
the debates on these four persons refl ect the entire nation’s polarity? Th ese are very valid 
questions to which attempted answers were given in the theory part in chapter 2.4 in 
response to most of the common criticism that discourse theory has faced. Moreover, in 
the analysis part, we shall encounter that the debate on the headscarf has many layers that 
indicate polarization.   

Th e fourth limitation concerns applying discourse theory to empirical cases. Discourse 
theorists do not intend to apply pre-existing theories to a set of empirical objects. Instead 
they aim to articulate their concepts while enacting concrete (particular) research. Th is 
leads to a danger of empiricism and theoreticism. Th erefore, the concepts, and logics of 
the theories must be fl exible enough in order to be adaptable (Howarth and Stavrakakis 
2000, 5). Th e danger of empiricism means that the research is based too much on empir-
ical phenomena itself. At the same time while aiming to prevail the logics behind certain 
changes, it might concentrate too much on discourse theory, which entails the danger of 
theoreticism. Generally speaking, the weakness of the research using discourse theory so 
far has been either theoretical or empirical, and some studies that have attempted to com-
bine these two, have a lack of methodological refl ections. (Torfi ng 2005, 2) Hence, this 
chapter aims to fi ll in this defi cit by describing thoroughly the methodology used.

114  As in hermeneutics, theory cannot be completely separated from the reality it seeks to explain, 
because theory is shaped by and constitutive of the social world in which the subjects and 
objects of research exist in. Th is means that the separation between objective scientifi c world 
and subjective hermeneutical interpretations becomes blurred (Howarth and Stavrakakis 2000, 
6).
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4.6 Th e empirical background of the four cases
Th is part of the chapter presents the background information for the four cases used for 
the purpose of the study. As will be shown, the nature of each case varies greatly, and the 
only common denominator for these four women is that they became focal points in the 
eye of the public media because of their headscarf. At the same time, these cases illustrate 
how the headscarf debate brings two hegemonic fronts together. 

4.6.1  Fadime bahin - Th e sheikh’s discreet mistress casts light on the various 
meanings of the headscarf for the public   

Th e fi rst illustrative case is about a girl called Fadime bahin. Th e somewhat mysterious 
details around her can be contested, and even today, it remains unclear how these events 
originally came about. For some (especially for the secularist-republican groups), she re-
mains a woman, who came to be known as the symbol of the 1997 post-modern coup. 
Th e historical and political events that took place during the mid-1990s infl uenced this 
argument: after the December 1995 elections, the fi rst Islamist government since Tur-
key’s independence was formed in June 1996, with the Welfare Party (RP)’s Necmettin 
Erbakan being the prime minister. Th e following year, during the so-called February 28th 
events, the prime minister was pressured mainly by the armed forces, to leave his post. 
Th ese events were later called a “post-modern coup”115, because the power was seized with-
out violence. 

Fadime bahin became originally famous as a secret mistress of a religious sect’s leader. Th e 
scandal broke out in Istanbul on 28th of December 1996, when the police raided a house 
of Islamist sect leader Müslüm Gündüz, charged for anti-secular and separatist activities. 
His group of Aczmendis-religious sect comprised of extreme Islamist members, which had 
organized protests against the secularist regime various times. Th is raid happened with a 
group of TV cameras and reporters, and it was at this time that Fadime bahin was found 
hiding in the house. Some references stated that she was found in the sect leader’s bed-
room. Consequently, an alleged aff air between bahin and the leader of the sect was ac-
centuated in the media and within the public debate. bahin became famous overnight by 
confessing to relationships with two of the leaders of this religious sect. According to her, 
the relationships had been going on for two years altogether.  Later on, the sheik attempt-
ed to declare their aff air lawful by stating that they were married according to Islamic 
law, even though these marriages are illegal in Turkey. Th ereafter, Fadime bahin denied 
the marriage and even accused the sheik of abusing her. Th is moment became the focal 
point for the secularists of Turkey to accuse Islamism for its loose and artifi cial morality. 
Some have later seen this focal point as the basis for events that fi nally erupted with the 
28th February 1997 coup. Th e events cumulated further when bahin removed her Islamic 

115  Th e spokesperson of the 1997 military coup General Çevik Bir used the word “post-modern 
coup” for the fi rst time at an off -the-record meeting with high-ranking offi  cers in June 1997. 
(Demir 2007)
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headscarf, and dyed her hair blond. Th e impressive part of these events, and the reason for 
which this case has been used in this study overall, is the way in which bahin later made 
her story public in various television and newspaper interviews. (Göle 2003, 25; Daglier 
2010, 45-46; Hürriyet Daily News 7.1.1997; Beki 1997) 

Events related to the mystifi ed personality of Fadime bahin also have another dimension. 
Novelist and journalist Ümit OŒuztan claims to be behind the events that made Fadime 
bahin famous. He maintains to have purposely started looking for any scandal within 
the Islamic communities that would damage the Welfare Party’s reputation. According 
to him, after months of searching, Ümit and his friends found Ali Kalkancı and his reli-
gious Aczmendi sect, and started to spy on them. Th eir aim was to “show the real faces 
of the sheiks to the public”, and thus they started to gather enough information in order 
to create a sex scandal. Surprisingly, in the middle of all this, the police raided one of the 
sect leader’s apartments, and OŒuztan’s plan of exposing the forbidden sexual life of the 
two sect leaders came to pass. OŒuztan went onto market the main fi gures of this scan-
dal, including Fadime bahin to the TV-programs. He started a major media campaign by 
blackening the reputation of Islamic communities. Moreover, it was claimed that OŒuz-
tan had made contact with the armed forces or National Security Council (MGK), who 
fi nally forced the Prime Minister Erbakan to resign during the so-called “post-modern 
coup” or “the 28th of February” events. (Beki 1997) Th ese events started the discussions 
of the “deep-state” concept in Turkey, and further polarized the society. And hence, not 
surprisingly, some people (especially the religious ones) asserted that scandal had been 
purposefully engineered in order to create distrust towards religious leaders. (Budak 2009) 

What does the case of Fadime bahin tell us? Among other things, we can look at the divi-
sion between the traditional and the modern: the fact that Fadime bahin spoke about the 
issues of her sexual aff airs to the public can be considered extremely modern. In Turkey 
it is tradition that someone who has “lost her honor” is expected to remain silent. Th e 
public was amazed by the opposite behavior, when bahin successfully blurred traditions 
and modernity, as well as privacy and publicity. (Göle 2003, 26) Moreover, the case illus-
trates the religious marriage as a divisive issue between secularists and Islamists (the in-
strumentalization of polygamy and secularist order). But in addition to the publicity and 
the religious marriage, we can pay attention to the headscarf. During her time under the 
spotlight of publicity Fadime removed her headscarf and even died her hair blonde. Th e 
republicans used this story to show how the wearing of the Islamist headscarf was forced 
upon a woman. Th ey raised Fadime as a hero, fi ghting for her individual rights, against 
Islamism. Finally we should state that this case presents an example of a ”story never for-
gotten”. Namely, Fadime bahin’s name keeps on appearing in Turkish media year after 
year. For example in 2011, 14 years after the events, the news reported on events in which 
Gündüz was complaining about how the raid on his house was a crime against human 
rights (Hürriyet 27.10.2010).
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4.6.2  Merve Kavakçı - Turkey’s fi rst MP-elect with a headscarf

Th e second case concerns Turkey’s fi rst headscarved elected Member of Parliament, Merve 
Kavakçı. She has later changed her name to Merve Kavakçı Islam, but is better known by 
her original name. She became to be known after the 1999 elections for being denied to 
take oath at the Turkish Parliament due to her headscarf. Th ereafter she has been advocat-
ing for the rights of headscarved women from the United States where she has lived ever 
since these events. Th e headscarf question has existed in Turkey for centuries, but in 1999 
the rest of the world came to realize that there was a problem for women with headscarves 
in this country. It is to Merve Kavakçı’s credit that the international community’s atten-
tion was drawn to this problem. (Kavakçı Islam 2011) 

Merve Kavakçı’s mother was a professor of German literature, and had to leave her job in 
1981 because she wore a headscarf. Merve Kavakçı started to study medicine in 1986 at 
Ankara University’s medical school. After sneaking in for a year with a headscarf she was 
forced to quit her studies in 1987, and as a consequence her family decided to move to the 
United States. In her new home country Kavakçı studied a degree in software engineering 
at the University of Texas. After graduating, she returned to Turkey in 1993 and started to 
work for the Welfare party (Refat Partisi, RP). Th e reason for joining the party according 
to her was the fact that for a woman with headscarf it was hard to fi nd a job in software 
engineering. At the party offi  ce she worked as the head of foreign aff airs, in an executive 
body for seven years. (Kavakçı Islam 2011; Göle 2003, 27)

Th e idea to become a candidate in the 1999 elections came from inside the party. Kavakçı 
saw herself as representing “women as women”. Th e Welfare party nominated seventeen 
women as candidates, both with headscarves and without, but Kavakçı was the only head-
scarved woman to succeed in the elections. Kavakçı was a candidate in Istanbul’s fi rst 
district and received votes from all walks of life (radical Islamist and non-Muslims, young-
er and older, men and women, and from diff erent districts). She was also the youngest 
member that got elected to the Parliament in 1999 elections. She received her credentials, 
but problems arose when it was time to take the oath of offi  ce at the opening of the Na-
tional Assembly on 2nd of May 1999. Th e Turkish Parliament represents the idea of sec-
ularism and republic, and thus can’t tolerate any Islamic symbols. Kavakçı was physically 
prevented for taking her oath of offi  ce by about one fourth of the parliament, mainly by 
the members of the democratic leftist party. (Kavakçı Islam 2011; Göle 2003, 27-28.) 
Th is event launched at least two kinds of reactions; some saw the failure in the process of 
changing the republican dress code whereas others viewed it as an example of double stan-
dards imposed by the secular republican establishment. (Daglier 2010, 43) 

Merve Kavakçı explained in an interview that she had learned many years later that after 
the elections, the army had actually called the current president of Turkey, Demirel, and 
warned him that if she takes her oath of offi  ce, they would launch a coup d’état. In the 
same interview Kavakçı stated that she believes that the state wanted to make an example 
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of her, that “if anyone else would dare to do something similar, she would be smashed 
down”. (Kavakçı Islam 2011)

Eleven days after being elected as a Member of the Parliament, Mrs. Kavakçı was stripped 
of her Turkish citizenship, since she had dual citizenship. Th e Constitutional Court 
banned her and four other people from the party from political activities for fi ve years. 
Later, in 2007 Kavakçı went to the European Court of Human Rights and the court 
decided that the Turkish republic had violated the free election code. However, her seat 
remained empty. After the 1999 events, Kavakçı felt that she had to represent women with 
headscarves from Washington D.C.  

Kavakçı’s experience from the United States, make her diff erent from other Muslim 
women in Turkey. According to Göle, she is socially closer to the Turks that are Western 
oriented and secular, which make her a somewhat controversial fi gure. Yet, she is very 
committed to Islam, as symbolized by her headscarf. (Göle 2003, 27-28) However, in 
an interview conducted for the purpose of this study, she seemed closer to being a very 
devoted Muslim. Her life experience has aff ected her in such a way that she continues to 
strongly advocate the rights of headscarved women.  

Mainly due to the Kavakçı case, the Welfare Party (Refah Partisi, RP) for which she had 
been working for was disbanded. Th is was not a new turn of even since all prior Isla-
mist rooted parties had been shut down systematically. After its closure, the Virtue Party 
(Fazilet Partisi FP) was established on the ruins of the Welfare party. Later, the Justice and 
Development party was established by some members from the Virtue Party, herein lays 
the connection between the Kavakçı case and the current AKP party. 

4.6.3  Leyla bahin - Th e headscarf at Turkish universities

Th e case of Leyla bahin illustrates how the headscarf dispute is manifesting on the uni-
versity front. Th e roots to linking education and a dress code go way back in history: 
within the Ottoman Empire clothing and religion were tightly linked together. People 
were required to dress according to their religion. However, education as a secular practice 
started shortly after the Republic was established to serve the Kemalist ideology. With this 
background in mind it is understandable that the wearing of headscarves in state schools 
has been such a debated topic. During the secularization process schools became one of 
the most important battlegrounds between secularism and religion (Nieuwenhuis 2005, 
503, 505). Th e demand by Muslim girls to attend university with their headscarves began 
to be seen by secularists as an invasion on “their” public sphere and hence the most visible 
assault on the Kemalist project. (Göle 2003, 23) Moreover, allowing university students 
to wear a headscarf has been the primary excuse to close down political parties in Turkey, 
which further highlights the importance of the matter. (Toprak & Uslu 2009, 54) Leyla 
bahin was denied access to the university due to her headscarf, and she was one of the fi rst 
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Turks116 to take this issue to the European Court of Human rights (ECHR). Th e decision 
by the ECHR has been used ever since as a case example of the issue.   

Leyla bahin was born in 1973 to a family of practicing Muslims. She fi rst attended uni-
versity in Bursa, without any problems with her headscarf. In August 1997 she continued 
her studies at the University of Istanbul until the so-called “February 28th” process, which 
was described more thoroughly in chapter three. During the same year the new rector of 
Istanbul University disseminated a letter (see below) to all students wearing a headscarf. 
After the circulation of this letter, students from Istanbul University’s medical faculty were 
also not allowed to enter the campus with headscarves.  At that point in time, a fi fth year 
medical student, Leyla bahin was denied access to lectures because she refused to take her 
headscarf off . (Benli 2010, 1-2) Th e circular letter No. 5786, sent on 23rd of February 
1998, describes the situation at that period in Istanbul University:

“… By virtue of the Constitution, the law and the regulations, and in accordance with 
the case-law of the Supreme Administrative Court and the European Commission of 
Human Rights and the resolutions adopted by university administrative boards, students 
whose ‘heads are covered’ and students (including overseas students) with beards must not 
be admitted to lectures, courses or tutorials. Consequently, the name and the number of 
any student with a beard or wearing the Islamic headscarf must not be added to the lists 
of registered students. However, students who insist on attending tutorials and entering 
lecture theatres although their names and numbers are not on the lists must be advised 
of the position and, should they refuse to leave, their names and numbers must be taken 
and they must be informed that they are not entitled to attend lectures. If they refuse to 
leave the lecture theatre, the teacher shall record the incident in a report explaining why 
it was not possible to give the lecture and shall bring the incident to the attention of the 
university authorities as a matter of urgency so that disciplinary measures can be taken” 
(Benli 2010, 2) 

After being denied attendance at the lectures, Leyla bahin fi rst took the issue to the Is-
tanbul Administrative Court, which dismissed the application. She then appealed to the 
Supreme Administrative Court, which also dismissed the appeal. Finally, bahin took her 
case to the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR), where the state of Turkey was the 
other party. In 2004 the fourth Chamber of ECHR ruled against bahin. After seven years 
of fi ghting, on 10th of November 2005 the ECHR Grand Chamber ruled its decision, 
according to which the university’s interference with students wearing a headscarf was jus-
tifi ed and also proportionate to the aims of democratic society. (ECHR 2005) Th e Court 
perceived that the principles of secularism and liberalism were under threat. Th e headscarf 
ban was seen as necessary to protect secularist principles. Finally, the ban protected the 

116  Th e fi rst cases of headscarf at the European Human Rights commission took place already in 
1993, when fenay Karaduman and Lamia Akbulut had not been allowed to use headscarved 
photos on their university diplomas. (Benli 2010) 
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rights and freedoms of those who do not want to wear religious attire. (Yavuz 2009, 165-
166) It is noteworthy that already in its earlier decision, the European Court of Human 
Rights had connected the use of headscarf as contradictory to Western values. Th is was 
the case e.g. with the Dahlab case, a teacher from Switzerland who also took her case to 
the ECHR. Th e court noted that the use of headscarf does not fi t in with the principles of 
gender equality and respect for others. (ECHR 2001) 

In Leyla bahin’s case, Turkey won the case as the ECHR based its decision on two princi-
ples: secularism and equality. Moreover, the advance of the scarf was linked to the advance 
of political Islam (Niewenhuis 2005, 497, 509). As lawyer Fatma Benli has stated, the 
ECHR’s decision was also based on older judgements of the Turkish Constitutional Court 
from 1989. According to this decision, as the bahin case, the aim was to protect peo-
ple from extremist groups. Furthermore, according to the same argument, consideration 
should be given to people who do not practice Muslim religion. Finally the importance of 
gender equality and women’s rights were emphasized. (Benli 2010, 5; Niewenhuis 2005, 
509) 

4.6.4  Hayrünnisa Gül – Th e fi rst headscarved First Lady in Turkey

Hayrünnisa Gül passed the university entry exam in the 1990s but was denied admission 
due to her headscarf. However, she went to university with her husband, and after being 
denied admission, they addressed the press at the university gate of the Istanbul Universi-
ty. In addition to Merve Kavakçı case, this speech by Abdullah Gül was also used to close 
down the Welfare party (Refah Partisi, RP). In 2002, while still a student, Hayrünnisa 
Gül took the issue to the European Court of Human Rights. But later she withdrew the 
case, since she was basically making a case against the state of which her husband was 
working for. She thought there was a confl ict of interest there. (Kavakçı Islam 2011) 

Th e case of Hayrünnisa Gül is closely linked to the 2007 Presidential elections. Th e po-
sition of the President in Turkey has been traditionally seen as belonging to the secular 
cadres of the country. In 2007 the seven-year’s term of the (secularist) Turkish President, 
Ahmet Sezer117, came to an end, and the Turkish Parliament faced the need to elect a new 
President for the republic. Abdullah Gül’s (AKP) candidacy was announced in April and 
from the beginning he was the most likely to win the elections. Th e 2007 presidential 
elections went on to endure four months with two diff erent attempts: fi rst one in April-
May, and the second one in August. Th e fi rst attempt included two rounds and the second 
one three. During this process, the headscarf of Mr. Gül’s wife made more news than 
his own views on religion (EŒrikavuk 2009). During the fi rst attempt, the contradiction 
between, on the one hand, the everlasting tradition of the president as the defender of 
secularism, and, on the other hand, his wife wearing a headscarf created a clash between 

117  Ahmet Sezer did not belong to any party but was of judicial background. However he openly 
advocated the principles of secularism. 
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the defenders of secularism and the AKP. As a consequence, almost the entire opposition 
boycotted the elections. Th erefore, the required two-thirds majority was not possible even 
in theory since the AKP only held 62% of the seats. Moreover, the constitutional court 
decided on 1st of May that also two thirds of the Parliament members need to be present 
at the session. To solve this deadlock, early general elections were organized in July 2007. 
Th erefore, it can be stated that the early general elections in July 2007 were strongly re-
lated to the headscarf of the fi rst lady and the clash that it caused after Abdullah Gül was 
announced as a candidate for presidency. (Göl 2009, 796) 

During the second attempt in August, with the newly elected parliament, the obvious 
events could have been predicted, and thus Parliament decided three rounds of the elec-
tions to be held on 20th, 24th and 28th of August. According to the Turkish constitution, 
during the third round, a simple majority (276 votes) is enough to be elected as presi-
dent. Th e problem of boycotting still remained, but the third biggest party the Nationalist 
Movement party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi, MHP) informed that they would not boycott 
the elections, and thus the AKP dared to propose Gül again as their candidate. He was 
elected as president on the third round with 339 votes.

One of the biggest issues that made headlines during Gül’s candidacy was the fact that 
his wife wore a headscarf. Many demanded him to withdraw his candidature for this 
reason (Birand 9.8.2007). Columnist Mümtazer Türköne wrote after the elections that 
president’s wife’s headscarf had brought the country to a “threshold of a regime crisis” 
(Türköne 27.10.2007). In Turkey, at that time the headscarf was forbidden in all public 
institutions and state buildings, including the presidential palace. Most people opposing 
Gül’s candidature considered the headscarf as a symbol of political Islam. On the other 
hand, this racket created a counter-reaction; due to headscarf controversy, many people 
felt sympathy towards Abdullah Gül and concluded that he had been treated unjustly. 
Th erefore, they voted for the AKP in the July 2007 general elections. Abdullah Gül in-
terpreted people’s stronger support in the elections also as support for his candidacy at 
the presidential elections (Toprak & Uslu 2009, 55). In this connection, it is noteworthy 
that the military’s intervention in politics in April 2007 might have aff ected the Turks 
negatively, which also resulted in an increase in votes for the AKP. (Falk 2007, 20) Th ese 
examples show the extent to which the headscarf has become an issue in Turkish society.  

In February 2008, a law, which allows the wearing of headscarves at universities, was 
passed in the parliament. However, according to Turkish law, this law still had to be passed 
by the Constitutional Court. Th e law was thereafter annulled in June on the grounds that 
it violated the principle of secularism, and moreover, a lawsuit was raised against the AKP 
for enacting this law. As a result, the AKP was, however, not dissolved, (Toprak & Uslu 
2009, 48) but dissolution was very close to becoming a reality, with only one vote of dif-
ference at the Constitutional Court.   

Chapter 4



125

Th e reasons, as mentioned above, as to why the headscarf of the President’s wife became 
such a big problem, was being brought to light. As secularists saw and still see it, the head-
scarf could pave the way for a possible theocracy in the future. In 2007, the Presidency 
was the last position in the hands of the “secular bloc”. Th e Presidency represented for 
Turks a symbol of the Republic, originally Atatürk’s place. Th ere was also another practical 
issue tied to this, namely that the president appointed some high level state offi  cials and at 
that time, the fear was that the whole character of the state could change if the president 
would appoint religious people to these positions. (Toprak & Uslu 2009) Later events in 
Turkey have shown that this fear was not for nothing. 

Within this study, the four cases or illustrations presented here are considered as exam-
plaries, as paradigmatic cases in Flyvbjerg’s terms that represent the archetypal models. In 
other words, they have the ability to combine case studies and macro-level phenomena by 
providing an accurate representation of a wider fi eld of phenomena. Th ese cases are also 
examples of the struggle that has emerged in Turkey. In this way they deconstitute hege-
monic orders. Th e relationship between these illustrations and change is interesting. We 
can see them as elements of change that resonated strongly with the wider populace at a 
certain point in time.

Conclusions
Th e aim of this chapter was to describe the methodological aspects of my work, together 
with the background information of the four cases, on which the headscarf debates are 
based. Th e fi rst part of this chapter described how the headscarf debates connect to the 
theory of this research. Also the reasons for choosing the headscarf debates as data were 
provided. It was stated that women’s issues tend to form the battleground between the 
change for secularism and the traditional Islamist communities. Furthermore, the head-
scarf is a symbol of Islamic visibility that challenged the secular conception of the public 
sphere. (Göle 2003, 27) Finally, the arguments for choosing these four cases in particular 
were presented. Here Flyvberg’s defi nition of “paradigm case” proved useful. 

Secondly, an overview of the method, i.e. using the tools of post-stucturalist discourse the-
ory, was given. It was emphasized that the purpose of this study is to examine the actual 
social practices and events, and the articulations produced within them rather than the 
structure of the text or the media itself. Th irdly, the data used in this study was described 
by giving the background information of the fi ve newspapers. An attempt was also made 
to explain the ways in which the articles constitute the discourses. Th e following fourth 
part gave an idea of the data gathering techniques and the way in which that analysis was 
concretely performed. Th e fi fth part listed some limitations of this methodology, out of 
which the fi rst one concerned the truthfulness of the articles. Alongside the limitations, 
the ways to overcome them were given. Th e last part described the background informa-
tion of the four cases used in this research. Th e common feature of these four headscarved 
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women was the amount of media attention they received due to their headscarves. Th ese 
events around these women show the extent to which the headscarf has become an issue 
in Turkish society.  
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CHAPTER 5

Disentangling the Islamist and Secularist 
discourses in Turkey -

Th e headscarf question in the articulation of 
hegemonic formations

This chapter describes the evolution of the headscarf debates during 1996-2011, 
while aiming to answer the research question on how are the two hegemonic dis-
courses contested and constructed within the articulations that form these debates. Th e 

headscarf debates are presented through the four cases, which shed light on the nature of 
the polarization on many levels. Discourse theory acts as a framework for analysis while 
introducing one way of using this theory in practice.    

In order to analyze the data at hand, we need to understand the discursive strategy 
through which the Islamist/conservative or secularist/Kemalist consciousness118 was built 
upon. Th is contention was one of the key ideas to keep in mind while going through the 
data together with the aspects presented in chapter three. By looking at the discursive 
strategies, we can also analyze the causal capacities of each discourse and how these capac-
ities become eff ective. Using newspaper articles as data proved to be challenging for many 
reasons. Firstly, the language issue created a challenge concerning the time spent on the 

118  A big part of this consciousness is built against the discursive exterior, mentioned in chapter 2.2. 
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analysis process, as mentioned in the previous chapter. And secondly, perhaps the biggest 
challenge was doubting whether newspapers could be considered a reliable and the best 
source of data to present the events that took place in Turkey. Th is challenge was overcome 
by looking at social practices and events rather than the media itself. Th is means that rath-
er than being interested in what the media writes, the focus is on what has actually hap-
pened, who articulated what and hence how are the discourses being constituted. At the 
same time, the author or the newspaper’s ideological background were taken into account.  

Due to their diff erent contexts, each of the four empirical cases present very diff erent type 
of events. Articles on Fadime bahin are rather a “gossip type” of articles whereas the news 
on Hayrünnisa Gül were more clearly concentrating on the headscarf itself. Also chrono-
logically speaking, the events on Fadime bahin and Merve Kavakçı took place mainly be-
fore the AKP era (Fadime bahin in 1996-1997119, and Kavakçı in 1999120) whereas the 
cases of Leyla bahin and Hayrünnisa Gül took place during the AKP’s time in power (in 
2004-2005121 mainly and in 2007122). Th e factor uniting these four cases is the fact of how 
these women became the center of discussions and media, specifi cally regarding the use of 
their headscarf, and how, for this reason, they represent symbols of this battle between the 
two hegemonic discourses. Ultimately these stories simultaneously continuously reproduce the 
headscarf debates, thereby constituting discourses. 

Th e sub-chapters are presented according to the cases and each case is divided into two 
parts: the fi rst presents the articulations that constitute the Islamist discourse around the 
case, while the second presents the parts constituting the secularist viewpoint. Th e data 
was also comprised of material that did not directly pertain to the headscarf per se, but 
included elements that helped to reconstruct the polarization process. Th ose parts are in-
troduced in chapter 5.9. Finally, the conclusions are presented to summarize the fi ndings 
of the analysis part and display the main arguments of this thesis. 

5.1  Islamist discourse on Fadime bahin: Th e symbol that consoli-
dates the polarization

Fadime Şahin’s case was described in depth in chapter 4.6.1. For some scholars the story 
of Fadime Şahin was a story about women’s rights, sexuality, and modernity (see e.g. Arat 
2000 and Göle 2000), but in analyzing the data, it would seem that the Islamist discourse 

119  Th e scandal around Fadime fahin broke out on 28th of December 1996, when the police 
raided the house of an Islamist sect leader Müslüm Gündüz.

120  Kavakçı was physically prevented from taking her oath of offi  ce at the opening of the National 
Assembly on the 2nd of May 1999. 

121  Th e fourth Chamber of the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) ruled against fahin in 
2004, and on the 10th of November 2005 the ECHR Grand Chamber ruled in the same way. 

122  Hayrünnisa Gül took the issue to the European Court of Human Rights already in 2002, but 
withdrew the case. Her case is more related to the 2007 presidential elections (and the after-
math of it) which went onto last from April to August.
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was constructed by using a diff erent set of elements from this complicated story, thereby 
giving the story other meanings and interpretations than those put forth by these scholars, 
as we shall see. Namely, while Fadime showed her hair and uncovered herself from the 
headscarf, she gradually became a symbol of the post-modern coup in 1997 (e.g. Hakan 
5.3.2009) as was described in depth in chapter four. 

Most noteworthy of the Islamist discourse is that over a longer period of time, the mean-
ing of “Fadime Şahin” was emptied of its (original) signifi cations, fi nally becoming an 
empty signifi er. Here an important point should be raised: “in order to be successful in 
creating a hegemonic order, nodal point123 should act as an empty signifi er”. (Laclau 1996, 
53) Th e construction of these nodal points is a practice of articulation through which 
meanings are created. Within this process, a certain unity is established whereby nodal 
points depend on the Other, the constitutive outside.124 Hence their meaning is also con-
stituted in relation to the other. Th e example of Fadime bahin shows how an empty signifi -
er is born: Fadime bahin was seen as a nodal point, but it needed to be emptied of its original 
signifi cations so that the Islamist discourse could prevail and get space. 

