
Routledge studies in Middle Eastern politics 

67 Strategic Relations Between the 76 The Israeli Conflict System 

lJS and Turkey, 1979-2000 Harvey Starr and 

Ekavi A thanassopoulou Stanley Dubinsky 

68 Ethnicity and Elections in 77 Political Violence and Kurds in 

Turkey Turkey 

Gui Ankan Akdag Mehmet Orhan 

69 The Kurdish Liberation 78 The Europeanization of Turkish 

Movement in Iraq Public Policies 

Yaniv Voller Ali Tekin and Aylin Giiney 

70 Arab Regionalism 79 Diasporic Activism in the 

Silvia Ferabolli Israeli-Palestinian Conflict 
Svenja Gertheiss 

71 The Kurdish Issue in Turkey 
Edited by Zeynep Gambetti and 80 Israel's Military Operations in 

Joost Jongerden Gaza 
Marouf Hasian, Jr. 

72 The Turkish Deep State 
Mehtap Soy/er 81 The Turkish AK Party and its 

Leader 

73 Koreans in the Persian Gulf Criti cism, opposition and dissent 

Shirzad Azad Edited by Omit Cizre 

74 Europeanization of Turkey 82 Democratic Consolidation in 

Ali Tekin and Aylin Cuney Turkey 
Edited by Cengiz £risen and 

75 Turkey's Kurdish Question Paul Kubicek 

H. Akin Unver 

The Turkish AK Party and its 
Leader 
Criticism, opposition and dissent 

Edited by Umit Cizre 

ｉｾ＠ Routledge 
Taylor & Francis Group 

LONDON AND NE.W YORK 



First published 2016 
by Routledge 
2 Park Square, Mi llon Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX 14 4RN 

and by Routledge 
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017 

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business 

4.:> 2016 selection and editorial material, Omit Cizre; individual chapters, 
the contributors 
The right of the editor to be identified as the author of the editorial 
material, and of the authors for their individual chapters, has been asserted 
in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and 
Patents Act 1988. 

All ri ghts reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or 
utili sed in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now 
known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in 
any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing 
from the publ ishers. 

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or 
registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation 
without intent to infringe. 

British librmy Catalog11i11g-in-P11b/ication Data 
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library 

libra1y of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
A catalog record for this book has been requested 

ISBN: 978-1-138-64078-8 (hbk) 
ISBN: 978-1-315-63644-3 (ebk) 

Typeset in Times New Roman 
by Wearset Ltd, Boldon, Tyne and Wear 

MIX /"\ 
"-vl P1pw from l"MpoMibl• tooroM 

Ａ｟ｾ＠ FSC"C013058 
Printed and bound in Great Britain by 
TJ International Ltd, Padstow, Cornwall 

Contents 

Notes on contributors 
Acknowledgments 

Introduction: the politics of redressing grievances-the AK 

Party and its leader 
OMI T C IZ RE 

2 Kemalist advocacy in a post-Kemalist era? 

SINAN CID D I 

3 Kemalist feminists in the era of the AK Party 

NIL MU TLUE R 

4 Alevi critique of the AK Party: criticizing " lslamism" or the 

Turkish State? 
ELIS E MASSICARD 

5 An intellectual left perspective on the AK Party 
governments: the Birikim journal 

OMIT C IZRE 

6 The right to the city during the AK Party's Thermidor 

FERHA T KENTEL 

7 Rising criticism of Erdojtan during the Gezi protests 

FAHR ETTIN A LT UN 

8 Pragmatic politics: the Gillen movement and the AKP 

K IM SH I VE LY 

vii 
x 

20 

40 

75 

103 

132 

166 

183 



vi Contents 

9 Mystifying nationalism: Kurdish lslamists and the Kurdish 

question 
AHMET YILDIZ 

Index 

205 

227 

Contributors 

Associate Professor Fahrettin Altun is a member of the Department of 
Sociology at Medeniyet University, Istanbul, Turkey. He received his BA in 
Sociology from Istanbul University in 1998 and MA in Sociology from 
Mimar Sinan University in 2000. After earning his PhD titled "Comparative 
Analysis of Media Theories of McLuhan and Baudril lard" (Istanbul Univer-
sity, 2006), he joined the Fatih University faculty as assistant professor. He 
has also had visiting professorship at University of Utah, Salt Lake City. Pro-
fessor Altun has written articles for Middle East Critique, Perceptions, 
Top/um ve Bilim, Tiirkiye Ara$t1rma/an Literatiir Dergisi, Euro Agenda, Sivil 
Top/um, Divan, Top/umbilim and contributed chapters to Modern Tiirkiye 'de 
Siyasa/ Dii$iince (Cilt 6: tslamcrhk), Sivi/ Top/um: Farkll Bak1$far, Kuresel 
Gii9/er. He is the author of Modernle$me Kurami: Ele$1irel Bir Giri$. He was 
editor in chief of An/ay1$, and also hosted Aynnt1, a li ve television program 
aired in TRT 2 and TRT Haber for two years. Dr. Altun's research focus 
covers sociology of media and communication, poli tical communication, 
social media, Turkish modernization and political culture. 

Dr. Sinan Cidd i was appointed as the fourth executive director of the Institute 
of Turkish Studies in August 2011. Ciddi was born in Turkey and educated in 
the United Kingdom, where he gained his PhD in Political Science from the 
School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, in June 2007. 
He was previously an instructor at Sabanci University between 2004-08 and 
completed his Post-Doctoral Fell owship at the same institution between 
2007-08. He recently published a book tit led Kemalism in Turkish Politics: 
The Republican People's Party: Secularism and Nationalism (Routledge, 
2009) focusing on the electoral weakness of the Republi can People's Party. 
Between 2008- 11, he established the Turkish Studies program at the Univer-
sity of Florida's Center for European Studies. 

Professor Omit Cizre (editor) is the former Director of the Center for Modern 
Turkish Studies at Istanbul ｾ･ｨｩｲ＠ University. She has published several 
articles, chapters in collected volumes and Working and Poli cy Papers. She is 
the editor of the volume, Secular and Islamic Politics in Turkey, the Making 
of the Justice and Development Party (Routledge, 2009); and the ALMANAC 



3 Kemalist feminists in the era of 
the AK Party 

Nil Mutluer 

In June, I was speaking to some 400 women who had come together for the latest 
Women's Convention when I said " I believe this convention will reflect the spirit 
of Gezi in terms of liberties and women's equality." I had quite enjoyed saying it 
too. During the briefing session, a friend of mine from the Ba$kent Kadm Plat-
formu (Capital City Women's Platform), whom I had worked with on a number 
of occasions, said, "You said the spirit of Gezi and you ruined the meeting with a 
nationalistic discourse." I responded, "Many things have been associated with the 
Gezi spirit or attitude, but nationali sm is not one of them." She thought that I had 
declared my position right from the beginning. I tried to explain equality and 
freedom with the spirit of Gezi. It was to no avail. She repeated: " It was national-
istic enough for you to say Gezi spirit." That's when I fell silent. Because that's 
what you do. 

Serna Kendirci, 
Chairperson of the Turkish Women's Association, 20141 

Silence ... 
Words, actions and concepts are restrained by the baggage of identities in 

modern polit ics. Nationali st, Kemali st, feminist, laicist, pro-coup, Islamist, 
irticac1 (reactionary) are just some prominent ones in the list. The modern polit-
ical sphere is saddled with such concepts associated with identities. These con-
cepts find support within the power relations surrounding issues that shape 
poli tics and the society. Sometimes, they are used to define an identity group. At 
other times, they are slurs for a particular group. People identify themselves 
within the knowledge spheres, persons and institutions they feel allegiance to, 
and embrace some concepts whil e excluding others.2 While experiences and con-
cepts may be plural, insofar as they fail to be effective in the power and interest 
configurations of modern poli tics, much action goes unseen and many words are 
unheard.3 

What is surprising to those who are fami liar with the confi ned and closed 
socio-poli tical context in Turkey is the disappointment of the Chairperson of the 
Turk Kadmlar Birligi (Turkish Women's Association) with being call ed 
"nationali stic"- more so when that Association is Turkey's first women's civil 
society organization founded in close alliance with the founding ideology of the 
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Republic. Kendirci says that the period between the 191 Os and 1950s is a major 
influence on her thinking and that she admires the women who criticized the 
Republican policies from the feminist point of view of the era. Hence she does 
not describe herself as nationalistic, Atatiirk9i1 or Kemalist.4 She is also critical 
of the official policy toward women adopted in the foundational years of the 
Republic. Yet, she emphasizes that, unlike her, many members of the association 
she heads would genuinely embrace these concepts. In her words, she is a fem-
in ist who advocates laicism, the rule of law and democracy. 

The person Kendirci refers to in her quote is a member of the ｂ｡ｾ ｫ･ｮｴ＠ Kadm 
Platformu (Capital City Women's Platform), an organization that received wide 
attention particularly during the struggle against the ban on the headscarf. If a 
layperson were to define these two women with the above anecdote or by their 
institutional allegiances, they may label the former "Kemalist" and the latter 
" lslamist" at the first instance. However, this would be a stereotypical, over-
simpli fy ing and fairl y inadequate approach. Both women are political activists 
and have worked side by side on women's rights issues such as Civil Code and 
Criminal Code reforms. While their sustainability and effectiveness may be open 
to debate, the two women's efforts to rebuild an inclusive political environment, 
and the steps they took toward each other in the process, are noteworthy. The 
lack of communication described in Kendirci's words may only be explained by 
an extraordinary occurrence like the Gezi protests, which causes people to ques-
tion political and sociological norms.5 

The ambiguous backdrop story of Kemalist "feminism" 

What shapes the polarized poli tical and cultural environment of today's socio-
political space is how Turkish modernization, particularly laicism as one of its 
key tenets, is described and implemented. Laicism in Turkey, instead of being 
the poli tical guarantee of the freedom of faith, has been the reference point for 
the continuation of the top-down nationalist state policies since the proclamation 
of the Republic. The culturally and nationally sacred values of the new nation 
state were "modern," "laic," "civ il ized" and "Turk," and the antagonists were 
"traditional," "lslamist" and " Kurdish." The top-down, hegemonic model of 
Turkish modernization spawned the " laic- lslamist" antagonism and caused the 
fundamental values of the society to be built around these two poles. The tenet 
of laicism was influential in the rearrangement of socio-cultural values as well as 
shaping political and judicial regulations.6 Therefore, when one speaks of laicism 
in Turkey, it is possible to refer both to a value system and an identity that 
becomes manifest in the symbols of those who identified themselves with that 
system. As such, laicism is accompanied by its historical and political references 
and experiences in the memories of the communities and individuals constituting 
the society. 

