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Preface


Our meeting was pure happenstance, a serendipitous alignment of stars.


Umit Cizre, my wife and well-known Turkish political scientist, returned home after her ﬁrst day at the Woodrow Wilson Center for International Scholars in Washington (USA) and told me that her assistant, Fatima, was the daughter of a well-known person in Turkey, a woman who had entered Parliament after her election wearing a headscarf. ‘We all watched her on television,’ she said. ‘The whole country was riveted. It was incredible. And the country has never recovered from it.’


Fatima’s mother is Merve Kavakci.


I searched for her name in YouTube and found ninety videos of a headscarved woman walking into the Turkish Parliament to non-stop jeers and clamouring. At one point a moustached man appeared and shouted his speech with a scowl on his face. It was a chaotic and perplexing scene. I found out that Merve Kavakci had been elected to the Turkish Parliament but was prevented from taking her oath of ofﬁce that day and subsequently forced to leave Turkey.


I thought that what happened was strange in a country where practically the whole population considered themselves to be Muslim; it would be difﬁcult to sleep anywhere in Turkey without hearing a local mosque broadcast the call to prayer ﬁve times a day. Like most Americans, at the time, I was not well informed about Islam having only generalized views in the post-9/11 world of terrorist attacks and threats that have dominated the media and the way Americans view the world.


We found out that Merve Kavakci was teaching Political Science courses at George Washington University. After leaving Turkey she earned a master’s degree from Harvard and her PhD from Howard University.


My curiosity about her grew. Who was this woman who seemed to cause so much havoc in Turkey? Weeks later Merve invited us, through her daughter, to meet for dinner in Georgetown.


As we approached the restaurant, I saw two smiling women in headscarves wave to us from inside. By the time we walked in, they were standing at the entrance to greet us, courteous and polite in the extreme. Merve Kavakci was wearing a funky big red plastic watch that I immediately noticed, and stylish jeans. Their bright eyes seemed to ﬂash in the darkened restaurant. They greeted us with what I would discover is typically friendly Turkish hospitality.


Although they would be breaking the month-long fast of Ramadan with us, they seemed in no hurry to order. There was a rush of conversation and we stayed there for three hours; subsequent dinners and meetings would be the same. We talked and talked as I began a journey of discovery that would result in my living in Turkey and interviewing participants of what was known as the ‘Merve Kavakci Affair’.


Merve had published a personal commentary in Turkish, under the title of ‘Headscarﬂess Democracy’; some academic articles had appeared about the incident; and the bedlam in Parliament that day was cited in numerous books about modern Turkish history. Yet her story had never been accurately told to the Western world. In addition, her book had not been widely distributed in Turkey, nor did it provide the background information needed for people in the West to make sense of it. (She later had her dissertation published – Headscarf Politics in Turkey: A Postcolonial Reading – for a limited audience.) Merve was looking for a writer to translate her original work, or help get the story out, but to no avail. Despite all the reporting in Turkey and elsewhere, it somehow got missed by an untold number of potential authors and commentators before I embarked on this endeavour.


Thus a couple of dinners in Georgetown progressed to my interviewing Merve for hours at a time in her university ofﬁce. In perfect and deliberate English, she recalled many details and her feelings. In the meantime, I began my own research, reading all the key works on Turkey and anything written about the incident in Parliament. The person depicted by these writers, most of whom had never interviewed or met Merve, described a different persona, a ﬁctitious one, the ‘agent provocateur’ image labelled by the then President Suleyman Demirel, or a puppet manipulated by Islamic leader and ex-Prime Minister Necmettin Erbakan, and a viliﬁcation that was and remains in stark contrast to the reality of what happened and her true character. My own personal litmus test for gauging the polarization in Turkey was to tell an unsuspecting person about the subject I was writing. For most so-called ‘white’ Turks the response was shock, dismay and a look of incredulity. They included my students at Bilkent University who were children at the time of the incident in Parliament and only knew what they had read and what their parents had told them about Merve Kavakci.


Over time I began to understand the quiet, steadfast presence in this person who became the pivotal actor of a resolute notion of representative democracy and human rights in the history of Turkey. Ten years had passed, but her spirit seemed neither diluted nor mellowed. As her sister, Ravza, once told me, ‘They didn’t realize she would hold out this long; they didn’t realize she was so strong.’ The more we talked, the more I realized that inner and consistent strength.


In an earlier life I had spent several years investigating civil rights violations for the State of New Jersey and even wrote a book on the subject, Dealing with Employment Discrimination. I recognized in Merve the characteristics of many of the people whose cases I handled; I was well versed in civil rights law, lived through the civil rights movement in the USA, and personally investigated hundreds of discrimination cases. For these reasons, I felt comfortable telling this compelling story in a factually sound yet personal way.