While Fadime bahin was praised for the way in which she was handling media, her acts 
were shaping the hegemonic order of the discourse in Turkey in such a way that no one 
has managed to do before. One example to prove her power as a symbolic fi gure in Turkey 
was captured in a column written by columnist Fatma Karabiyik BarbarosoŒlu who raised 
the topic of Fadime bahin in 2006, ten years after the events took place. She writes about 
gender relations and betrayal. Fadime bahin is referred to as an example of how women 
represent the entirety of Turkish society’s honor (by being a negative example for Turkish 
society). (BarbarosoŒlu 11.8.2006) According to BarbarosoŒlu, the honor of the entire 
society is valued according to one person’s (in this case Fadime bahin’s) behavior or in the 
way she appears in media, and this shows the power of bahin’s behavior.

5.1.1  Articulating Fadime bahin as a symbol of the February 28th events

In examining the data, we can detect a connection between the concepts “Fadime bahin” 
and the “February 28th events”125 within the Islamist discourse. What is even more inter-

123  In chapter two it was mentioned that “nodal points bind together meanings within a discourse, 
forming reference points, which constitute a “chain of signifi cation”. Nodal points shape dis-
course and facilitate the explanation of concepts that would be hard to explain otherwise. 
Within a discourse, nodal points have to be re-articulated constantly and therefore they are 
also in perpetual change.” (Howarth & Stavrakakis 2000, 8).

124  See chapter 2.3.1.
125  Th ere were for example 19 articles on Yeni bafak, as well as six articles on Zaman during 

the period. (e.g. Kivanç 11.4.2001; Kivanç 27.4.2003; Albayrak 14.9.2006; Saruhan 
28.2.2007; Aksoy 1.3.2007; Yeni bafak 24.1.2008; Yeni bafak 28.4.2008; Arslan 7.8.2008; 
Korkmaz 19.9.2008; Yeni bafak 19.9.2008; Yeni bafak 26.12.2008; Yeni bafak 1.3.2009; 
Petek 28.10.2009; Yeni bafak 18.2.2010; Yeni bafak 27.3.2010; Yeni bafak 1.3.2011, Bilici 
19.3.2011)     
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esting is that this connection is made throughout the whole period of 1997-2011126. At 
the start, the February 1997 events were exceptionally troublesome for the governing Is-
lamist Welfare Party and its Prime Minister Erbakan. Likewise, the story of Fadime bahin 
being a mistress of a leader of a religious sect was considered obnoxious by conservatives. 
When Fadime dyed her hair and uncovered herself from her headscarf, she was seen as 
a perfect symbol to represent the complicated events that took place in February 1997. 
Articulating and labelling Fadime bahin as a symbol of the February 28th events may also 
be observed as an attempt to deter attention away from the negative issues attached to 
religion or religious sects.     

Th e personality of Fadime bahin and the whole February 28th process slowly became 
loaded with diff erent signifi ers within the Islamist discourse and the media. She had been 
called i.a. “a secret mistress of a religious sect’s leader” and “a person successfully mixing 
traditions and modernity, and privacy and publicity”. She was characterized with signifi -
ers such as “mystifi ed personality”, “a hired actress” or “a spy hired by the “deep state””. 
(Korkmaz 2.5.2005; Zaman 1.3.2009a; Güzel 14.6.2009) (At the same time, republicans 
saw her as a hero, fi ghting for her individual rights, against Islamism.) When a signifi er 
(Fadime bahin) becomes loaded with so many diff erent signifi cations, in the end the signifi -
cance they once held simply disappear and they do not mean anything anymore. Th e Islamist 
discourse seems to be constituted by this logic. 

Finally the Islamist bloc of the society claimed that the whole event of Fadime bahin, 
as well as the February 28th process was fi ction (Korkmaz 2.5.2005; Zaman 1.3.2009b; 
Güzel 14.6.2009). Th ese claims were made by columnists (Korkmaz 2.5.2005; Güzel 
14.6.2009), as well as by political party leaders, such as the chairperson of the conservative 
Felicity Party (Saadet Partisi) (Zaman 1.3.2009a). Columnist Tamer Korkmaz makes a 
notifi cation that the Fadime bahin events deserve a special place among the February 28th 
events. He also claims that (anti-conservative newspapers) Hürriyet, Milliyet, and Sabah 
are partly responsible for disseminating fabricated, fundamentalist headlines. So in addi-
tion by claiming that the events were fi ctional (emptying the signifi er), an articulation of 
the “Other” (secularists) being responsible for fabricating the story is presented. 

Article topics such as “Fadime bahin does not exist anymore” (Yeni bafak 19.7.2009) in-
tensifi ed as late as in 2009 (for example Zaman 1.3.2009a; Zaman 1.3.2009b, and Güzel 
14.6.2009). It is noteworthy to add that the (Islamist) media saw the need for publishing 
these kinds of news articles, to sort of nullify bahin’s existence and to provide some evidence for 
that. For example Yeni bafak newspaper writes: 

126  Th e connection point seems to happen often logically around the 28th of February. For 
example, still in 2010 the pro-AKP Yeni fafak newspaper was writing about the details of the 
events (Seven 28.2.2010). 
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“Th ere is no offi  cial record of her birth nor of her health insurance.”... “Th ere is no offi  -
cial or personal record that would show that Fadime bahin lives in this country or even 
in this world.” 

(Yeni bafak 19.7.2009, translated from Turkish)

Th is article includes information of private witnesses that prove that Fadime bahin was 
actually a call-girl who worked in a bar. Th e newspaper further claims that under the wit-
ness protection program, Fadime bahin had changed her name, ID information, her city, 
and even her appearance with plastic surgery. Th ese types of claims are not only a way of 
showing how subjectivities are being constructed within the Islamist discourse but also a 
way of showing the mechanisms by which meanings are being produced (retelling How-
arth 2005, 341). Th e irony of these claims is that by attempting to nullify and forgetting 
the person and personality of Fadime bahin, they actually kept her story alive by bringing 
more focus on her and contributed to the construction of her subjectivity. So by acting as 
an empty signifi er, Fadime bahin’s case was successful in creating a hegemonic order. (See: 
Laclau 1996, 53)

5.1.2  Giving meanings to religion 

While investigating the most common themes within the data, news related to religion 
and the defense of religion also arose from the articles concerning Fadime bahin. Th e way 
in which the Islamist discourse is being constituted in this sense diff ers greatly from the 
secularist one. All the utterances or articulations presented next relate to defi ning the place 
of religion within society, while constituting the Islamist discourse. On the ontological 
level, the articulation is the constitution of what is “real”. While using articulations in 
explaining things, we see the articulations as having a binding function: articulatory prac-
tices combine diff erent logics together when explaining things (Howarth 2005, 322). Th e 
following articulations hence incorporate diff erent rationales and argumentations, while 
taking part in building the discourse. Th e discourse is being constituted by providing 
meanings and articulating these in public. Th is constitution of the discourse takes place 
at various levels of society, for example in the media, at workplaces, on the streets, and 
within diff erent associations and organizations. One object of defi nition is religion. Who 
defi nes it and how it simultaneously concerns the legacy of Ottoman Empire and hence 
relates to the question of defi ning Turkishness.

Th e next three examples that contributed to the way in which religion is perceived from 
the Islamist point of view during and just after the Fadime bahin case are hereby pre-
sented. Th e fi rst example is an utterance made by a chairperson of a women’s NGO. Th e 
second example was uttered by a judge during the Fadime bahin case, and the third social 
practice pertain to women’s praying. Finally, an additional social occurrence of a religious 
association’s leader’s reaction to a TV show, which takes place ten years after the original 
events, is introduced due to its connection to the Fadime bahin story. 
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Th e fi rst example happened in the early year of 1997, when the events around Fadime 
bahin triggered a critical and somewhat defensive reaction among the conservatives. Th e 
chairperson of an NGO called “Capital City Women’s Platform”127, Özden Gültekin, crit-
icized these events due to the way in which they are articulated in the media as well as the 
media’s infl uence and their capacity to misrepresent religion. 

“Gültekin stated that, despite the need for faith, which is one of the most natural needs 
for human beings in our country, one’s need to learn about his/her religion has been ne-
glected for many years. ... Gültekin reminded that, Islam as a religion is formulated to 
protect women’s, men’s and children’s rights in the best possible way and she continued: 
‘In our days, religious weddings which are processed secretly, are far from being a conven-
tion to protect families and individuals, rather they are just rituals to legitimize secret 
aff airs in people’s conscience.’” 
(Pakdil 11.1.1997, translated from Turkish)  

To analyze these comments further we should note that the chairperson of this organiza-
tion possesses some kind of power and status in a society. Th ere is a reason why her words 
have been chosen to be articulated in the media and given infl uence in defi ning the pro-
cess. Th e question of “who has the right to defi ne religion” has been highlighted through-
out Turkish history. Unlike this case, many eff orts to defi ne religion have been made from 
above, by the government. Although Gültekin’s subjective position on religion is a positive 
one, she criticizes religious weddings, in this case between Fadime bahin and Ali Kalkancı. 
According to her, “religion protects” and people have a strong natural need for it, but this 
need has been neglected. Th is statement can be interpreted as holding bitterness towards 
the state’s policies on religion throughout Turkey’s history until the AKP came to power128. 
So religion is defi ned as a “neglected need” of which religious weddings (such as the one between 
Fadime bahin and Ali Kalkancı) are not part of. 

Th e second example took place during the summer of 1997, when the judiciary participat-
ed in constructing the Islamist discourse. Namely, during the Fadime bahin case, a judge 
made a statement that held a strong theocratic tone: During the prosecution of religious 
leader Kalkancı in court, the judge said to Kalkancı, at the end of the court proceedings, 
that it is actually God’s duty to punish him.  

Chief Judge Sait Çuhadar spoke to Kalkancı: “We believe that you arranged a fake mar-
riage ceremony to rape this girl. But we cannot punish you according to Turkish Crim-
inal Law. You have committed a great sin in the eyes of God. God will give you your 
punishment.” 
(Zaman 10.6.1997 (and Milliyet 10.6.1997), translated from Turkish) 

127  “Capital City Women’s Platform was established in 1995 and is still active.
128  It was only six years later that this bitterness in peoples’ minds took shape in the form of the 

AKP winning the general elections. And AKP has stayed in power partly due to this long-term 
bitterness. In fact there were many unmet demands within Turkish society, as well as among 
some leftist groups, and these demands have been partly met during the AKP period.
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Picture 1: Article on Milliyet 10.6.1997: “Judge: Let God punish you”

Th e phrase in Turkish contains a Turkish idiom and therefore the judge perhaps did not 
literally mean what he said, but still he is a judge and he chose to use this type of vocabu-
lary in his articulation. From this, we can interpret that his articulation forms part of the 
Islamist discourse while his subject position was dislocated, in that from a civil servant he 
became a person interpreting God’s will. Th is example is also an excellent way of showing 
how a particular judge ends up participating in the formation of the hegemonic discourse 
by articulating certain things and giving partial meanings to them. He simultaneously 
partly defi nes God (as something superior to the judiciary system) and moral principles 
(i.e. you are doing something wrong so God will punish you). Th e rhetoric is very reli-
gious and the fact that the speaker is a chief judge highlights this even more. In other 
words, the mechanisms by which meanings for “religion” are produced happen on micro 
and macro levels but the subject position (of the person who articulates) while his/her rec-
ognized profession give diff erent value to this process. Within this example religion was be-
ing defi ned as “something above the judiciary system” due to the subject position of the judge.  

Th e third example concerns women’s praying. While studying political Islam we have to 
move from the traditional politico-symbolic space to a “wider way of living”. Because it is 
there where political subjectivity is being constituted (Laclau, 2005, 169; Roy & Holoch 
2007, xii). In defi ning religion, the wider way of living includes numerous elements, one 
of which is praying. Unlike most Muslim countries, in Turkey, for some reason the tradi-
tion has been for women to not take part in the Friday prayers or the prayers during the 
Eid al-Fitr (or Ramazan Bayramı in Turkish). In 1998, some women were however urged 
to take part in Friday prayers by the Izmir mufti (Islamic scholar who interprets Islamic 
law). Likewise the Diyanet director at that time, Director of Religious Aff airs Mehmet 
Nuri Yılmaz stated that “Women can join Eid and Friday prayers, we expect all our wom-
en to go to the mosques”. And so some of the women did as requested. As a result, the far 
right Islamist party’s (the Great Union Party, Büyük Birlik Partisi (BBP)) general secretary 
claimed that it is provocative to take women to pray alongside men. Th e general secretary 
further continued that, “last year it was Fadime bahin events, and now this, that vulgarizes 
the Islamic faith”. Moreover, Islamic newspapers Akit and Yeni bafak reacted to this by stat-
ing that not only should women and men not stand shoulder to shoulder during prayers, 

�
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but neither should they in everyday life. (Hürriyet 13.1.1998; Hürriyet 17.1.1998) In 
this way, the boundaries were being built against the Fadime bahin case, and against modern-
ization of the Islamic faith from the perspective of gender equality. Th e idea of the sexes be-
ing “shoulder to shoulder” is perceived as an antagonistic force and the Islamist discourse 
(including the general secretary of the far right Islamist party and the two conservative 
newspapers) includes the demand to separate the sexes. Th is demand forms a denomina-
tor linking together diff erent elements (including women praying during the Eid and on 
Fridays, the Fadime bahin events, and women and men standing “shoulder to shoulder”). 
So to conclude, these events fi rstly re-articulated and redefi ned the moral norms of Islam 
and family life in general and the prayers in particular. Secondly, the counter articulation 
is targeted against these reforms in Islam and prayers by establishing a demand for gender 
separation. In a wider frame, it is also about women’s place and role in society and in pub-
lic space. In this case there was an attempt to redefi ne religion towards modernism which 
was rejected sharply, based on the “elements that vulgarize the faith” such as the Fadime 
bahin case.

Th ese three examples refl ect the time at the end of 1990’s and the position of religion in 
Turkey. Th ey all contribute to the way the Islamist discourse is being constituted in the 
defi ning processes of religion against the secularist “Other”. Sentences such as “Religion 
is a basic need”, “God will punish him”, and “Women and men should not stand next to 
each other” are used to defi ne religion within the Islamist discourse to separate it from the 
secularist one. Th e Izmir mufti’s and director of the diyanet’s proposal of women praying 
alongside men attempted to blur this polarization, but it was fairly quickly rejected.  

Ten years on from these three events, the story of Fadime fahin continued to be men-
tioned when Ömer Evçen, a chairperson of a religious group’s association in Diyarbakır, 
condemned the Fadime bahin story as an example that the media has been exploiting. 
His main reason for criticism was a TV-series129, which in his opinion used religion and 
religiousness in a clownish way, along with the advertising mentality, which he claimed is 
off ensive towards religious people. (Zaman 7.6.2009) Th is TV-series was supposed to be 
a reality TV show where a Muslim imam, Orthodox priest, Jewish rabbi, and Buddhist 
monk would attempt to convert ten atheists.   

“Th e TV show “Penitents Compete” will get the religious people off ended. Chairperson 
EvƔen stated that the TV show should not be aired. He qualifi ed the TV show as being 
off ensive for society since Seyhan Soylu (nicknamed as Sisi in public) and her team have 
developed it. EvƔen stated that Seyhan Soylu has previously developed the Ali Kalkancı, 
Fadime bahin and Müslüm Gündüz theatre play and this current project will once 
again be part of the eff orts to change the agenda or part of a new game. EvƔen remarked 
that this TV show will use Christian, Jewish, and Buddhist religious persons as stereo-
types and what is worse is that it will also use Gülgün Feyman and AyƔe Önal as tools, 

129  Th e TV-series was called “Penitents Compete” (Tövbekarlar Yarıçıyor)

Chapter 5



135

people who are in fact honorable individuals in the eyes of society. Evsen stated that using 
religion and religiousness with advertisement and rating concerns in a clownish way can 
only be considered an act of simplicity and shallowness. “
(Zaman 7.6.2009, translated from Turkish).

Th is example is again attached to the question of who defi nes religion. It is about the sta-
tus of religion within the public sphere (TV in this case) and how it is attached to diff erent 
meanings, such as off ending. In the end, the planning of this TV series was denied.  

All four examples of these articulatory practices also contributed to the way Islamist dis-
course is being constituted. Th ese events constitute and organize social relations (Laclau 
& Mouff e 2001, 96) while defi ning religion and its place within society. Th e discussion 
of religion’s place within society includes a prerequisite: that religion belongs to the public 
space in the fi rst place. Conversely, the secularists question this very prerequisite with their 
primary motive of keeping these two - religion and the public space of society - separate. 
Hence the question of who defi nes religion and how is also about including or excluding 
it as part of the society’s public realm.

5.1.3  Linking Fadime bahin to other elements

Th e logic of equivalence is established when elements (usually people/actors/ideas) rep-
resenting equivalent interests join together, forming a kind of “we-community” (Laclau 
2005, 80). Th is can also be examined within a wider perspective: a symbol can be linked 
to some current event to strengthen the common identity feeling.  Or a comparison be-
tween two groups can be done to emphasize a specifi c character of the other group. Simul-
taneously these kinds of logics fortify the polarization within a society, by concentrating 
on meanings around the two antagonistic poles. (Howarth 2000, 11) So the project of 
employing the logic of equivalence involves dividing social space by condensing meanings 
around two antagonistic poles. Th e following three examples highlight the way Fadime 
bahin as a symbol was linked to other events or actors, whereby this type of condensing 
took place. It is noteworthy to mention, that these events took place years after the Fad-
ime bahin events. 

1. Linking Fadime bahin to 2006 and 2011 events: comparing the Fadime bahin events 
with other political events later on, is basically about holding the nodal points together. 
We can presume that the main signifi cance of linking the Fadime bahin events to other 
events that happened later (even as many as eight years later) is to “keep alive” all the 
earlier events. In 2006, the Zaman newspaper published an article about how the latest 
political news remind of the Kalkancı event on the 28th of February. (Acar & Özcan 
12.9.2006) Namely, in 2006, 7smailaŒa Mosque’s retired Imam was murdered. 7smailaŒa130 
is a prominent religious community, just as Ali Kalkancı’s. Th e religious Zaman newspaper 

130  For more information about IsmailaŒa community, see Aviv (2018)
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further writes that “Th e murder of 7smailaŒa Mosque’s retired imam Bayram Ali Öztürk, 
triggered a new wave of paranoia in the media.” One of the former deputies of the Virtue 
Party claimed that the media began to use the same old methods as those used during the 
“February 28th” period. Moreover, other people such as the former chairman of the Police 
Intelligent Department and former MIT (the national intelligent organization) member 
were being interviewed for the news. Th e main claim here is directed at the (secularist/mod-
ern) media and the way in which it writes the news (that relate somehow to the polarization 
of society). But ironically, by raising the issue and making a comparison to the Fadim bahin 
case, the Zaman newspaper actually fortifi es the signifi cance of these earlier events. Also, the 
connection made between these two events appears quite artifi cial and unclear. Th e only 
connection is that both pieces of news point at the divided nature of the Turkish society. 
While making a (third) news story about their similarity is just another way to show this 
division.  

“Political reaction news reminds the Kalkancı event on 28 February - Th e political and 
academic world, which points out that the media is returning to its old news style during 
the 28 February process, see a parallel between the mosque murder and the Ali Kalkancı 
event (Recent news: İsmailağa Mosque’s Imam was murdered. Th e İsmailağa communi-
ty, just like Ali Kalkancı’s religious community, was a prominent religious community). 
Former MIT member Mahir Kaynak points out that the İsmailağa Mosque murder 
looks like the Ali Kalkancı event. Kaynak sees the media’s exaggerated publications as 
a special policy. Former chairman of Police Intelligence Department Bülent Orakoğlu 
points out that fundamentalism is being replaced with the threat of communism. 

Th e murder of İsmailağa Mosque’s retired imam Bayram Ali Öztürk started a new para-
noia wave of fundamentalism in the media. Newspapers, which are forgetting (!) the 
murder, are making a fuss over İsmailağa religious community. Former deputy of Virtue 
Party Mehmet Bekaroğlu points out that media is starting to use the same old methods as 
during the 28 February period.  

Former deputy of Felicity Party Mehmet Bekaroğlu stated that ongoing news on political 
reactions aim to put pressure on the government. Bekaroğlu stated that it was already 
expected that political reaction news were about to increase in the months of spring and 
explained: Back in those times it was stated on the news that bad things were expected 
to happen in Turkey. Somebody is willing to put pressure on the government. You cannot 
separate news such as the stoning of an AKP bus in Söğüt or an attack on the Council of 
State from the news on political reaction. Tension has increased all of a sudden and then 
has fallen away all of a sudden as well. Now there are other methods being applied to 
create tension.» 

(Acar & Özcan 12.9.2006, translated from Turkish).   
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Later on, the Fadime bahin events were also compared to other events in 2011. Former 
prosecutor Gültekin Avcı spoke at a conference organized within the Trade Union of Edu-
cation’s cultural events programme. He said that the same old actors (the “Other”) that are 
behind the pro-republican (a.k.a. ultra-nationalists) protests were behind the 28th Feb-
ruary Ali Kalkancı-Fadime bahin episode. Th e topic of his speech was “Th e Turkey of the 
future”. (Yeni bafak 25.11.2011) It is fascinating that the Fadime bahin events are being 
drawn upon again fourteen years after the events took place. Th is time the equivalential 
chain is created from the pro Islamist side. Moreover, Avcı defi ned some “weaknesses” and 
taboos of Turkey, such as “Republic, Atatürk, laicism, headscarf, and civil dictate”, this 
way she is giving the common denominator of weak or taboo by linking these elements. 
We can assume that by headscarf she means the “headscarf problem”. By defi ning laicism 
and other concepts as weak, Avcı is constituting the boundaries against the secularist dis-
course.    

Th e actors of the 28th February are now too on the stage - Former prosecutor Gültekin 
Avcı participated in a conference organized within Trade Union of Education’s cultural 
events program. He said: the same old actors that are behind the pro-republican (a.k.a. 
ultra-nationalists) protests were behind 28th February Ali Kalkancı-Fadime bahin epi-
sode. 

Avcı stated that the future of a country is as important as the country’s past. (…). And 
this (ensuring a sound future) is more important than building a cohesive order within a 
country. (…). We still do not learn enough from our past. (…). If you have weaknesses, 
then you are open to exploitation. Today we still have weaknesses and taboos in Turkey. 
For example the Republic, Atatürk, laicism, the headscarf, civil dictate…Th ese are oper-
ational notions, which easily muddy our society.

(Yeni bafak 25.11.2011, translated from Turkish)

2. Linking Fadime bahin to today’s revolutionaries: After Fadime bahin, the symbolic val-
ue of these events is attached to many other events. During spring 2007, prior to the 
Presidential elections, the Fadime bahin events were compared to Turkish revolutionaries 
(Kuvvacılar131 in Turkish). Th is comparison was done by 7smail Kahraman who was the 
Minister of Culture of the Refah-Yol government during the 28 February period. He stat-
ed in 2007 that the Kuvayı Milliye associations are today replacing the Fadime bahin type 
of events. Th ese x-revolutionaries established an association in 2005 headed by a retired 
Turkish army colonel Fikri KaradaŒ. Th e association is called the National Forces Associ-
ation (Th e Kuvayı Milliye DerneŒi). By forming these kinds of logics of equivalences, the 
Islamic discourse is constituting the political threat scenarios that Turkey is facing just pri-

131  Th e ultra-nationalist Kuvayı Milliye Association (KMD) has been associated with attacks on 
journalists, media outlets, and lawyers associated with human rights advocacy. (Bahçeli 2008, 
35)
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or to the Presidential elections. (Çobanoglu 26.2.2007) Th ese threats are used in the for-
mation of political frontiers which in this case is formed against the secularist discourse. 

3. Linking the AKP and Welfare party to the Fadime Şahin events: the Fadime Şahin events 
were seen as a threat to the AKP party already prior to their fi rst victory in the gener-
al elections in 2002. During the spring of 2002, some questions on corruption were 
raised in the Turkish Parliament regarding the wealth of Erdoğan (as well as President 
Sezer). Th ese parliamentary questions were seen as “a new tool like Fadime Şahin, to 
damage Erdoğan”. (Ilicak 27.3.2002) Linking the Fadime Şahin events to unpleas-
ant questions regarding Erdoğan is also about defi ning adversaries by the Islamists. 

At times the Islamist discourse is being constituted by strengthening the ties between the 
AKP and the past Islamist parties. For instance, the problems suff ered by the AKP are 
compared to the past problems undergone by the Welfare party. Five years after the Fad-
ime Şahin events, a link is made between the problems that the AKP is experiencing and 
the Fadime Şahin events, simply because they both happened to take place during Rama-
dan. Hence there is no real connection but this denominator is constituted artifi cially by 
aiming to show a connection between the so-called “deep state actors” in 1997 and 2003. 
(Kivanç 27.10.2003) Th ese sorts of artifi cial links are interesting, because they point to 
the power structures within the society. 

“Today is the fi rst day of Ramadan. Th e same “deep personage” (referring to deep state) 
probably has prepared many surprises to poison this day. 

It was Ramadan that brought the end of Refahyol, as you probably recall… It was 
during Ramadan that those “important” fi gures such as Ali Kalkancı, Fadime Şahin, 
Acz-mendis, religious sect sheikhs were for the fi rst time on TV. (Points to the deep state’s 
role in this). 

Th e ‘deep’ personality that “successfully” carried out her plan, which had been developed 
fi ve years prior, is again on duty today. Th is time it has put in place its tactics before Ra-
madan, the results of which it knows due to previous experience… 

If the AKP and its base will not be vigilant you can be sure that they (the deep state) 
will expose their strengths from now on… Because they (the deep state) have lots of tricks 
hidden up their sleeves that would highly surprise you…” 

(Kivanç 27.10.2003, translated from Turkish)

Th ese instances presented above are one way of showing how the Islamist discourse man-
aged to articulate and constitute the kind of chain of equivalences that the secularist one was 
unsuccessful in forming as will be examined further on in chapter six. Th e reason for this 
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successful tactic lies perhaps in the populist articulations and actions of the AKP Party. We 
can defi ne three structural elements of populism according to the lines of Laclau (2005, 
76-77). First is the unifi cation of demands in the equivalential chain (e.g. the demand to 
defi ne the place of religion in the public space). Th is further constitutes an internal fron-
tier dividing society into two camps. Th ereafter, the equivalential chain is consolidated 
through the construction of popular identity (this could be named as “pro-AKP”, “Isla-
mist”, or “conservative”). Th is popular identity is more than the summation of the equiva-
lential links. Th is is noteworthy since the logics of equivalence actually involves more than 
gathering diff erent demands. It is a wide process that ends up constituting popular iden-
tity. Th ese structural elements can be seen in the articulations of the AKP party as well. 

5.2  Secularist discourse on Fadime bahin: In search of an antago-
nism

Contrary to the Islamist discourse, from the secularists’ point of view, the complex sto-
ry of Fadime bahin became a story of women’s rights, sexuality, and modernity (see e.g. 
Arat 2000 and Göle 2000). Right after the events concerning Fadime bahin in December 
1996, (negative) attention was given to a few religious persons and the religious sects 
(tarikat in Turkish) that they presented. Th ereafter, the discussion dispersed to encompass 
other areas highlighting the polarity of the society, such as religious marriages. All togeth-
er we can summarize that during the course of events, antagonism was something being 
searched for the entire time (such as a particular religious person or religious sect) and if 
there was no success, it was created (like political leaders). Th e larger phenomenon of an 
antagonism could be the fear of sharia, which interestingly was present during this period 
of time. For example after the December 1996 events, the Turkish Women Lawyers As-
sociation’s chairperson, barrister Aydeniz Tuskan said that “We condemn the statements 
aiming to bring sharia law into force”. Moreover, the CHP Istanbul women’s committee 
chair Muazzez Çelebi stressed that Islamists’ main target is women and thus she invited all 
women’s organizations to act as a united front. Also CYDD (Association for the Support 
of Contemporary Living) statement included an argument that “Fadime bahin’s case will 
be a start for us to reach a “decent society””. Th is “decent society” (temiz toplum) refers 
here most likely to a society with conservative values. (Cumhuriyet 7.1.1997a) Displaying 
this fear of sharia is simultaneously about building political frontiers. 