In the " laic-lslamist" dilemma, women, with their attire, appearance, conduct, 
and association with the family and society have always been the symbols of 
dominant values. During the early days of the Republic, women were involved 
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in an active struggle for their rights. But when the struggle was appropriated by 
the state in the effo1t to build a new nation state, the positi on of women as inde-
pendent actors was compromised. Kemalist men were not overly enthusiastic 
about having women actively involved in politics. The state appointed women to 
become "educated and trained" mothers who would raise future generations of 
Kemalists, and thus relegated them to the status of second-class citizens in the 
building of the nation state.7 This type offeminism, rather than regarding women 
as independent actors, positioned the liberated women who affirmed Kemalist 
principles in opposition to the other women who were yet to be li berated.8 Exclu-
sion was based on religion, ethnicity and class. Men and women who did not 
adhere to the Kemalist values of the new Republic, in other words who were not 
urban dwell ers, Westernized, middle-class were regarded as "others." This sym-
bolism reduced not only women, but also all other groups who resisted identify-
ing themselves with the norms and values of the new Republic, such as certain 
Muslim communities, Kurds and Alevis, to second-class citi zenship before 
Kemalist men. Minorities that were mentioned in the Lausanne Treaty (1923), 
for their pa1t, had been cast as excluded others even before the declaration of the 
Republic. 

Understood in this polarized context, Kemalist feminist is an ambiguous 
term.9 It is possible to call all those who associate themselves with the principles 
and reforms of AtatUrk and follow the Kemalist ideology " Kemali sts." Yet it is 
difficult to regard Kemalists as a homogeneous group, even though Kemalism 
itself aimed at creating a monolith ic society through its corporatist approach. 
The idiomatic use of Kemalist refers to the followers of the Kemali st ideology, 
but at present, in everyday li fe, it may also be used as a term referring to those 
who stand in opposition to the AK Patty's (Adalet Kalkmma Partisi, Justice and 
Development Party) policies in one or more issue areas. Al so, it may be used as 
a shorthand reference to state-centric authoritarianism that is the hallmark of 
Kemalism. In short, the Kemalist-AK Party binary opposition is both conceptu-
all y and practically plural, as well as carrying different meanings depending on 
how the concept is perceived sociologically, which actors are using it and how. 

"Feminist," for its part, is a concept, that is almost entirely excluded from 
public discourses as the "other." Regardless of the activi ty and history of the 
movement since the Ottoman era to the present day, femini sm is associated with 
misandrogyny, and may be used as a "derogatory" term both by Kemalists and 
the AK Party supporters in a variety of settings. Sometimes, Lslamist conservat-
ives may use the term to refer to Kemalist women. Meanwhile, although Kemal-
ist women and their organizations foll ow the principles and reforms of AtatUrk, 
none of the institutions consider themselves feminist.10 There are different 
explanations of the theoretical and sociological association of feminism with 
Kemalists. Men and women intell ectuals in the late Ottoman era, who would 
later play a pa1t in the proclamation of the Republic, used the term feminism "for 
everyone who supports and makes demands for women." 11 Until 1980s the 
words Kemalism and feminism were used as interchangeable terms. Even today, 
there are studies associating Kemali st feminists with state femini sm and regard 

.. 
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them as the carriers of national objectives, just as there are works regarding all 
Kemali st women to be feminists because of the work they have done for 
women's rights.12 

Kemalist women and "their" feminist movement after 1980 

Kemalist women who had been accustomed to be politically active for the prin-
ciples and reforms of AtatUrk without much of a chall enge up until the milit ary 
coup of 1980, faced a crisis of legitimacy when the state adopted a Turkish-
Islam ic synthesis13 as its dominant ideology. The organic power of Kemalism in 
state apparatuses was undermined by the purge of Kemali st bureaucrats duri ng 
the Ozal administrations.14 At the same time a second generation of feminists 
emerged as Kemalist's secure position of representing the ideal Turkish women 
lost ground.15 Kemali st women argued that the political changes after 1980s 
were against national unity and laicism. At the same time, the privil eges granted 
to their organizations as "organizations for public benefit" were eroding after the 
1980s making them feel that the Kemalist nationali st principles and outlook 
were disintegrating in politics.16 The crisis was exacerbated once Islam-friendly 
poli tics became active; the Kurdish issue came under li melight with the Kurdish 
independence movement gaining pace; and finally when the AK Party, which 
according to many Kemalists represents poli tical Islam, achieved electoral 
victory in 2002. All these developments caused a diversification among organ-
ized Kemalist women. 

In this diversification, there emerged different positions among Kemalist 
women in the ways they relate to Kemalist and feminist politics. These positions 
range from conservative to reformist. This a1ticle is an attempt to give voice to 
the unheard elements of these women and to bring forth nuances in what other-
wise is perceived as a homogeneity. To that end, it seeks to reflect the intersec-
tionality of women who are members of a Kemalist institution or/and describe 
themselves as Atatiirkr; ii or Kemalist, and also insist that they are feminists. It is 
a critical review of the ways in which Kemali st feminists respond to the policies 
of the AK Party in the last decade. It discusses the "sacred grounds" into which 
Kemalist nationalism and laicism on the one hand and the AK Party's cultural 
essentialism and neoliberalism on the other seek to confine women. My purpose 
is to understand how women who identify themselves both with Kemalism and 
feminism as well as feminist women who work actively in Kemalist organiza-
tions relate and respond to one another as well as to the AK Party policies in 
everyday li fe. 

In this context, a major issue the article addresses is how Kemalist women 
relate to the women's movement and/or feminism when it comes to such issues 
as headscarf, militarism, family and women and nationalism.17 The relations that 
Kemali st feminists establish with the women's movement and feminist discus-
sions in Turkey also transform their relationship with Kemalism from a conser-
vative to a more reformist attitude. Kemalist feminists, whi le holding fast to their 
common reference points such as laicisim and republicanism, at the same time 
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seek to reinterpret Kemali sm in and through declarations which they describe as 
keeping up with "what is contemporary." 

Since 1980 coup d'etat, some Kem al ist women have adopted the second gen-
eration feminists' arguments whom they had previously dismissed as ir relevant 
but which they now embrace as a useful tool in their struggle against poli tical 
Islam. In this vein, Kemali st feminists with a more conservative attitude refor-
mulated their obj ections against the AK Party poli cies with arguments drawn 
from contemporary women's rights discourse. They have embraced the gains of 
feminist politi cs in areas they consider to be essential such as universal suffrage, 
education, work, abortion and others, but they keep their distance from the sort 
of plurality advocated by the third-generation femin ist and queer movements. 

The Kemali st feminists who acti vely participated in the struggle to bring 
about gender equali ty amendments to the Constitution, the Civil and Criminal 
Codes, generall y show a relatively more pluralistic and reformist attitude. Many 
of them had long since adopted the arguments of radical feminism. While criti -
cizing the AK Party, this group also seeks to reform Kemalism and in some 
cases the Kemali sts as well. Approaching Kemalism idealisticall y, they think 
that Kemalism has been distorted under authoritarianism before being full y com-
prehended. They do not reject the social, political and cultural demands of 
Muslims, Kurds and headscarved women right from the start. Regarding issues 
in women's rights, they are criti cal not just of the incumbent AK Party, but also 
of the opposition CHP, and they even approach criticall y the male-dominated 
polit ics and poli cies that shaped the initial years of the Republic. It must also be 
emphasized that sociali sm and social democracy complement feminism in the 
criti cal and reformist attitude of this group. 

As stated above, first the discourses developed by Kemali st feminists in 
response to the AK Party's poli cies regarding issue areas of the headscarf, milit-
ari sm, famil y, gender, sexuali ty and nationali sm will be analyzed. Second, the 
plurality of conservative and reformist positions reflected in the Kemali st fem-
inist discourse will be identified. To that end, the manuscript wil l use in-depth 
interviews canied out with thirteen women living in Ankara, istanbul and izmir 
as well as carrying out textual analyses of written materials, documents and 
declarations. 

"Reformist" and "conservative" Kemalist feminists on the 
headscarf-turban : the flimsy boundaries of laicism 

The debate around the headscarf- turban dominates and deeply influences the 
publi c/political space in Turkey and reflects a mode of class conflict. This con-
fli ct is about what type of woman wi ll be included in the public sphere and hence 
who will be empowered and whose values will become dominant in the political 
space of the Turkish Republic. Since laicist values were regarded as primary in 
the early Republican era, those who affinned different values were excluded as 
the others who, in El ias's terms, needed to be " tamed and civili zed."18 The rela-
tionship with the "other" in the modern nationalist world is directly correlated 
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with fear. Those who are regarded as belonging to "us" are symbolized through 
attire, appearance and conduct, and the ones who do not conform to these norms 
are regarded as symbols of threat and uncertainty that contribute to suspicion 
and fear because they cannot be delimi ted and defined through science. 