Of course, the headscarf issue in Turkey, as well as France, Germany and other countries, is drenched in intense political overtones. In Turkey, it is especially a complex and volatile issue that is viewed within the context of modern Turkish history and adherence to a secularism that came in the new Republic after six hundred years of Ottoman rule closely integrated with Islam. One cannot fully understand the issue without understanding the Turkish revolution in the 1920s headed by Mustafa Kemal (Ataturk) whose picture adorns practically every building, ofﬁce and store in Turkey today.


Turkey is a wonderful country, rich in culture and history, yet fractured as much as the earthquake-prone fault lines that run deep below the earth’s surface in most of Anatolia. Half of Turkey thinks that Merve Kavakci had a ‘hidden political agenda’ directed by others, and is a threat to the Turkish state. The other half sees her as its democratic salvation and hero for all the headscarved women who are denied rights in that country. The intense feeling Merve Kavakci evokes cannot be understood without considering the fact that even the headscarved wives of Turkey’s President and Prime Minister, whom Merve still communicates with, are generally not be taken to state events.


The Day Turkey Stood Still is foremost a human rights story, notwithstanding its historical and political context. Understanding the travails of human rights issues starts, and ends, with humans, with people, not politics. Until we dig deep into the human context we will neither understand the full story of any so-called ‘conﬂict of civilizations’, nor develop the kind of transformative empathy that enables political change and the establishment of a peaceful and just society.


Beginning on 2 May 1999, Merve Kavakci endured the wrath of a nation for all to see, but her burden of being treated differently began much earlier and is emblematic of all the millions of headscarved women in Turkey who do not enjoy their right to express and live their religion in terms of dressing in the way they believe their religion requires in the public sphere – including education, teaching, working for the state and public professions. Knowing the tight bond of family, the perspective of past events, and the nature of her religious beliefs will help the reader to understand, I hope, the personal story of Merve Kavakci, as a baby step to understanding the billion personal stories that comprise a world that deﬁes clichés, generalizations and simple bias.


When asked why she had refused on 1 December 1955 to give up her seat to a white person, the way she had on so many other occasions, Rosa Parks, who was in fact a seamstress in Montgomery, Alabama at the time, said that she was simply ‘tired of giving in’ and she ‘wanted to know for once and for all what rights she had as a human being and a citizen’. She left the leadership roles of the civil rights movements to others. Years later she recalled, ‘When that white driver stepped back toward us, when he waved his hand and ordered us up and out of our seats, I felt a determination cover my body like a quilt on a winter night.’ After reading The Day Turkey Stood Still I hope that you will have some understanding of how one headscarved woman suffered a basic violation of human dignity and respect, and can thus better appreciate the quiet but constant nature of her determination and that of others to effect change.


In addition to human rights, there is the political rights aspect of this story. As an elected Member of Parliament, Merve Kavakci also wanted to represent her constituents – in particular the women who talked to her repeatedly before the oath-taking ceremony and expected her to walk into Parliament wearing the same headscarf as they wore, and resist pressure to take it off. The night before, they called her, imploring, ’You’re going to walk in, aren’t you? You’re going to do it, right?’ This is democracy at its core, the baseline person-to-person contact between people and their representatives. Unfortunately, this core principle of political representation clashed with the tenets of Turkish nationalism and secularism, causing a harsh response and a torrent of actions that are documented in this book.


Third, this is also a story of women’s rights. Prime Minister Ecevit, after all, yelled in Parliament on that fateful day, ‘Put this woman in her place.’ And it was a wall of secular, uncovered women deputies in Parliament who were supposed to prevent Merve from ultimately taking her oath, at least that was the initial plan, so as not to make the issue seem like one of men treating women unfairly. Part of this story’s character as a women’s issue also relates to religious women who endure another layer of smothering patriarchy and unfair treatment because they are women in Turkey. Millions of women in Turkey are affected by this phenomenon to this day. Turkey has the worse record of women’s employment in Europe and ranks low on all scales of gender equality. Discrimination against women in employment is rampant, there is a lack of facilities for protecting battered women and honour killings persist particularly in rural areas.


This book describes, for the ﬁrst time, the story of Merve Kavakci’s run for Parliament, told with her cooperation and within the context of Turkish politics, historical events and characters. It presents a far more revealing and objective picture than the one presented to the Turkish people by the newspaper cartels at the time, or as described by even Western journalists and cited in academic papers. I hope that this book on one level helps readers to understand the conﬂicts that lie at the foundation of Turkey, a country that has the potential of setting new standards of democracy in the Middle East, and that it provides commentators, policy makers and academics with an understanding of people’s democratic aspirations regardless of culture, religion and nationality.