YÖK and the Atatürk University Rectorate even started two separate administrative in-
quiry processes during which they collected information on “Sharia infi ltration” by asking 
people to send them complaints, evidence, and information. Th is was started due to infor-
mation that the Fadime bahin event had brought to light; bahin herself was a student and 
after the news on claimed temporary marriage (“muta marriage”), the university wanted 
to take matters seriously and perform these investigations. Th e purpose of these inves-
tigations was to fi nd evidence of students being suppressed by sectarian academics and 
sects. (Kapucu & Gülcan 12.1.1997c) Even though these processes were not seriously 
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followed up in the newspapers, it is important to note that the Fadime fahin case acted 
as a deterrent example for universities whereby employers woke up to the possibility of 
such attempts being committed within their establishments. Th is statement is even more 
interesting when considering the fact that chronologically, out of the four cases, the case 
of Fadime fahin was the only one that took place before the AKP government. So it was 
a very diff erent period of time in terms of the secularism-Islamism division, a time when 
actually Islam was still being suppressed by the nationalist forces.   

5.2.1  Political parties or leaders as social antagonism

Already at the beginning of the year 1997 there were some hints of what was to become 
on February 28th when CHP leader Deniz Baykal stated that “the Erbakan government 
is not an option anymore for Turkey’s paralyzed system”. In his view, “the Fadime fahin 
event shows that abuse of religion still exists and therefore Atatürk was right in his ap-
proach towards religious groups.” (Milliyet 8.1.1997) 

Picture 2: Article on Milliyet 8.1.1997 
(Çizmeci): “Th e reality of the religious 
sects”

Picture 3: Article on Milliyet 8.1.1997: 
“Erbakan, conductor of a disordered sys-
tem”

Chapter 5



141

Translation (some parts):  
Th e reality of religious sects - Women explain their experiences within the religious sect: 
“Th e sheikh was harassing women”...”even homosexuality exists  within the religious 
sects” What is happening within the religious sects/cults? Th ere are cases of abortion and 
suicide. Skeikhs hit children badly and claim they are excorcising them.  

(Çizmeci 8.1.1997, translated from Turkish)

Th ese types of wordings contributed to creating out of Erbakan a social antagonism with-
in the secularist discourse. Th e comparison is made against Atatürk’s ideology on religion. 
Similarly Erbakan and his party became a social antagonism in a news story on a small 
village called Malatya/Arguvan. According to the news, the people interviewed there re-
gretted voting for the Welfare Party (Refah Parti) in the 1995 parliamentary elections. 
Th ey said that now they don’t trust the party anymore. In a similar vein they don’t seem to 
trust religious sects (tarikat in Turkish) and believe that there is instead a “deep state” be-
hind the Fadime Şahin events. (Milliyet 14.1.1997a) Th is village was Fadime Şahin’s home 
village, and hence the nationalist Milliyet newspaper’s reason for linking her story to this 
distrust of Erbakan and the Refah Party. 

In looking at the turning of political parties or leaders into social antagonisms within the 
secularist discourse we can draw a timeline starting from Erbakan and ending with AKP 
and Erdoğan. In the long run, we can see a tendency for the secularist discourse to turn 
into an anti-AKP discourse. At the same time, the secularist discourse did not manage to 
create a common denominator for their demands. In other words, by constituting polit-
ical leaders such as Erbakan, or entire political parties such as the Welfare party, as social 
antagonisms it was not enough of an articulation to gather people together. Perhaps there 
were not enough demands in order for the common identity building processes to take 
place. Or perhaps there were too many demands and the group therefore remained too 
heterogeneous. Th is heterogeneity was later seen within the Gezi park protests, where “en-
vironmentalists, yuppies, educated youth, LGBT, anti-capitalist Muslims, the hyper-sec-
ular nationalists, Kurds, and Alevis132” all joined together against the AKP’s hegemonic 
order (Abbas 2014). 

132  Damar (2016) defi nes this group even more specifi cally as Marxists, anarchists, socialists, sec-
ularists, Turkish nationalists, environmentalists, feminists, LGBT activists, the so-called “apo-
litical” upper middle-class youth, blue- and white-collar workers, businessmen, supporters of 
rival football teams, artists, Kurds, Shiite Muslims, Alevis, and Sunni Islamic groups such as 
the Anti-Capitalist Muslims.
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5.2.2  Giving negative meanings to religious persons and religious sects

A simple way of articulating a secularist position is to present a conservative person in a 
negative light. Th is happened during the Fadime bahin case, where the religious Azmendi 
leader (Müslüm Gündüz) and religious sects (tarikat in Turkish) were presented in a neg-
ative light. Firstly, during the Fadime bahin events, many allegations were made against 
the Azmendi leader Müslüm Gündüz – his subject position of being a religious leader was 
highlighted, he also faced numerous accusations, and was even arrested. Th ese types of dis-
cussions emphasize the person’s religious background and thereafter mention something 
very negative about him. Some examples of these negative measures taken against him in-
clude: Gündüz being investigated as a terrorist organization leader, Gündüz being arrest-
ed, an alleged claim by Gündüz stating that Fadime bahin is his third wife and he will take 
a fourth one when he gets out of the prison, Fadime bahin’s parents accusing Gündüz for 
taking advantage of poor people, and news about Gündüz having had sexual relations with 
many young girls in past. (Cumhuriyet 7.1.1997b., Milliyet 29.12.1996, 30.12.1996a. 
30.12.1996b, 2.1.1997, 4.1.1997, 6.1.1997, 7.1.1997, 9.1.1997b, 14.1.1997b, Öztürk 
20.1.1997, Milliyet 29.1.1997, Deler 14.2.1997) Th e content of all these news stories is 
that Gündüz is a religious person and he has done something morally wrong. Th ereby a 
religious person is defi ned as immoral.

Th e comment made by Fadime’s brother, published by Cumhuriyet magazine, combines 
the negative attitude towards Müslüm Gündüz and his personal change of political alle-
giance. Even though the main purpose of the comment is to criticize Akit newspaper and 
the Justice Minister, it is done by slandering Gündüz. (Cumhuriyet 5.1.1997b) 

(…) Fadime’s brother, after impatiently waiting for his father to fi nish, speaks with a 
fi rm attitude and says “Foremost I would like to ask newspaper Akit and the Minister 
of Justice Sevket Kazan, who defended the immunity of residence of Müslüm Gündüz, 
which is more important? Protecting a charlatan’s immunity of residence or a mistreated, 
innocent girl? Do they have any relation to this guy, why are they defending him? Up 
until now our family voted for RP but not anymore. We will evaluate our opinion about 
Refah.” 

(Cumhuriyet 5.1.1997b, translated from Turkish)
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Picture 4: Article on Cumhuriyet 5.1.1997b: “We do not trust the RP anymore”

Secondly, newspapers attempted to show Fadime bahin herself in a negative light by smear-
ing her before her act of moving her headscarf (because until that point she was seen as a 
religious person, being linked to the religious sect). Right after the events, the media wrote 
about negative issues linked to Fadime bahin: Somewhat related to Islamic culture were 
the articles related to whether or not Fadime is a virgin. According to the Milliyet news-
paper, even her family and relatives wanted to tell this to the press. (Milliyet 31.12.1996) 
Later the prosecution offi  ce demanded virginity control for claims on Müslüm Gündüz’s 
rape of Fadime bahin. Test results showed that she was not a virgin (DiƔbudak 11.1.1997). 
Th is led to a process during which Gündüz claimed to have had a religious marriage with 
Fadime (See more in chapter 5.2.4). Writing about these types of personal matters sound 
outrageous for someone outside the Islamic culture and presents a sort of a peak of the 
patriarchalism existing in Turkey. Th e main purpose might be the humiliation of a (reli-
gious/conservative) woman, while such action is being exploited by religion.  
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Picture 5: Article on Milliyet 11.1.1997: “ Fadime’s virginity will be checked”

Picture 6: Article on Milliyet 11.1.1997 (DiƔbudak): “Fadime’s virginity will be checked”

Th irdly, negative attention was given to the religious sect (tarikat in Turkish). Th e nation-
alist Milliyet newspapers writes about the “the reality of religious sects” after the Fadime 
bahin events. In this article, women explain their experiences with this religious sect or 
a cult, where Sheikhs were harassing women. Th e article talks also about homosexuality 
and child abuse among the religious sects. (Çizmeci 8.1.1997) Th ereby, religious sects are 
seen more as a threat to society (Milliyet 28.1.1997). Th ese all are examples of the way the 
secularist discourse was being constituted during this case.  

�

�
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Translation (most relevant parts): 

RP on the deadlock of the religious sect 

Religious sects are found to be threats to society. Th e relation between politics-religious 
sect commerce shook RP’s base. Research results show that over 50% of the people would 
prefer religious sects to be monitored. 

A study on “Turkish society’s evaluation of events related to religious sects” conducted 
by the Piar Polls. Results show that a quarter of RP supporters expect resignations, sat-
isfactory explanations or proof of the opposite from mayors and politicians, which are 
involved in claims based on religious sects.

(Milliyet 28.1.1997, translated from Turkish).

According to a small survey of the Milliyet newspaper 24% of respondents (including 
women) said that Acz-mende scandal has changed or has partially changed their politi-
cal choices. (Dirklik 24.1.1997) Th is was perhaps further backed by comments such of 
Emine SenlikoŒlu, an Islamist woman, and one of the fi rst ones to wear a headscarf at 
university in the 1960’s. She stated that hundreds of girls are in a similar position as Fad-
ime bahin and that the sects (tarikat) are making the girls fall into their traps by deceiving 
them. (Cumhuriyet 5.1.1997a) 

Citizens also protested against the religious sects by taking social actions, during which 
boundaries were drawn via the so-called “one minute darkness for constant light” (Sürekli 
aydınlık için bir dakika karanlık). Th is silent form of protest took place all over Turkey, 
whereby people turned off  the lights in their houses for one minute to protest rising con-
servative movements such as religious sects or cults and sheikhs. (AƔık 2.2.1997) 

Th e story of Fadime bahin was also used six years later, with the aim of portraying a reli-
gious person in negative light: In 2003 another sheik was accused of exploiting young girls 
by bringing them into his tarikat and sexually abusing them. In the context of this news, 
Cumhuriyet writes that:  

(...) Seven years ago everybody was shocked when a scene appeared on television where 
Müslüm Gündüz was caught “half naked” during an operation in Kadiköy, Istanbul 
by counter terrorism squads. During 1990’s this group swarmed some parts of Istanbul 
with long black dresses, long beards and huge staff s and their mask fell when Müslüm 
Gündüz was caught with Fadime bahin. Gündüz was arrested and received a 4 year 
and 2 month prison sentence but he was acquitted of rape charges (...)

(Küçükkaya 19.1.2003, translated from Turkish)
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In this way Fadime bahin’s story is merged with a similar story that happening later on. 
Negative meanings in both stories are given to sheiks and religious sects. Th ey are seen 
as exploiting women. Th ereby the social meaning of a religious person becomes partially 
fi xed as “negative” in and through the secularist discourse. And furthermore this meaning 
condition the construction of the (secularist) social, political and cultural identity.  

5.2.3  Th e headscarf as a social antagonism

One way to establish the secularist discourse by constructing social antagonisms is to con-
vince people that wearing a headscarf is not a woman’s free choice. In Turkey, this became 
visible through the Fadime bahin case. Namely at the end, she removed the headscarf 
and in addition, dyed her hair blonde and wore a mini skirt (bafak 1.12.1997) which 
was completely unanticipated because a person who has lost her honor is expected to 
stay silent in the fi rst place. By acting the opposite, bahin caught the attention of the public 
and managed to mix the traditions and modernity in a new way (Göle 2003, 26). Later the 
republicans used this story as part of building the secularist discourse and explaining that 
the headscarf was forced to be worn. Fadime was a symbol of this battle, fi ghting for her 
individual rights, fi ghting against Islamism. In this case the headscarf presents a social an-
tagonism for the secularists. It is a symbol through which these kinds of stories are being 
built and scandals are created. Journalist Akif Beki has also noted in 1997 that after the 
Welfare Party was forced out of power, the mainstream media lost interest in reactionary 
elements of the society, and stopped writing about the scandals related to it. It is as if the 
Islamist threat would have stopped existing for the secularists. (Beki 1997) In spite of this, 
however, Fadime’s headscarf continued to be brought up in discussion. 

At this point, we could go back to the defi nition of constructing “we-communities”. Th ere 
are namely two strategies for doing that. Th e fi rst one emphasizes that while creating these 
“we-communities”, Otherness, and producing otherness is not necessarily the most im-
portant issue. Otherness exists, but it is not articulated in the public sphere. Th e problem 
with this strategy is that, the frontiers are not that clear. Th e other strategy, conversely, 
the creation of we-communities is made possible by establishing frontiers. However, the 
discourse issued from building we-communities via otherness can remain weak and vague 
in content.  Finally, it is noteworthy to mention that in populism, frontiers are not relevant, 
since the most important thing is to fi nd a common denominator, under which as many as 
possible groups can be gathered. (Palonen 2008, 218) In defi ning the headscarf as a social 
antagonism, the secularist discourse took form. With the establishment of this frontier, 
the “we community” was thus built via “otherness”. Th e Fadime bahin case simply pro-
vided a platform to do this. However, concentrating on a single case (Fadime bahin who 
removed her headscarf on a live TV show) and later proclaiming this person as a symbol 
for the February 28 events, remains weak in content. Th ere were perhaps some attempts 
whereby the headscarf was described as an antagonism by being enforced to be worn, but 
these were very weak in content, as the article in Cumhuriyet shows: 
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Nazmiye Yalcin (30) may be one of the women Fadime bahin talked about when she 
said “there are many like myself ”. Nazmiye was married to a man who is 12 years older 
than herself while she was 15 and she had three children in this marriage. Yalcin was 
forced by her husband to wear a burqa (carsaf ) and was fed up with the pressure put 
upon her by the husband and his family. She says she did not mind the beatings even 
when she was pregnant but her only worry is that something might happen to her chil-
dren.  

(Ilgaz 12.1.1997b, translated from Turkish)  

Th ere is an attempt to establish frontiers here (against the wearing of burqa forcibly), and 
we can also fi nd the building of antagonism (the religious and violent husband being the 
antagonism), but there is nothing like a common denominator and therefore a strong 
creation of “we-community” does not take place. And it is for this reason (the lack of com-
mon denominator) that the secularist discourse also in wider terms did not later on succeed in 
keeping its hegemonic place.     

5.2.4  Expanding the discussion on religious marriages 

Th e events around Fadime bahin also became a story of misuse of religious marriages. Her 
case namely brought this taboo to the public’s attention. When the incident happened 
and the TV cameras came, the Aczmendi sect leader claimed from the very beginning that 
they were in a religious marriage. Th is statement implied that fi rstly there was nothing 
illicit in his actions and secondly, that religious marriages ought to be legitimized even 
though they were made illegal in Turkey. However, the most important issue in this scan-
dal is that religious marriages and polygamy made their way to the public realm. (Göle 
2000, 108-109) Part of the secularist message was that this case reinforced the importance 
of laicism and civil marriages in society (Öztürk & Avcu 8.1.1997). 

Th e secularist discourse was reproduced in such a way that religious marriages have neg-
ative eff ects on the families and societies, and that they lay contrary to human nature, 
human psychology, women’s and children’s rights. Furthermore, they are seen as a threat 
to the regime. (Milliyet 28.1.1997) Th e president of the Religious Aff airs (Diyanet) also 
saw the need to comment on the discussions by stating that the main principal in Islam is 
a single marriage (Islamist discourse) while more than one marriage is an off ence. (Milliyet 
9.1.1997a) However, in Fadime bahin’s case, the so called “hile-i Ɣer’iye” rule was used. 
Th is rule allows short-term religious marriages. In other words, it is claimed that this rule 
was used to legalize the aff air between Fadime bahin and Kalkancı and to legalize (in 
religious terms) Kalkancı’s having had sex with Fadime. Religious law is seen as a causal 
capacity through which polygamy is accepted. 

Th e article on the Milliyet newspaper lists the problems of religious marriages, including 
depression and suicide rates among young girls (Çizmeci 10.1.1997). Th ese short-term 
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marriages, also called “muta marriage” and often used to allow prostitution, is opposed 
by Sunni Muslims (Gürel 13.1.1997). Th e discussion on polygamy was also contributed 
to by a headscarved female columnist BarbarosoŒlu, who states in an interview that she 
is against a man taking a second wife (Milliyet 22.1.1997). Th e leader of CHP women’s 
branch Güldal Okuducu gave an interview for Cumhuriyet newspaper where she com-
mented on Fadime bahin’s case. Her comment brings up the polarity around the issue: 

“...What polygamy, which some are trying to legalize in our society, does to women has 
to be re-assessed. Which mother or women would approve of her daughter becoming a 
fourth wife to a sixty-year-old man? Th ose who claim to be protecting women and oppose 
brothels on this basis are creating mini brothels. Th ey are creating mini brothels by tak-
ing four wives and divorcing them by ‘talak’. Isn’t this the best evidence of exploitation 
of women’s bodies as a sexual object? In Fadime bahin’s case, in my opinion, there is a 
woman whose naivety, goodwill and faith have been exploited to no end...”  

(Cumhuriyet 12.1.1997a, translated from Turkish)   

Th e topic of religious marriages also got attention after 8th of March (Women’s day) 2016 
in Turkey when a video prepared by the Ministry of Family and Social Policies was re-
leased. Th e video’s message implied that child marriage is a tradition. Counter reactions 
to the video were later removed (Bianet 10.3.2016). Later the same year, the government 
made a proposal to pardon men who have been charged with statutory rape if they agree 
to marry their victims. Th is was later taken back for reconsideration. With these events 
of 2016 in mind, it is interesting that the secularist discourse�had already brought these 
issues to light almost 20 years earlier.

5.2.5  Symbolic demonstrations 

Symbolic demonstrations by the secularist discourse include an aspect of fear towards the 
Islamic power holders and an idea of being against the implementation of the Sharia law. 
Th ere are many ways or speech acts that articulate these symbolic demonstrations, e.g. 
bumper stickers on cars, saying for instance “My Ata, I will follow you”, placards at foot-
ball matches, or routine visits to Atatürk mausoleum. 

Symbolic demonstrations even took place at football matches. At one game a team from 
Elâzığ had a placard saying, “Müslüm is your father, Fadime is your mother”. (Iridağ 
3.2.2007) Even the context and whole meaning is unclear (We don’t know what the writ-
ers of this sentence had exactly in mind), it still tells us about the infl uence that the inci-
dent had on people and their (unconscious) need to keep the story alive. Moreover, it is 
about connecting politics to football slogans. 
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Other later examples of the slogans include: “My Atatürk, rest in peace, we are the 
guardians of the laic 7zmir” at a KarƔıyaka-Fenerbahçe basketball match and during the 
ErdoŒan’s time as Prime Minister some slogans at football matches said “Turkey is laic, 
will rest laic”. (IridaŒ 3.2.2007.) Th ese examples are presented as an example of sports 
being a platform for symbolic demonstrations, which further contribute to the wider dis-
courses within a society and partly again describe the polarized nature of it. Since the 
period of data (1996-2011), some major political changes have taken place in Turkey and 
they also came to include these football slogans. Namely in 2011, Turkey came to a situ-
ation where political football slogans were totally forbidden by law (Hürriyet Daily News 
31.7.2013). Even after this, football as a platform presents a sensible arena for politics: 
During the purges after the July 15th 2016 coup attempt, football players and coaches 
were also among those arrested.

Th e columnist of the Hürriyet newspaper described in 2006 many symbolic demonstra-
tions starting from 28th February period. He based his column on the clash between 
the “outside circle” and the “centre”. Th is column section is interesting because it places 
the Fadime fahin event among other events. According to him, the Fadime fahin events 
included examples of symbolic violence, such as “elements of insult, blackening and curs-
ing” on Islamists’ cultural capital.  (Özdemir 18.11.2006) 133

Th e clash of symbols - this clash between that ”outside circle” (=Islamists) and the ”cen-
tre” (seculars/non-Islamists), which they sustain with symbols, is not a new one. It has 
existed since the tanzimat period (=Ottoman Empire’s modernization reforms 1839).
(...) Th e reason behind the clash is the centre’s will to dominate according to its own 
”cultural capital”. A life-style that is imposed. Many factors from clothing to life-style. I 
mean, behaviour codes of any ”membership of cultural capital groups”. In other words, 
a”habitus” (...) Th en, an alternative cultural capital, an alternative ”habitus” belonging 
to the outside circle, was created... Th at is why the rhetoric of ”Mosque to Taksim”  and 
other religious messages that decorate the back windows of cars became more visible. 
Headcovers or the türban became the most explicit cultural capital factor of this outside 
circle. (...) 

Th ese clashes became visible for the fi rst time in the republican history during the  
1990s.

After this, the owners of cultural capital moved most of the religious symbols  
away from the public sphere.

133  Th e fear of sharia is raised within the Fadime ùahin case also in another context: Even Kalkancı’s 
x-wife Emire Ersoy brings up the fear of sharia: She is being interviewed about her book and 
during the interview she brings up the worry of an army of mullah having been trained in 
Fatih. Th is is according to her because the trainers want to bring the sharia to Turkey. (Bengin 
20.6.1997)  
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Th ey (the centre) put their own symbols in defi ance of the others’ (the outside circle’s) sym-
bols. Stickers such as ”My Ata I follow you” on cars, routine visits to Atatürk’s tomb and 
the organization of republican balls became symbolic demonstrations against Shari’a, 
and to use Bourdieu’s expression , these became ”symbolic violence”. 

Th e 28 February period has diff erent examples of this (this = symbolic violence); stem-
ming from the fi gures of Müslüm Gündüz, Fadime fahin, Ali Kalkancı, symbolic vio-
lence campaigns including elements of insult, blackening and cursing directed at the 
outside circle’s cultural capital. Moreover, symbols and entrepreneurs with outside circle 
values faced ”symbolic violence” under the pretext of ”green capital”. (...)

Although it doesn’t have the same density, the AKP maintains the traces of this  
clash. (...)

With this new opposition (AKP) again we discuss the symbols, not the essence, and we 
have started to encourage symbolic violence.

For example the presidential elections has already turned into a game of  stubbornness. 
(...)

(Özdemir 18.11.2006, translated from Turkish)

We can also see from this piece of text that the symbolic demonstration of the secularists 
implies their being against sharia law in Turkey. With this context in mind, it is interesting 
to note that academic articles do not include the idea of “sharia in Turkey” before the year 
2005, although the fear of sharia is an articulation and often had been articulated within 
the Turkish secularist community long before that. Th is fear initially came about during 
the years of oppressive nationalist ideology. Hence why these symbolic demonstrations 
reached their peak at the end of the 90s. 

5.3  Islamist discourse on Merve Kavakçı - Constituting political 
frontiers by defi ning the headscarf

After the disintegration of the Welfare Party in 1998, its successor, the Virtue Party, was 
constituted as a social antagonism within the secularist discourse mainly due to headscarf 
cases and due to Merve Kavakçı’s headscarf, in particular. Kavakçı became known latest 
by 2nd of May 1999, when she was physically prevented from taking her oath of offi  ce 
at the opening of the National Assembly.134 Kavakçı complained about these actions and 
fi nally in 2002 the Turkish Supreme Court ruled that: “the defendant party uses a head 
cover or türban, a strong political symbol, and creates a situation that heavily violates the 
principle of laicism of the Republic of Turkey by bringing this issue to the General Assem-
bly (TBMM). As a country with a theocratic state experience in the past, laicism holds a 

134  Merve Kavaçı’s case was described in depth in chapter 4.6.1.
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special meaning and importance for Turkey…” (Yeni fafak 5.1.2002). Almost a year later 
the AKP saga began. Th erefore, we can analyze these historical events also as part of the 
developments that eventually led to the AKP’s victory in the 2002 general elections. 

While looking at the case of Merve Kavakçı, we shall concentrate fi rst on the events that 
took place during or just after her disputable oath taking or attempt at it. Th ese articu-
lations concentrated mainly on defi ning Kavakçı’s headscarf. Secondly we shall further 
analyze her court case at the ECHR, where Kavakçı eventually saw the ECHR as an an-
tagonistic force. Finally we shall look at the “spill over” eff ects around the debate of her 
headscarf.

5.3.1  Discourse on defi ning Kavakçı’s headscarf 

Merve Kavakçı came to be known after being elected as a Member of Parliament in 1999 
and thereafter for the prevention from taking her oath at the Turkish Parliament due to 
her headscarf. Th e act of wearing a headscarf in Turkish Parliament can be seen in the 
main discourses as an act of defi ning headscarf-wearing itself. Diff erent meanings given to 
the headscarf are an essential part of the discourse. By applying defi nitions to a headscarf 
user we are not only defi ning that person but also defi ning our own subject position and 
subjectivity. Th is again relates to the concept of identity135. 

Th e “act of wearing a headscarf ” in the Turkish context can be seen as a problematization 
in which “the development of a domain of acts, practices, and thoughts…poses problems 
for politics”. To problematize is to interrogate the “politics” about what “it has to say about 
the problems with which it is confronted”. (Foucault 1998) We can see this problematiza-
tion occurring within all four cases of this study, but the case of Merve Kavakçı facilitated 
perhaps in the most visible way the Islamist discourse. Namely, the fact that Kavakçı was 
forbidden to take her oath triggered a counter reaction whereby commentators interpreted 
the event, and simultaneously found themselves reconstructing the Islamist discourse. 

Already prior to Kavakçı’s oath ceremony in 1999, there were many remarks and state-
ments made by diff erent people who wanted to defi ne the meaning of the headscarf. Some 
lawyers expressed their opinion by encouraging everybody to “act as they believe”. In a 
similar vein, Turkey’s Health Workers’ Labor Union Director General136 Mustafa Baçoºlu 
said that there is no legal obstacle for someone who wishes to maintain her professional 
responsibilities, while wearing a head cover. Likewise, the President of the Lawyers’ Asso-
ciation, Hayrullah Baçer pointed out that Merve Kavakçı does not have a title of “offi  cer” 
and therefore putting pressure on her is contrary to the law. Furthermore, Turkey’s Writers’ 

135  Subjectivity is interconnected to 1) identity (who/what am I?), and 2) agency (How I act in 
certain situations). (Howarth 2010b). After analyzing these, it is easier to investigate a per-
son’s  3) interests (wants and needs), 4) possible domination/oppression settings, and fi nally 5) 
power relations. (Howarth 2010a)

136  In Turkish: Türkiye Sa÷lık øúçileri Sendikası Genel Baúkanı
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Union’s President Atilla Maraç said that individuals express their existence with diff erent 
ways and “clothing, as well, is a type of expression which is part of an individual’s identity 
and freedom”. (Yeni fafak 2.5.1999a) In addition, some Islamist lawyers reminded that 
“No one will be excluded from religion by simply revealing her hair” (Milliyet 1.5.1999). 

All the above-mentioned comments are in favor of Kavakçı entering Parliament with her 
headscarf because they don’t see a legal obstacle to that. We can also call them “demands” 
that form a chain of equivalences. If we look carefully at the articulated justifi cations, we 
can see that the secularists could use similar arguments in favor of secularism. Hence, the 
same arguments (for/against the headscarf ) and substantiations could be used, although the 
outcome would be diff erent. Th is way these justifi cations obscure the division between the Isla-
mists and secularists.

In this case, the problematization by interrogating politics is happening in the most politi-
cal of places, the Parliament itself, and the theme, the use of headscarf has been one of the 
most politicized issues in Turkey’s history. Hence, this case represents a collision between 
an ultimate political theme and the ultimate political arena. Th e expression and reasons 
for wearing a headscarf diff er slightly from one commentator to another. Th e counter 
arguments to these were always based on the same argument whereby entering the Parlia-
ment with a headcover is contrary to the main principles and spirit of the Constitution. 
Th is was presented for example by the Turkey’s Bar Association.