Although the Republic symbolized the lifestyle norms and conduct of the civ-
ili zed through the representation of women, all restrictions on attire were 
imposed by men.19 Unti l the 1980s, covered women were regarded as lower 
class, and were not taken seriously, let alone being viewed as a political threat in 
the public sphere. After the 1971 coup, the Kemalists in the state bureaucracy 
began to thin out- a process which accelerated in the aftennath of the 1980 
coup. At around the same time, political Islam gained impetus and headscarved 
women began to take active part in Islamic politi cal parties. They also started to 
attend universities, all of which caused them to be visible in the public sphere. 
Beginning with 1984, headscarved students were banned from schools in general 
and higher education instit utions in particular, and already registered female uni-
versity students were pressured into uncovering their heads in the so-call ed ideo-
logical "persuasion rooms." Persuasion rooms highlighted the fact that the 
"headscarf- turban" became the symbolic issue in the confl ict between the laic 
Kemali sts and Islamic groups. Whil e the Islamists call ed what they wore on their 
head "headscarves," the Kemalists claimed that the headscarf was the traditional 
attire of Anatolian women and used instead the term " turban" to distinguish it as 
the poli tical symbol ofanti-Kemali st, Islamic reaction. 

When the repressive policies of the state singled out covered women as the 
symbol of anti-Kemalist reaction, Kemalist women who had been indoctrinated 
with the fear that laicism could be wrenched from their hands at any moment 
went to the opposite extreme. In their words, they felt that there was an existen-
tial "fear" and a "perception of threat" to the values of the laic Republican 
regime and hence to their accustomed style of li fe.20 Former CHP (Cumhuriyet 
Halk Partisi, Republican People's Party) deputy Gaye Erbatur says that the 
1980s poli cies of exclusion divided women's groups who could otherwise very 
well cooperate on women's rights issues. She argues that "one's freedom of 
wearing a headscarf became a threat to the other's freedom of not wearing 
one."2 1 

Kemali st feminists do not have a unified explanation for the source of this 
fear or an agreed upon proposal as to how it can be alleviated. On the question 
of laicism and the headscarf as on other questions, it is possible to delineate two 
vaguely defined positions among Kemalist feminists: conservative or reformist. 
Regarding the issue of headscarves, Conservatives embrace the Kemali st under-
standing of laicism and the image of the modern women attached to it without 
questioning. The reformists, in contrast, seek to rethink Kemalism under the 
guidance of Western democratic values, and argue that the freedom to wear reli -
gious attire in all spheres of li fe can be achieved only through the internali zation 
of a li beral understanding of laicism by all segments of the society. 

Those closer to the conservative attitude consider the appearance of covered 
women in the public sphere after 1980 as a matter of pure political strategy on 
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the part of the lslamists. They ask: "since such demands were not present in the 
early years of the Republic, why do we hear them now?"22 They do not however 
consider the possibil ity that these demands have always been there, yet were not 
heard precisely because of the exclusionary poli cies of the state- the very pol-
icies which precluded Kemalist women from establishing egali tarian relations 
with those "other" women. Now that the other women and their political 
demands have become visible even to them, they fear that their urban, middle-
class li festyle is under an existential threat. 

Despite the perceived threat by the conservatives, there is now a general tend-
ency among Kemali st feminists to recognize headscarved women's right to 
public existence. They do however distinguish between those who receive public 
services li ke educati on, justice, health care and so on, and those who provide 
them.23 The former, they say, can wear a headscarf as a matter of individual 
choice, yet the latter should not, for as public service providers they represent 
the state. While more or less all Kemalist femini sts share this position, it is for 
different reasons. For the conservatives, the state is and should remain Kemali st. 
The reformists, however, think that if laicism were properly understood and 
practiced by all citizens, then it would not be a problem even for public service 
providers to dress as they li ke. Since, however, they think this is not the case, 
they find the ban of headscarf for public service providers to be a reasonable 
restriction on individual freedom. 

The debate on religious attire resonates with another debate on how laicism 
should be understood and reli gion should be approached. Conservative Kemali st 
feminists take the early Republi can era as an important reference point. They 
claim that far from denying religion, the Kemali st understanding of laicism 
embraced and furthered its true meaning.24 Some tell anecdotes about how 
people used to gather in their homes to read the Qu'ran, or how they learned 
Arabic at an early age to study the Qu' ran, or retell the stories of their mothers 
who wi ll ingly changed their religious attire with a modern one, yet remained as 
beli evers.25 Since they do not all ow for any incompati bi li ty between Kemalist 
understanding of laicism and religion, they think that young women would 
choose to wear a headscarf only under coercion from their famili es. Thus, they 
"tolerate" the wearing of a headscarf only because it gives them a leeway "to 
leave the home and receive education." In other words, they position reli gious 
attire somewhere between a politi cal symbol and coercion, and they approach 
the issue from an instrumental point of view. In doing so they fai l to consider the 
possibili ty that it can be a matter of faith and uncoerced choice. Their dilemma 
is to choose between positioning headscarved women either as political objects 
or as a repressed group. They do not even consider the possibili ty that head-
scarved women could be making an autonomous publi c claim for equal 
citizenship. 

Kemalist feminists who take this position on the headscarf issue do not prob-
lematize the way laicism is implemented in Turkey. Although there are some 
who beli eve that the repression of covered women has some negative con-
sequences, they see the polit ical demands of headscarved women not as one of 
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indiv idual li berty, but as a political leverage that the AK Party uses to further its 
anti-laicist agenda. They see laicism as the guarantee of a modern li festyle, and 
fi nd the bans on reli gious attire or other restriction of religious practice to be 
ｲｾ｡ ｳ ｯ ｮ ｡｢ ｬ ･ Ｎ

Ｒ Ｖ＠ Kemali sts tend to define laicism in general terms, as "the separa-
tion of government and religious affairs." Yet conservative Kemalist feminists 
do not refrain from advocating government-imposed restrictions on religious 
practice in general, and the headscarf in pa1ticular. Some of them justify such 
restrictions with what they refer to as "scientific arguments": " Professional 
outfits are not compatible with religious attire."27 Others argue, that if judges or 
teachers wear a headscarf, it would "compromise their neutrality and objectiv-
ity." They also complain, that when working on common women's right pro-
jects, headscarved women tend to loose their " objectivity" and instead of 
focusing on problems common to all women, seek to assert their particular 
identity. 

Kemalist feminists who adopt a more reformist approach, by contrast, not 
only criticize the poli cies of exclusion of the 1980s, but they also problematize 
the Kemalist understanding of laicism, which they argue is prone to create 
inequali ties between citi zens. They find the government imposed restrictions on 
faith problematic and advocate the adoption of a more inclusive and plurali stic 
understanding of laicism. They think that the headscarf issue can very well be 
solved by formulating it as a matter of civil liberties; yet they also emphasize 
that the current social, cultural and political conditi ons in Turkey are not yet ripe 
enough to embrace a fully liberal understanding of laicism. They admit that there 
are some Kemalists who ostracize headscarved women and threaten to stay out 
of any joint project to which headscarved women are invited as participants. In 
such cases, they make a point of siding with the headscarved women. That said, 
Kemali st feminists, be they conservative or reformists, have two main concerns 
regarding the headscarf issue. First, they think that the AK Party as well as the 
other politi cal parties use it as an instrument to further their male-dominant pol-
icies. The AK Party in pa1ticular uses it to assert the moderate Islamic identity it 
seeks to create. Second, they think that since the li beral understanding of laicism 
has not been establi shed yet, its meaning changes according to whoever is in 
power; thus the impli cations and meanings attributed to the headscarf changes 
continuously. 

In fact, not only the reformists, but all Kemali st Feminists agree, that the 
headscarf issue is used as an instrument of male-dominant politics. Some of 
them point out the paradox that although the current the AK Pa1ty government 
owes its success, to a large extent, to the activities of headscarved women, they 
are treated rather unfairly by the AK Party's male poli ticians.28 What distin-
guishes reformist Kemalist feminists from the conservatives is that they do not 
take issue with Islam per se, but with the instrumentali zed version of Islam, as 
used by those in power.29 This is related to the criticism they direct against the 
Kemalist understanding of laicism. They argue that freedom of thought and con-
science must be unconditionally guaranteed for all citizens and not just for prac-
ticing Muslims. They also advocate democracy and democratization, which they 
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think would only be possibl e with the establishment of true laicism. The way in 
which laicism is understood and practiced in Turkey, they say, leads to the 
exclusion of some from the publi c politi cal sphere. And it is not only the reli-
gious people who suffer from exclusion. LGBTI individuals, to give an example, 
are also excluded. 

Reformist Kemali st Feminists are also criti cal of what they call the "ideo-
logical predisposition of the judicial system." Senal Sanhan, lawyer and the 
founding president of the Cumhuriyet Kadmlarz Dernegi (the Society of the 
Women of the Republic) says: " I worry about which court will hear my case, 
and I am ashamed to do so."Jo Sarthan adds, that discrimination is not limited to 
polit ical cases, it has spread to criminal cases as well. This lack of confidence in 
the judicial system adds to the Kemali st feminists' sense of insecurity. 