The struggle for human, political and women’s rights that underscores the wearing of headscarves by eighteen million women will undoubtedly affect the course of the twenty-ﬁrst century in Turkey and beyond. The underlying political movements related to these issues may intensify. There is certainly a need for the West to better understand the Islamic world generally and issues of human rights individually. The explosion of prejudice in August 2010 regarding the building of an Islamic community centre in New York City is the latest example of the gap that exists between some Americans and an understanding of Islamic people. Meanwhile in the Middle East, a wave of revolutionary sentiment is sweeping the region in deﬁance of authoritarian and repressive regimes. The fault lines may be redrawn and the parties change, but the issues remain. It’s my wish that The Day Turkey Stood Still adds to the general body of knowledge that derives from all these issues, that it helps our understanding of them and promotes empathy towards the universal, human need for freedom. And, of course, I hope that it beneﬁts in some way the covered women of Turkey.


A note on terms


I have generally refrained throughout the book from using two popular terms that refer to political Islam – namely, ‘Islamism’ and ‘Islamist’ – although others using these terms may be quoted. The reason for this is that these terms are rife with negative connotations for many readers; they also actually have a wide variety of meanings and are subject to various deﬁnitions by both scholars and political actors. Thus I have tried to avoid their use.


On the other hand, I have used the term ‘Islamic’ to characterize those people who are devout practitioners of Islam. In Turkey today approximately 60 per cent of the population fall into this category, people who try to pray ﬁve times a day, avoid drinking alcohol and eating certain foods, and who fast during Ramadan. The point is that the political views of Islamic people are as diverse as the parties they join. The Western press in particular often refer to Islamic-friendly political parties as ‘Islamist’, including the current ruling AK (Justice and Development) Party in Turkey. This practice is confusing and misleading and should be avoided. We should not make assumptions regarding the political views of Islamic people and the parties they support, because they do, in fact, vary signiﬁcantly.


Richard Peres


October 2011


Istanbul, Turkey
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Introduction:


The Turkish Context


On 2 May 1999, Merve Safa Kavakci,1 newly elected Member of Parliament, entered Turkey’s Grand National Assembly in Ankara to take her oath of ofﬁce. She was wearing a multi-shaded blue headscarf, which matched her well-ﬁtted, dark blue suit. The scarf was wrapped tightly around her head, covering all her hair and pinned beneath her chin – the style of a religious Islamic woman. As soon as she entered and began her walk calmly and steadily to a seat in the second row in the centre of the Turkish Parliament, accompanied by Nazli Ilicak, an uncovered woman deputy of the same party, the jeers of about one hundred Parliamentarians began, letting out a long chorus of ‘get out get out get out’, clapping in unison and protest, banging their hands on their desks, while millions of Turkish citizens watched on television transﬁxed by the spectacle.


Although many Turks believed the opposite, for Merve Kavakci her walk into Parliament was a simple act of democracy, representing the headscarved women from the ﬁrst electoral district in Istanbul who had voted for her, as well as the rest of her constituents – many of whom were secular men and women not as devout in their religious practices. But it was headscarved women who had been calling her all day, encouraging her to take her rightful seat in Parliament after her election and maintain the symbol of her religious faith, something that no other woman had ever done in the history of Turkey. Merve Kavakci would be the ﬁrst covered woman, as well as the youngest deputy in the history of the Republic, to take her oath of ofﬁce.


However, for the pro-secular, Kemalist bloc in Turkey, her stroll down the aisle was a virtual act of war, a provocation in deﬁance of the loosely deﬁned but powerful Kemalist ideology that formed the foundation of the Turkish Republic beginning in 1923, as established by Mustafa Kemal, now called Ataturk, or father of Turkey. Perhaps like no other act in the history of Turkey, it revealed a complicated fracture that splits this country – Islamic people on one side, secularists on the other. The division, however, was not (and even today is not) a simple story of secular, modern, Westernist elites ﬁghting against reactionary, anti-secular, traditional and anti-Western people. Rather, it has been used as a convenient vehicle for reducing many political battles into a single polarity.


Prime Minister Bulent Ecevit, leader of the DSP (Democratic Leftist Party) stood up and went to the podium without the permission of the eighty-six-year-old ceremonial President of the Parliament, Ali Rıza Septioglu. From his pocket he withdrew a prepared speech on what looked like a scrap of paper. He silenced the cacophonous crowd with his loud and stinging remarks:


This is not a place to challenge the state, no one may interfere with the private life of individuals, but this is not a private space. This is the supreme foundation of the state. Those who work here have to abide with the rules and customs of the state. It is not a place in which to challenge the state. Please put this woman in her place.


It was a deﬁning moment. The state had spoken. Merve Kavakci had always worn her headscarf, including when she applied for an election permit as the Fazilet (Virtue) Party nominee, during the campaign, and when she received ofﬁcial papers indicating her election to Parliament two days earlier. She picked up those papers in front of what seemed like the entire Turkish press corp wearing her headscarf. When asked throughout the campaign, before and after her election, about her intentions, she had always stated clearly that she would continue to wear it as part of her beliefs, that there was no law banning the headscarf in Parliament, and that she would not remove it when taking her oath of ofﬁce. She was not about to remove it now.