During the oath ceremony, the conservative parties’ deputies (MHP, DYP and ANAP) 
remained silent, whereas some other deputies (from e.g. the DSP [Democratic Left par-
ty]) shouted and even attempted to push Kavakçı out from the Assembly. (Yeni fafak 
4.5.1999a) After the event, the most critical articulations declared that, in the end, the 
negative reaction in the Parliament did not erupt out of disapproval of Kavakçı’s headscarf 
or her beliefs, but rather because of the fear of “Islamic fundamentalism that threatens the 
fragile balance between democracy and Islam in Turkey.” (Ozbakir Goral 2003, 4) Th is 
“fear”, in addition to legal substantiation created a basis for the arguments. Th is fear might 
have been real or just a way to frighten people in a populist way. In either case, they fi lled 
the secularist discourse with the concept of fear. Later on, as more autocratic steps were 
taken during the AKP’s governance, we can say that this fear was partly justifi ed. 

As the Kavakçı event took place, the Democratic Left Party’s (DSP) Amasya City’s deputy 
Gönül Alpan, wore a Yemeni scarf137 with embroidery (decoration at the edge of the scarf ) 
around her neck in Parliament and claimed that “Th is is the head cover of Anatolian 
woman”). (Yeni fafak 2.5.1999a) Mrs. Alpan did not receive as much attention, most 
likely due to the fact that her act was not seen as political and neither was the type of scarf 
seen as political. Th is is an example of the diff erent nuances that diff erent styles of head 
covers get.

137  Yemeni = a special traditional scarf that local/traditional women use
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Most of the cases in which the headscarf is attributed diff erent meanings can be described 
as metonymical relations; a person is forbidden from entering the Parliament with a head-
scarf even though it is actually about forbidding anyone from entering a public space with 
a scarf138. Howarth (2010d) describes this as a character for hegemony in practice. Th e 
same idea occurs in a comment made by Professor Hamza Aktan (a university vice-rector 
at Erzurum’s Atatürk University and a religious lawyer) who stated that right now the use 
of the headscarf is not a religious order but a political symbol, which is to say; it is a uni-
form developed by people as a diff erent way of using the headcover. (Milliyet 1.5.1999) 

Picture 7: Article on Milliyet 1.5.1999 “Islamic jurists: “Headscarf is political””

Translation (most relevant parts)

As discussions continue about Merve Kavakçı, and whether or not her oath at the Turk-
ish Parliament will be taken while covered, Islamist lawyers said that “No one will be 
excluded from religion, simply by uncovering her hair”.

Erzurum’s Atatürk University’s Vice-Rector and Religious Lawyer Professor Dr. Hamza 
Aktan says: “Right now the use of the headscarf is not a religious command but rather a 
political symbol, which is to say; it is a uniform that was developed by people as a diff er-
ent way of using the headcover.

One cannot destroy democracy while profi ting from democracy, that is why we believe 
that this female MP will come with proper clothing and will not be made a instrument 
of male-dominated politics.”

Th e president of the Turkish Lawyers’ Women Association, Aydeniz Tuskan, said that 
“the state of law is a modern state that has principles and order. Th ose who want to spoil 
public order with headscarf discussions are violating all the rules including the constitu-
tion, and are ignoring the ECHR decisions”.

(Milliyet 1.5.1999, translated from Turkish)

138  Howarth gives a simple example of a metonymical reaction: we tend to say “the kettle is 
boiling”, even it is the water that is actually boiling.

�
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Before Kavakçı’s oath ceremony, Prime Minister Ecevit asked the advice from President 
Demirel on what to do if Kavakçı enters the Parliament with her headscarf. Apparent-
ly, the President advised him not to allow Kavakçı to take oath. Th is is very interesting 
while keeping in mind the political background of the two. Indeed, it seems likely in this 
case, that the secularist (Ecevit) and conservative (Demirel) dialogues were united against 
headscarf-wearing in the parliament. (Yeni fafak 4.5.1999b) One can only speculate the 
motives behind these actions from Demirel’s side. I see these acts as united patriarchal 
demands that form yet another discursive spectrum. Th ereby, in this case, the logics of 
equivalence was interestingly formed between the seculars and conservatives while cultural 
patriarchal demands prevailed.    

Kavakçı’s headscarf was attributed meaning even outside Turkey when it was presented at 
an exhibition in the US senate, as a part of an exhibition on religious freedom.139 (Yeni 
fafak 26.10.2005) Th is kind of act, of putting a symbol on display in a place with sym-
bolic value further defi nes and underlines the importance of the headscarf. However, the 
fact that it is articulated in the Turkish media, gives further importance to Kavakçı’s case 
in Turkey. Th e attempt was perhaps a reminder that the issue is still on the agenda. 

5.3.2  Th e ECHR as a social antagonism according to Kavakçı

Secondly, we shall further analyze Kavakçı’s counter act, namely that in 2001 she brought 
her case against Turkey to the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) (Milliyet 
12.6.2001). Her feelings on the ECHR refl ect very well the mood of all covered women 
in Turkey. In their minds, the ECHR was being constituted as a social antagonism. In Ka-
vakçı’s own words: “It (the ECHR) is an organization, unfortunately that brings together 
these judges who see the Muslim world with their own presumptions, through the lens 
of orientalist assumptions, through a fi lter. I have been there, I have addressed that court, 
and I looked at their decisions. When it comes to women with headscarves, these men, 
that ought to be very enlightened and open-minded, with no strings attached, and no 
prejudices, in fact have so many prejudices against women with headscarves. So orientalist 
assumptions come into being in their court decisions, and they cannot get past the very 
idea that “how in the world, in this day and age, would a woman want to cover herself, of 
her own volition? Th ere must be a man’s power behind that.” (Kavakçı Islam 2011) And 
she continues: “…the minds of these judges are made up in a way that they see the world 
in which there is “us” and “the other”. And they cannot accept the fact that women indeed 
have the willpower to cover themselves with their own free will, and that it is not antithet-
ical to their aspirations of getting an education and being in public as professionals.” (Ka-
vakçı Islam 2011) In this way, Kavakçı constitutes the ECHR as a social antagonism, as 

139  Apart from Kavakçı’s head cover, Hüda Kaya’s headscarf was also exhibited. Hüda Kaya was 
dismissed from Malatya University because she participated in türban protests with her three 
daughters in Malatya in 1999. Th e exhibition was sponsored by “Becket Foundation for Reli-
gious Freedoms”. (Yeni bafak 26.10.2005)
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something that is against the democratic values for which it has actually been established 
to uphold. We can see the patriarchal discourse being established here again. So this is no 
longer about the tension between Islamists and secularists but about the Islamist discourse 
(Kavakçı) deconstructing the antagonism representing the constitution of liberal democ-
racy. 

Within the same interview, Kavakçı also presents her ideas about the (secularist) Kemal-
ists: “Because they do not own this country. We all own this country. Th is country is not 
only theirs. Unfortunately, the republican sort of elite has always thought that they own 
the place.” (Kavakçı Islam 2011) Here Kavakçı’s words eco the idea behind the Islamists 
rise in Turkish society. She participates in constituting the Kemalists as a social antago-
nism against whom the Islamist discourse is being built. 

5.3.3  Finding logics of equivalence within Merve Kavakçı’s case 

In 2006 two headscarved women appeared as candidates in the municipal elections in 
Brussels, Belgium. Th ey were compared to Merve Kavakçı. Since then the debates on 
headscarves have been happening also in Belgium. (Yeni fafak 4.12.2006) Th ree years 
later, one of these two women was the fi rst headscarved woman in Europe to be elected 
to parliament. Just before the oath ceremony, comparisons to Kavakçı’s case were made in 
Turkey, and at least one pro AKP TV news channel, NTV, was expecting a scandal to be 
occur. Th e channel carried a “Türban crisis in Belgium” subtitle the entire day and showed 
images of Merve Kavakçı, as she was being prevented from addressing the Turkish Nation-
al Assembly. Th e crisis expectations of the channel did not come to pass. Özdemir took 
her oath and even received a round of applause. Th e conservative newspaper presented an 
interesting question by stating that instead of asking whether Turkey will become a new 
Iran or Malaysia, we should be asking, “when will Turkey be like Belgium?” (Yeni fafak 
24.6.2009) Hence the logics of equivalence is made between Turkey and a Western European 
country, whereby Belgium is described as being more advanced on the issue of women wearing 
headscarves. 

One of the most thought-provoking comparisons between the headscarved women and 
other groups of people was announced by the chairperson of the Mazlumder140 human 
rights organization, Yılmaz Ensaroºlu. He criticized Prime Minister Ecevit on the Ka-
vakçı issue, together with all the deputies who applauded at the General Assembly to push 
Merve Kavakçı out. In his opinion, these people are similar to the people in the USA who 
did not see black people as equal to themselves. (Yeni fafak 4.5.1999c) A similar compar-
ison was done half a year later, when the Chief Prosecutor of the Supreme Court, Vural 
Savaç stated that Merve Kavakçı’s actions were comparable to the fi ght that black people 
experienced in the United States over human rights. (Yeni fafak 19.1.2000) Comparing 

140  Mazlumder is a non-governmental human rights organization, mainly concentrating on 
human rights violations based on religion. 
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headscarved women in Turkey to a group of people whose rights have been oppressed for 
decades is purposeful. It is exactly through these kinds of logics that the logics of equiv-
alence appears to us in societal context. In these cases, it was the “demand” of political 
rights that was seen as the unifying factor between the two groups, and furthermore, the 
rights of black people was presented as a model for Turkey to follow. 

5.4  Secularist discourse on Merve Kavakçı: When the headscarf is 
seen as a political symbol

Th e secularist discourse is fi lled with reactions to Kavakçı’s oath ceremony on the second 
of May 1999, or even before it as it started to become clear that she would enter the 
Parliament with her headscarf. Th e common factor in all these interpretations is that her 
headscarf is seen as a political symbol and the use of it in Parliament is against the consti-
tution. 

5.4.1  Articulations and reactions to Kavakçı’s oath ceremony 

It was rather evident that Merve Kavakçı’s action of entering Parliament with a headscarf 
awoke more attention within the secularist bloc than perhaps any other prior action relat-
ed to headscarves. In addition to political party fi gures, universities, the army, and various 
(secular) NGOs condemned Merve Kavakçı for her having been with a headscarf in the 
Parliament during the oath ceremony. Some of them claimed that the act of Kavakçı was 
an obvious assault on Kemalism. (Cumhuriyet 4.5.1999a) All these reactions to Kavakçı’s 
oath ceremony are articulations, which politicize and contest the public space. 

Firstly, among the political fi gures, the head of ANAP party, Mesut Yılmaz, stated that 
they (him and his party) would stand against Kavakçı’s initiative to take oath with her 
headscarf. He said that taking oath with a headscarf is not possible and they will take a 
preventive attitude towards this. (Hürriyet 13.5.1999a) Additionally, Democratic Leftist 
Party (DSP) member Uluç Gürkan (also the former deputy speaker of the parliament), 
stressed that Parliament is an institution of public duty and argued that the lack of any 
specifi c prohibitive provision in the internal rules of Parliament regarding headscarves did 
not mean that it was allowed. Gürkan noted that both the legal limitations regarding pub-
lic servants’ dress code and the revolution legislation, which is still in force, forbids serving 
in Parliament with headscarf. (Cumhuriyet 20.4.1999)

As an interesting solution to the problem, one of the male Members of Parliament, 
Bekir Aksoy (DYP), suggested that Kavakçı could take her oath wearing a wig. (KarakuƔ 
24.4.1999) However, this suggestion (of wearing a wig) would not be a solution to the 
original problem. It is merely a way to overcome a complex problem with non-complex 
measures, and can even be seen to represent patriarchalism to a certain extent. One other 
Member of Parliament, MHP’s Fikriye Taççı found another way to personally overcome 
the problem by wearing a headscarf during the fi rst meeting she attended at parliament, 
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and thereafter she did not wear her headscarf. She said that «I am religious person. But I 
also highly respect the constitution and laws». (Milliyet 24.6.1999) 

Secondly, universities were also interested on Kavakçı’s case, since they foresaw that their 
public area was also about to be contested, following these events. During the Kavakçı 
event the Council of Higher Education141 prepared a declaration in which they not only 
condemned the ones who supported Kavakçı at the parliament, but also the ones who re-
mained silent. Th e declaration emphasized the headscarf as a political symbol. Th e declara-
tion underlined democratic laic Turkey, as following “Atatürk’s way”. (Hürriyet 6.5.1999)

Th e third headscarf memorandum from universities

University principals are preparing the “Th ird memorandum”. Th e Committee of Prin-
cipals, who has previously issued two memorandums on the headscarf, explained that the 
committee is planning to gather in Diyarbakır on the seventh of May to publish a dec-
laration on the condemnation of the ones who remained silent towards Merve Kavakçı’s 
attitude and supported her attitude in the Turkish Parliament, which caused a crisis.

Th e Committee of Principals will gather under YÖK (the Council of Higher Education) 
President’s chairmanship to publish the declaration. Th e declaration will emphasize that 
the headscarf is a “political symbol”. Regarding the headscarf crisis in Parliament, the 
explanation will say that “we condemn the silent ones against the ones who initiate acts 
that are contrary to the principles we are determined to protect”.

Th e following points of views will be included in the declaration:

Th e deputies, and the ones who hold similar views as the deputies, should know that: Th e 
Turkish Nation will maintain its war — a war that has beaten internal and external 
betrayers — in the establishment of the democratic, laic new Turkey, and today it will 
continue to follow Atatürk’s way, without deviating from his principles, by by-passing the 
traps before us. Th ere is no power that can deviate Turkey from these targets. 

(Hürriyet 6.5.1999, translated from Turkish)

It is very thought-provoking that YÖK lays down these kinds of defi nitions around the 
use of the headscarf. Th is is a very good example of how an individual issue rises to the 
common agenda, making it a tool of creating a “we community”. As it turns out, YÖK lat-
er became more pro AKP/conservative. However, some signs of this could be seen already 
in 1999 when YÖK allowed students with headscarves to attend the University entry ex-
ams. Some people criticized this by referring to Merve Kavakçı’s case, in which a person is 

141  Th e role of the Council of Higher Education (Yükseköºretim Kurulu, YÖK) was briefl y 
explained on chapter 3.4.1.
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allowed to pass through a few stages, but in the end is told, that “we cannot accept you to 
the university/Parliament like this”. (Milliyet 7.6.1999) 

Among the individual academics, Muºla University’s rector and professor of theology, Et-
hem Ruhi Fıºlalı, presented another type of counter reaction. According to him, head 
cover is not strictly presented as an order in the Koran. In other words, the headscarf is 
not religiously obligatory as are prayer, fasting or belief in God and Prophet. (Hürriyet 
30.4.1999) 

A Th eology professor’s lesson about headscarves to Kavakçı

(...)  Muğla University’s rector and famous theologian Professor Dr. Ethem Ruhi Fığlalı 
said that according to the Koran, the head cover is not “an order that can be considered 
on the grounds of faith”. Rector Fığlalı has often emphasized the non-existence of “the 
grounds of faith” for the head cover and said: 

Th e head cover is an order but (title)   

Th e head cover exists as an order in the Koran. But it is not religiously obligatory as are 
prayer, fasting or belief in God and the Prophet. Th e head cover is a secondary provision. 
(...) Th e state can apply regulations by using its authority on this issue. (...) Again, since 
the head cover is not a fi rst-degree essence of faith, rules that are imposed by the state 
should not be thought of as being contrary to religion. (...) But again it is one of the ne-
cessities of religion to intervene in symbolic attitudes that politicize religion. 

(Hürriyet 30.4.1999, translated from Turkish)

Th is kind of need to defi ne headscarf in the context of the Kavakçı case clearly points out 
one of the secularists’ articulations: the headscarf is defi ned as something not divine, not 
ordered by God, and hence not wearing it, is more acceptable. Also TÜSİAD ‘s142 presi-
dent Erkut Yücaoğlu stated that TÜSIAD’s stance is being absolutely against the use of the 
headscarf as a political symbol, creation of tension in the society, and disruption of public 
peace. (Hürriyet 7.5.1999)

Th irdly, in addition to the political fi gures and those in universities, the army reacted to 
Kavakçı’s oath taking event. Th e General of the Army Corps Sami Zığ used quite heavy 
language by stating that: “… the Turkish Army Forces is determined and strong enough 
to eliminate the betrayers among us regardless of their number. As long as we are here, 
religious bigotry cannot exist…” He also stated: “...we follow the path of the founder of laic 

142  On TÜSGAD’s (Th e Turkish Industry and Business Association) website it says that “TÜSGAD 
is a voluntary business organization of leading entrepreneurs and executives of the business 
community of Turkey.” (2017)
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and democratic Turkish Republic, the great leader, statesman Atatürk. We are the guardians of 
Atatürk’s principles and revolutions…” (Cumhuriyet 9.5.1999a)

Fourthly, many organizations and associations from governmental as well as non-govern-
mental sectors denounced the act of Merve Kavakçı. For example in Adana and İzmir 
people gathered to protest members of Parliament who turned a blind eye to the act of 
Merve Kavakçı. Protestors also targeted some political parties for ignoring the event. In 
Adana, many citizens gathered in the Atatürk Park to pay tribute to Atatürk and sang the 
national anthem. Th e head of Adana branch of Republican Party Ethem Hakkı Öztürk 
gave a speech saying that Parliament is the castle of the republic. In the sit-down protest, 
demonstrators chanted “Merve is out, Merve to İran, Enlightened Turkey, No entrance to 
Religious Bigots.” (Cumhuriyet 5.5.1999a)

“Women of the Republican Association” gathered at the Constitutional Square of İzmir 
and chanted “Turkey is secular and will be secular forever”. Th e group also sang the na-
tional Tenth Years Anthem. Th e head of İzmir branch of the Association Betül Mutlu 
claimed that “this is an attack on the republican revolutions in front of 65 million citi-
zens and the majority of the members of Parliament who turned a blind eye.” Th e head 
of İzmir Chamber of Doctors Dr. Suat Kaptaner referred to the act as not a headscarf 
crisis but “...as an attempt to take revenge against Republican revolutions and demolish 
laicism....” Moreover, the representative of İzmir branch of KESK (Confederation of Pub-
lic Employees Trade Unions) Mevlüt Ülgen underlined that “religious and racist bigots 
are the most important cause for the main problems of our country and the last election 
results prove that we must be much more concerned and act much more responsibly.” 
(Cumhuriyet 5.5.1999a)

We can also analyze the moment when Kavakçı enters the Parliament as a singular event, 
as a social practice so to speak. Laclau and Mouff e talk about relational moments in which 
certain articulations take place (Laclau & Mouff e 2001, 96). Th e event of Kavakçi enter-
ing the Parliament formed this kind of moment. One example of an articulation that took 
place during the Kavakçı event is the resignation of deputy Mustafa Bayram (from the city 
of Van), who explained that he was resigning because he was against Kavakçı wearing a 
headscarf. (Hürriyet 13.5.1999c) Th ese types of events contribute to the defi ning of the 
headscarf and at the same time reinforce people’s identities. Th is example shows also the 
impact that Kavakçı’s act had and the power that wearing a headscarf holds. 
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Mustafa Bayram resigned for the headscarf

Th e City of Van’s Deputy Mustafa Bayram, who explained his resignation from the FP 
on the 5th of May, protested Merve Kavakçı’s entrance to Parliament with a headscarf. 
Bayram also spoke about the lost offi  cial folder on a murder which was claimed to be 
done by him and which asks him to be imprisoned for 24 years. He assessed this as a 
“political conspiracy”. Bayram explained that he has met with Chief Prosecutor Vuslat 
Dirim and said, “Th is is an ugly  game played by ones who cannot digest my success. 
Th ere is no use for me if that folder is stolen. Lawyers, police and Turkish Parliament 
have the same folder anyways”.

(Hürriyet 13.05.1999c, translated from Turkish)

After all these reactions, one cannot help but think about a possible solution to this prob-
lem. Could there have been a solution to satisfy both parties’ demands? Perhaps not. Th e 
reason lies in the very nature of the headscarf debates; they are not debates about one indi-
vidual’s right to wear a headscarf, but rather a hegemonic battle between two blocs in which 
the public space is continuously contested and politicized.

5.4.2  Kavakçı’s headscarf as a boundary 

In chapter two it was explained how boundaries between us and the elements that are 
targeted as “other” are created in order to constitute a group identity or “we-community”. 
Kavakçı’s headscarf created this type of boundary within the public debate. Most straight-
forwardly, Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit (from DSP143) made comments with which he 
questioned the use of the headscarf and saw it as a boundary in the society. According to 
him, Merve Kavakçı should also act according to the rules set for everyone. Just before 
Kavakçı was supposed to take her oath in Parliament, Prime Minister Ecevit made the 
following statement: “I tried to deliver my suggestion to make a compromise in front of 
the public and her party. In Turkey, some women cover their head for traditional reasons, 
not ideological ones. However, each profession and public institution has its own rules. 
Now let’s say that she (Kavakçı) was allowed to enter the General Assembly meeting with 
her cover. Th ere are female police and military offi  cers. Are they going to wear headscarf 
as well? Th is is not possible.” Ecevit stated that it is a person’s own fault if she shuts the 
doors to some professions as Kavakçı did, and he continued: “Here is my suggestion for 
a compromise: Th is lady may enter to the Parliament building with her cover. She may 
accept her guests in her offi  ce in the Assembly building with cover. But in the General 
Assembly and commission meetings, she has to comply with the established rules.” (Yeni 
fafak 2.5.1999c; Hürriyet 2.5.1999a) While articulating where and when the headscarf 
should be worn, Ecevit is simultaneously redrawing the boundaries, which is a continuous 
process.  
143  He established the kemalist/socialist Democratic Left Party in 1985, but prior to that was a 

longtime leader of CHP.
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In addition to the Prime minister, the Minister of Defence Hikmet Sami Türk144 stated 
that no other female deputy has worn a headscarf before and that Kavakçı can do so out-
side the parliament, but while taking oath, you must comply with laicism and Atatürk’s 
principles to protect them. Wearing a headscarf would be acting against these principles. 
He also said that Turkish people did not choose for Kavakçı to go Parliament with her 
headscarf. On the contrary, she was elected to serve within the rules of Parliament. (Hür-
riyet 2.5.1999b; Cumhuriyet 5.5.1999b) Th is comment crystalizes the reasons why the 
wearing of the headscarf creates such a strong political frontier: it is seen to be an act that 
is against the principles of laicism. So here the “we-community” is drawn between us (the 
defenders of laicism) and “others” (people with headscarves and people against laicism).

From then on, the use of the headscarf was turned into a political frontier, a dividing 
factor that polarizes society further. Ecevit and Türk were not alone with their opinions as 
also female deputies of his party (Democratic Left Party (DSP)) chanted in the Parliament 
against the headscarf and expressed that any attack on laicism or the democratic repub-
lic will be prevented by them in the same way as on the fi rst day. Female deputy Sema 
Pişkinsüt underlined that.”...those who say the Republic of Turkey would live forever will 
not allow it (the headscarf ).”  Another female deputy of the DSP, Ayşe Gürocak stanced 
against the use of the headscarf as a political symbol, a source of tension in the society and 
disruption of the public peace. According to her “...if the headscarved woman (Merve Ka-
vakçı) would use her brain for positive science, that could help to carry out contemporary 
Atatürk principles forward.” (Cumhuriyet 4.5.1999b) 

Picture 8: Article on Cumhuriyet 4.5.1999b: “DSP’s (Democratic Left Party) woman do not allow 
the darkness to come in…”

144  Hikmet Sami Türk was a Democratic left party (DSP) minister in 1995-2002 and thereafter 
worked at the Bilkent University.
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In addition to politicians, the head of the Academic Council of the Mustafa Kemal Asso-
ciation, Kamran Baran, in a press release called Merve Kavakçı a spy who dared to attack 
the Laic Republic and Parliament with her headscarf: “a person who is a citizen of another 
country and provocative spy dared to come to Parliament with a headscarf and challenged 
the laic and democratic Republic. May nobody doubt that the Kemalist generations of 
the founder of the laic and democratic republic, like heretofore and hereafter, will forever 
defend the laic and democratic republic with the same faith, determination.” (Cumhuriyet 
12.5.1999a) Here again boundaries are drawn between us (the defenders of laicism) and 
others. Kavakçı is defi ned in a negative tone as a spy because she came to Parliament with 
her headscarf. 

Also Turkan Saylan, (the president of Association for the Support of Contemporary Living 
(Çaºdaç Yaçamı Destekleme Derneºi - ÇYDD), considered in a press conference Ka-
vakçı’s action as the most insolent assault committed so far against laicism. He also pre-
sented an interesting interpretation according to which Kavakc ȫı is not in fact guilty but 
more like a victim of those who abused her politically by bringing her into the parliament. 
In Saylan›s opinion, the headscarf has turned out to be a fl ag for those who are the enemies 
of Atatürk. (Cumhuriyet 4.5.1999a) In another event145 he said that “...democracy does 
not mean that everyone can act with freewill. We live in a country of law and hence every-
body has to obey the rules. Th e Parliament is not a picnic park. Deputies have to show up 
in Parliament with contemporary dress codes. Turkey is laic, social and a state of law....” 
(Cumhuriyet 12.5.1999b) 

Similar arguments were presented by the vice president of the Union of the Turkish Bar 
Association (TBB) Burhan Karaçelik, who said that: “... it became a (de facto) tradition 
not to wear headscarves in Parliament at the time. Merve Kavakçı and her advocates will 
not prevent Turkey from following Atatürk’s enlightened, contemporary, laic state paths.” 
In his statement, Karaçelik went even further by stating that “Turkey is not a country for 
cannibals...” (İlkiz 9.5.1999a) In normative terms, this is by far the strongest language 
used about Kavakçı’s act while drawing boundaries between us and elements that are tar-
geted as “other” (here: cannibals).   

From all these examples we can fi rstly confi rm that the use of the headscarf was linked to 
being against the principles of laicism. Secondly, while presenting Kavakçı’s headscarf as a 
boundary, it is actually the person that becomes the boundary because she is the actor, the 
subject of this case. Th ereby other actions by her might also be connected to this boundary 
building. In Kavakçı’s case, her application for American citizenship was seriously judged 
and seen as a reason for not accepting her as a member of the Turkish Parliament. (Milli-

145  Various NGOs gathered on Freedom Square (Özgürlük Meydanı) in Bakırköy to protest the 
presence of the headscarf on Merve Kavakçı in the Parliament. Demonstrators marched and 
chanted pro-secular slogans. Türkan Saylan was there according to Cumhuriyet, speaking on 
behalf of all the pro-secular NGOs. (Cumhuriyet 12.5.1999b)
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yet 9.5.1999; TahincioŒlu 18.3.2001, Cumhuriyet 12.5.1999a) Still two years later, at the 
168th session of the Inter-parliamentary Union (IPU), the Commission on Human Rights 
brought up the issue. Merve had fi led a complaint against Turkey and presented a speech. 
Th ereafter, on behalf of the Turkish group, Ziya Aktaç from the DSP defended Turkey at 
this Commission and said, “It is contrary to the laws and constitution in Turkey to be a 
citizen of another country while serving as an MP”. (Çolak 10.4.2001)

Picture 9: Article on Cumhuriyet 12.5.1999b: “Th e republican revolutions will live (forever)”
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Picture 10: Article on Milliyet 18.3.2001 (TahincioŒlu): “She will be forgiven if she gives testimo-
ny” 

5.4.3  Kavakçı’s headscarf becomes a social antagonism 

In a way, hegemonies “need” social antagonisms to constitute their unity. Along the events 
of the Kavakçı’s oath ceremony, when the headscarf debate was made visible and the fron-
tier was produced, we can say that Kavakçı’s headscarf came to be constituted as a social 
antagonism. Already prior to Kavakçı’s oath ceremony, some people contacted the Na-
tional Security Council (MGK) because they wanted to prevent the oath of a headscarved 
woman. Th e National Security Council had discussed the issue and the Secretary General 
gave a statement emphasizing that security and public order in the whole country, as well 
as the internal and external developments aff ecting these had been assessed during the 
MGK meeting. Furthermore, the statement declared that any kind of illegal action against 
the main principles of the Republic and public peace and security would be notifi ed. (Yeni 
fafak 2.5.1999b) Th e National Security Council was at that time the most important 
gatekeeper of secularism. Th ese types of statements construct the “Otherness” that is in-
surmountable with the secularist discursive system and therefore construct its unity. (See: 
Torfi ng 2005, 14)

We can also fi nd events happening at the grassroots level, where the antagonistic dimen-
sion becomes visible. When Kavakçı visited the Northwestern Turkish city of Lüleburgaz, 
close to Edirne, people demonstrated by walking the “Tribute to Republic Walk”. Cov-
ered and uncovered women participated in the meeting with slogans the likes of “Turkey 
is laic and will remain laic”, “Mullahs to Iran”. Among these people was a retired colo-

�
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nel Hüseyin Tomruk who said that “We are not against the headcovers of our mothers, 
grandmothers; we are against the headcovers of religious merchants and the sharia sym-
bols that their partisans applaud. Heads carrying that symbol cannot enter the Assembly 
that Atatürk established. Th ey cannot represent us.” He further stated that “Th ose who 
are willing to demolish the Turkish Republic succeeded to bring the headscarf into Par-
liament. However we will not forgive this act. We will always defend our indivisible unity 
as we did. I speak to those who are envoys of evil, we will never surrender our country to 
them. Today we showed where we stand, tomorrow we will show up stronger... ”. (Hürri-
yet 10.5.1999; Cumhuriyet 9.5.1999b) Here, the social antagonism becomes visible while 
political frontiers are being produced. In practice, this often means the creation of stereo-
types. Also in this case no new or further evidence to support reasons against the headscarf 
is presented. Th is is because the only thing needed is the common denominator, which is 
“the laic nature of Turkey” because “that’s the way Atatürk established it”. And while these 
frontiers are established, they constitute in creating hegemonic orders.    