Their advocacy of a more liberal and plurali stic understanding of laicism not-
withstanding, it is because of this sense of insecurity, that reformist Kemalist 
feminists still object to public service providers wearing a headscarf. They think 
that thanks to the present form of male-dominant cultural conservatism within 
the society, wearing reli gious attire has turned into a complex polit ical problem 
that cannot be solved simply by referring to individual rights and li berties. They 
further think that the problem of reli gious attire is usuall y formulated not as 
general problem of promoting the civil freedoms of all , but as a particular 
problem of furthering the political freedoms of the lslamicists. They point out 
that when it comes to joint projects of human rights advocacy, the representa-
tives of political Islam cannot even stand the presence of, let alone cooperate 
with LGBTI individuals.J1 They therefore ask of them, "whether the freedoms 
they demand for themselves, will apply to homosexuals as well. "J2 

This self-serving and selective advocacy of freedom on the part of the Islami-
cists, combined with the discriminatory practices observed in the judicial system, 
lead the reformist Kemali st feminists to beli eve that the authoritarian and patri-
archal mentali ty for which the Kemali st regime has been accused in the past, has 
not changed in the present, and that the appointment of headscarved women as 
public servants would therefore simply generate a new form symboli c repression 
of all women in Turkey, including the headscarved. They know that even if the 
actors change, what remains the same in Turkish polit ics is the anti-democratic 
mentali ty. They find the revanchist approaches of the Islamicists, such as the 
motto "others have done it, why shouldn't we" highly disturbing. Former Prime 
Min ister Erdogan's exclusionary and in some cases even degrading declarations 
on women-related subjects is a further factor exacerbating their uneasiness.JJ 

This analysis suggests that the radical democratic demand to transform the 
authoritarian and unitary mentality that has marked Turkish politics since the 
inception of the Republic, into a more pluralistic and li beral direction, has made 
inroads, at least to certain extent, also among Kemali st feminists. With the 
notable exception of those who identify themselves with the radical nationalist 
(ulusalc1) position, most Kemalist feminists accept, as a matter of fact, the exist-
ence of headscarved women as equal actors in the public sphere. However, even 
those who resist recognizing headscarved women as equal actors, admit that 
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"everything cannot be as we wish" and that democracy requires them to endure 
｣･ ｲｾ ｡Ｎｩｮ＠ things.J4 Whether this acceptance is the result of the pressures of global 
poht1cs, or of the confrontation with the AK Party who effectively chall enged 
the decades long hegemony of the Kemali st ideology, the fact remains that 
"democracy" is now a term included in the conceptual vocabulary of the Kemal-
ist feminists. 

"Being ready for duty": the everyday manifestations of 
militarism 

Mili tarism is an indispensable part of the daily li fe in Turkey.JS It exalts the 
raison d'etre of the army and ensures the continuity of the Kemalist regime and 
its understanding of laicism. As such, it is a vital component of the sociali zation 
processes through which Turkish citi zens internali ze gender hierarchy and the 
gendered division of labor built in the nation state. Under this division of labor 
"the ideal Turkish woman" is assigned the dual tasks of symbolizing ｭｯ､･ｭｩｾ＠
and transmitting the modernist values of the Kemali st Republic to future genera-
tions.J6 The Kemali st ideology does not expect women to assume any direct 
political responsibili ty in public affairs, yet in this milit arist division of labor, it 
symbolizes them as citizens charged with the task of protecting and providing 
for the survival of laicism and the laic Republic.J7 

With the rise of the identity politics in the 1980s and 1990s, Kemali sm has 
evolved into a vocal poli tical identity, and Kemali sts positioned themselves as 
the defenders of laicism and the laic Republic.J8 In this process, the meaning of 
"political Is lam" in the Kemalist consciousness, came to be associated with fear: 
the fear of a possibl e return to "sharia," and a perception that laicism and the 
modern li fe style is under an existential threat. The Kemali st ideology attributes 
supreme im portance to the Turkish Armed Forces and this institution in turn 
regards AtatUrk as its eternal commander-in-chief and views itself as ｴｨ ｾ＠
supreme guardian of Kemali sm.J9 Therefore, Kemali st feminists, part icularl y 
those. closer to the conservative posit ion, do not find anything wrong in teaming 
up with the army in defense of laicism. The conservatives see the army almost as 
a natural extension of the civilian domain. Thus they willin gly embraced the 
Army's campaigns against the so-call ed "reactionary movements" and supported 
it by organizing and/or participating in mass protests. 

Both during the "post-modern coup" of February 28, 1997, and during the 
run-up to the presidential elections in 2007, Kemali st civi l society organizations 
in general, and Kemali st women's organizations in particular, held a series of 
ralli es. and demonstrations aimed at "protecting laicism and the laic Republic." 
Both mstances coincided with the rise of a public controversy in which the 
dominant, that is to say, Kemali st understanding of laicism was chall enged. 
During that period two headscarved women became the symbols of the issue 
around which the controversy revolved: In 1999 it was Merve Kavak91 who 
campaigned as a headscarved women and was elected as a deputy. In 2007 it 
was the Presidential Candidate Abdullah GUl's wife HayrUnnisa GUI, who was 
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about to become the first headscarved First Lady in the history of Turkish 
Republic. Although Kemalist feminists differed in their responses to this situ-
ation, being caught up in the laic-lslamist controversy, they felt compell ed to 
present a unified front against what they thought was the embodiment of the 
much-feared political Islam, namely the AK Party. Yet, despite the fact that they 
all participated in the so-call ed " Republican Rallies," Kemalist feminists differ 
in the ways they interpret these events. 

Non-Kemali sts in general and politi cal lslamicists in particular, identify the 
Republican Rallies with a military interventionist political position. Some 
Kemalist feminists who were active in the organization of the rallies admit that 
there was indeed a visible and audible militarist symboli sm involved in the 
rallies, but they emphasize the fact that this was not the original idea. The identi-
fication of the Republican Rallies with military interventionism, they think, 
stems from an older coincidence. Ten years prior to the Republican Rallies, 
Kemalist women's associations organized a " March against Shaira." The march 
took place on February 15, 1997 and the "post-modern coup" of February 28, 
came soon afterwards. It was because of the lingering suspicions raised by this 
coincidence, they say, that Kemalist women are still perceived to be pro-military 
intervention. Yet, Kemalist feminists stress, beyond that unfortunate coinci-
dence, that the two events had nothing to do with one another. In fact, Emel 
Denizaslant, who otherwise believes that the 1997 intervention was necessary 
and suppo1ts its aims, says that in the male-dominated public space of Turkish 
politics, "politicians never listen to women anyways."40 

• 

One of the factors that motivated the organization of the " March Against 
Sharia" in 1997, long before the AK Party came to power, was a public state-
ment by Recep Tayyip Erdogan, then mayor of Istanbul, to the effect that 
"democracy is not an end, but only a means." Fearing "the end" Erdogan had in 
mind was sharia, the organizers of the march chose to symboli ze it with the 
picture of a woman in r;ar$a/41 Seventeen years later, some Kemalist ｦ･ｭｩ＿ｩｾｴｳ＠
criticize this choice of a symbol and note that headscarved women too part1c1p-
ated in the march. According to them the shari a that they feared without knowing 
what it exactly was, was in any case, not their headscarved comrades. 

What we meant by sharia there, was not my covered friend standing by my 
side. It was a grotesque, dangerous thing. You know those evil, fearsome, 
perilous things that exist but are invisible? It was an unidentified thing. But 
not the woman beside me.42 

Under the influence of this intoxicating fear, the more conservative of the 
Kemalist feminists think that in cases where the security of the state is at stake, 
military interventions can be seen as reasonable measures. Reformists, by con-
trast, are criti cal of the authoritarian and relatively discriminatory policies of the 
state, and do not approve of full-blown military coups under any conditi on. 
When it comes to public warnings issued by military commanders, however, 
their views differ. Some object to any form of military intervention in politics, 

... 
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including such warnings. Some, however, fail to see any difference between 
such warnings and the public declarations of other, non-mil itary actors or civil 
society organizations. 

The Republican Rallies of 2007 were one of the most important cases which 
ｯ｣｣ｾｳｩｯｮ･､＠ Kemalist feminists to reconsider their relations with the military. The 
rallies and the public debate they initiated were shaped around the slogan 
"neither sharia, nor a military coup, a fully independent Turkey" and almost all 
the Kemalist feminists interviewed refer to the slogan affirmatively. Yet the 
meanings attributed to this slogan differ along the conservative-reformist axis. 

The protection of the Republican regime is of special significance to Kemalist 
feminists with a conservative approach, because for them, the continuity of the 
regime also means the continuity of the resources and libe1t ies with which they 
carry out their political activities.43 Starting with the changing international rela-
tions and rise of identity claims in the 1990s, the nationalist fear politics of 
" internal and external threats" gained more weight than ever since the founda-
tion of the Republic. This discourse creates the illusion of a fragile context and 
extraordinary circumstances, and provides a fear-based justifi cation for calling 
the military to duty when needed. Although there is nothing in the wording of 
the main slogan of the Republican Rallies that can be read as an invitation to 
military intervention, the comments ofNecla Arat, one of the key figures of the 
rallies, reproduces the prohibitive and exclusionary understanding of laicism: 

As one of the most staunch defenders of the Kemalist ideology, the Turkish 
Armed Forces is being tarnished by negative propaganda inside and outside. 
Members of the European Parliament never miss an opportunity to discredit 
our army. Voices raised in the EU and United States wish that the founda-
tions on which the Republic is based are opened to discussion. For instance, 
they want us to replace the principle of laicism in the Constitution with 
"freedom of faith" to establish a religious-political affair based on religious 
communities, or a polit ical structure that is predominantly religious.44 

At this point the nuance represented by TUrkan Say Ian is of particular poli tical 
significance. Say Ian was one of the speakers in the fi rst rally and she was the 
first person to coin the slogan: " neither coup nor sharia."45 She was however not 
allowed to speak in the subsequent rallies. It is true that Saylan founded <;agda$ 
Ya$am1 Destekleme Dernegi (Society for the Support of Modem Life) to struggle 
against the rise of political Islam and to protect the "modern" or "laic" lifestyle 
against the threat it poses. It is also true that she did not extend the democratic 
courtesy she advocated throughout her life to the headscarved women. Yet, she 
was highly criti cal of those who used Kemalism as an excuse to further their 
authoritarian agendas. In her own particular way, she sought to advocate a plu-
ralistic framework based on universal human rights and it was because of this 
perspective, that the closed circle of nationalist Kemalists prevented her from 
speaking in subsequent rallies. Although her idea of democracy was rather 
li mited by her positivist modern worldview and she was rather intolerant when it 
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came to questions of freedom of faith, she respected humanism and human 
diversity, and she was a staunch critic of ethnic discrimination and racism. 