Merve Kavakci was fully focused on trying to remain composed in the face of the riotous atmosphere, although she sat visibly unmoved by the harsh words of the Prime Minister, which were received with applause and support by the members of the DSP, while the majority of the rest of the deputies in Parliament sat in silence. As Stephen Kinzer wrote the next day for the New York Times:


Last week, almost no one in Turkey had heard of Merve Kavakci. Today she stands accused of nothing less than trying to destroy the nation, and Turks are talking of little else. Prime Minister Bulent Ecevit has begun assembling a new Government, but few seem to care. Even the ﬁgure of Abdullah Ocalan, the captured Kurdish revolutionary, who is intensely hated, has suddenly faded from the public consciousness. Front pages of today’s newspapers were dominated by photos of Ms Kavacki in Parliament, where her appearance with a headscarf on Sunday sparked pandemonium. Television stations endlessly rebroadcast tape showing legislators shouting insults at her.2


The display of rejection in Parliament continued for forty-five minutes until a recess was called. The scene was chaotic and disorganized. At this point, against her better judgement, Merve Kavakci left her seat with the other deputies. Her father was desperately calling to her cell phone to tell her to remain seated, but her phone was turned off. Denied her seat in the Turkish Parliament, harangued by the government, not supported by her party and her citizenship taken away, she would not be allowed to return. A day after the event, Turkey’s leading paper asked, ‘So who is forcing her to take such an uncompromising stance and thus creating political turmoil?’3


The other Turkey: what does Merve Kavakci represent?


The headscarf worn by Merve Kavakci on 2 May 1999 may have ended up being exhibited in the US Capitol as representative of the struggle for democracy and religious freedom, but in Turkey her actions were viewed by the Kemalist bloc as an intolerable threat to Turkey’s very existence. Is Merve Kavakci nothing more than a symbol of Islamic fundamentalism and an affront to Ataturk’s philosophy of modernism and secularism that is embedded in the Turkish Constitution and the psyche of Turkey’s people? The concept of religious freedom may seem to be a simple one for Americans, who approved the ﬁrst amendment to its Constitution (and the Bill of Rights) in 1791, a logical outgrowth of the many people who settled in America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to avoid religious persecution. But many, if not most, Turks do not see religious freedom from that perspective and have a dramatically different view of democracy based on the particular history and underpinnings of the Turkish Republic. Religion is to be controlled; religion impairs democracy. And thus her short and almost serene walk into the Turkish Parliament met with an explosion of conﬂict and outrage.


In spite of the fact that most women in Turkey4 wear a headscarf as part of their religious beliefs, they are subject to life-changing barriers and prohibitions in public, barriers that are not found in other countries in the Middle East or elsewhere, even in France. Headscarved women have been excluded from attending universities and high schools in Turkey for most of the last thirty years, both public and private, denied work in the public sector and consistently discriminated against in white-collar jobs. This is particularly the case since the military coup of 1980, which resulted in the 1982 Constitution created by the coup government and the establishment of Constitutional courts, and since the resurgent crackdown that ensued after the ‘post-modern coup’ of 28 February 1997.5 Even the daughter of the President of Turkey, Abdullah Gul, graduated from Bilkent University by attending classes wearing a wig and did not receive her diploma in public so as not to embarrass Bilkent’s administration. Neither his wife, nor the wife of Prime Minister Tayyip Erdogan, attended ofﬁcial state functions because of their headscarves. When President Gul broke from that tradition in 2010 on Republic Day the entire general staff of the Turkish Armed Forces boycotted the event.


Turkey’s secularism, based on French laicism, which was the foundation of the Turkish Republic, supports the view of the headscarf as a political symbol and speciﬁc threat against the Turkish Republic. Laicism, unlike the American view of secularism, subordinates religion to the state and, in Turkey, is controlled by the state. The fear on the part of secularists is that Islamic people want to impose an Islamic state in Turkey similar to nearby Iran. On the other hand, repeated surveys and polls show that devout Turkish people are not interested in establishing an Islamic state and that Turkish women who wear headscarves simply do so mainly for their own personal religious reasons.6 Put another way, the foundation of the Turkish Republic was based on the repression and control of Islam, along with the suppression of non-Turkish cultures (for example, the Kurds). That repression exists today, even with an Islamic-friendly ruling party, affecting the behaviour of Islamic people who deal with its constrictions in various ways, and continues to result in an incomplete democracy, at least the way the West deﬁnes it.