Another example of making the antagonistic dimension visible happened soon after Ka-
vakçı’s entering in the parliament: Representatives from dozens of civil society organiza-
tions paid a visit to Atatürk’s memorial tomb (Anıtkabir) a few days after Kavakçı’s oath 
ceremony to protest her. Th ey left a wreath at Atatürk’s mausoleum and remained in a 
moment of silence. Th e group, which mainly consisted of women, protested Kavakçı by 
coming to the mausoleum with Atatürk pictures and fl ags. Th ey referred to supporters of 
the headscarf as enemies of Atatürk and of the republic. Many people announced their 
opinion. Firstly, on behalf of all the NGOs, the Republican Women’s Association’s general 
secretary Ġenal Sarıhan said, that the act of Merve Kavakçı was part of a plan that was 
aimed at destabilizing Turkey and enforcing sharia through civil war. Secondly, the As-
sociation for the Support of Contemporary Living’s president Türkan Saylan underlined 
that women and symbols should not be abused for the sake of political distortion. And 
thirdly, the head of the Union of Left Power Professor Tahir Hatipoálu stated that “...
Whoever supports the headscarf defends Darkness and is an enemy of Atatürk. Because 
the headscarf is a symbol of revolt, through it they want to make a counter revolution…” 
(Hürriyet 13.5.1999b; Cumhuriyet 10.5.1999; Cumhuriyet 13.5.1999)

Women complained about Merve to Ata 

Representatives from 92 civil society organizations visited Atatürk’s memorial tomb 
(Anıtkabir) yesterday to protest Merve Kavakçı. Th ey left a wreath at Atatürk’s mauso-
leum and observed a moment of silence. Th e group, which mainly consisted of women, 
protested Kavakçı by coming to the mausoleum with Atatürk’s pictures and fl ags. fenal 
Turhan wrote in the Mausoleum’s Journal on behalf of the group: ‘‘We are here to declare 
that we are not in a sleep of negligence towards those who intend to change our demo-
cratic republic.”

(Hürriyet 13.5.1999b, translated from Turkish)
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Picture 11: Article on Cumhuriyet 13.5.1999: “Women liberalize through revolution” 

5.4.4  Logics of equivalence - Linking Kavakçı to other events 

Th e story around Kavakçı’s case widened to other themes causing spillover eff ects. Ac-
cording to the nationalist Milliyet newspaper, Kavakçı’s actions were mainly the reason for 
the Virtue Party’s (FP) closure in 2001. In the context of this verdict, the Constitutional 
Court indicated that FP had become closer to totalitarian regimes, and by nominating Ka-
vakçı, the FP was ignoring the reasons that had caused the earlier RP’s (Welfare Party) clo-
sure. (KarakuƔ & Atar 5.1.2002) In addition to the closure of the party, Kavakçı received a 
fi ve-year ban from political life (Milliyet 23.6.2001a; Milliyet 23.6.2001b). By combining 
Kavakçı’s actions and the closure of the Virtue Party (FP), the discourse is created as a neg-
ative identity that is seen to threaten the secularists. (Kavakçı’s actions and the existence 
of the Virtue party are threatening them). So here the logic of equivalence is established 
in the dissolution of particular identities of subjects (secularists) within a discourse by the 
creation of a purely negative identity that is seen to threaten them. (Howarth 2000) More-
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over, these events show the extent to which the headscarf debate penetrated people’s lives, 
creating boundaries and antagonisms.

Other example of logic of equivalences includes the event of comparing Merve Kavakçı 
with Arabic countries. Th e values that Kavakçı presented were raised and these values 
resembled the ones in Arabic countries.  In 2000, an Iranian woman Elahe Kulayi, who 
had been chosen as a Member of Parliament with her headscarf, expressed the wish that 
no other Merve Kavakçı case take place. Arab women seemed to admire Merve Kavakçı 
and follow her life as soap opera. Th e fact that her x-husband was of Jordanian-Palestinian 
descent, made her story even more interesting and relevant for them. (Egemen 13.5.1999; 
Milliyet 27.2.2000)

In this second example, a particular demand (Kavakçı wearing a headscarf ) has become 
“the signifi er of a wider universality” (Laclau 2005, 95), related to the lifestyle and the 
right to wear the headscarf in a public space. So here the logics of equivalence has created 
popular identities. And this popular identity has illuminated a demand (of the right to 
wear a headscarf in a public space). As explained in the theory part in chapter two, this 
demand is internally split. Firstly it has particularistic nature (Kavakçı’s case), while it 
comes to signify the whole chain of equivalential demands (Kulayi’s case and all Islamist/
conservative people).

5.5  Islamist discourse on Leyla bahin: connecting the headscarf to 
human rights

Th e human rights dimension has been part of the headscarf debates since the 1990s. Merve 
Kavakçı, Leyla Şahin and Hayrünnisa Gül all took their cases to the European Court of 
Human Rights (ECHR). Although Gül withdrew her case, there are still many similari-
ties in the way the wearing of headscarf is argued as a human rights’ issue. Leyla Şahin’s 
case was the fi rst case in which a university student receives such a considerable amount 
of public attention. Th erefore, when the ECHR delivered its fi rst (negative) decision to 
Leyla Şahin in 2004, it provoked many kinds of reactions among the conservatives. Th e 
decision was criticized fi rstly for not respecting human rights and secondly, for being only 
legally binding to Leyla Şahin. Some went further by stating that the decision was illegal 
or wrong. Th e most critical argument questioned the ECHR itself as a decision-making 
body on the issue. All of these demands create chain of equivalences whereby the common 
denominator is the idea that the ECHR’s decision was questioned. At the same time, these 
headscarf debates can be seen as a tool used by hegemonic orders to seek power. Next, we 
will investigate this argument a bit further.   
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5.5.1  Articulating the ECHR’s decision as a violation of human rights 

Th e ECHR’s decision on the Leyla bahin case was given new meanings fi rstly by being 
inconsistent with human rights, and secondly, as not being legally binding. First, we shall 
look at the comments that include the arguments as to why the ECHR’s decision was in 
confl ict with human rights. Using human rights as a basis to justify the use of headscarves 
is not a new thing. Namely, until the 1980s religious individuals and groups used religious 
idioms to present their claims of using symbols of piety. But since the early 2000 the Muslim in-
dividuals started to use “rights based discourse” meaning that instead of religious justifi cations, 
they confi ned their arguments with human rights.146 Hence, instead of looking the secular-
ist-Islamist discourse we should look at how these arguments are being articulated because 
that is the place where the contestation takes place. In doing so, we end up drawing the 
conclusion that secularism does not seem to be the reason for contestation but rather this 
“rights based discourse” which is something to be adjusted with secularism. Interestingly, 
with the case of Leyla bahin (partly together with the cases of Merve Kavakçı and Hayrünnisa 
Gül), they have attempted to “re-appropriate a discourse considered by many as secular to try to 
protect their rights”. Consequently, the division between secularism and Islam becomes blurred. 
(See: Barras 2009, 1237-1238, 1251) 

Let us look now at the commentators who used human rights as the basis of their ar-
guments. Th ese commentators included fi rstly Leyla bahin herself who stated that the 
ECHR decision was a historical mistake, and a shame for Europe. In her opinion, the 
headscarf is not a political symbol and therefore restriction on clothing in the 21st cen-
tury, is against human rights. (Ay 1.7.2004) Prime Minister ErdoŒan (at that time) also 
chimed in to criticize the ECHR-Leyla bahin decision for violating human rights (Hür-
riyet 11.11.2005e). Other critics include non-governmental organizations, such as the 
Imam-hatip high school alumni association, which expressed that the Leyla Şahin decision 
from the ECHR does not have a logical basis. Th eir reasoning was that according to the 
ECHR male students who have the same ideology as females are able to continue their 
education while girls are subjected to humiliation, which is discriminatory and therefore 
inconsistent with human rights. (Hürriyet 11.11.2005a) 

Another non-governmental organization, a human rights association called IHD (at least 
not known to be pro AKP147), took somewhat the same side as the AKP during the Ley-
la Şahin case. In its press release, the IHD expressed that the existence of the ECHR 
is important for human rights; however the IHD is uncomfortable with some decisions 
that create a political image. Deputy leader Keskin expressed that as defendants of hu-
man rights, they also defend individuals’ freedom of clothing and that there cannot be a 
division in that regard within the public space. It is pointed out in the IHD’ s statement 

146  As another form of discourse, we can detect a “discrimination against women”-based discourse. 
Some of these women have taken their cases to the Committee on the Elimination of all Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). (See e.g. Demir 12.4.2006)

147  Th e IHD is actually critical about AKP (See eg. Yeni Asya 2015 and Bianet 2010)
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that the decision empowers despotic laicism, shuts women up in their homes, and to a 
certain degree, restricts education. Keskin emphasized that the decision is not appropriate 
for democratic laic understanding and invited the Court to re-think this subject. (Gül-
mez 14.7.2004) While taking into account this organization’s ideological background this 
statement sounds slightly harsh. Simultaneously all these Keskin’s articulations present an 
example of how the division between the two hegemonic camps becomes blurred when 
the same arguments that are being used in defense of human rights that could actually also 
be used by the secularist camp to defend human rights. 

Also the Eğitim-Bir-Sen Association (an AKP-minded teacher’s union), made a statement 
in 2004 where it heavily criticized the ECHR’s decision on Leyla Şahin. According to 
this association’s Secretary General Ahmet Gündoğdu, the decision was legally mistaken 
and restricted freedom of belief, while it disregarded education and work-life by creating 
double standards. Half a year later GündoŒdu reiterated his stance on these double stan-
dards and said that the whole reliability of the Court has become controversial with this 
decision. (Hürriyet 6.7.2004; Hürriyet 12.11.2005)148 Th ese critical articulations against 
the ECHR did not lead anywhere on a practical level, but by using the same arguments 
that the secularists had been using against the headscarf (and for the human rights), they 
contributed to the process whereby the gulf between these two hegemonies began to di-
minish. Naturally, these critical arguments also empowered the Islamist discourse at a time 
when the AKP government had just come to power and hence they had an important 
place in backing the government’s policies. 

Th e second group of arguments used against the ECHR decision was that the decision is 
not legally binding for everyone, meaning that it excludes all the similar cases in Turkey 
and is of sui generis in its character. Again Leyla bahin herself expressed that the ECHR 
decision does not mean that one cannot abolish the headscarf ban in Turkey. Moreover, in 
her opinion, the ECHR’s decision was political and presented double standards. (Hürriyet 
11.11.2005c)

bahin: the ECHR made a political decision 

Leyla bahin expressed that the ECHR decision does not mean that one cannot abolish the 
headscarf ban in Turkey; this is a political decision and presents double standards. Leyla 
bahin stated that it is not over yet; on the contrary it has just started. Human rights are 
not in the hands of an institution or a country solely, they belong to everyone.  

(Hürriyet 11.11.2005c, translated from Turkish)

148  An interesting fact about this piece of news from July 2004 is that the title says that teachers 
are criticizing AKP. Th is means that in July 2004 the AKP (government) and the ECHR were 
still seen as being on the same side. As seen for examples, this changed soon after. 
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Not surprisingly, the AKP also made a statement that the decision is solely legally binding 
to bahin and therefore they can continue their regulations (Hürriyet 13.11.2005). Th e 
AKP interpreted the decision in a way that the ECHR does not say that the headscarf has 
to be banned under all circumstances. Instead, according to the AKP’s interpretation, the 
ECHR has recognized the headscarf as a “political symbol” and understood that there ex-
ists a “perception of threat”. (Ülsever 17.1.2008) 

Prime Minister shoots himself in the leg 

Th e ECHR does not say that the headscarf has to be banned under all circumstances. It 
simply confi rms that it is a “political symbol” and accepts the “perception of threat”. To-
day new applications submitted to the ECHR regarding headscarves reinforce the Leyla 
bahin decision as a jurisprudence. 

Th e Prime Minister queries “If the headscarf is in fact a political symbol, is the use of 
political symbols to be forbidden at universities?” Th is means that the Prime Minister 
is saying that “the headscarf has to be accepted although it is a political symbol” and  
he allows the possibility of the headscarf being used as a political symbol. 

It has been agreed that one can use any political item at universities such as pins or 
rosettes. However the headscarf, which actually is a religious item, cannot be used as a 
political symbol. 

(Ülsever 17.1.2008, translated from Turkish)

Individual AKP members also commented on the issue. Among them was AKP’s Mem-
ber of Parliament Hayati Yazıcı who stated that the ECHR decision is legally binding for 
Leyla bahin only and one cannot say that this would be a full stop for the headscarf discus-
sions since Turkey is a democratic state (Hürriyet 11.11.2005b). Th e fact that Leyla bahin 
lost her case at the ECHR, actually gave more space to the Islamist discourse (and em-
powered it). So in this case, even though Leyla bahin lost her case, the Islamist discourse 
actually benefi tted from this situation because it was able to create a chain of equivalences 
by uniting demands under a common denominator of allowing to wear headscarves at 
universities based on human rights. 

Th e speaker of the parliament, Mr Bülent Arınç (AKP) even complained that the whole 
decision is not binding for Turkey. In his opinion, the headscarf could be regulated regard-
ing civil servants but could not be banned at higher education level. As a solution, he pro-
posed an idea of having some allowed and standardized headcover models decided by the 
authorities. In conclusion, he called for YÖK to determine one headscarf model out of 4-5 
models that could be used at universities. (YÖK president replied that the ECHR decision 
is legally binding and these kinds of proposals should be directed at the ECHR). Arınç 
still insisted on fi nding another solution to the problem, which in his opinion remained 
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unsolved. (Ülsever 13.11.2005; Hürriyet 14.11.2005a; Hürriyet 14.11.2005b; Hürriyet 
15.11.2005a; Ülsever 15.11.2005) Th e signifi cance of this not being a binding decision 
can be well seen in a note from the Turkish judge of the ECHR as late as in 2010. He 
claimed that the ECHR does not say anything about a headscarf ban and therefore it can 
be removed without any problem. (Gürcanli 12.11.2010)

Th e examples just presented above, exposed a number of articulations, which saw the 
ECHR’s decision on Leyla bahin as a violation of human rights or then just simply not 
legally binding. Th ey are a way to re-articulate, redefi ne and contest this decision in Tur-
key’s context within the Islamist discourse. Th rough these articulations, values are being 
reconstructed; institutions and their values redefi ned, and fi nally identities are being con-
stituted. So they are a way of building a “we community”. Th ey make up the fi rst stage of 
articulations that went even further as we shall see in the following chapters. 

5.5.2  Building political frontiers along with the ECHR’s decision

It is relatively easy to fi nd elements that are targeted as “the other” in the reactions to the 
ECHR’s decision. Namely, the decision was being criticized simply by implying that it is 
“wrong”, “not logical” or “illegal”. Th e AKP attempted to turn its loss into a victory by 
articulating the issue as the Turkish government being democratic versus the ECHR that 
defends prohibitions. Hereby the redefi ning of the values is taking place again. It was 
foreign minister Gül that stated this idea (Hürriyet 11.11.2005d). Gül went even further 
with his comments by stating:

“Defending (headscarf ) prohibitions never brings honor to anyone. Th us, when the day 
comes, all of these will be wiped out with our own initiative.”  

(Hürriyet 10.11.2005, translated from Turkish). 

Gül’s statement does not tell exactly what is to be wiped out. We assume that he means the 
headscarf prohibitions in general but today we might rightfully suspect whether he even 
meant secularists in particular. Simultaneously Erdoğan stated that if there is a regulation, 
the ECHR should apply it to all the countries in Europe (Hakan 13.11.2005). AKP’s An-
kara deputy Eyüp Sanay evaluated the decision as a “White Europeans’ decision”. Accord-
ing to him, the nature of the decision will never end the headscarf discussion in Turkey as 
long as Muslims are alive (Hürriyet 10.11.2005). Also Felicity party (SP)’s President Recai 
Kutan criticized the ECHR decision in claiming that the ECHR is prejudiced against Is-
lam. (Hürriyet 2.12.2005) Moreover, Leyla Şahin’s lawyer claimed that there are not any 
headscarf regulations in the world like Turkey’s. Turkey’s regulations are too narrow in her 
opinion. (Lüle 19.5.2005)  

Th ese types of arguments are important when thinking about Turkey’s polarization and its 
construction. Th e Islamist argument attempts to show that Turkey is an anomaly among other 
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countries that diff ers from the norm. And for this reason the law must be changed. By stating 
that “we are diff erent and therefore we must change” is again obscuring the polarization. As an 
anecdote to be told, Leyla bahin’s lawyer also indicated that when Galileo Galilei said that 
the planet is spinning, he could not make the judges believe him, but this did not change 
reality. Interestingly, the lawyer is thereby connecting the judges and bigot priests of the 
inquisition in his eff ort to show that the decision was wrong. (Hürriyet 1.7.2004)

Few weeks after the ECHR’s decision, the members of an NGO called Democratic Ladies 
Association (Demokratik Hanımlar DerneŒi) protested the ECHR decision against Leyla 
bahin in Fatih, Istanbul. In the press statement, the President of the Association Emine 
Toplayıcı claimed that the Leyla bahin decision by the ECHR was not a legal but rath-
er a political decision: “As victims of the head cover ban, it deeply saddened us that the 
ECHR, as an institution above the domestic laws of states has made an illegal decision”. 
(Hürriyet 21.11.2005) 

Finally, during the court process for the Leyla Şahin case, Turkey’s ambassador to the per-
manent representative of the European Council made an additional plea which included 
the sentence: “the headscarf provokes political reactions”. However, the Foreign Minister 
withdrew this plea. (Çakırözer 22.12.2003) So we can say that the AKP also changed its 
view during the ECHR process, while the party even changed its existing defense. (Milli-
yet 22.12.2003) Th is happened when the AKP had been in power for about one year only, 
but it can still be taken as an early example of how the AKP’s line was established in the 
beginning of their era.

Picture 12: Article on Milliyet 22.12.2003 (Çakırözer): “One step forward two steps backwards”
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5.5.3  Th e ECHR becomes a social antagonism

Th roughout the ECHR proceedings of the Leyla fahin case, the AKP faced a dilemma: it 
was on a pro-European path, pursuing EU membership but the ECHR’s decision contra-
dicted the AKP’s own values and endeavors. (Türkmen 6.12.2003; Ergin 14.3.2004; Ergin 
2.7.2004) Th e most extreme voices within the Islamist discourse questioned the ECHR as 
a decision-making body on the headscarf issue. After the Leyla bahin case, in addition to 
claiming that the ECHR’s decision violates human rights as stated earlier, Prime Minister 
ErdoŒan claimed that the ECHR does not even have the right to talk about the headscarf. On 
the contrary, this right belongs to religious ulemas149. In this way, Prime Minister ErdoŒan was 
re-articulating the values and duties that belong to the ECHR. 

ErdoŒan criticized the ECHR’s decision because they had not asked an “expert’s view” 
which in his opinion the ulema represents. Later, he personally asked an ulema’s opin-
ion but was later the subject of investigation within the AKP for this reason. (Hürriyet 
16.11.2005; Yilmaz 17.11.2005; Armutçu 19.11.2005.) Interestingly, three years later 
Diyanet president BardakoŒlu still remembered ErdoŒan’s speech when he took a strong 
stance on behalf of the ulemas’ right to speak about religious aff airs instead of the ECHR 
(EkƔi 8.3.2008). ErdoŒan’s comment shows how the headscarf debates are used as a tool 
to empower Islamist demands. In this case, the whole structure (ECHR as an institution) 
was being questioned by the Prime Minister in 2005.    

5.6  Secularist discourse on Leyla bahin - the headscarf prohibition 
seen as a necessity for a democratic society

Where the Islamist discourse saw the need to emphasize human rights as a basis for allow-
ing the use of the headscarf, the secularist one saw the headscarf prohibition necessary for 
any democratic society. Contrary to the Islamist discourse, the ECHR decision was seen 
as legally binding for everyone, not for Leyla bahin alone. Th e ECHR’s decision on Leyla 
fahin was being connected to the ECHR’s attitude on the closure case of the Welfare par-
ty (RP) (the closure case happened in 1998).  

Th e fi rst page of Milliyet newspaper in June 2004 includes an interpretation of a nation-
alist-minded newspaper: “headscarf prohibition” can be seen as “necessity for a demo-
cratic society”. Th e ones who enter universities accept the responsibilities that come with 
laicism. Milliyet newspaper reminds that the same logic was employed during the RP 
closure case. (Özalp 30.6.2004a; Özalp 30.6.2004b) 

149  Islamic scholars that create ”offi  cial” religious doctrines. (See more: Lord 2018)
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Picture 13: Articles on Milliyet 30.6.2004 (Özalp): “European brakes put on the headscarf ” and 
“ECHR brake on the headscarf ”

Th e ECHR puts the brakes on the headscarf 

A decision with unanimity: the headscarf prohibition is not a violation of  human 
rights. Th e ECHR decision includes: “Prohibition” might be perceived as a “necessity 
in a democratic society”. Prohibiting the headscarf is in accordance with constitutional 
jurisprudence. Th ose who attend universities are regarded as accepting the responsibilities 
that come with laicism.

Th e Court stated in its decision yesterday that in the context of freedom of  expression, 
opinion and religion, Turkey did not violate its contract with the ECHR. Th e justifi ca-
tion behind the decision is comparable to the ECHR’s  attitude on the closure case of the 
Welfare party (RP). (Th e rest of the article explains the trial process and legal steps.)
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Th e ECHR decided with unanimity. British judge Nicolas Bratza — who was formerly  
against the headscarf ban in universities – has also voted in favor of Turkey. 

(Özalp 30.6.2004a; Özalp 30.6.2004b, translated from Turkish)

In a similar way, Cumhuriyet newspaper wrote that in addition to universities, the head-
scarf ban can be also extended to other public spheres. Th e ban was seen as a “necessity for 
laicism”. Moreover, the ECHR decision was seen as a verdict that could set a precedent for 
other European countries, and therefore Europe “can also relax”. (Cumhuriyet 1.7.2004)

Picture 14: Article on Cumhuriyet 1.7.2004: “Europe relaxed too”

In this way, for the secularist discourse, it was very easy to absorb and adapt to the de-
cision of the ECHR. Th ey even found more justifi cations for their articulations from it. 
Th e headscarf prohibition was seen as a prerequisite for democracy in Turkey. It was seen 
as binding for every future headscarf act which would be seen as posing a threat to secu-
larism. (See: Türenç 14.11.2005) Th e secularist discourse could link these articulations as 
part of their chain of equivalence. But this chain of equivalence was not as successful in 

Disentangling the Islamist and Secularist discourses in Turkey



176

creating a common denominator as the Islamist one, and therefore it was not able to con-
stitute itself as a hegemony as we shall see later.   

5.6.1  Defi ning Leyla bahin’s headscarf

As Howarth (2005, 322) writes, articulations have a binding function: they combine dif-
ferent logics together when explaining things. Th is can be seen in various articulations 
with the data where secularists are discussing and defi ning the headscarf. All four cases of 
this thesis seem to be like this, including the headscarf of Leyla bahin. As a response to the 
articulations that the Islamist discourse had gathered to point out the non-binding nature 
of the ECHR decision (see chapter 5.5.1), the secularists saw the need to articulate the 
opposite. Among other people, the Istanbul bar association’s President and two Hürriyet 
columnists took a clear stance by saying that the decision is binding for everyone. Colum-
nist Cüneyt Ülsever turned the question upside down by asking that if the result would 
have been positive, would we say that it is only Leyla fahin who has gained the right to 
use the headscarf at the university. (Hürriyet 14.11.2005a; Ülsever 15.11.2005; Hürriyet 
15.11.2005b) CHP chairman Baykal showed his satisfaction with the ECHR decision by 
saying that now Turkey’s legal attitude is also in accordance with international law. CHP’s 
deputy leader Topuz stated that, the ECHR’s decision shows how right Turkish courts 
were. He goes further by stating that “from now on, neither the Prime Minister nor the 
President of the Parliament has any chance to execute their diff erent policies on the head-
scarf ”. (Zaman 10.11.2005; Zaman 13.11.2005) Th is comment simultaneously shows 
the certainty and self confi dence that the CHP was experiencing about the headscarf issue 
back in 2005, when the AKP era had only just begun. 

Later the articulations, on the sui generis nature of the ECHR’s decision, were backed 
by other cases where people applied to the ECHR or even to the UN. For example two 
teachers who had been dismissed from their school because of the headscarf lost their cases 
in June 2008 and even cases in other countries such as in France where two Turkish stu-
dents sued the Republic of France, lost their case in December of the same year. (Hürriyet 
3.6.2008; Hürriyet 4.12.2008) In 2006 a teacher that had been dismissed because of her 
headscarf had made an application to the UN Discrimination against Women Committee 
(Batur 11.4.2006). While the new counter arguments regarding the change in clothing 
regulations at the universities arose in 2007, the YÖK Council expressed its view by refer-
ring to the earlier ECHR decision, which it sees as the superior one. (Hürriyet 20.9.2007) 

At the time of the articulations, which included the idea that the ECHR decision was le-
gally binding for everyone, the AKP had been in power for about three years. Th ere were 
still few years for the upcoming presidential elections of 2007 where the headscarf discus-
sions expanded furthermore. In one way we can see a continuation between these two cas-
es of Leyla bahin and Hayrünnisa Gül. Th ey were part of the events (or nodal points) that 
fi nally led to a situation in Turkey where the Islamist hegemony, presented by the AKP, has 
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prevailed, and hence there is no need for further headscarf discussions because there is no 
longer any demand for them (because they have been either suff ocated or then prevailed).  

5.6.2  Th e bar association constitutes boundaries by defending the secular 
state

Th e case of Leyla bahin off ered a platform to constitute the boundaries between the secu-
larist and Islamist parts of the society. Th is time a boundary between the two was created 
also through a bar association. Namely, the Istanbul Bar Association off ered or demanded 
to defend Turkey and laicism against Leyla bahin at the ECHR with concern to the head-
scarf case. Th e Bar Association emphasized that it is the constitutional bodies’ duty to 
defend the rule of law, human rights and the secular state. Consequently, the association 
applied to the ECHR as an intervener to the case. 

Kazım KolcuoŒlu, the President of the Istanbul Bar Association noted that the govern-
ment left Turkey without defense and said “It is evident that they (the government) are 
trying to open a breach into Europe. Th ey are trying to bring the headscarf not only into 
universities but also to courthouses. Th ere is a demand from the AKP’s side to allow head 
cover for lawyers in their entrance to trials. We have always prohibited this according to 
our regulations. Law is a delicate fi eld. One cannot wear any symbols. Lawyers can never 
enter trials with a headscarf ”. Kolcuo÷lu reminded that the Constitutional Court has a 
certain decision that accepts the headscarf as a qualifi ed political symbol; and the ECHR 
has had a similar attitude towards the Welfare Party (RP) closure case. Kolcuo÷lu also stat-
ed, that laicism cannot be left without protection. He underlined, that “(...) the headscarf 
issue constantly appears on the agenda despite laws and regulations and the ECHR deci-
sion about it. Th is is an enforcement of a world view which is symbolized by the headscarf 
against laicism. We cannot leave laicism without protection. (...)” (Hürriyet 7.3.2004; 
Atay 7.3.2004; Cumhuriyet 7.3.2004)  

Hence the boundary was created at the surface of Turkish state and the bar association, 
which was ironically aiming to defend the state of Turkey. Th ese kinds of events can be 
interpreted as a clear sign or milestone, in the AKP government’s line in switching from 
being an advocator of the secularist values to the defender of more conservative values. In 
this way Leyla bahin’s headscarf became to be defi ned as a milestone for the secularists. 
Th e demand to prohibit the use of the headscarf at universities became reality in her per-
sonality. At the beginning of the AKP era, the term “hidden agenda” was used to describe 
these types of milestones. As of today, the situation has changed, the “hidden” has become 
somewhat visible.  