Among Kemali st feminists closer to the conservative position, there are 
some who seek to explain away why Saylan was prevented from speaking in 
the rallies, with technical reasons. They also find her emphasis on "neither 
coup nor sharia" redundant, because they think that the "military intervenes 
whenever it thinks it is necessary anyway." However there are also Kemalist 
feminists who are highly critical of the radical nationalists who objected Say-
Ian's taking the podium at the izmir rally and ostracized her because of the 
anti-militari st positi on she took. They are also cri tical of the way in which 
the ralli es have been subsequently transformed into show cases for militarist 
symboli sm. 

Some Kemalist feminists criticize the militarist symboli sm of the ralli es, 
and object to military interventions in politi cs, but at the same time they praise 
the foundational role that the military played in the establi shment of the 
Republic. They see the transformation of the military from a "guardian" to a 
"governing" power as a major problem, but at the same time they evoke the 
sprit of Kuvay-i Milliye (the national forces which won the so-call ed " inde-
pendence war" under the chief commander Mustafa Kemal) and the myth of 
"combatant mothers" to express their gratitude to the army which founded the 
Republi c.46 Some even refer to the milit arist myth that "every Turk is born a 
soldier" to argue that "the army is nothing but the nation itself'' and to inter-
pret what they call " the foundational principles of the Republic," in this frame-
work. This, they do, to emphasize that these principles are usually 
misconstrued in public political debates. 

Another criti cism voiced by the reformist Kemalist feminists is the incompat-
ibi li ty between the goal of societal democratization on the one hand, and the 
mi li tary symbolism that came to mark the rallies with the transformation of the 
organization, on the other. Kemalist feminists closer to the reformist position 
think that a publi c confrontation and democratic competition with the proponents 
of politi cal Islam is both inevitable and necessary. Not all of them find the sym-
bolic weight of the military necessarily problematic, yet they nonetheless find 
the military symboli sm of the ralli es as exclusionary. At this point the imagined 
social unity reproduces itself in the reformists' vision, but instead of disregard-
ing the existence of the "other," it admits that the "other" exists: 

There are people in this country who think otherwise. Our purpose should 
be to lead the entire society towards the same objective. When someone, 
somewhere says " I exist," the attitude should not be that of "I threaten you" 
but that of " I exist, please pay attention to me." When you utter words that 
offend some people, you sow enmities. This should not be the objective. We 
are members of the civil society organizations. The purpose of civil society 
organizations should be to create solutions that bring happiness, welfare and 
advancement to the entire society.47 
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Kemalist feminists and the AK Party's politics of family 
and women 

"Make at least three babies so that our young population does not 
decrease. "48 

ｔｨｾ ｳｾ＠ words by former Prime Minister Erdogan are the keystone in the gender 
policies of the AK Party administration, and the criticism directed against it. 
Ruth Miller discusses the policies imposed upon reproduction by rulers, arguing 
that the uterus represents "the state of exception" because that is how societal 
ｶ｡ｬｾｩ･ ｳ＠ that create the. modem citizen are kept under controI.49 Constructing a 
society based on family and population policies is neither new nor specific to 
Turkey. The family is one of the main instruments used in the processes in which 
ｭｯｾ･ｲｮ＠ nation states are built, and the sexuality of the woman that represents the 
family r.eflects the Ｎｶｾｬｵ･ｳ＠ and hierarchy of the society.50 Both Kemalists and rep-
ｲ･ｳ･ｮｴ｡ｴｾｶ･ｳ＠ of ｾｯｬｴｴｩ｣｡ｬ＠ ｉｳｬｾｭ＠ use the appearance of women in the public sphere 
and their role 111 the family to symbolize their respective visions of what a 
"decent" society should look like.51 Their respective mentali ties are best reflected 
in the ongoing debate on the interrelated questions ofreproduction and the public 
presence of women. 

. In order to create the new bourgeois society, Turkish modernization emphas-
ized that men and. women were equal. Women were positioned as equal, so that 
the. future ｾ･ｮ･ｲ｡ｾ Ｑ ＿ｮｳ＠ of the society could be raised by "enlightened" mothers. s2 

This equality pos1t1oned women as active, "educated and capable" citizens in all 
aspects of social life53 but at the same, it desexualized and controll ed them 
through a corporatist and nationalist code of ethics.s4 

Instead of criticizing this republican design right from the start Kemalist 
feminists closer to the conservative position choose to focus on ｴｨｾ＠ fact that 
women have been granted equality only with the proclamation of the Republic. 
Thanks to the increase in the activities of the women's movement in the 1980s 
some of them have indeed developed a basic awareness of the problems in ｴｨｾ＠
area of women's rights, but it is only with the AK Party's coming to power, that 
they started to call themselves "feminists." Reformists by contrast were in closer 
｣ｯ ｮｴ｡ ｾｴＮｷ ｩ ｴｨ＠ the second-wave feminist activities of the 1980s and therefore they 
are ｣ｮｴ ｾ ｣｡ｬ＠ not only of the way in which women were positioned in the early 
ｾ ･ｰ ｵ｢ｬｴ｣ｾｮ＠ era, ｢ｾｴ＠ also of the present-day CHP approaches to issues of equal 
cit1zensh1p, sexualt ty and famil y. We must note that Kemalist feminists who are 
closer to the reformist approach in gender, sexuality and family issues may range 
from conservative to reformist in their approaches to other issues such as reli-
gious attire, attitude toward the mi litary and ethnic pluralism. In other words, 
women who take a more conservative position in other issue areas may take a 
more reformist position in this issue area, or vice versa. 

One issue that all Kemalist feminists from the conservative to the reformist 
have a consensus on is the restructuring of what previously was the Ministry of 
State for Women and Family as the Ministry of Family and Social Services by 
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the AK Party administration.ss They all agree that with this change the role of 
the woman both in the family and in the society is reduced to that of a caregiver. 
This feminist critique of the AK Party's family-centered approach to women is 
common to all Kemali st feminists. However the ways in which they interpret the 
history of the evolution of family poli cies since the early Republican era show 
considerable differences along the conservative- reformist axis. 

Conservatives argue that the AK Party's family poli cies resonate with the 
poli cies adopted since the 1950s by successive right-wing governments. One 
important source that they base their criticism on is Firdevs (Helvactoglu) 
ｇｩｬｭｩｬｾｯｧ ｬｵ Ｇ ｳ＠ work Gender in Text Books J928- 2013.s6 They argue, that the 
textbooks still reflected the gender-equal, laic, populi st and pro-enlightenment 
discourse of Atatilrk and his friends until after the mid- l 940s, but starting with 
the 1950s, this discourse has changed. They justify this argument, by referring 
either directly to the above-mentioned book, or only to the foreword written by 
Necla Arat to its fir st edition. This group does not, however, question the male-
dominated construction of the famil y and the society in the early Republican era. 

Kemali st feminists closer to the reformist position also refer to GUm0$oglu's 
book to cri ticize the sexist and conservative policies implemented after the 
1950s. However, they trace the sources of their criti cism to an earlier time, 
namely to the women's movement in the late Ottoman era.s7 They argue that it 
was this movement that influenced the foundational era of the Republi c, and 
emphasize that it was CHP of those early years, that put off the demands of 
women. They also emphasize that the legal description of the "man" "as the 
leader of the household" positioned women as second-class citizens. It must be 
noted that the women in this group supported or worked acti vely for the 
changes in the Civil and Criminal Codes in 2002. The amendment to the Civil 
Code instituted gender equality in the family, and the amendment to the Crimi-
nal Code eliminated the reduction in the sentences in the honor-kil lings of 
women.s8 

The AK Party's approach to gender poli cy since 2006 is most vi sibly mani-
fested in such issue areas as violence against women, reproduction and social 
poli cy. On the one hand important steps were taken to fight violence against 
women, on the other, however, the AK Party adopted a politi cal economy dis-
course that confi nes women to the "heterosexual" family and developed its social 
policies in this framework. Reproduction and sexuality are important issues in 
regulating the values of the society. In the AK Party administration, "desexual-
ized" Kemali st women's poli ciess9 were replaced with "sexualized" policies, or 
to be more specific with polici es that regulates the sexuality of women, by 
restricting it to reproductive purposes. Particularly social and reproduction pol-
icies associate the public presence of women with the family. While neoli beral 
social policies regulated the women by reducing them to the status of a "care-
giver mother," a deeply conservative discourse on such women-related issues as 
abortion sought to legitimize the bans on women's sexuali ty and her role in the 
family. While women were instructed to have three children,60 marriage became 
a prerequisite for fett ili ty treatments. Although abortion is not banned yet, news 
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of physicians who refuse to perform abortions, and the resulting discussions 
restrict women to a li fe centered on reproduction and the family. 

Kemalist feminists criticize the AK Patty policies on different levels. All of 
them are positive about the adoption of the "violence against women" law, and 
the efforts of the former Min ister of Family and Social Policy, particularly in the 
first administration. However, they are unhappy about the fact that Minister 
Fatma $ahin backed former Prime Mini ster Erdogan in the anti-abortion debate. 
Although they support the law, they complain about the patriarchal nature of the 
protective mechanism it describes, the fai lure of the coutts to implement its full 
force, and the statistical rise in the number of murdered women. 