The ‘other’ Turkey is not just deﬁned as headscarved women. A key example is how vocational school graduates are openly discriminated against. From 1974 to 1997 all students from vocational schools, like other high school students, gained entrance into one of Turkey’s universities by taking a national entrance examination. But after the 28 February 1997 military intervention a ‘coefﬁcient’ system was put into place, administered by the Directorate of Higher Education, YOK, that downgraded the scores of students coming from vocational schools and religious high schools, called Imam Hatip, with a negative multiplier. The rules imposed by the coup leaders were an attempt to lessen the opportunities for ‘Islamists’ to rise up the career ladder and gain inﬂuential positions. In 1997, 49 per cent of students went to vocational and religious schools, but that number has plummeted because of the discriminatory rules in effect since then.7 Moreover, students of these schools cannot transfer back into regular high schools to remedy their situation. Merve Ozsoy, a twelfth-grader at the Hikmet Nazi Kursunluoglu Vocational High School, in response to a court decision to continue the coefﬁcient system, said she views the situation as a nightmare from which she cannot awake and it ‘pushes the limits of disappointed young people’.8 The coefﬁcient system has been upheld by the Constitutional Court, though the ruling, Islamic-friendly AK Party continues to push reforms to remedy the situation.


Much has been written about the fault lines that beset Turkey. Obviously, there is much to ﬁght over: a modern and developed nation rich in resources, culture and history that sits at the crossroads of Europe and the Middle East with eight countries on its borders. Indeed, its geo-political position has likely contributed to the origin of many conﬂicts including the modern/secular versus the traditional/religious. The political and cultural revolution led by Mustafa Kemal beginning in 1923 leaned towards the West, adopting a pro-secular and Western ideology of modernism. This was in response to nineteenth- and twentieth-century Ottoman failures, and after the capitulation to foreign powers that marred its six-hundred-year history of rule over a vast empire that reached to the walls of Vienna.


Turkey’s secular establishment or bloc – which includes many Turkish institutions, sectors including the military, civil bureaucracy, higher echelons of the judiciary, business sectors and some educational elite – are protective of the status quo in Turkey and take a pro-West, anti-Islamist position. In particular they cite Turkey’s foreign policies under the current AK Party government as examples of a non-Western and Islamic-friendly orientation, which to them explains a similar pro-Islamic domestic policy as a result. However, in reality Turkey’s imitation of the West, which started in the formative years of the Turkish Republic, is not rejected by a large part of the population. Nor has Turkey’s so-called ‘Islamic’ government done much Islamizing since it came to power in 2002. The tutelage role of the military and its lack of strong civilian control are legitimized on the grounds of unsecular threats to the secular and modern character of the state. Similarly, Turkey’s qualiﬁcation of individual rights and abrogation of religious freedoms may be admissible in terms of Turkey’s own view of democracy, but it is decidedly not democratic in the Western sense. So the paradox is that even the ‘West’ as a set of values is deﬁned differently in Turkey.


It is a complex conﬂict, difﬁcult for Westerners to grasp without knowing the context of modern Turkish history. The Kavakci Affair was obviously an internal issue for Turkey, difﬁcult for the West to get involved in. Therefore it is possible to understand why the US ambassador did not voice any opposition against Merve Kavakci being denied her seat, for example, although on other occasions there were statements of concern on other issues and only Islamic countries registered a protest. In the post-Merve Kavakci Affair period, Westerners do not readily understand the deeply embedded fears of Turkey’s elite and aggressive form of secularism, but tend to go along with it because it complements fears of Islam after 9/11 and the perception of Islam as supporting terrorism.


Moreover, applying a Western feminist perspective does not help to explain matters more clearly either, in spite of Kemal Ataturk’s advances for women’s equality. Modern, secular Turkish women have also opposed lifting the headscarf ban and are not sympathetic to the plight of these ‘other’ women. In fact, many have organized to support women’s rights, but speciﬁcally not the rights of Islamic women, whom they see as being anti-feminist and a threat to Turkey.9 They too view Islamic women with disdain, as having a political agenda, as being paid to wear their headscarves or forced to do so by political parties and family members. This disdain can be seen in the stares of modern women at the headscarved girls who shop at Kanyon, the ultra-modern mall on the European side of Istanbul north of the old city, as relayed to me by covered women. And it can be seen in the photographs of women protesting against Merve Kavakci in May 1999. Some of these non-sympathetic women are also academics, even sociologists who research and write about Islamic women for their academic articles. Their feminism and empathy stop with the headscarf.


Secular women have also voiced the fear that they will be pressured by Islamic women to cover their heads if such bans are lifted. There is no evidence to support their fear, which does not discredit their having such feelings, but this fear is often expressed as one of the reasons for perpetuating prohibitions.