5.6.3  Political parties or leaders as a social antagonism

It is rather thought-provoking that the earlier Welfare Party’s (RP) closure case in 1998 
(See more on this in chapter 3.3.2) was also linked to Leyla bahin’s case. Namely, this 

Disentangling the Islamist and Secularist discourses in Turkey



178

earlier closure decision where the ECHR approved the party’s closure, was seen as justifi -
cation for Leyla bahin’s decision. In other words, already in its closure decision, the ECHR 
had criticized RP’s approach to the headscarf and the party’s attitude towards women’s 
status. (Lüle 18.3.2004) To summarize, in a way, RP’s closure case was seen as a reason for 
headscarf rejection more widely, and this logic allows stretching the social antagonism to 
RP’s direction.    

Th e RP case - the reason behind rejecting the türban 

(...) Th e decision of the ECHR that approved the RP’s closure and declined the applica-
tion of Necmettin Erbakan and hisfriends is projected as “justifi cation” for the headscarf 
case. Th e ECHR criticized RP’s approach to theheadscarf and particularly the party’s 
attitude towards women’s status in  Turkey that is unharmonious with the principle of 
“single law”... 

Th e 1993 ECHR decision on Karaduman-Bulut was also given a reminder within the 
draft on Leyla Şahin. Students Şenay Duman and Lamia Bulut applied to the Court 
in Strasbourg on the basis of not being able to receive their diplomas due to their school 
photos  in which they wear headscarves. Th eir applications were declined  on the basis of 
“knowing the university rules when they registered”.

(Lüle 18.3.2004, translated from Turkish)

Later on Erdoáan and the AKP were constituted as antagonisms who were seen as attack-
ing against the regime. During the trial of Leyla Ġahin in ECHR, the head of Republican 
Women’s Association150,  commented on the withdrawal of the lawyer of Turkey, as well as 
the removal of the term “political symbol” in the defense petition. She argued that when a 
political interest replaces the public interest, the public roar is inevitable. Hence, “...those 
who are in charge, have to remember to defend the interest of the state. Th e government 
is in line with an anti-constitutional manner. We invite the government to protect the re-
public and its values…”. (Cumhuriyet 18.5.2005) Hereby Sarıhan is connecting the Leyla 
Ġahin case to the wider politics of AKP government, while simultaneously contributing to 
constituting the antagonism. 

Sarıhan also participated in criticizing the “rights based discourse”151 when she responded 
to the pro-headscarf demonstration in Ankara with a written statement. She underlined, 
that “... the crowd was made up mostly of male demonstrators who raised their voice in 
a demonstration for women. We evaluate that the crowd speaking on behalf of women 
for women’s freedom actually demand to enslave women, not free them. Ironically the 
Republic provided the women rights and respect by law. Bearing in mind the headscarf 

150  In Turkish: Cumhuriyet Kadınları Derneºi
151  Th e rights based discourse was explained on chapter 5.5.1.
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as a political symbol, we cannot accept the defense of the headscarf as a struggle�IRU�free-
dom...” (Cumhuriyet 18.10.2005a)

Th e CHP’s vice chairman of the board, Kemal Anadolu similarly participated in constitut-
ing the Prime Minister and other AKP ministers as antagonisms, (by saying at the CHP’s 
internal meeting, that the wording “ulema” (Islamic scholar) uttered by the prime minister 
against the verdict of the ECHR about Leyla bahin’s lawsuit targeted the inconvertible 
characteristics of the republic. He continued in a similar vein to Columnist Cüneyt Ül-
sever that “... if Turkey would have lost the lawsuit fi led by Leyla bahin, would the Prime 
Minister, the Minister of Foreign Aff airs and the President of the Parliament have felt 
attacked suddenly in panic by saying “the verdict is individual and not binding us”?. (no) 
Th en they would put pressure on rectors and they would abandon the ban of headscarf in 
universities…” (Cumhuriyet 18.10.2005a) 

Th e solicitor attorney of the Supreme Court Nuri Ok also participated in this discourse 
by excoriating the Prime Minister and his interference in the justice system and stated 
that the verdict of the ECHR on the headscarf ban in Turkey should not be criticized. 
Moreover, critics should not target the constitutional system. Also referring to the word-
ing “din uleması” (Islamic scholar) used by Prime Minister Recep Tayyip ErdoŒan, the 
solicitor warned, that “(...) the constitutional system, civil and modern life, the laic state 
and law of our democratic republic should not be targeted by people who are in charge 
(...).” Reminding of their close scrutiny on the statutes and regulations of political parties, 
the solicitor Ok stated, that “...it has been confi rmed by the local courts that the head-
scarf is a symbol of political Islam. Besides, we evaluate the individual and political par-
ties’ opinions regarding the current discussions about the ECHR’s verdict, which does not 
consider wearing the headscarf at universities as belonging to human rights and religious 
freedom...” Underlining democracy’s existing right to self-defense, Ok said that “(...) there 
are detailed rules and regulations on the protection of democracy in the constitution (...)”. 
(Cumhuriyet 18.10.2005b) 

Th ree years after the ECHR’s decision on Leyla bahin’s case, the CHP accused ErdoŒan of 
irrationality: of him being pro-secular in Europe, but defending the wearing of the head-
scarf in Turkey. According to the CHP, this confi rms the change that took place between 
2004 and 2008: During the ECHR decision, Foreign Minister Gül and Prime Minister 
ErdoŒan signed the ECHR document that states “the headscarf is a political symbol of the 
ones who want to remove the laic democratic regime”. Conversely, in 2008 there was an 
attempt to legalize the wearing of headscarves in universities. According to CHP leader 
Baykal, this refl ects the AKP’s contradictory opinions when abroad and in Turkey. Accord-
ing to him, a state cannot be governed with this kind of logic. Moreover, after giving the 
right to wearing headscarves in universities, according to him: “there will be no possibil-
ity of prohibiting this from happening in other schools or in public service institutions”. 
(Hürriyet 23.1.2008) Today, we can deservedly say that he was right. 
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In 2008, the AKP was accused of violating Turkish law on the separation between the 
religion and state. Consequently, a trial was held to determine whether or not the AKP 
should be disbanded. Th is closure trial of the AKP once again revealed Turkey’s polar-
ized nature. However, the constitutional court voted in favor of the AKP and thus was 
not closed down. Th e reasons behind the attempted closure were manifold, including Er-
doŒan’s opinions on the Leyla bahin case after the events (Hürriyet 15.3.2008). On the 
whole, we can say that even though the secularists “won” the Leyla bahin case, later on the Isla-
mist were more victorious in constituting their discourse by defi ning the common denominator, 
and somehow the secularists took a more defensive stand. As such the secularists were unable to 
turn their victory into a triumph, by any logics.  

5.7  Islamist discourse on Hayrünnisa Gül: Articulating the head-
scarf in the public space

Hayrünnisa Gül’s case was described in depth on chapter 4.6.4. As in all the other three 
cases, she came to be known for wearing the headscarf. She tried to go to university with 

�

Picture 15: Article on Cumhuriyet 18.10.2005b: Solicitor Attorney OK: “Constitutional system 
cannot be targetted”
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her headscarf and after being denied entrance to the University, she took her case to the 
ECHR. She caused controversial reactions for fi rst time when she withdrew her case from 
the ECHR in March 2004. For a second time her headscarf generated discussion during 
her husband’s candidacy in the Presidential elections in 2007. After the 2007 Presidential 
elections, Gül’s headscarf got perhaps more attention than any other topic, and she was 
able to defend it by articulating the way to use the headscarf in the public space. Th is 
awoke hope within the Islamist discourse of Turkey becoming closer to other Muslim 
states in this regard, as we shall see in the last part of this chapter.

5.7.1  Gül’s withdrawal from the ECHR causes reactions 

Hayrünnisa Gül passed the entry exams and was granted a place at Ankara University’s 
faculty of Language-History and Geography around year 2000. However, she could not 
complete the registration process because of her headscarf. Consequently she took the 
issue to the ECHR. After the AKP won the general elections in November 2002, Ab-
dullah Gül, who’d become Prime Minister, found himself in a situation where he was 
defending his country against his wife and his party leader (ErdoŒan), all of which was 
reminiscent of the Leyla bahin case. (Milliyet 4.2.2003; Akçura 7.2.2003; Kurst 6.5.2006) 
Consequently, Hayrünnisa Gül withdrew her headscarf case from the ECHR in March 
2004 by explaining that “the case had become politicized” and “because of her husband’s 
position”152 (Milliyet 2.3.2004). In doing so, she said she wanted to trust and respect the 
ECHR decision. In her petition to the ECHR, Hayrünnisa Gül uses the expression that 
she withdraws the case “according to the necessity observed”. Some commentators in the 
background estimated that Mrs. Gül would probably have lost the case after the ECHR›s 
decision on Leyla bahin. (TahincioŒlu 3.3.2004; Kurst 6.5.2006)

After Hayrünnisa Gül had withdrawn her case, Islamist writers strongly criticized her for 
being fi ckle, among other things. Columnist Hasan Karakaya in the Vakit journal wrote: 
“Hayrünnisa Gül preferred not to go to school instead of uncovering her hair. And now 
she withdraws her case for her husband”. And Yavuz Bahadır, columnist in the same jour-
nal wrote in his column; “A woman still does not have a name. If I would be Abdullah 
Gül, I would say that “she is my wife not my backup track and if our relation as being 
husband-wife prevents her from pursuing her rights and creates a confl ict for Turkey, I am 
ready to resign”. (Milliyet 5.3.2004)

152  Since her husband, Abdullah Gül fi rst became the Prime minister and later the Minister of 
Foreign Aff airs, Hayrünnisa Gül became both the plaintiff  and the defendant sides in the case 
when she fi rst submitted the application in 2002. 
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Picture 16: Article on Milliyet 5.3.2004: “Th ey waged a war on Hayrunnisa Gül”

It was obvious that Hayrünnisa Gül would have lost her case, so politically it was smart 
to let the secularists win in the public eye. But at the same time, the act of withdrawing 
the application sends out a message of not being ready to contest her case. Th is “contest-
ing” on the other hand would have established new political frontiers and as a consequence 
increased the dual hegemony. Th e withdrawal of the case not only did not strengthen these kinds 
of boundaries, but quite to the contrary, it took them down. Consequently, again we see a case 
whereby the Islamist discourse is downplaying the polarity within the society. Not giving space 
to the polarization nor “the setting for contestation allows more space for the Islamist discourse, 
fi nally making it the winner of this “contestation”.      

As both bahin and Gül felt that it was partly a violation of human rights to not allow the 
pursuit of a higher education due to their headscarves, the political decision makers of the 
AKP would have wanted to put an end to the whole headscarf ban. For example Foreign 
Aff airs Minister Abdullah Gül stated that it is a “great misfortune” that the headscarf ban 
is not included in Turkey’s EU progress report. In Gül’s opinion the EU is advocating only 
the rights of a “certain group”. By this “certain group” he is perhaps referring to more sec-
ularist people. In addition, he also speaks about supporting “freedom of religion”. (Milli-
yet 12.11.2003) To summarize, Abdullah Gül believed that the headscarf ban should have 
been included in the EU Commission’s progress report. However, he did not (in public 
at least) back this issue very fi ercely. In not wanting to make a big fuss about the issue with 
the EU, he kept the issue from being raised to the public agenda and thereby halted the perpet-
uation of Turkey’s political frontiers. Again, the polarization was downplayed from the public 
debate.

�
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Picture 17: Article on Milliyet 12.11.2003: “Th e headscarf complaint”  

Translation (most relevant parts):

Th e headscarf complaint

Foreign Aff airs Minister Abdullah Gül stated that it is a “great misfortune” that the 
headscarf ban is not included in Turkey’s EU progress report. Gül criticized the EU for 
picturing “a Turkey with missing points”. 

Gül stated that if the EU loses its impartiality then it would appear that the EU is only 
advocating the rights of a certain group. We support the freedom of religion as well; 
non-Muslims living in Turkey should benefi t from the  same rights as Muslims living in 
Europe.

(Milliyet 12.11.2003, translated from Turkish)

 
�
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5.7.2  Gül’s headscarf within offi  cial ceremonies

Th e wearing of the headscarf during offi  cial ceremonies was a topic of great scale from 
the time the AKP came to power in 2002. Th e fi rst incident happened already just before 
the elections, on November 20, 2002, when Parliamentary Speaker Bülent Arınc brought 
his headscarved wife to Ankara airport to meet President Sezer and his wife. After this 
event, the secularist newspapers wrote that the headscarf had entered the state protocol. 
A few days later, President Sezer gave a speech in which he mentioned that in addition to 
state institutions, Islamic headscarves were banned from state ceremonies. Th is statement 
provoked a harsh debate between the secularists and pro-Islamists. (Hazama 2014, 164, 
170-171)     

Since the AKP party came to power, there were more headscarf incidents because for the 
fi rst time the spouses of the main power holders were wearing the headscarf and   it was 
the right time, or so it seemed, for them to appear in public. In December 2002 the Su-
preme Military Council (Yüksek Askeri fura, YAf) dinner153 was cancelled due to the fact 
that the hosts didn’t want to invite Prime Minister’s wife because of her headscarf. Th is 
was the fi rst time that such a cancellation took place in the context of such a traditional 
dinner meeting. (Milliyet 27.12.2002) Th is can be seen as the secularists’ attempt to draw 
the public’s attention to the headscarf itself154 and to the existence of a political polariza-
tion, more generally. In other words, they wanted to communicate that the headscarf, as 
a symbol of Islamism, is not appropriate in certain public spheres. Th e same thing hap-
pened again in July 2003, when the initial problem was whether or not to invite the cov-
ered wives of the Council members. Th is time ErdoŒan, as chairman of the YAb meeting 
for the second time, cancelled the dinner invitation that he was planning on hosting with 
his wife. (bık & Argün 1.8.2003) Maybe it was not the right the time after all for such a 
change while ErdoŒan didn’t wish to articulate the existence of polarization to public.   

Within the next two years, there were still a few big incidents upon which the headscarf 
was forbidden in offi  cial ceremonies. Th e fi rst incidents happened during the Republic 
Day155 receptions (on 29 October 2003 and 2004) when President Sezer decided to not 
invite any of the politicians whose wives wore a headscarf. He argued that the Constitu-
tional Court had banned headscarves in the public sphere, which includes the presidency’s 
domain. (Hazama 2014, 171, 173-174) Additionally, on June 27, 2004, President Sezer 
invited Prime Minister ErdoŒan and some other Ministers for a dinner during the NATO 
summit in Istanbul. Th is time he made it clear in advance that the ministers whose wives 

153  YAb Dinners is a tradition held on the second day of YAb meetings. Th e invitation tradition-
ally includes the spouses.

154  Secularists also boycotted receptions, such as the one on April 23, 2003, when President Sezer, 
the General Chief of Staff , and the Republican People’s Party (CHP, Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi), 
boycotted a reception hosted by Speaker Arınc. (Hazama 2014, 171)

155  Republic day is Turkey’s Independence Day (the day when the existence and the name of 
Turkish Republic was declared). 
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were wearing headscarves would not be allowed to attend the dinner. In a way, this humil-
iated ErdoŒan in front of the Heads of state attending the NATO summit. Subsequently, 
ErdoŒan announced in July that the meeting place itself (Dolmabaçhe Palace) did not be-
long to the public sphere. Th is led to another debate on the term “public sphere” (Hazama 
2014, 172-173). Regardless, the Prime Minister had managed to pave the way for having 
headscarved spouses invited to such events. 

Still in 2006, like other spouses of deputies and ministers of the AKP, Hayrünnisa Gül was 
not invited to Çankaya House events. Th at time Mrs. Gül gave a statement:  

“I have never encountered such a problem. I have been completely respected in other 
countries. It has never even been brought up, not even once. Th e attitude towards me has 
been ultimately  respectful. Both in the East and in the West… Foreign visitors we host 
accept  me as I am… We have lived through the problem of headcover before in Turkey 
and we continue to do so. At least, my daughter lives as normal. I believe, that the more 
Turkey matures the more this problem will be resolved. If you ask retrospectively, it has 
always  been a knot in me. I am at this age… I really want to go to university once this 
problem is solved.” 

(Kurst 6.5.2006, translated from Turkish) 

By saying that “foreign visitors accept her as she is (meaning with her headscarf )”, Mrs. 
Gül is actually contributing to the pro-Islamist discourse by comparing it to Western de-
mocracies. Also, instead of talking about diff erences, divisions, borders or polarization, Mrs. 
Gül talks about “solving the problem” and sees that this problem “will be solved”. Hence, in this 
way, she further blurs the polarization.   

Th e major change in the headscarf issue as pertaining to high level offi  cial appearances 
took place in 2007 when Abdullah Gül was elected as State President. At the beginning, 
Gül’s wife’s headscarf was often in the headlines: For example in 2007, after Mr. Gül was 
elected president, when Hayrünnisa Gül was present during a meeting with Syrian Pres-
ident Bashar Al Assad (Yeni bafak 17.10.2007), or when Germany’s President Christian 
Wulff  visited Turkey and Hayrünnisa Gül was also present at the offi  cial ceremony at 
Çankaya House. (Yeni bafak 19.10.2010), or furthermore, in 2010 during the UN Gen-
eral Assembly when state leaders participated in interviews with their wives (Yeni bafak 
24.9.2010). Th e fi rst time Hayrünnisa Gül actually participated in an offi  cial protocol as 
First Lady, happened in October 2012, when she participated in a ceremony celebrating 
the 89th anniversary of Republic, held at Atatürk Cultural Centre. Some ministers par-
ticipated with their wives as well. (Yeni bafak 29.10.2012) It is important to note that 
since 2007 Mrs. Gül’s headscarf was not mentioned as often in the context of her husband 
attending ceremonies. (Zaman 19.9.2007a; Zaman 19.9.2007b) Th us, in this way, the 
demand(s), forming a chain of equivalences, of allowing the headscarf at ceremonies, had been 
satisfi ed and hence the need to discuss it had ended with a victory for Islamists. 
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From the historical development’s perspective described above we can conclude that in 
the beginning of their era the AKP and Prime Minister ErdoŒan were quite quiet, perhaps 
in order not to cause any major disputes with the secularists over this issue. In looking at 
these events with hindsight, their strategy can be seen as pivotal in the development for 
allowing the headscarf to be worn in public places. Th is development was described in 
chapter 3.4. Hayrünnisa Gül is clearly an example of all headscarved women in Turkey 
and by making the scarf visible within the public sphere and in protocols of the highest 
kind it became an articulation within the Islamist discourse, which has contributed to it 
becoming more visible and hegemonic. 

5.7.3  Gül’s headscarf in politics

In January 2008, President Gül attempted to minimize the headscarf issue during a dis-
cussion concerning constitutional change. A journalist put forth the question whether this 
reform would resolve to the headscarf debacle. 

Journalists asked President Gül: “You came from politics. Right now Turkey’s agenda 
is the AKP’s and the MHP’s work on constitutional changes for the headscarf solution. 
What do you say on this subject?” Gül replies: “I don’t  want to say anything on these 
subjects because that would be politics.”  

(Hürriyet 25.1.2008, translated from Turkish)

In 2008, it was still the norm for the President of the Republic not to interfere in politics. 
Th is was most likely the idea behind this comment. However, we can also interpret this 
as de-emphasizing the headscarf question within the whole process of the constitutional 
change. Th ere is an attempt to exclude it from the discussion.

5.7.4  Other Muslim countries as an antagonism 

Whereas the secularist discourse tends to portray Malaysia, Iran and other Muslim coun-
tries as “warnings” for Turkey in discussions on Sharia, the Islamist discourse emphasize 
the diff erences between these countries and Turkey, rather than similarities and resem-
blances. Yeni bafak’s author Ibrahim Karagül wrote about the diff erences between Turkey 
and Malaysia soon after Gül was elected as President, which had awoken the fi rst fears of 
“Turkey becoming like Malaysia”. Th e point of Karagül’s article is that Turkey and Malay-
sia are very diff erent countries and we should not compare them. He ends up listing these 
diff erences. Namely in Malaysia, the headcover for Malaysian women presents a way of 
forming their national identity. Th erefore, according to him, there is no “fundamentalism” 
or “threat” in Malaysia. Earlier writings on “Turkey being similar to Malaysia” (mainly 
because now Turkey’s First lady is wearing headscarf, as is Wife of Malaysia’s King, Queen 
Nour) are wrong in his opinion, while those writers do not know anything about Ma-
laysia. Specifi cally, according to Karagül, Malaysia is a federal state that can apply diff er-
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ent administrative procedures in diff erent states. Also every ethnicity has its own political 
parties, schools etc. In other words, their understanding of religion and laicism are very 
diff erent to Turkey’s (Yeni bafak 4.9.2007). To summarize, in his article Karagül explicitly 
makes a statement that Turkey is not like other Muslim countries, because in Turkey Islam 
can co-exist with western democracy. Th ereby he is constituting a discourse that down-
plays the “secularist versus Islamist” division.

Moreover, there was another counter-reaction to the arguments of Turkey becoming a 
new Malaysia. Namely, at the end of September 2007, soon after the Presidential elections 
during which the political atmosphere was clearly strained, a group called the “Young 
Civilians” demonstrated in Istanbul, demanding that Turkey not become a new Malay-
sia. (Zaman 29.9.2007) In a similar vein, their spokesperson at that time, Bilal Macit, 
mentioned in a press release that they (Young Civilians) are scared of being like Tunisia 
where it is forbidden for people with headscarves to walk down the streets.  Moreover, 
he mentioned that the Young Civilians are afraid of seeing alcohol being sold in places 
like pharmacies for the sake of appearing laic. A long list of similar issues ended with the 
Young civilians mentioning their fear of seeing a movie being made of the Fadime Şahin 
– Kalkancı case. (Zaman 29.9.2007) At that time, in 2007, the Young Civilians was a 
new organization, but it has since gathered thousands of members in Turkey and abroad. 
Even though it says on their website that the organization is a diverse group, comprising 
of both secular and religious members (the Young civilians 2015), their demands seem to 
come more from the conservative youth. Th e group is also against the secular state elite 
and the power of the military (Tavernise 2007, 4). Within this discourse on comparing 
Malaysia to Turkey, Malaysia has come to be constituted as a fl oating signifi er, “a “wild” 
antagonism that does not predetermine the form in which it can be articulated to other 
elements in a social formation” (Laclau & Mouff e 2001, 170). So it is used to serve the 
Islamist discourse and it gets very diff erent meanings depending on the speaker. However, 
it is interesting that these comparisons to Malaysia started already after the 2007 elections, 
because later on we can still see them popping up in the media every once in a while. Per-
haps Malaysia is far enough geographically that when comparing Turkey we can say that 
in many regards Turkey is closer to the “West” than Malaysia. Or then it is just another 
attempt of undervaluing the polarization of Turkey.  

5.8  Secularist discourse on Hayrünnisa Gül: Bringing the headscarf 
to the public space in politics 

Th e secularist discourse on Hayrünnisa Gül and her headscarf was constituted against 
the use of headscarf in the public sphere. Th is happened especially during the 2007 
Presidential elections, described earlier. However, the discourse remained rather narrow 
since the only argument against the headscarf was secularism. Th is chapter will fi rstly de-
scribe examples where the secularist discourse was constituted by attempting to describe 
Hayrünnisa Gül as ignorant or even “stupid” because of her headscarf. Secondly the secu-
larist discourse includes attempts at emphasizing diff erences between the headscarved and 
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non-headscarved women. And thirdly we shall look at some incidents that took place in 
Turkey during 2008, when the headscarf debates were at their peak in Turkish media. In 
addition to these issues, Gül’s non-existence at offi  cial ceremonies before 2012 could be 
interpreted as part of the secularist discourse. However, in this work, it was seen as “pleas-
ing the secularists” from the Islamists’ perspective, and therefore it was considered part of 
Islamist discourse. Moreover, her non-presence did not off er a platform for the secularists 
to construct political boundaries and make common demands.  

5.8.1  Headscarved women described as more ignorant than others

Sometimes headscarved women are described within the secularist discourse as being sim-
pler folk. During Hayrünnisa Gül’s husband’s term as Prime Minister, they attended a 
ceremony where she didn’t know how to salute offi  cially, so her husband assisted her. (Yil-
maz 14.2.2003) In this example Hayrünnisa Gül is clearly made to look more ignorant or 
“stupid” than her husband. 

Picture 18: Article on Milliyet 14.2.2003 (Yilmaz): “A headscarved greeting” 

Greetings with headscarves 

Gül returned to Ankara after returning from his holiday in 7zmir. Gül, who got a fare-
well from AKP members at the airport, saluted the ceremony group together with his 
wife. While Gül was saluting the ceremony, his wife who was following him, did not 
know where to stand. Gül pulled his hesitant wife next to him by holding her arm. (She 
did not know how to salute offi  cially and her husband helped her). 

(Yilmaz 14.2.2003, translated from Turkish)

�
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During her husband’s Presidential term, Hayrünnisa Gül also gave an interview, which 
was reported on by several newspapers. In this interview she mentioned that “I cover my 
head, not my brain”. Columnist Tufan Türenç wrote an interesting column piece, which 
also refl ects the secularist view more generally. He analyzes why Gül needed to make this 
kind of comment, and whether it was to emphasize that her headcover and brain have 
nothing to do one another. Or does she just want to say that her brain is modern. Finally 
he comes to the conclusion that if Mrs Gül would not have been married at the age of 
15 to Abdullah Gül, who comes from a conservative family, there is a high possibility she 
would not be covered today.  Th e second part of his column concentrates on a photo pub-
lished recently on Hayrünnisa Gül, where she glanced at one non-covered woman. Türenç 
makes the claim that there is envy in her look. (Türenç 23.7.2008) Of course, this is his 
personal view on the situation but the photo makes this interpretation interesting. On 
the photo, Hayrünnisa Gül looks at other women but the look itself can be interpreted in 
various manners. Here the “envy” element was mentioned to draw boundaries. Türenç is 
participating in constituting a discourse by defi ning elements that are targeted as “other”, 
here Hayrünnisa Gül with her headscarf. 

In the same context Hayrünnisa Gül stated that she is against a Taliban kind of gover-
nance and used to drive a car and dropped her husband off  at work and her children off  
at school, so she could not imagine a country that doesn’t let women to drive. (Zaman 
11.5.2007)

Hayrünnisa Gül: I cover my head not my brain 

Hayrünnisa Gül spoke to the English-language magazine Th e Economist and said that 
“I cover my head not my brain”.

Th e magazine carried news related to the headcover on its pages. In the context of the 
news, the magazine also interviewed Hayrünnisa Gül¸ the wife of Abdullah Gül¸ who 
had to withdraw his candidacy from the presidency. Th e magazine commented: If Gül’s 
candidacy caused any strong reaction, it was due to the silk fabric on Mrs. Gül’s head. 
In this review, Mrs. Gül, who was published in a photo with the Queen of Netherlands 
Beatrix, says “I am a modern woman. I used to take Abdullah to his job and my children 
to their schools by car. So I cannot imagine living in a country that does not let women 
drive”. Th e magazine also stated that Mrs. Gül is against a Taliban kind of governance. 