Conservative Kemalists use the blanket term of "irt ica" (reactionary Islamic 
activism) to express their displeasure with such developments. This expression 
seems to refl ect a pre-conditioned and unthoughtful reaction, rather than a care-
full y thought out criti cism, for these policies fell well within the range of what is 
already expected of the AK Patty given its culturall y conservative ideological 
position. Reformists, by contrast, view the issue as part of a whole. First, they 
argue that since the anti-viol ence law pri vileges married, heterosexual women, 
single women, lesbians and transgender individuals are not fully protected. They 
also argue that by deriving women's rights from reli gious sources in general and 
from what is believed to be "women's creational characteristics," in pa1ticular, 
the law refl ects the male-dominated mentali ty of its framers and as such it 
restricts women's sphere of action. Furthermore, since the recent reforms in the 
educational system now make it possible for famili es to homeschool their chil-
dren, they feel that gi rls will be isolated from mainstream socialization pro-
cesses. The reformists also fo ll ow and cooperate with the women's movement in 
general in its actions against violence against women. 

Sexuality and division of labor within the family are issues that Kemalist 
feminists closer to the reformist position have been questioning since the 1980s, 
long before the AK Party started to formulate and implement its women's pol-
icies. They are cri tical of the fact that, despite the modern egali tarian discourse, 
the chastity of a woman is still a taboo, even in secular and modem circles.6 1 

They beli eve that the AK Party's discourse and poli cies on women are deliber-
ately formulated to polarize the laic- lslamist opposition. According to them, this 
allows the AK Party to keep the tensions between the value systems of the dif-
ferent segments of the society visible and polarized at all times. Thus for 
exa.mple, they argue, the AK Patty sought to discredit the Gezi protests, by 
letting the pro-government mass media channels broadcast deliberately exagger-
ated stories about how headscarved women have been "victimized" by the pro-
testers. They also draw attention to the question that Prime Minister Erdogan 
publicly asked soon after the Gezi protests: " Who knows what boys and girls are 
doing in the same apartment?" The fact that CHP's Chairman Ktltydaroglu 
adopted this discourse as well is also mentioned as a particular disappointment 
by the reformist Kemalist feminists.62 

Should the existence of different sexual orientations be publicly accepted and 
recognized? Since Islamic circles already started to discuss this issue among 
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themselves, Kemalist feminist feel that they ought to embrace it right from the 
start. Yet once again there are some differences in how they approach this issue. 
Beyond some general, affirmative comments, those closer to the conservative 
position do not have much to say about the subject. The reformists however are 
well conversant about the demands of the LGBTI community and are even self-
critical of their own failures in combating homophobia. 

The linkage that former Prime Minister Erdogan concocted between the 
Roboski killings and the abortion issue is the final point which Kemalist femin-
ists, particularly those who adopt a reformist attitude not only on gender issues 
but also on questions of ethnic pluralism, find worth mentioning. Thi1ty-four 
ethnic Kurds were killed by aerial bombardment while conducting cross-border 
trade in the vicinity of Roboski and the government did not provide a satis-
factory explanation for these mass killings by the military forces. Just as the atti-
tude of the government was under public scrutiny, former Prime Mini ster 
Erdogan declared that "every abortion is a Uludere,"63 meaning that a single 
abortion is no less a disaster than the killing of thirty-four innocent Kurds. 
Reformists believe that with this statement Erdogan adds insult to injury and 
introduces ethnic discrimination into an issue that was sexist to begin with. 

This linkage between abortion and the killing of thirty-four innocent Kurds 
implies, that the AK Party government in general and the Prime Minister 
Erdogan in particular assign themselves the exclusive authority to make life-and-
death decisions. Reformist Kem al ist feminists criticize both the sexual and 
ethnic elements of discrimination played out on the boundary between li fe and 
death in the sacred womb (in the case of abortion) or on the sacred soil of the 
homeland (in the case of the Kurds). For conservatives, however, ethnic differ-
ences exist in a different manner. To understand why, we need to turn to their 
views on nationalism. 

Kemalist feminists and "the others": nation and nationalism 

In Turkey, laicism is intertwined both with nationalism, that is, with what is con-
sidered to be worth identifying with the nation, and also with what can be 
excluded from the definition of the nation as the unworthy others. The excluded 
"other" groups, such as the Greeks, Armenians and Jews were defined in ethnic 
terms- they were all non-Turkish- but somewhat paradoxically this classifica-
tion also coincided with religious differences: the others were all "Christians" 
whereas the mainstream of the nation consisted mostly of Sunni Muslims. Obvi-
ously there also were Muslim/other belief groups, who were not Sunni, such as 
the Alevis, but the republican commitment to laicism allowed their religious dif-
ferences from the Sunni mainstream to be disregarded, and the republican state 
assimilated them into the ethnic-based definition of the "Turkish" nation. There 
also were Sunni groups who were ethnically not Turkish; most notably the 
majority of the Kurds fell in this category. The republican state first considered 
them to be a part of the Sunni mainstream and as such sought to assimil ate them 
into the "Turkish nation," and when the Kurds resisted against assimilation by 
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asserting their different ethnic identities, they were reclassified as "others" along 
with other ethno-religious groups.64 

During the foundational years of the Republic, women's struggle for freedom 
ran parallel to what was termed the national struggle for independence. Women 
supported the nationali st struggle, by cri ticizing the imperialistic tenets involved 
in their own intellectual sources of inspiration, namely the political thought and 
practice of the West in general and Western feminism in particular. As ｾｩｲｩｮ＠
Tekeli shows, their criticism drew its strength from the self-sufficient and strong 
Muslim women's identity they created.65 The men of the era supported them and 
even became carriers of women's struggle themselves. This was because 
women's position fit very well to their understanding of laicism, which, in their 
formulation, was not fundamentally incompatible with Islam, as well to their 
notions of Westernization and nationalism.66 

Today, the relationship of Kemali st feminists with the "others" on the margins 
of nationalism is shaped around how they view the historical and cun-ent issues 
regarding Armenians and Kurds. Many prefer to use the term "ulusalciltk," 
which is Turkish and has a secular connotation, rather than "mi/liyet9ili/C'-a 
term that has the same denotation, but is associated with the unity of the Muslims 
(ilmmet9ilik) due to being Arabic in origin. Conservative Kemalist feminists 
embrace the term "ulusalc1lt/C' while reformists have their qualms about this 
concept as well. 

As the centennial of the Armenian genocide approaches, the differences 
between reformist and conservative Kemalists' approaches to this issue have 
also become manifest. Conservative Kemalist feminists choose to neglect, or 
even disregard, the presence of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire. However, 
this is less a reaction against the AK Party administration where the taboo word 
"ge.nocide" is gaining currency ｡ｾ､＠ more an existential rejection, the roots of 
which goes back to the proclamation of the Republic. They dismiss the Wealth 
Tax, imposed in 1942 against minorities to create a national bourgeoisie, and the 
pogrom of September 6 and 7, 1955, which was directed at the minorities li ving 
in Istanbul's Pera district, by uttering statements like "Turks were always the 
working class; the minorities had most of the capital."67 Such approaches reeks 
of ethnic discrimination. The attempt at capital accumulation by transferring 
wealth from ethno-religious minorities to the Sunni Turkish bourgeois class 
identified with the nation, is viewed as a legitimate move. Moreover, this attitude 
does not specifically target the "minorities" alone: Conservative Kemalists, 
regard not only the ethno-religious minorities, but also the rural Anatolian people 
as "others." For example, discussing the current power structure, they utter 
sentences like "the haughtiness of the hegomonic powers that be is rooted in 
Anatolia."68 While not all reformists call the events of 1915 a "genocide," they 
emphasize that the truth must be openly discussed, and that " it is impossible to 
take steps without confronting the truth."69 

For all Kemalist feminists, Hrant Dink is of special significance. When the 
Armenian issue is discussed, almost all of them are critical of the assassination of 
Oink. Conservatives assert that he was not properly understood, while reformists 
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may claim that the state is connected with the murder and critici ze the injustice 
regarding the criminal lawsuit. The reformists also argue that Dink had a lan-
guage which was open to dialogue, and that this prevented nationali sts (ulusalc1) 
from rejecting the issue altogether. 

The attitude that associates nationalism with religion the most visibly is the 
hierarchical placement of Armenians and Kurds with respect to their all egiance 
to Turkey. For example, when discussing the right to education in one's mother 
language and the status of Armenian and Greek schools, a conservative Kemalist 
feminist associates Turkish Armenians with Armenia: 

They are not a generation that was steeped in the system, whether coming 
from Armenia or otherwise ... But are we going to consider Kurds minor-
ities? Will we separate Turkish soil from Turkish rock?70 

Centuries of Armenian presence in Anatolia is ignored in the Republi can memo-
ries of conservative Kemalist feminists, which are shaped by nationalism infused 
with laicism. On the other hand, Kurdish demand for freedom to speak, learn 
and be educated in their mother language is perceived as an attempt at dividing 
the nation. The Kurdish issue becomes more layered and complex because their 
common reli gion prevents Kurds from being readil y cast out as "others." 

I believe in the indivisible unity of the nation. I think we must li ve through 
all good things together, but I consider education in the mother language the 
fir st step towards separation, much like the former Yugoslavian experience.11 

Sta1ting in the 1990s, the involvement of Kurdish activists in the women's 
movement caused Kemalist women to encounter Kurds. This resulted in a divi -
sion between Kemali st feminists with respect to reproducing nationalism in a 
new language, and accepting Kurds as Kurds albeit with some reluctance. 