One crucial question that occupied Turkey’s popular and ofﬁcial agenda was how this woman could possibly be acting on her own? This lack of agency attributed to Islamic women seems to be one endemic barrier placed in front of women who want a voice, or a seat in Parliament, or to teach at a university in Turkey or work for the state. It runs counter not only to Western notions of liberal democracy and human rights, but also to the unique attributes of all humans, of our magniﬁcent individualities. Ms Kavakci, now Merve Kavakci Islam, addressed this issue of a lack of women’s agency and Orientalism in Headscarf Politics in Turkey: A Postcolonial Reading (Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). She argues in this book that although Turkey is itself in the Middle East, Orientalist assumptions were at the core of the founding of modern Turkey in 1923.


Sympathetic Westerners are often told that applying democratic principles to Turkey does not always make sense because Turkey is different, Turkey is ‘unique’ and therefore human rights standards do not similarly apply. I have also been told this directly by Islamic men, even by some who are sympathetic to the political struggles of Islamic women and Merve Kavakci speciﬁcally: ‘Feminism is a Western concept. In Islam it is replaced by the family.’ In fact women leaders of the AK Party, including its sole female minister, speak against ‘feminism,’ which they view as a Western concept, yet advocate the interests of women. And for others, including the military and political parties, the headscarf issue reduces itself to a power struggle against the ‘other’ Turkey. Turkish nationalism and its deﬁnition also make the waters separating the two sides murky, for it is an attribute shared by all sides.


Yet for me clarity comes through living in Turkey and talking with religious people, who seem not unlike religious people elsewhere, anywhere. They want to be part of the middle class, get a good job, raise a family and prosper. Yet they are, also, simply unfortunate. In Turkey they have been politicized as the enemy of the secular state, a by-product of a revolution led by one man with a modernizing vision beginning in 1923, ‘modern’ for the 1920s, which turned into a forced revolution supported over the years by the Western countries it sought to emulate. Second, religious people are unfairly characterized in a pejorative way as ‘fundamentalists’ intent on bringing an Islamic state to Turkey, regardless of polls showing that this view is rare among religious Turks. The rise of restrictive laws against minarets and headscarves by European counties and the objection by France and Germany to Turkey entering the European Union come to mind, as well as many instances of Islamophobia in the West, including laws against Shariah in many US states. These views stem from a one-dimensional view of Islam that does not reﬂect reality, a view ampliﬁed by the idea that a ‘stable’ Turkey with an inﬂuential military is better than one that is less-than-stable yet more democratic, led by an Islamic-friendly political party.


As I write these words the midday call to prayer echoes among the apartment complexes where I live, on the Asian side of Istanbul, overlooking the Marmara. It is an almost transparent part of the fabric of this country, like the church bells heard on Sundays in the West, ones I heard every morning where I lived in the USA, calling Catholic parishioners to morning Mass. I am not Catholic, but I got used to it and didn’t mind. Practically every neighbourhood in Turkey hears the ezan ﬁve times a day. The Directorate of Religious Affairs replaced the ezan with a Turkish version, which was objected to by religious Turks, but was restored to its original Arabic in 1950 by a new government led by Adnan Menderes. The name ezan appears in the Turkish national anthem as well.


Turkey is almost 100 per cent Muslim today; the majority of its citizens are devout and practise its tenets in several variations, including the majority Sunni, as well as Alevis and Suﬁs. The perception of headscarved women during Ataturk’s time has little relevance today. At the time of Turkey’s War of Independence they were often rural, impoverished and focused on working in their family’s business or in the countryside, raising children and taking care of the home. It was a war that headscarved women also fought. That headscarf, worn loosely around the head and not fastened with a pin, often not tightly covering the hair, was a traditional female custom of the time. But then, ‘In the 1990s, a new generation of young women, assertive and liberated but still religiously conservative, began pursuing opportunities that had never been available to their mothers and grandmothers but that, thanks, ironically, to women’s liberation provisions of Kemalism, were available to them.’10 They tied their headscarves differently, competed with secularists in universities and the public and private spheres, and thus infringed upon the secular establishment.


Mustafa Kemal did indeed bring equality to Turkish women (albeit with some qualiﬁers). He wished to be seen and photographed with them, in their modern Western dress without the hijab (headscarf) and carsaf (black cloak, like a chador in Iran), women who would take part in modern Turkish society alongside men, get educated, drive cars and join the modern world. The fact that they looked modern was important. In the Turkish Republic’s view of modernity, appearances mattered. This was certainly for the time a highly modern view of women, not only for the Middle East but elsewhere in the world. This attribute of Ataturk’s revolution is often revered today. For example, a large photograph of Ataturk and women in modern dresses is the backdrop at the front desk of the Marmara Hotel in Taksim Square, Istanbul. However, when he died in 1938 he could not have envisioned the ‘modern Turkish Islamic woman’ who wanted to do almost everything that a secular woman would do except cover her hair, like the headscarved women I saw recently at a Tarkan (a Turkish pop star) concert in Istanbul, singing along with their secular counterparts in the crowd of cheering young people.