(Zaman 11.5.2007) translated from Turkish

Th e above-mentioned articles included between-the-lines content of headscarved women 
being more ignorant or stupider than others. As this discourse does not include any secu-
larist demands of any kind, and the content is therefore not based on any “logics”. Hence, 
it is not successful in contributing to a common identity-building process and fails in making a 
common demand.   
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5.8.2  Boundary-making between those who use the headscarf and those 
who do not

Th e president’s wife’s headscarf continued and continues to get the kind of attention that 
can only be understood within the Turkish context. One example is the title concentrating 
on Gül’s “bonnet”. Bonnet is a cover used under the actual headscarf to even better hide 
one’s hair. On one occasion, at the “Women entrepreneurs” meeting at Kayseri Hilton 
Hotel, Hayrünnisa Gül did not wear it, thereby revealing the roots of her hair. Th is led 
to a thought on whether she had forgotten to wear the bonnet. Th e need to tackle these 
kind of minor details is a way of continuing to keep the issue in headlines and the pub-
lic discourse, a way of creating a boundary between people who wear headscarf and the 
ones who don’t. (Hürriyet 13.11.2008) And Hayrünnisa Gül is seen as representing the 
“covered women’s group” as a whole, like Turkish author Hilal Kaplan said, why couldn’t 
Hayrünnisa Gül represent Turkish women in general since 65% of women are covered in 
Turkey? (Birand 7.5.2011) However, to continue to the real point, by concentrating on 
these minor details within the headscarf debates, the attention is often taken away from 
more important issues such as gender equality. (Hürriyet 29.10.2010) Th e secularists did 
not pay attention to this issue as much as they could have, which might be one of the 
reasons why the secularist discourse failed in its task of building a common identity. Th e 
headscarf discussions are a way of maintaining the division and boundary. But the prob-
lem is that when this division is being downplayed, the polarization is also downplayed 
and then there is just one hegemony left. 

So instead of pointing out the gender issues, the secularists brought up issues, which did 
not reassert their position, nor facilitated the common identity. Th ese issues included 
some of the struggles that Kejanlıoğ lua, Kubilayb & Ovac (2012) found in their research 
in the columns written by Islamist columnists on the visibility of headscarves in the public 
sphere. Th ey found out that in addition to the main hegemonic struggle, the headscarf de-
bates included descriptions of struggles that Islamist women were having in relation to Is-
lamist men, and those between “Modern Islamist women” and “‘Other’ Islamist women”.

5.8.3  Secularist discourse during bi-hegemony

Finally we shall look at few examples of the secularist discourse from 2008. Th is was the 
time when the AKP did not yet have a strong foothold in Turkey. Th erefore we can think 
about that year as a time when secularism as an ideology was still contesting Islamism and 
when neither one of these ideologies had obtained the position of hegemony. 

Firstly, in January 2008, the Principal of the University of the Middle East, Mr Ural Akb-
ulut, warned that laicism and revolution of clothing is under threat. According to him, the 
AKP pulls Turkey in the direction where there is no woman without a headscarf, burqa, or 
cover. Akbulut stated, that “if the headscarf gets to be worn freely at universities, then next 
step will be the veil, cover, sarık and gown as in the 90s”. (Şahin 27.1.2008) 
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Similarly, the President of the Republican People’s Party (CHP) Deniz Baykal claimed 
that “...the issue discussed in Turkey nowadays is not the headscarf but laicism. Whether it 
will exist or not? Or it is about whether Turkey will henceforth stay as a laic republic…”. 
Baykal underlined, that it is the main issue in Turkey now, and continues:  “We have al-
ready known for a long time how the aff airs of state and religion is wrongly fi ctionalized. 
Political abuse of religion has been a continuous habit. As a result, a new state of political 
approach has appeared in Turkey and it is very dangerous. Now it’s been taken to a diff er-
ent level.” In Baykal’s opinion, this should not be seen as a headscarf discussion but the 
discussion is rather about whether Turkey will exist or not? Or it is about whether Turkey 
will henceforth stay as a laic republic. (Cumhuriyet 27.1.2008) 

As before, the fear of Sharia law continued being a discussed topic in 2008. Columnist 
òlhan Taġçı from Cumhuriyet newspaper combined the implementation of sharia and the 
use of headscarf while writing about the AKP›s closure case. Th e Supreme Court launched 
a prosecution against the AKP, calling for its closing in 2008. Th e law indictment stated, 
that the aim of the AKP is to bring the Shari’a-state and the headscarf is being used strate-
gically in this purpose. Taġçı›s article goes on as follows: 

Th e indictment states, that “(...) Laicism is one of the main principles of the state of the 
Turkish Republic and it is as important as the law and human rights. Hence any move-
ment that disrespects laicism cannot be accepted nor protected. Th e main purpose of the 
AKP is to set up a Sharia state. To reach this goal, they confessed in earlier statements, 
hypocrisy will be used as a tool. It is not too diffi  cult to imagine that political Islam or 
the supposed moderate Islam would be utilized to reach their goal of turning this country 
into Sharia state. (...)”

Moreover, the indictment underlines that “(...) Laicism and the law are maltreated and 
excluded. All actions against them will help to create an Islamic state of order and elim-
inate laicism.  Th e AKP and president Erdoğan have redefi ned laicism to suit their un-
derstanding and actions. True believers cannot be laic and hence they dismantle laicism 
from its own legal defi nition. It creates discrimination between believers and non-believ-
ers. It is seen that their redefi nition of laicism, by denying the legal status of laicism, has 
distorted the public order. (...)” 

(Taşçı 16.3.2008) 

Th e year 2008 culminated in the AKP’s and the MHP’s attempt to allow the headscarf at 
universities. With regards to this, Cumhuriyet newspaper defi ned headscarf as a tool for 
politics. Moreover, Th e Constitutional Court underlined that any religious symbol can 
exert pressure on others and thereby prevent educational rights. (Cumhuriyet 23.10.2008) 
All the above mentioned discourses denote the AKP and its anti-laic policies as antago-
nisms for secularists. However they do not defi ne any common denominator. In other 
words, these discourses do not take part in building common identities. 
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5.9  Beyond the headscarf debates
Th e four stories of the women in this study present snapshots of Turkey’s recent history. 
In reading the news articles and gathering information on them, the data also expanded 
to other areas and topics, which were relevant in order to understand how these two he-
gemonic discourses are being constituted. Th e following two chapters shed some light on 
these matters. Rather than seeing these events as “left-overs” from the “big story”, they 
should be seen as a spill-over eff ect which the articulations on the headscarf have partly 
constructed. Th ey are therefore seen as part of the headscarf debates. 

5.9.1  Going beyond the headscarf debates (the Islamist discourse)

In going through the data on the headscarf debates, concerning the Islamist discourse, 
political frontiers were built in relation to pro-Western media, the army and interesting-
ly, other Islamists. Finally, anti-headscarved women are being analyzed as an antagonistic 
group. As mentioned earlier in chapter 2.3.3, there is a correlation between the presence 
of frontiers and the construction of “an enemy” (Laclau and Mouff e 2001). Pro-Western 
media and the army both include elements of this. While drawing these boundaries, unity 
and order are simultaneously being facilitated for the discourse. While constituting a group 
identity through these institutions the Islamic discourse is at the same time drawing boundaries 
between us and the elements that are targeted as “other”.   

1. Pro-western media targeted as “the other”: As stated in the theory chapter, boundaries are 
needed to build our identities since we don’t consider identities as a given, while an antag-
onism is evidence that a boundary exists. One of the clearest antagonisms for the Islamist 
discourse is the “West” and everything related to it, e.g. Western values, Western culture, 
and Western media. 

After the 1997 February events, some authors of the Zaman newspaper blamed West-
ern-minded or Western media for various events that had happened. Th is happened even 
up until 2009. Most of these topics relate either to women’s status in society or to the 
way these newspapers write about conservative politicians. Th e (Islamist) authors blamed 
pro-western newspapers for praising “shameful stories of women”. One example is Fadime 
bahin and her act of showing her hair and wearing a miniskirt, which in their view was 
exaggerated by pro-western newspapers. Or to write it in another way, these (Islamist) 
authors took the whole Fadime bahin story to be on a similar level of fi ction as the Lord 
of the Rings story. (Sutay & Süleyman 10.1.1998; Sutay & Süleyman 26.2.2000; Karaca 
20.10.2005)156 A columnist of Yeni bafak criticized the way in which the media focuses 
simply on certain fi gures of the 1997 events, which are seen as “dummies” (dummy refers 
to Fadime bahin) (Kivanç 31.7.2002). All these defi nitions provide additional layers of 

156  Th e open hair is also a topic that regards other women such as Kalkancı’s ex-wife. Th e Milliyet 
newspaper titled its short article “Emire opened (her hair)”. She features in a TV program 
where she explains her reasons for doing that (Milliyet 11.6.1997).
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meaning to the events, which they eventually emptied out of the signifi cations, turning 
the fi gures into an empty signifi er. As such, in their (Islamist) view, the Pro-Western media 
was being used as a tool in this process.  

Moreover, Pro-Western media was seen to infl uence the actual February 28 process. Th is 
statement was made by Mustafa AŒaoŒlu, who served as a chief legal counsellor on the 
National Security Council for 30 years. Former deputy of the Welfare Party and journalist 
Nazlı Ilıcak blamed the government during the February 28th events for not being careful 
enough with stories like Fadime bahin, which the media used later by exaggerating them. 
Newspapers such as Hürriyet and Sabah were openly being blamed for a “junta plan” 
which implied nationalist or Western politics. (Dönmez 7.2.2006; Zaman 28.2.2007; 
Sezgin 27.5.2007157; Zaman 24.1.2009)

If we look at the general trend regarding the Turkish media during the AKP period, we 
can say that media freedom has been considerably limited (European Commission 2015 
and 2016). One example of this happened during the Gezi park protests in 2013, when 
most of the Turkish TV channels did not show what was actually happening in Istanbul 
and elsewhere. Th e developments in Turkish media freedom have a turn for the worse and 
have been lately summarized with the sentence “Th ere is only one media boss in Turkey 
and that is Erdoğan” (Egin 2013 1, 54). Th e media is one of the main channels of respon-
siveness in any political system, but in the case of Turkey, this function of the media has 
disappeared

Th ese minor examples described above can be seen as the fi rst steps that eventually led  
the AKP to criticize the West and Western media on a larger scale, and to even turning 
Erdoğan against the West, as columnist Mustafa Akyol wrote in 2015 (Akyol 2015). But 
Akyol’s explanation is that it is not the West that has changed over time but rather the 
AKP and especially Erdoğan, in his eff orts to attain absolute power. Moreover, Erdoğan 
can’t tolerate any kinds of interference from the outside in Turkey’s domestic issues. Th e 
state of the freedom of the press and judicial independence has been criticized continu-
ously from the outside. Articles condemning Turkey’s move towards authoritarianism are 
being published every year. Akyol claims that these are actually the biggest reasons why 
Turkey has turned its back to the West. (Akyol 2015) But the examples aforementioned 
described that a critical discourse against the Western media already started earlier, even 
before the AKP’s era, even though the criticism was on a much smaller scale than today’s.  

2. Drawing boundaries in relation to the army: Th e way in which the Islamist discourse is 
being constructed in relation to the army becomes visible in the following examples. Th ese 
events show how the role of the army has been used to build political frontiers. Th e army 
has traditionally been seen to present the secularist bloc and its role has been perceived as 
being somewhat of a gatekeeper to secularism within Turkey’s context. But since the AKP 

157  Th is article has later disappeared from the Zaman archives.
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period, this role has been questioned by the power holders to the extent that the elements 
are hard to investigate. Th e army was accused for example of interfering in politics during 
the Fadime bahin case and of causing more fear among the public. (Türköne 16.6.2009; 
Zaman 23.11.2009; Özay 22.2.2010) Th ese types of claims are impossible to prove yet 
reveal the level of discussion and show how army and its role have been dragged into the 
public discussion. 

Th e Fadime bahin case was connected to a much bigger case called Ergenekon. Before ex-
plaining this connection a short description of “what is Ergenekon” is needed. During the 
so-called Ergenekon case, 254 former generals and offi  cers got given harsh sentences after 
a fi ve-year court period 2003-2008158. Secular nationalists believe that the whole Ergene-
kon issue and trials were machinated in order to remove these generals and offi  cers, who 
were actually their secular opponents. Ergenekon is a strong polarizing issue in Turkey. 
Th e opponents of the entire investigation process regard Ergenekon as a conspiracy theory. 
Th e supporters of Ergenekon see it as a way of improving Turkey’s democracy. Gürsoy 
puts forth an interesting theory in summarizing Ergenekon as being a cause for polariza-
tion and hence threatening the country’s democracy process by deepening the polarization 
between the Islamists and secularists. She concludes that the negative consequences are 
much graver than the positive ones because it causes disagreement among political elites 
and mistrust among the public159. (Gürsoy 2012, 27) 

We should also explain how the Ergenekon case is related to Fadime Şahin. Firstly, one 
of the detainees, Sisi (a famous transvestite) came to be known, at least in the media, 
for organizing the meeting between Fadime Şahin and Müslüm Gündüz. (Yeni Şafak 
19.9.2008) Secondly, the army has its own group for intelligence, recording and investi-
gation services, the so-called West Working Group (BÇG - Batı Çalışma Grubu) which 
may have been engaged in launching the whole Fadime Şahin case in the fi rst place. (Taş 
2014, 163, 169, 170) Furthermore, speculations include an idea from Yeni Şafak’s colum-
nist Özlem Albayrak, according to whom the army used Fadime Şahin to legitimize their 
coup, although the real reasons for the coup stem from the army’s decisions, not Fadime’s 
story (Albayrak 23.3.2010).

Th e Islamists have not easily forgotten the signifi cance of the Fadime bahin case and the 
army’s role in the 1997 events. Ten years after the 1997 events, the Islamist newspaper still 
remembered these events and how a team of three to fi ve persons succeeded in overwhelm-

158  In September 2008 there were still 17 more arrests in the context of the Ergenekon case in 
simultaneous operations in Istanbul, Ankara, Izmir and Mersin. Th ese included for the fi rst 
time soldiers that were on active duty. Also the former owner of a pro-secular television channel 
as well as the former president of nationalist association Levent Emiz were among the suspects. 
(Dinç 19.9.2008; Yeni fafak 19.9.2008)

159  “On the assassination list of Egenekon Terror Organizations there is Prime Minister Recep 
Tayyip Erdoºan, General Yaçar Büyükanıt, a senior executive at the Supreme Court, journalist 
Fehmi Koru as well as writer Orhan Pamuk.” (Yeni fafak 18.9.2008)
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ing Turkey’s system and replacing it with something that was “more constitutional” at the 
time. For this reason “one black page in Turkey’s history still remains black” as the con-
servative Yeni bafak newspaper stated (Koru 28.2.2007). Th e title “Th is shame is enough 
for us” tells a lot about the feelings towards the army at the time within the Islamist camp. 
Th e article states that the way they (the army) want to keep their power is dirty (Fadime 
bahin is mentioned as one of their ways in which they keep their governing power). Th ese 
types of words echo the bitterness that still exist a decade after these events took place. In 
looking at the developments that have taken place within Turkish army since then (mainly 
the replacement of the staff  in favor of more pro-AKP people) these kinds of writings can 
be seen as not so surprising and as partly explaining future developments. 

As late as in 2007 and 2010, the same newspaper describes in a very detailed manner 
the events that led to the February 28th events. Fadime bahin is mentioned as a “dum-
my-fi gure” that has disappeared. (Yeni bafak 28.2.2007; Seven 28.2.2010) For the Islamist 
discourse it is important to keep these stories and events alive perhaps because it is one 
of their ways of justifying some of today’s policies and to remind its readers about past 
grievances.  

Th e army’s role as the gatekeeper of secularism has diminished during the AKP’s era. For 
example, throughout its period in power, the AKP has attempted to get more AKP-mind-
ed people in higher positions within the army. Th is has certainly caused some counter-re-
actions within the army. Th e army has also been accused several times of plotting against 
the government. One such allegation happened in June 2009 when the Prime Minister or-
dered an investigation into an alleged military plan to dismantle the AKP Party.  (Hürriyet 
Daily News 16.6.2009) Th e Zaman newspaper compared these events again with the Feb-
ruary 28th events and stated that this plot was constitutionally criminal in nature (Türköne 
16.6.2009). Th ere is no doubt that the army is being accused in the Islamist press. Th e 
strongest words used include accusations of the army’s ability to shape society with psy-
chological operations (Zaman 23.11.2009). Hence, the boundaries are being built from 
both sides and the operations of each side escalates the debate as a whole. 

Th e army has also been connected to other two other cases. Hürriyet columnist Nuray 
Mert wondered whether the rejection of the Leyla bahin case by the ECHR was part of 
the Ergenekon plan to prevent Islamist movements. (Mert 15.3.2010) Furthermore, the 
Kavakçı event was brought up at the Turkish National Assembly in 2011, when another 
oath boycott took place. Th is time CHP deputies were boycotting eight members of Par-
liament who were arrested in connection with the Ergenekon case. (Yeni bafak 28.6.2011) 
Th e army is one of the most obvious organizations against which political frontiers have 
been built within the Islamist discourse throughout time. When the army’s role as the 
guard of secularism is lessened, the frontiers are re-established accordingly.  In this process, 
as more and more army offi  cers are replaced with more AKP minded people, “the other” 
(the army) becomes “us”, and a new chain of equivalences is being created.  
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3. Other Islamists as a political frontier: Surprisingly enough, sometimes political frontiers 
get built against one’s own “we-community” or reference group and thus frontiers are 
re-established. In politics, such instances can occur with upcoming elections, for example, 
namely when the best talent of every politician is to get re-elected in the next elections 
(Paloheimo and Wiberg, 1997), which sometimes might entail the removal of your own 
friends. Th erefore, sometimes, it is necessary to build these frontiers against your own 
group. In spring 2002, before the AKP’s era, Member of Parliament from the Felicity Par-
ty made corruption allegations against Erdoğan, referring to him as the new Fadime Şahin. 
(At the same time, they drafted a parliamentary enquiry into President Sezer’s house.) (Il-
icak 27.3.2002) Th e Islamist media saw these as a tool to damage Erdoğan. Th ere were 
many articles with entitled “Fadime Şahin as a tool”. In this process Fadime Şahin (the 
signifi er) was again given new meanings pointing to Erdoğan (the signifi ed). Another ex-
ample relating to elections and being re-elected happened in 2009 when a conservative Fe-
licity Party (Saadet Partisi, SP) candidate for the position of the mayor of Istanbul harshly 
criticized the governing AKP party. He claimed that even though they are number one, 
the AKP had lost the elections and that considering the former elections, votes for the 
AKP have decreased. (Hürriyet 1.4.2009) 

Women’s clothing is another topic, which divides the Islamist bloc and not only between 
conservatives and the more liberal Turks. Within the conservative groups there are also 
diff erent views on how women should dress. What these opinions have in common — 
which is often the case in the Turkish press — is the fact that they are presented by men, 
such as in the case of Akit journal’s author Demet Tezcan. He got very angry about Yeni 
Şafak’s news on fashion trends for conservative women. Yeni Şafak had listed upcoming 
trends in fashion as “fl ying skirts, sandals and ankle rings on naked feet, as a chic and free 
summer”. In addition, pants would be replaced with skirts and long topcoats with long 
dresses and jackets. Th is fashion news was too much for a writer of the conservative Akit 
journal who criticized Yeni bafak’s article for forgetting the meaning of the headscarf.  He 
also mentioned Merve Kavakçı as a bad example, who is following these fashion trends, 
because she is wearing open sandals (Milliyet 5.8.2001). Th is discussion is held by men 
(as subjects) on women (as objects) and includes elements of re-establishing the frontiers.

4. Anti-headscarved women as an antagonism: Most of the columnists, as well as writers at 
Turkish newspapers are men. One headscarved woman columnist Fatma BarbarosoŒlu saw 
a need to defend the wearing of headscarf. Th e thought-provoking point in this process 
was that while defending the wearing of headscarf, she sees not wearing it as antagonistic 
enemy. She titled her column on Yeni bafak newspaper as “Antitürbanist women could 
be a little more rational and informed!” (BarbarosoŒlu 22.1.2008) She is putting forward 
a list of arguments such as “anti-headscarved women use irrational language”, “they can’t 
distance themselves from their emotions”,  “they claim that headscarved women are brain-
washed”, “headscarved women wear clothes that are too colorful, which make them more 
attractive”, “their view of modernism is only through clothes”. Th ese types of allegations 
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are here of course presented by one columnist, but the question here is that which enun-
ciative position does the speaker occupy (this term is from Foucault, position from which 
she is speaking). Here the columnist refi nes herself against the Islamist discourse, which 
she sees as the hegemonic one. Moreover, she sees that the change happened after the 2002 
elections. Before that, covered women were not seen on television. According to her, now 
they are highly accepted to be interviewed on television. Another milestone happened in 
1997 along with the Fadime bahin events. After those events, headscarved women were 
subjected to a short of “image control”. According to BarbarosoŒlu, if a person looked 
like Fadime, she was criticized for her headscarf. Hence between 1997 and 2002 there was 
either the “right way” to use the headscarf, or then the “wrong way”. But since the 2002 
elections, the headscarf has been more widely accepted within the society.   

(A male) columnist Yalçın Bayer writes about sitting in a public transport next to a cov-
ered woman. He had pushed her skirt in order not to sit on it. Th e woman’s reaction was 

Picture 19: Article on Milliyet 5.8.2001: Islamist (traditional) headscarf fi ghts at the Islamist press
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worth seeing. She said, “wouldn’t you be uncomfortable if someone like you or a man 
would be sitting next to you”. By saying “Someone like you”, she was consciously con-
structing social antagonism, a certain level of hostility between them. (Bayer 29.1.2008) 
Th e columnist claims that these types of events are more frequent nowadays than before. 
Th is refl ects her feelings on the issue, but the same argument is being constantly raised 
among the data. 

However, this research claims that the relation between the headscarved and non-head-
scarved women in Turkey today can be described as being agonistic adversaries, to use 
Mouff e’s terms (2005,20160) rather than antagonistic enemies. Namely, in an antagonis-
tic relation, the parties don’t share any ground whereas in agonistic relation the parties 
acknowledge that there is no solution to the confl ict but at the same time, they also rec-
ognize the legitimacy of their opponents. Hence, in a way, they see themselves belonging 
to the same association because they have to share a common symbolic space where con-
fl ict is present all the time. (Mouff e 2005, 20) In Turkey’s case, however, this confl ict has 
grown during the recent years. One interesting study was conducted by Binnaz Toprak, 
who conducted in-depth interviews in Anatolian towns and found out that uncovered 
women do feel social pressure in their daily lives and this type of social pressure has in-
creased with the rise of the AKP party. (Toprak 2012) 

5.9.2  Going beyond the headscarf debates (the secularist discourse)

As was the case with the Islamist discourse, the data also revealed other topics in the con-
text of the secularist discourse, which were not directly related to the four main cases of 
the women but which participate in constituting the secularist discourse and thereby cast 
light on the situation existing in Turkey. Specifi cally, within the data, the secularist dis-
course included elements targeted as “the other” or whereby the political frontiers were 
built in relation to something else. Th e examples below show the way in which a group 
identity is being constituted in opposition to the speech of a (n Islamist) politician, as well 
as in opposition to diff erent themes that the Islamist media is writing about.

1) ErdoŒan’s speech in December 1997 - In creating political frontiers, the secularist dis-
course is constantly reporting and writing about the conservative part of the society. 
Amongst other subjects, the press describes everyday manners, reports on new (more con-
servative) laws or the articulations of the political (Islamist) leadership. Th is happened al-
ready in 1998, long before the AKP even came to power. In December 1997 ErdoŒan was 
the mayor of Istanbul. He held many controversial speeches, but a particular speech held 
in December 1997 in the city of Siirt landed him to jail for four months. Th e Hürriyet 
newspaper reported on this speech: 

160  In “Hegemony and Socialist Strategy”, antagonism and adversary are not opposed to each 
other, in later works of Mouff e it is.
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“Here is Tayyip Erdoğan’s public speech: “Th ere is no freedom of thought and there is 
discrimination of race. Our reference is Islam. Th ey can never assimilate us. Even the 
people in the West have freedom of religion. Why is this freedom not respected in Turkey? 
Th e minarets are our bayonets, the domes are our helmets and the mosques are our bar-
racks. No one can silence the call to prayer. We will defi nitely end race discrimination 
in Turkey. Because the Welfare Party and the others have opposite opinions.”…”No one 
can silence the call to prayer because where the call to prayer is silent, people do not have 
peace. Kurdish, Arabic, Caucasian discrimination cannot happen. Because Islam is the 
roof that brings all people together.” 

(Hürriyet 23.9.1998, translated from Turkish).

Hereby ErdoŒan articulates “Islam” as the common denominator for Turkish people. Th e 
secularist discourse re-articulates this as a warning, while creating political frontiers at the 
same time. 

2) Writing about the themes of the Islamist press - More often than the Islamic newspapers 
do, the more liberal ones tend to write about which themes and how the Islamic newspa-
pers write about them. I see this as part of their “we-community” -building process where-
by the unity established between the nodal points depends on the “other”, the constitutive 
outside. A good example of this is the Friday prayers where women were urged to take 
part even by the Diyanet in 1998 (see chapter 5.1.2.). After these events, Hürriyet titled 
one news item: “Religious Press: You shameful ones”, and told what the religious press 
actually wrote. 

Religious Press: You shameful ones

Th e radical fundamentalist press responded harshly to the participation of women in fu-
neral prayers with men, which happened after Izmir Mufti’s call and the Directorate for 
Religious Aff airs’ approval. Th e Akit newspaper claimed yesterday that women and men 
cannot participate in funeral prayers together and claimed that “Men and women can-
not stand side by side or shoulder to shoulder, and this is applicable not only to funeral 
prayers but also in daily life”. In “Sintera” titled column of the newspaper, Akit reacted 
as “You, who don’t have the fear of God, who are not ashamed of God’s servants, as if you 
have done your fi ve daily prayers and all that is left to do is the prayer at your funeral. 
We have just got rid of Ali Kalkancı, Fadime Şahin and now their diff erent versions 
appear”. 

Th e Yeni Şafak newspaper, on the other hand, has carried women and men’s funeral 
prayer news to its headlines. Yeni  Şafak’s headline was “Laics abuse of religion” and in 
its column (...) it stated that “we have handled the issue of women’s funeral prayers and 
now it is time for transvestites and transsexuals”.

Hürriyet 13.1.1998, translated from Turkish 
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So the above mentioned comments are actually mocking the Islamist / conservative press, 
which stated that women and men cannot pray side by side. In this way, unity is built 
against the Islamist way of life. But again there is a lack of clear denominator, even though 
it could be linked to the “western way of life”, but it is still very vague in its conceptu-
alization. So the secularist discourse concentrated on criticizing the Islamist discourse in 
Islamist newspapers. 

Conclusions
To summarize, the main contribution of the chapters on the Islamist discourse was to 
demonstrate that constituting a(n Islamist) group identity is a complicated process that 
takes place on various and even surprising levels of society. Th e chapters on the secularist 
discourse, on the other hand, investigated why the secular establishment had not succeed-
ed in a common identity building process since the AKP won the elections in 2002. With-
in the data, the secularist discourse seemed to rely on articulations with which meanings are 
created (like religious persons and religious sects), building political frontiers (for example 
between the headscarved and non-headscarved women) and especially on constructing 
social antagonisms (such as headscarf ). Th e data on the secularist discourse did not reveal 
clear denominator, clear demands, nor elements holding nodal points together, meaning that 
the secularist group is more fragmented than its counterpart. Th e spectrum of discourse is 
somewhat narrower than within the Islamist discourse.

Since the AKP came to power, the secular establishment has remained skeptical about the 
AKP’s possible “hidden agenda” (Jung, 2006 4-5). Th is was perhaps the initial biggest 
“denominator” for the secularists since 2002, but as time went on, the whole meaning and 
common identity of the secular bloc became constituted in relation to the AKP, whereby 
unity or a common identity eventually depended on the “other”. And thereby it started to 
slowly change into an anti-AKP bloc. 

On the basis of the above, I would argue that headscarf debates are one way of seeing the 
polarization in Turkey until about 2011. Th ey were sometimes used as a tool with which the 
hegemonic orders sought power. Th e original idea of “Islam and Western values not being in 
contradiction” stemmed from the Ottoman period. In the 1980s the use of the headscarf was 
articulated as an expression of religious freedom. Th e polarization of Turkish society culminated 
during February 1997 events. Th is facilitated the Islamist rise in Turkey. After the AKP’s ascen-
dance to power, the Islamist discourse frequently articulated that Islam and Western democracy 
are not in confl ict (for example by using the human rights based arguments on behalf of allow-
ing the headscarf ). Hence both hegemonic discourses were argued for as being compatible with 
modern society. During this process, the polarization became actually blurred by the Islamists, 
while the secularists failed in their task of keeping Turkey secular. 
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CHAPTER 6

Conclusion: Polarization as a prerequisite for 
democracy?