For the conservative Kemali st feminists, the easiest path is to blame the 
Kurds and tell them how they caused the division. Today, Kemalist feminists do 
not call Kurds " murderers" or "terrorists" directly, which is a remnant of the 
"otherness" caused by the mainstream politics and media in the 1990s.72 There 
are some who argue that the actions on the day were necessa1y insofar as 
national interests were at stake, but years spent in the pluralism of women's 
movement has compell ed Kemali st feminists to adopt a different language when 
formulating their discourse. Although some consider the peace process initi ated 
by the AK Party administration as " the meddling of the foreign powers," they 
mostly defend the peace process and the elim ination of discrimination. Since, 
however, in their politicized mindset the AK Patty represents the absolute other 
from which nothing but an "existential threat" can emanate, and since the peace 
process was initi ated by the AK Party, they cannot bring themselves to support it 
directl y and unequivocally. It is therefore not surprising that even when they 
refer to the peace process affi rmatively they quali fy it with a big "but," and the 
reasoning that fo ll ows disregards the presence of the Kurdish identity and their 
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poli tical demands. This attitude blankets the ordeals and demands of women in 
sameness. 

The most obvious example of this, is on the issue of violence. The fir st 
example that comes to the minds of Kemali st feminists is the Women's Assem-
bly in izmir in 2005, where Kurdish women demanded that a separate workshop 
be held for what was experienced in the war.73 Kemalist feminists reject the viol-
ence perpetrated by the state and the sufferings of Kurdish women due to the 
war. They argue that the claims of state-perpetrated violence prevent them from 
meeting on common demands, and that Kurdish women do this on purpose. The 
follow ing is a statement by a conservative Kemalist feminist: 

The subject was the violence perpetrated by the Turkish state on Kurdish 
women. We do not accept this. If there has been violence, we were all sub-
jected to it. This is not something specific to the Kurds. They imply that the 
state has done it deliberately. We cannot accept that the state has done such 
a thing. When the issue goes off in a tangent, things we want to say about 
the assembly are compromised.74 

When asked about whether turning a blind eye to the war is some sort of dis-
crimination, she explains that she does not discriminate against Kurds: 

We definitely do not discriminate against women in the Southeast. We may 
all have Kurdish ancestors. We are not perturbed by this. Introducing such 
discrimination among women is not at all nice. It divides us and bothers us. 
It prevents us from uniting for a common cause. Of course we want peace at 
home and peace in the world. We beli eve that a time of peace will be great 
and bring much benefit to women. We know and understand the issues of 
the women there. We want them to understand us in return.75 

The willin gness of conservative Kemalist feminists to hear the different experi-
ences of Kurdish women is shaped and limi ted by the attitude of the traditi onal 
state discourse rather than the governments'. Although their thoughts about 
peace may indicate some change from the past to the present, their approach is 
shaped by the knowledge provided by the state and their relationship with the 
"other." For Kemali st feminists, especiall y for conservati ves, the AK Party has 
generall y been considered as the representative of poli tical Islam, so as the other. 
Therefore, even before the Kurdish peace process, the AK Patty's nationalist 
approach, which shares many common aspects with Kemalism, are not men-
tioned by Kemali st feminists. After the AK Party ini tiated the peace process, 
conservative Kemalist feminists found themselves in a double bind. On the one 
hand, they feel that they have no choice but to support it with an anti-Kurdish 
discourse, and on the other hand they try to distance themselves from the AK 
Party by questioning party's policies without a signifi cant reason. Being aware 
of this inadequate justifi cation, they turn their attention to Kurdish women as 
main obj ects of criticism. 
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Conservative Kemalist feminists complain about not being heard, yet they are 
deaf to the experiences and opinions of"other" women, because they do not con-
sider Kurdish and Muslim women as their equals. They reject the conditions of 
war told by Kurdish women, the inadequacy of the infrastructure in Eastern and 
south-eastern Turkey, and state policies in the region. Meanwhile, they position 
themselves as superior to Kurdish women, considering them to be members of 
the " other," lower ethnicity and class. Some of them seem to think, that it is up 
to them to save the Kurdish women, if necessary. In short, conservative Kemal-
ist feminists still reproduce in their relations with the Kurds in the women's 
movement the hierarchies of the nationalistic discourse, but at least they do not 
anymore disregard the existence of Kurds. In this sense, the denial policy of the 
state in the 1980s is no longer observed. When speaking of their own experi-
ences, they position Kurdish women not as actors but as political objects. They 
believe they have exclusive right to knowledge and understanding about the 
issue. 

Kemalist feminists with a reformist attitude may still be cautious on the 
Kurdish issue due to the self-censure imposed by Kemalist nationalism, but they 
are critical of the assimilation and war policies of the state against the Kurds 
nevettheless. When critici zing the state, they also argue that the Kurdish nation-
alist discourse may prevent hearing what the other side has to say from the start. 
This approach is mostly shared by those who define themselves as sociali st or 
social democrat, and they believe that the 1980 coup and the subsequent hege-
mony of neoliberal approaches are to blame for the rise of the nationalist attitude 
that prevents dialogue. In this respect, on the one hand they support the peace 
process and give credit to the AK Party as the initiator of the process, yet on the 
other hand, they problematize the relationship establi shed between the state and 
the political lslamist groups in the post 1980s period. Particularly reformist 
Kemalist feminist take the issue with the so-call ed "September 12 trials," that is, 
the trials of the top ranking members of the military junta of the 1980 coup. 
They claim that the lslamists deliberately refrain from prosecuting all the 
responsible officers, torturers and civil groups involved in the coup. The refonn-
ist Kemalists, most of whom have themselves been direct or indirect victims of 
torture, beli eve that the Islamists simply stage a show trial of the leaders of the 
coup, to hush up the other perpetrators and state official s involved. In this 
context they use the word " Islamists" as a generic term denoting both the AK 
Party and other politically active Islamic groups. 

Reformist Kemalist feminists discuss how, in the aftermath of the 1980 coup, 
benign words like "orgiit" (organization) were wholly associated with the Kurds 
and branded as "criminal," and talk about the arguments that arose when they 
were attempting to use such words in their respective institutions. They are also 
critical of the assimil ation policies of the state, namely such as the Oiyarbaktr 
Penitentiary experience, forced migration of the Kurds in the 1990s, the estab-
li shment of the "village marshals" system and people who went missing.76 

The Reformists admit the fact that the peace process was initiated by the AK 
Patty and they welcome the ceasefire between the PKK and the Turkish military 

-
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as a significant development which has brought the decades long bloodshed to 
an end. Thus, they support the peace process and beli eve that it should continue 
under ceasefire conditions. They are, however, critical of the conduct of the 
patties in the process. They specificall y emphasize that the parties need to li sten 
to each other. They complain that some Kurdish politicians employ a language 
that is prejudicial, while saying that the way others speak may be an opportunity 
to help the nationalists understand the issue. For instance, a Kemalist feminist 
speaking about the attitude of BOP Ｈｂ｡ｮｾ＠ ve Demokrasi Partisi, Peace and 
Democracy Party) Deputy Pervin Buldan, who was the only Kurdish speaker in 
a meeting attended by Kemalists, was a good example: 

It was a meeting on Turkish politics. Women from all parties were explain-
ing their views. All other women spoke and were applauded. The final 
speaker was Pervin Buldan. There was grumbling among the audience when 
she took the floor. Buldan did not mind these and proceeded to speak calmly 
about what she had gone through as a human being and shared her experi-
ences as a woman. The unhappy crowd became sil ent first. When she was 
done, they all applauded. Attitude and language are important. In terms of 
politics, I am closer to some of the Kurdish politicians I know than I am to 
Buldan, but they can be really harsh when on the podium. I am confident 
they can speak the language of dialogue. It is impottant that more people 
do so.77 

Reformist women also complain that people on opposing sides do not hear each 
other, but theirs is less a criticism of the other side, and more a sense of unhappi-
ness with the mutual exclusion of the sides. This applies not only to Kurds, but 
also to headscarved women and all other identities. As Kendirci said: 

One, we were unfair in li stening to them. Two, we were unfair in recogniz-
ing them. Three, we did not make any effott.78 

Among Kemalist feminists who associate with the foundational approach of the 
Republic to vatying degrees, the "other" reli gious and ethnic groups travel on a 
rigid line between existence and non-existence. This does not mean that they are 
unaware of or reject the presence of Kurds or the believers of other religions like 
the Armenians or Greeks. However, the difference with which they relate to 
these groups does mean that laicism or nationalism have different meanings. In 
other words, the meaning of laicism and nationalism differ among Kemalist fem-
inists ranging from the conservative to the reformist, which sheds li ght on how 
they associate with the fundamental elements of the Republic. 

For conservative Kemalist feminists the AK Party is the representative of 
the Islamic values positioned as the binary opposites of the secular values of 
the Republic. Regarding the Kurdish issue, the fact that it was the AK Party 
who initiated the peace process, put the conservatives in a double bind. On the 
one hand, even if they regard Kurds as the ethnic "others" and as such as an 
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existential threat to the Kemali st republic, they feel that it would be politicall y 
damaging to them to be seen as favoring an armed confli ct in which thousands of 
people (and particularly Turkish soldiers) have died. So they feel they cannot not 
suppo1t the peace process. Yet on the other hand, they cannot bring themselves 
to voice an explicit support for the peace process precisely because it was the 
AK Party who initiated it. What is interesting to note in their discourse is, 
however, that it reflects a recognition of both Muslim and Kurdish identities. 
Their encounter with the AK Party forced the conservatives to accept and admit 
the political existence of both groups, which they had denied altogether before 
the 1990s. Reformist Kemalist feminists, for their part, approve of the peace 
process which the AK Party initiated. Yet they express skepticism about the 
inclusiveness of these policies as discussed above. 

Epilogue: a different thinking for Kemalist feminists, 
but how? 