There is a class issue here as well in which educated Islamic women do not have an easy time crossing the line to modernity. For some Turks wearing a headscarf is ﬁne for the women who commute to their homes to provide cleaning and cooking services, or who work in ofﬁces at night or who clean the streets. But for women doctors, lawyers, computer programmers and professors, wearing a headscarf represents a social and cultural threat. These women are smart, they know what they are doing and thus are perceived as knowingly challenging the secular public sphere. Certainly there are a lot of elements at work in this fear: real insecurities, cultural differences, political power, prejudice and isolation, to name a few. The point is that there is a generation of Turkish Islamic women (as well as men) seeking entry into the middle class whose self-development is stymied by discriminatory laws and practices. Ironically, Merve Kavakci’s education level, her elitist family background, income level and her ﬂuency in English did not help her cross the bridge to a new deﬁnition of non-secular modernity but rather exacerbated her provocateur label. It is a surprising but key fact to remember.


Today, more than ten years later, the most aggressive secularists in Turkey marginalize Merve by referring to her, as did MHP (Nationalist Movement Party) deputy Osman Durmus in the Turkish Parliament in 2010, as that ‘American citizen Merve Kavakci’.11 But Merve Kavakci is Turkish. She was born in Turkey, as were her parents. Her grandfather fought in the War of Independence, was wounded and served for twenty-seven years. And like thousands of other Turks, as we shall see, she held dual citizenship, which enabled her to obtain a university education and to enjoy religious freedom in America.


There are eighteen million covered women12 in Turkey today, from a vast socio-economic spectrum, including rural and urban women, illiterate and educated, some of whom stylishly cover their heads with the latest Islamic fashions, drive cars, have proﬁles on Facebook, and want to become lawyers, doctors, professors and other professions, and join the growing Turkish middle class. Despite some studies that have shown that not all Islamic women embrace a full work-life because of their conservative family values,13 religious Islamic women have expressed, through their street demonstrations and new human rights organizations, that they want to participate in the modern world alongside their not-so-religious ‘sisters’.


While the idea of ‘modern Islamic women’ may be bothersome or an oxymoron to both secularist women (and men) and some religious Islamic men as well, its increasing presence is a fact. Understanding their struggles and issues of identity is important to bringing the West closer to an understanding of the highly multi-dimensional nature of the Islamic world and Turkey in particular.


Moreover, that understanding is critical for Turkey if it is ever to resolve a chronic and polarizing conﬂict. The fault lines in Turkey resemble, in some ways, America’s up to the early 1960s before the civil rights movement gained cohesiveness and a dynamic leadership. Discrimination in housing was the rule and not unlawful in most states, and if unlawful, those laws were rarely enforced administratively or in the courts. Neighbourhoods were not integrated throughout the USA and there were entrenched, segregated enclaves in the suburbs, north and south, and in the cities were the ‘ghettos’ that many white Americans managed to avoid. After hundreds of years of separate cultures, there was certainly fear in the air in the suburbs and white neighbourhoods of America, and that fear and friction took decades more to assuage as African Americans progressed slowly into the middle class, discrimination laws were passed, and one by one minorities made inroads in housing, employment and public accommodation. It was a long, arduous, often violent and political struggle. One should not expect Turkey to quickly resolve its similarly deeply entrenched conﬂicts.


In addition to separate neighbourhoods, gated communities and shopping areas, as well as the sharp difference between major cities and rural areas, consider this: most secular Turks have not attended high schools and universities with headscarved women for much of the last thirty years. Moreover, headscarved women were absent in many professions (lawyers, doctors, engineers) due to educational barriers or discrimination, and the white-collar employment environment was similarly disconnected from the world of covered women, especially in the front ofﬁces, managerial positions and jobs that interact with customers (like Turkish Airlines ﬂight attendants). This lack of interaction with an entire group of ‘modern’ Islamic women who labour at workarounds to advance themselves, whether from lower socio-economic classes or from the up-and-coming middle class, naturally engenders fear and enmity at worst, and lack of empathy at least. This lack of contact in Turkey is enveloped by a level of polemical political discourse that is also severe in the extreme.


A decade after the Merve Kavakci Affair, the explosive issue of the headscarf continues to rage. Merve’s name may have left the front pages of the New York Times, and her headscarf is long gone from the halls of the US Capitol, but the conﬂict continues in Turkey unabated. And her name is not only well known and remembered; according to one of Turkey’s leading journalists it ‘hangs over the heads’ of Turkey’s ruling AK Party, to this day.14


In my ﬁrst meeting with Merve Kavakci I asked about how she seemed so placid in contrast to the shouting and conﬂict around her.