Today Turkey’s development is characterized by the changes made by the governing 
AKP party that came to power in 2002. Th e course that Turkey is currently on has 
its roots fi rstly in the developments that took place in the 19th century Ottoman 

empire and secondly in the period that started in the 1980s when Islam started to gain 
more visibility within public space, as described in chapter three. Th is dissertation used 
newspapers as primary source of information during the period of 1996-2011. Th e rea-
sons for this was that, fi rstly, they were the best way of gaining information about events 
that happened and secondly, they showed the general tendencies of the  society’s main 
underlying discourses.  Although the use of newspaper articles as a primary source of in-
formation was at times challenging (i.e. can we really say that what the newspapers write, 
is “the truth”?), it remains the most reliable source of information for the particular period 
studied in this thesis. Unfortunately, this is no longer the case - newspapers in Turkey to-
day are no longer neutral nor objective sources of information. 

In 2004 the Western leaders saw Turkey as a model for many Arabic countries. For ex-
ample the President of the United States George W. Bush stated at his speech on 29th of 
June 2004 that “...Turkey is a strong, secular democracy, a majority Muslim society, and a 
close ally of free nations. (Turkey), with 150 years of democratic and social reform, stands 
as a model to others, and as Europe’s bridge to the wider world…”.  At the same time, 



202

Erdoğan saw himself as a hero of the Muslim world, to the point that he decided to get 
himself built the Ak Saray Presidential Palace in Ankara, which is regarded by many as the 
realization of a personal fantasy. Th is palace was opened in 2014. Th e shift in the AKP’s 
policies happened about the same speed of time as the building of this palace, in 2011-
2013 (Özkırımlı 25.8.2016). Th e data of this thesis takes us up until 2011, meaning that 
it is able to refl ect the signs of the upcoming change in Turkish society.

While choosing the topic for this work in the early 2000s, it was impossible to predict the 
events that were to come, such as the Arab spring of 2011, the Gezi park events in 2013, 
the ongoing Syrian war, the increasing immigration from the Arab countries to Europe via 
Turkey in 2015 and the coup attempt in Turkey in 2016. All of these have infl uenced to 
varying degrees this topic I am interested in: the two existing hegemonies of Islamism and 
secularism and the way they are constituted within Turkish society. Th e problems arising 
from the polarization with Turkish society became visible during the Gezi park events in 
2013 and its aftermath. Th ose events were mostly about liberalists wanting for more indi-
vidualism to which Islam is antithetical to161.

In this thesis, it was fi rstly argued that headscarf debates are a way to see the polarization in 
Turkish context as a tool used by the hegemonic orders in their quest for power. Secondly, this 
thesis showed the ways in which the Islamist discourse has proved that Islam and Western de-
mocracy are not in confl ict. Within the headscarf debates the same arguments were used for or 
against the headscarf and both of them are seen as a “modern way of life”. In Turkey this devel-
opment has led to a process in which the polarization has been blurred by Islamists. (Chapters 
6.2 and 6.3 describe some ways in which this happened.) Simultaneously secularists have failed 
in their task of keeping Turkey secular. 

After writing the analysis part, it is noteworthy to present a question about whether the 
co-existing confl ict between the more traditional/religious wing, and the more secular/anti-AKP 
wing has been a sort of prerequisite for democracy in Turkey? Is it this tension that actually 
maintained the kind of democracy that existed in Turkey until 2010/2011. Also Rokkan 
and Lipset (1967b.) argued that democracy requires cleavages. As described in the analy-
sis part, this confl ict extends to all levels of life. Without this being the case, there would 
simply be one hegemony; one might refer to this singular hegemony as the AKP’s policy, 
which could lead to more and more autocratic outcome. (See: Ranna & Yigit 11.6.2011) 
Th is way of thinking begs the question that, for a Muslim country to be a model for the 
rest of the Muslim world, is it necessary for the country to be a “torn country” in Göl’s 
terms as described in chapter 3.1.1 ? To reply to this question thoroughly would require 

161  Th is sentence is originally from Merve Kavakçı Islam from an interview in 2011, when she 
predicted that “the problems might be arising starting from now when liberalists will start to 
ask more for individualism to which Islam will be antithetical to.”. In looking at this sentence 
with hindsight, it seems she may have predicted the Gezi park events.
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further research but in the light of this study, the material suggests that the society’s polar-
ity has in fact facilitated grounds for democracy in Turkey. 

6.1  Comparing the two discourses
Th is chapter presents some general results issued from the data’s analysis. Namely, after 
going through the data, there is one issue that stands out from the others while com-
paring the two discourses: Th e Islamic discourse constantly applies the elements of the logic 
of equivalence, much more than its counterpart. As such, the Islamic discourse has created 
chains of equivalences by combining diff erent elements or groups of people who have similar 
interests. Th is also implies that it is successfully employing the creation of “we-community”, 
and taking part to the identity building process.162 Th e Islamist discourse’s main theme has 
not been aimed at constructing a social antagonism, at least not against the secularist 
frontier163. Rather it has managed to merge some elements of secularism and provide an 
alternative version of it via the AKP politics. (Taú 2011, 204) And moreover, it has built 
its discourse mainly through the logic of equivalence. (Th e secularist discourse, however, 
has essentially been an anti-AKP discourse). A typical example that illustrates the way in 
which the Islamist discourse avoided building a social antagonism, is the “disbandment 
case” of the AKP in 2008. Th e constitutional court voted to shut down the party, after the 
AKP’s decision to allow the headscarf at universities. Th e AKP could have easily turned 
the discussion into a discourse of antagonisms, but this was avoided. However, there is 
one persistent exception to this rule which rose from the data. Year after year, especially 
during 1998-2011, the Islamist discourse reminded the populace of the anniversary of the 
February 28th. It is something that the Islamists want to keep alive and remember year 
after year. Th e reason for this might be to remind the Turkish people about the reason why 
the party originally came to power, as a means to justify their existence. As this justifi ca-
tion gets re-established, voters adjust and accommodate to the status quo of the AKP be-
ing in power. Th is, in turn, signifi es an end to other options as well as the triumph of one 
hegemony over another. We can say that this has also been the goal of the ideology behind 
the Turkish-Islamic synthesis, which puts an end to the ideological confl icts through the 
building of unity (Toprak 1992).  

Contrary to this logic, the data shows that the secularist discourse seems to revolve more 
around the establishment of social antagonisms164. Often the secularist discourse turned into 
an “anti-AKP” discourse, as was seen from various cases where the discourse was decon-
structed against the AKP party or its politicians. Also the use of the headscarf or just the 
headscarf itself was seen as a social antagonism. Even though this type of rhetoric aims at 

162  Th is can be seen most notably in chapters 5.1.2, 5.1.3, 5.3.1, 5.3.3, 5.5, (5.7.1), and 5.7.2
163  Th e Islamist discourse has constituted social antagonisms as seen in chapters 5.3.2 and 5.5.3 

against the ECHR, which does not represent the secularist bloc, but rather something outside 
Turkey. In a similar vein, Turkey distances itself from other Muslim countries in chapter 5.7.4.

164  Th is is most visible in chapters 5.2.1, 5.2.3, 5.4.2, 5.4.3, 5.6.3, and 5.8.2. 
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building a common identity, it hasn’t been so successful in making chains of equivalences in 
which common interests would meet. Being against the use of the headscarf is not the knot 
that actually ties common interests together. We could also turn this other way round and 
say that the secularist discourse failed in creating chains of equivalences. 

We can identify at least two reasons for this failure of the secularists: Either its supporters 
have been too heterogeneous or the logic of creating those chains has not been successful. 
We can claim that the latter was dominant in history, while the former one was embodied 
by the Gezi park events in 2013. By 2017, both of these factors were eliminated: Firstly, 
in the historical context, secularization has been “an elite project of westernization, which, 
perhaps paradoxically, still relied on the Ottoman tradition of the state regulation of reli-
gion.” (Gülalp 2005, 352) Th e republican pattern of state-Islam relations allowed (at least 
partially) for negotiation, compromise, and reconciliation between political Islamists and 
the establishment. A complete reversal of this pattern happened during the February 28th 
process in 1997 when the aim was not to moderate political Islam or try to merge it with-
in its own ideological and hegemonic discourse, but instead to totally eliminate it. (See: 
Cizre & Ç ınar 2003, 312; Taú 2011, 160) Secondly, the Gezi park events of 2013 created 
a platform for the secularists to succeed, but this time the whole group was too hetero-
geneous. Although Damar (2016, 213-219) has argued that during the Gezi park events, 
there was an attempt by the secularists to blur the boundary between secular and Islamic 
communities (meaning here mostly the Anti-Capitalist Muslims groups) via the construc-
tion process of a new antagonism that became materialized when the AKP government 
was perceived as their common enemy. Moreover, there was even an eff ort to establish 
a new political party but these attempts failed, because there was no success in creating 
equivalential chains. Even later, during the 2017 constitutional referendum the hetero-
geneity factor was dismissed, but by this time it was too late to win the AKP’s hegemony.  

Another conclusion that can be drawn from the analysis and data is that the various artic-
ulations and arguments uttered were often adjusted to one’s own purposes. Th is means also that 
the reasons behind the occurrence of diff erent events or phenomena were argued by em-
ploying explanations in such a way that best benefi ts the person doing the explaining. Ac-
tually, using stories and discourses to benefi t one’s purposes within the Islamist discourse 
is not a new thing. We can see that such rhetoric already began with Erbakan at the end 
of 1980s. Th is type of mentality came to be known as “opportunistic Islamism” (Karpat 
2004, 24165,). Opportunistic Islamism suggests that the political parties are consciously 
and purposefully manipulating discourses. In the data this became evident for example in 
the case of Leyla bahin: After the ECHR’s decision on Leyla bahin, the Islamist discourse 
interpreted the decision in such a way that it would be solely binding for Leyla bahin 
(decision is not sui generis in its character). Th is kind of interpretation served their own 
values and purposes. Th e secularist discourse, on the other hand, argued that the decision 
is binding for all headscarved women, which of course served their purposes. Hence the 

165  Oliver Roy has also written about this within a wider geographical area.
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arguments used about the same event depend on the speaker, the person who utters them 
(which is an element in populism). Another example from the data is the personality of 
Fadime bahin and the way each hegemonic bloc used her actions as means to support their 
own purposes. For the secularists, after removing her scarf, she became the symbol of a 
free and modern woman; some even labelled her as the symbol of the post-modern coup. 
For the Islamists, she was an example of an immoral woman, as a warning to others of 
what someone who possesses not conservative enough values could end up like. Finally, by 
looking at the similarities in these patterns of how stories are used to one’s own benefi t, we 
can deservedly ask whether this is typical of hegemonic discourse. Th is study argues that 
this is exactly the way in which hegemonic discourse attempts to create chains of equiva-
lences. It is within and through these kinds of arguments that the hegemonies are being 
constituted and the ones who are most successful in this process, eventually comes out on 
top as the winner.

Th e third conclusion from the analysis relates to the creation of democracy in Turkey’s 
context. Both the discourses suggest that achieving democracy is problematic, which is 
also a question of identifying with democratic values on an individual level. Th is is a very 
complex process166. What these two hegemonic discourses have in common in Turkey is 
that neither has managed to create an environment in which an identifi cation with democratic 
values could have taken place. As such the Kemalist hegemonic discourse paved the way in 
a sense for the Islamic one. When people were unable to identify with the values imposed 
by the governing forces, it has always served the next rulers. Th is tendency could have 
been broken with Turkey’s EU negotiations, but the change in the AKP’s policy towards 
the EU around 2011-2013 pulled the rug from under their own feet. Th e reasons for fail-
ing to create this kind of favorable environment for democratic values is two-fold: Firstly, 
this has been challenging for historical reasons: Ottoman-era, Kemalist-era and now the 
AKP era have all paved way for each other. Secondly, the fading or dismissal of the so-
ciety’s polarization has enabled an autocratic and even totalitarian form of leadership to 
emerge, while representativeness has diminished.  

A fi nal conclusion directly based on the analysis and data shows that the use of the headscarf 
has become more accepted during the AKP era, especially after 2007. Th e material in this 
study has covered most of the headscarf debate that happened in Turkey during 1996-
2011. From the data, we can see that there has been a clear shift in the socio-political 
climate that was criticizing the headscarf use, especially after 2007, when Gül became the 
President of Turkey. One conclusion is that the use of headscarf (even by the President’s 
wife) has become widely more accepted. Another conclusion that could be ventured is 
that people are afraid to criticize the headscarf or that they no longer see the debate just 
taking place anywhere anymore. Th is change has also taken place at various other levels of 
society during the AKP era. In February 2017 the fi nal institution in which headscarves 
were still prohibited, the army, fi nally allowed the use of headscarves for the offi  cers. In 

166  Mouff e talks about this in her book “Democratic paradox” on page 70.
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a way, this marks an end to the headscarf debates. Th e headscarf is still a symbol of this 
bi-polar battle, but since one hegemony has emerged so far as the winner of the battle, the 
headscarf has become an everyday item, and there is no longer a need for the debates. Th e 
reason behind this greater acceptance lies in the popularity of the AKP party. Jung (2006) 
has presented another theory according to which the increase in visibility and autonomy 
of religious symbols in Turkey is a consequence of EU reform process. And therefore we 
can even say that not only the Europeanization of Turkey went hand in hand with the 
Islamization of Turkey (Göle 2012, 8) but actually that  the  Europeanization and democ-
ratization of Turkey might have caused a certain re-Islamization inside the country (Jung 
2006). Th is theory of the “EU reform process” being a sort of “primus motor” to re-Islam-
ize any country is indeed thought provoking but would require further research. However, 
one can still not help but wonder whether the extended EU membership process has made 
Turkey more introvert and defi antly Muslim? Or was this actually a cunning strategy by 
the AKP to Islamize Turkey under the pretext of “Europeanization”?

6.2  Development of the focal theory: Th e process of transformation 
and democracy in Turkey 

Th e original interest of this study were the concepts of unity and borders. Th e aim of this 
thesis was to reply to the question: how this unity is reproduced within discourses regard-
ing the headscarf debates. How is it created, how has it been shaped and how has it been 
broken. (See: Palonen 2008, 212-213) Th e concept of hegemony was identifi ed as two 
groups or entities, those of Islamism and secularism, which are “not inclusive but exclude 
something and transform as they are produced in complicated processes”. (Palonen 2008, 
214-215) Th ese entities were defi ned thoroughly in chapter three. Hegemony was seen 
both as a process and a structure of concepts, and moreover, it creates order and meanings. 
(Palonen 2008, 213) 

Th e analysis chapter (chapter fi ve) presented an attempt to describe how this unity was 
found in discourses handling the headscarf. It was found that whereas the Islamist dis-
course included elements that maintained unity, the secularist one on the other hand 
failed to communicate logics of equivalences and defi ne a common denominator. While 
looking at the four cases presented in this study, the biggest attempt to create a logic of 
equivalence within the secularist discourse was in its objection to the headscarf concerning 
individual persons. Th is was due to the symbolic and political value given to the headscarf. 
However, this does not yet present a logic of equivalence. Hence, in this way, the Islamist 
discourse has been reproduced more successfully because its content was able to adapt and 
transform unlike its counterpart.  

Th is study has examined the headscarf debates, but it is impossible to isolate the debates 
from the social structure i.e. the context around them. Th is study also provided evidence 
on how the politics of the governing parties have aff ected the debates, and due to the cur-
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rent circumstances our interest is in the current government. To better understand what 
kind of transformation has taken place in the politics of the AKP party, and why such a 
shift has occurred, a good place to start is by fi rst looking at Gramsci’s defi nition of trans-
formation. According to Gramsci, transformation is a process that involves the absorp-
tion and domestication of “the active elements produced by allied groups – and even of 
those, which came from antagonistic groups and seemed irreconcilably hostile” (Hoare & 
Nowell Smith 1971, 58-59). 

In the case of Turkey, Kemalism was the initial force to promote a long-term pro-Western 
view, which since then has come to mean candidacy for the EU membership — a con-
tradictory position for a nationalist group to hold.  Th is recent initiative was launched in 
1999 when the decision to start the EU membership negotiations was made, right before 
the AKP became to power. Although the Islamist rooted AKP saw hostile elements in 
liberal western ideologies, it managed to absorb and domesticate the EU candidacy mem-
bership issue in a positive way, by blurring the diff erence between the two hegemonies. 
We can also describe the AKP’s project of transformation as an eff ort to expand the logic 
of equivalence. Th is new order presents the values and issues that the AKP managed to 
absorb and domesticate into its agenda. If this kind of project is successful, the antago-
nistic element (currently being the liberal western ideology) will lose its signifi cance while 
the hegemonic bloc will gain signifi cance. Again, in the case of the AKP, as the party has 
been outstanding in this process of absorbing the values of liberal democracy (at least at 
the beginning of their period in governance until about 2010), the hegemony has gained 
even more signifi cance. In other words, the AKP’s transformation since 2002, and espe-
cially around 2010, has been very successful because it has managed to stay in power while 
ingesting the values from other groups such as the EU. If this project of transformation 
would have failed, the opposite — i.e. the decline in AKP’s popularity — would have hap-
pened and hence political frontiers might have strengthened. (Norval 2000, 220) 

Following the line of reasoning presented above, not only did the EU membership issue 
expand the AKP’s bloc, but at the same time, the antagonistic force, secularism or Kemal-
ism, lost signifi cance. Th e process described above has led to the change in social space. 
When the logic of diff erence prevails there is no dichotomization of social space into two 
opposing camps, whereas logics of equivalence leads to polarized camps. An interesting 
question related to this is that how does the dominance of either logic aff ect the construc-
tion of political identities. (Norval 2000, 221) In Turkey’s case, we have seen this change 
in the form of a certain type of reconciliation. Namely, the AKP party’s biggest success 
early on was the ability to connect Islamism to modernism. In this way, it also managed 
to silence the secularist critics. So from the start, the AKP’s time was an experiment of 
what an Islamist based government can do with a modern-secular system once it comes 
to power. (Cȫınar 2006, 85-86) During this experiment, the contestation on the level of 
democracy has taken place at various levels of social life, such as work places, institutions, 
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schools etc. (Dahlberg 2013) And through this dispute, in the long run, we have been able 
to see the results of what this government has done.    

Mouff e (2005, 20) proposed167 that the task of democracy is to transform antagonism into 
agonism, meaning that instead of being enemies, the two parties would be adversaries, 
seeing themselves as belonging to the same political association and sharing the same sym-
bolic space where confl ict is present. Interestingly in Turkey’s case, it seems as if this de-
velopment has gone in reverse: during the AKP era, the agonistic adversaries have become 
antagonistic enemies. Th is development has further accelerated since 2010’s as indicated 
in the introduction when talking about the deepening of the polarization. So this “experi-
ment” has failed in terms of democracy because the AKP has not been willing to share the 
symbolic space with anyone and has even tightened its position in this regard, especially 
after the coup attempt in 2016.    

To understand when and how the democratic hegemonic practice has transformed into 
authoritarian one168, we should look at their diff erences on a theoretical level. Laclau 
(2001, 55-59) writes that hegemonic practice has the ability to expand democratic po-
tential by going beyond class interests, and hence it can be called as democratic practice. 
An important factor in this process is the transparency of the process of representation.  
Authoritarian practice has a very diff erent setting from the start: Th e demands of diff erent 
classes are not fi xed. Th ere is a separation between the working class identity and its tasks, 
and thus they don’t recognize the historical interests of the working class. Within this 
process, representation has moved from class to party, and the authoritarian practice has 
established grounds for representation to become the basic political mechanism. (Laclau 
2001, 55-58) Th ese thoughts could be interpreted in Turkey’s case to mean: although 
democratic elections are possible, it does not yet guarantee that the elected power holder 
would make democratic decisions. In other words, a representative government does not 
ensure representative democracy.

At the level of the political party systems, we are actually criticizing majoritarian democ-
racy because it can exclude almost half the population from decision-making processes. 
If a society is suffi  ciently homogeneous, the exclusion might not be a major problem, 
because the excluded minority’s interests don’t diff er much from the majority’s. But in 
societies with deep ethnic, linguistic, religious, or ideological cleavages, these deep divi-
sions can prevent crossover (“swing”) voting, which in the end prevents the minority from 
ever becoming the majority. Moreover, there is unlikely to be much overlap between the 
minority’s and the majority’s demands or interests in such a society. Th us, the minority’s 
permanent exclusion might lead to unrest or violence. (Lijphart 1999)

167  See the discussion in chapter 5 about the agonistic relation.
168  In Turkey’s case, many researchers have recently claimed that the Turkish system is showing 

signs of changing from an authoritarian system into a totalitarian one.  
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6.3  Policy implications: Heading towards a civil war? 
What happens next in Turkey?

In 2012 the Today’s Zaman online newspaper published an article about a new class 
of “hybrid Turks” who manage to “combine the features of both the religious majority 
and the secular minority which are usually perceived to be irreconcilable.” (Akarc ȫesȫme 
5.8.2012) Indeed in 2012, there was still a feeling of hope in the air about Turkey’s devel-
opments and the concept of “liberal conservatism” was created. Reading this article today 
sets another context around it. Many events since 2012 have shown that these “hybrid 
Turks” are not as tolerant as they used to be in the beginning, but instead it would appear 
that there has been an attempt to suff ocate secularist lifestyle. Th e Gezi park events to-
gether with the July 2016 coup attempt and the purges that followed have all aff ected this 
latest development.   

Th e coup attempt on July 15th 2016 and especially the events that followed were a water-
shed in the modern history of Turkey that also crystallized the idea that the only identity 
allowed in Turkey was the Sunni Muslim identity. For the AKP, the nature of polarization 
seems to have changed into the state versus those that are against the state. We can call 
this development a “state identity nexus” in which the only accepted identity is the one 
created by the state. Following Colletti’s defi nition, Turkey has shifted from having real 
oppositions (A-B) to a logical contradiction (A -not B) of AKP-not AKP (Colletti 1975, 
7-9). Ironically, the secularist bloc has contributed to this by constituting and articulating 
identities in a AKP-not AKP-manner. 

In addition to this shift there are many fragile elements in Turkey such as the Kurdish 
question with the PKK, the violent actions of the Police force since 2013, and fractions 
within the Turkish army (in 2016). With such a combination of elements at stake, it seems 
to have been a matter of pure luck that Turkey has not yet fallen into civil war. Th e AKP 
has attempted to bring stability by authoritarian or even totalitarian means, but when 
looking at the entire situation in the area with organizations such as ISIS being active on 
Turkey’s borders, it might be hard to keep peace for long. For these reasons, instability will 
probably persist which of course has implications for the economy fi rst of all.

What happens next? Th ere are at least two options. A fi rst option could involve the disso-
lution of the chain of equivalences, while diff erent subject positions (for example, strong 
power holders) could still prevent antagonistic relations from developing. Th is could also 
be called as the reconciliation option. Another option is the refueling of diff erences, and 
a strengthening of frontiers. Th is would mean a clash between the AKP and the anti-AKP 
(including the secularists) supporters. Th e idea, that the policies of the AKP would repre-
sent the nation as a whole will not fl y, and therefore an enemy is needed.169 Th is develop-
ment would mean once again the establishment of two antagonistic camps. 
169  Th is was already introduced at the beginning of the AKP’s term in the form of Ergenekon-case 

(the so called plot against the government, and thus against democracy).
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Where are we going (with political Islam in its attempt to combine with liberal democra-
cy)? Who gains, and who loses, by which mechanisms of power? Is it desirable? And what 
should be done? (Flyvbjerg 2001, 162) — this chapter has aimed, at least partially, to 
provide answers to these questions. It would seem, unfortunately, that Turkey’s future in 
terms of liberal democracy is gloomy. Th e only spark of light amidst Muslim countries is 
about to be snuff ed out.  
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Appendix: Timelines

Timeline on headscarf regulations in Turkey

1981  Th e Ministry of National Education issued a regulation: the girls’ 
heads should be uncovered in post-secondary schools. 

1982  Th e Ministry of National Education issued a regulation: “the girls’ 
heads should be uncovered in elementary, middle and secondary 
schools, and their equivalent, as well as employees working at public 
posts.

1980 (After the 1980 coup, the Council of Higher Education (Yük-
seköğretim Kurulu, YÖK) was founded to control universities.) 

1982 YÖK made a decision to expel students wearing headscarves.

1984 YÖK issued a circular order, according to which “a modern türban” 
was allowed at universities. 

1987 Another circular prohibited the use of the headscarf.

1988 Th e Parliament twice passed a bill that would have allowed head-
scarves at universities. Th e fi rst time round, it was vetoed by the 
President Kenan Evren. Th e second time, the Constitutional Court 
annulled it.

1992 YÖK confi rmed an interpretation of this law by stating that head-
scarves were forbidden from being worn for religious reasons.

1997 After the February 1997 events, the strictest measures so far on the 
use of the headscarf were enacted.

2004 Erdoğan proposed limiting the headscarf ban to public universities 
only and thus allowing the use of the headscarf at private universi-
ties.

April-August 2007 Presidential elections: Hayrünnisa Gül’s headscarf got attention.

February 2008 A law, which allows wearing headscarves at universities, was passed 
in the parliament. 

June 2008 Constitutional Court cancelled the allowing ofheadscarves at uni-
versities on the grounds that it violated the principle of secularism, 
and a lawsuit was raised against the AKP for enacting this law. 
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30 July 2008 Th e Constitutional Court announced its verdict ruling against the 
motion to shut down the AKP.

September 2010 Th e AKP government issued a statement that it would support any 
student facing diffi  culties for wearing a headscarf at university. In 
practice, this meant that the ban was lifted at some university cam-
puses.

October 2010 Turkey’s Higher Education Board ordered Istanbul University to 
stop teachers from expelling female students who do not comply 
with the ban on the headscarf in classrooms. 

2012 Gradually by 2012, the ban was quietly lifted from all university 
students without major opposition.

2013  Female students are allowed to wear headscarf in state institutions. 

October 2013  Th e so-called “democratization package” was approved by the gov-
ernment. One item in this ‘package’ abolished the headscarf ban 
within public institutions, excluding the armed forces, security forc-
es, and the judiciary. Four female AKP MPs wore headscarves in the 
parliament immediately after approving the package. 

2014  Female students are allowed to use headscarf in high schools.

August 2016 Female police offi  cers allowed to wear the headscarf as part of their 
uniform. 

February 2017  Military staff  members are allowed to wear the headscarf. 

Timeline on the four cases

1986-1987 Merve Kavakçı started to study medicine at Ankara University and 
was forced to quit her studies because of her headscarf.

December 1995  General elections: For the fi rst time in history an Islamist party 
gained the most votes 

June 1996 Th e fi rst Islamist government since Turkey’s independence was 
formed, with the Welfare Party (RP)’s Necmettin Erbakan being the 
prime minister.
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28 December 1996  Th e scandal around Fadime Sahin broke out, when the police raid-
ed a house of an Islamist sect leader Müslüm Gündüz.

28 February 1997 February 1997 events (postmodern coup) 

21 July 1998 Leyla ŞAhin took her case to the European Court of Human Rights 
(ECHR)

2 May 1999  Merve Kavakçı was physically prevented from taking her oath of 
offi  ce at the opening of the National Assembly

2002 Hayrünnisa Gül took the issue to the European Court of Human 
Rights, but withdrew the case in 2004.

November 2002 General elections (AKP wins absolute majority of seats, AKP era 
starts)

2004 Th e fourth Chamber of the ECHR ruled against Leyla şahin

10 November 2005  Th e ECHR Grand Chamber also ruled again against Leyla Şahin

2007 Merve Kavakçı went to the European Court of Human Rights and 
the court decided that the Turkish republic had violated the free 
election code. However, her seat remained empty.

July 2007 General elections; AKP won absolute majority of seats

April-August 2007 Presidential elections: Hayrünnisa Gül’s headscarf got  attention

28 August 2007 Abdullah Gül (AKP) is chosen as president.

June 2011 General elections; AKP won absolute majority of seats. 

May 2013 Gezi park protests

2015 Two general elections: AKP won absolute majority of seats in No-
vember.

15 July 2016  Attempted coup

2017 Referendum on constitutional change (including executive presi-
dency)

June 2018  General elections; AKP won absolute majority of seats
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