The encounter of Kemalist feminists with the AK Party provides an opportunity 
for seeing nuances between them. The issues where these nuances emerge are 
the ones related to showing the disposition toward and relations of Kemalist 
feminists with religious attire, everyday milit arism, famil y, reproductive pol-
icies, nation and "the others." Throughout the chapter, I tried to deal with women 
who associate themselves both with Kemali sm and feminism not as a homogen-
eous group, but as a community of heterogeneous affi liations and relationships. 

The encounter with the AK Party was a turning point for Kemalist women. 
Kemali st feminists now occupy a range of thought from conservative to reform-
ist depending on how they interpret the principles and reforms of Atatlirk, and 
how they relate to them. For those who embrace the conservative approach, their 
fundamental reference point for sexism, relationship with reli gious people, 
laicism, the nation and nationalism is the principles and reforms of AtatUrk. 
Their ideali zed representatives are AtatUrk and his friends. Although both radical 
secular feminists and lslamists became more active in the 1980s, these two 
groups did not confront each other in Turkey, contrary to what commonly hap-
pened in the Middle East.79 In the 1980s, the women's movement, which was 
dominated by radical feminism, was criti cal of Kemali sm, and argued that 
Kemalist reforms made women the symbol of nationali sm rather than li berating 
them. During that time, many of the conservative Kemali st feminists of today 
did not adopt feminism and found the women's movement to be marginal. While 
Ye$im Arat argues that Kemali st women transformed into Kemali st feminists 
against the Jslamists in the 1980s and founded the <;agda§ Ya§amz Destekleme 
Dernegi (Society for the Support of Modern Life),80 these were not directly fem-
inist initiatives, but the efforts of women who represented the Republic for 
" laici sm and modernity." Since these women believed that they represented the 
Republic, they saw it as their exclusive duty to advocate women's rights. Their 
fundamental issue was to deal with political Islam, reactionary movements and 
religion, all of which they perceived as the "others" of Kemalism. 

.. 
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Conservati ve Kemali st feminists felt their "worst fears come true" when the 
AK Party, who for them represents political Islam, came to power.8 1 This led 
them, at the very least, to look at the liberal references nearby. Areas of struggle 
changed during this encounter. In reaction to the AK Party, they embraced the 
arguments of fi rst- and second-generation feminists in the women's movement 
of Turkey in the post-l 980s with regard to equal citizenship, famil y, violence 
and sexuality- arguments that they used to criti cize and were criticized about. 
However, they have completely missed the plurality argument of the politics of 
difference that emerged with the third-generation feminists. Just as the Western, 
nationalist and liberal values were reproduced in the early Republican era 
without opposing local Islamic values, women today became symbols against 
the AK Party, along the lines of the local Kemalist attitude with values that are 
Western and nationali stic at the same time. That said, it must be emphasized that 
" the woman" that conservative Kemalist feminists have in mind is a mirror 
image of themselves and does not show any of the characteristics of the hetero-
geneity of class, ethnicity and religion in Turkey. 

Kemalist feminists with a reformist attitude encompass new ideas and people, 
although continuing to hold the reforms and principles of Atatilrk in high regard. 
They believe, however, that these principles must be rethought and even reformed 
in a manner that is compatible with the times. They underscore the necessity of a 
transformation in mentality for a more liberal understanding of laicism. For 
example, they have no problems with headscarved women receiving education and 
working in the private sector; however, they are cautious when it comes to working 
in the publi c service. They also argue that the tenet of populism is not implemented 
properly or given adequate consideration, and that the political system must be 
shaped in accordance with the needs of the people. In this respect, coming to terms 
with what has been experienced in the Kurdish issue, catering for local needs and 
ensuring that the peace process goes beyond a mere ceasefire are important to them. 

Most of the reformist minded Kemali st feminists have started to position 
themselves as feminists long before the encounter wi th the AK Paity. Some have 
worked with "others" such as headscarved women or Kurds in the various activ-
ities of the women's movement. When the AK Party came to power, reformist 
Kemali st feminists found the opportunity to convey their messages to their 
conservative counterparts with more dedication. With regard to the differences 
embraced by these third-generation feminists, they criti cize the conservative atti-
tude of their counterparts. 

To sum up, the encounter with the AK Pa1ty is a crucial factor that introduced 
diversity into the Kemalist feminist group. The relationships between the conser-
vative and the reformist groups are dynamic. The new political environment that 
emerged as a result of the release of the Ergenekon82 suspects, after the field 
study of this paper was completed, signifies that new relationships and associ-
ations are about to take place. Further studies may shed light on how these 
associations wi ll be shaped. 

For further studies, one should note down the tension between conservative/ 
nationali st (ulusalc1) and reformist sides not only among Kemalist feminists but 



64 N. Mut/uer 

also Kemalists in general. After the release of the Ergenekon suspects, the 
tension between the conservative nationali st (u/usa/c1) and reformist sides of 
Kemalists became visible. As a matter of fact, in our interview wi th $enal 
Sanhan, the ex-Chair of Cumhuriyet Kadmlan Dernegi (Republican Women's 
Association), she had already given hints of such a tension. Sanhan had criti-
cized the AK Party's adoption of a softer language about the Ergenekon suspects 
after the corruption scandal of December 17 had broken out. She had emphas-
ized that it was unfair that in the Ergenekon trials a number of unrelated people 
were prosecuted along with names known by their affil iation with the deep state. 
And yet she had also voiced her concern, that in an attempt to cover up the cor-
ruption all egat ions against the AK Party, it was quite possible for all the Ergene-

kon suspects to be acquitted without merit.
83 

What Sanhan had then foretold, did indeed happen. By what can plausibly be 
call ed am iscarriage of justice, all the Ergenekon suspects were acquitted, includ-
ing the innocent v ictims as well as the conspirators of the so-call ed " deep state," 
and the conservative Kemali st position resumed its prominence in the Civil 
Society associations. It was in this context that during the 2014 general assembly 
meeting of the Cumhuriyet Kadm/an Dernegi (Republ ican Women's Associ-
ation), the ex-CHP member of parliament Canan Antman- who was known for 
her hardli ne ultra-nationalist stance and for releasing a photo of hers holding a 
gun to the press-displaced $enal Sanhan as the president of the association. A 
simil ar tension was observed in the general assembly of Kader (Kadm Aday/an 
Destek/eme Dernegi, the Association for Supporting Women as Candidates) 
during that period. With the votes of women who were registered as members at 
the very last moment by the nationali st group, the nationalist (u/usa/c1) group 

managed to take the reins. 
Although the release of the Ergenekon suspects resulted in heightening the 

activities of the conservative wing in Atatiirkr;ii and Kemali st civil society organ-
izations, the CHP, the founding party of the Republic, was observed to adopt a 
more reformist language. Particularly in its campaign for June 7, 20 15 elections, 
the CHP not only advocated populi stic economic reform proposals to reach the 
more disadvantaged groups in the society, but it also adopted a more inclusive 
and democratic language embracing cultural and ethnic differences within the 
society and took a more pro-peace stance on the Kurdish issue. And despite the 
fact that $enal Sanhan was displaced as the president in the civ il society organ-
ization in which she was active, she was elected as a CHP member of the 

Parl iament. 
To sum up, in the aftermaths of the March 2014 local, August 2014 presiden-

tia l, and June 2015 general e lections, the reformist approach that I observed to be 
existing among the Kemalist feminists during my fi e ld research has gradually-
and no doubt with the help of the politi cal conjuncture- gained more v isibili ty 
and prominence in the language that the CHP, the founding party of the republic, 

adopted. 
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4 Alevi critique of the AK Party 
Criticizing "Islamism" or the Turkish 
state? 

Elise Massicard 

The AK Party's (Adalet ve Kalkmma Partisi, Justice and Development Party) 
decade in power has been very controversial in terms of the relationship between 
the state and relig ion, the hegemonic public discourse and democratization in 
Turkey, all of which have fueled widespread debate and critique. The Alevis 
have played a specific part in this general landscape. When the AK Party came 
to power, Alevis widely considered it to be a Sunni, or even an Islamist party, 
which excluded Alevis and their demands. It is unsurprising that AK Party rule 
has sparked considerable hostility and reaction from Alevis. More unexpectedly, 
however, the AK Party government took two historicall y unprecedented 
moves concerning the Alevi issue: it became the fir st government ever to launch 
a state poli cy designed to respond to the claims of Alevis and it was also the fir st 
to recognize the responsibility of the Turkish state in some past kil li ngs of 
Alevis. 

Therefore, it would be too simplistic to assume a coherent, clear-cut position 
of Alevi groups against the AK Party. This paper aims to draw a more complex 
and nuanced picture of the critiques against AK Party rule that have been 
expressed in Alevi circles. Two dimensions have to be taken in account. First, 
Alevis are not a unified, monolith ic group; many debates have split the Alevis on 
the question of how to consider AK Party rule, and while some organizations 
have been more critical of the party and its policies, some have been less vocal. 
Second, Alevi attitudes toward the AK Party have been formulated in interaction 
with the party's own strategies and moves, and have therefore evolved over the 
course of the decade. Some developments, such as the European reforms 
launched by the AK Party government, its "Alevi opening," but also the Syrian 
civi l war or the Gezi movement, as well as various declarations by government 
executives, have strongly reshaped Alevi attitudes toward the party. In this 
context, this article aims to analytically assess and problematize Alevi criticism 
of the AK Party's time in power. While many critiques expressed by Alevis have 
been linked to grievances directly related to the Alevi issue, Alevis have also 
expressed broader political critiques; this article will try to identify their distinc-
tive features. Ult imately, it aims to locate the Alevis in the broader picture of the 
critiques expressed against the AK Party, in order to assess their significance, 
but also the points on which they converge and diverge, and most importantly, 
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