‘I was determined not to let them see my suffering on the inside and not give them that pleasure,’ she said. ‘I was elected to represent the people from my district, my constituents, many of whom wore a headscarf. They called me earlier in the day and expected me to represent them and that is what I was intent on doing.’ Merve Kavakci became emblematic of this conﬂict and achieved a dual meaning for Turks. For some she is a provocateur; for others, particularly Islamic women, she is a heroine. Untold numbers of them have named their daughters after her.


The early Republic


Turkey’s long and rich history, plus its relatively recent establishment as a republic, provides an overpowering context that hovers just below the surface in the consciousness of its politicians and citizenry. It fuels nationalistic fervour and supports the notion of Turkey’s ‘uniqueness’. In that sense, Turkey is no different from any other country. Pride in Turkey is fuelled by its history as a great nation.


Merve Kavakci’s mother grew up in Istanbul within walking distance of the Haghia Sophia, one of the ‘world’s greatest architectural achievements’,15 built by Emperor Justinian in 537 and the greatest cathedral of Eastern Christianity. More than a quarter of a millennium before the British established a colony in the Americas, in September 1396, a massive European army of 250,000 men, led by John of Nevers and King Sigismund of Hungary, battled and lost to Bayezid I, the head of the Ottoman Empire, who had a smaller and less equipped army, at Nicopolis in Turkish territory near the Danube. It was the last battle of the Crusades. The Europeans lost more than 150,000 men trying to defeat the Turks, whose empire at that time stretched to the Euphrates.


Then in May 1453, the Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II and his army defeated Constantine after a seven-week siege of Constantinople (today’s Istanbul) and after spending a year at the Castle of Rumeli-Hasari that has guarded the Bosphorus since 1452, which can be visited today. After the victory, Mehmet II raced on his white horse through the ruined city to protect the Haghia Sophia from looters and convert it immediately into a mosque16 (one of Istanbul’s major tourist attractions).


A hundred years later, people in Istanbul were observed lowering buckets through their basements to collect water and even ﬁsh. It was only then that a massive underground cistern, built by Justinian a thousand years earlier, was discovered. It is still there today, one of the more unusual tourist attractions in this historic city, just a short walk from the Haghia Sophia.


The Ottomans ruled for six centuries, their empire stretching at one time from the gates of Vienna to today’s Balkans and Greece, across Anatolia to Mesopotamia, Syria, Egypt and North Africa. Europeans over the years were terriﬁed of them and their bad reputations live on today in the works of Shakespeare and more contemporary commentators who do not want them in the European Union.17


Ataturk established Ankara as its capital in 1923. Situated in a valley on a plateau (2,700 feet) 250 miles east of Istanbul, Ankara had become the headquarters of Kemal’s forces during the War of Independence because it was far from the Ottoman, British, Greek and Italian armies that sought to claim their share of Turkey after the Treaty of Sevres in 1920. But its selection also symbolized the changes that were taking place in Turkey after almost ﬁve centuries of rule from historic Istanbul18 and its location as an imperial capital for 1,593 years.19


Although Ankara’s population was only about 50,000 at the time, the new capital grew to one million by 1968, the year of Merve Kavakci’s birth in that city, and is about ﬁve million today. It is an overtly modern city, with sleek and immaculate shopping malls, and apartment complexes have seemingly sprung up everywhere, spread out and organized without a centre, as if planning could not keep up with its rapid growth and economic development. It hardly appears historical, compared to the ancient mosques and spires that characterize Istanbul. Yet overlooking the city of Ankara, mostly hidden from public view, is the Citadel, whose walls date from the mid-seventh century. Near those walls is a building that houses an amazing collection of artefacts, the Museum of Old Anatolian Civilizations. It was founded by Ataturk himself as the Hittite Museum while his troops were still ﬁghting the War of Independence. Photographs of the great man visiting the museum in the 1930s adorn the main area on the ground ﬂoor.


Ankara’s history, and Anatolia, can be traced back 4,000 years to the Hittites, followed ‘in the tenth century bc by the Phrygians, and later by the Lydians, Persians, Macedonians, Galatians, Romans, Byzantines, Seljuks and ﬁnally the Ottomans’.20 And just about anyone of signiﬁcance passed through, from Genghis Khan to Alexander the Great. In summary, Turkey’s long-time place in the world is at the centre of civilization – not as a colony but as a colonizer, a major player on the world stage for 1,500 years.


However, by the twentieth century the empire was almost at an end and its grandeur gone. Picking the Germans as allies in 1914 was a disaster, the only bright spot being the Ottoman’s victory at the Battle of Gallipoli led by a young colonel named Mustafa Kemal. But by 1918 the country was essentially under the control of foreign powers and the sultan was an ‘irrelevant puppet’.21 In 1920 the Sultan agreed, at Sevres, to allow the allies to cut up Turkey, including the Greek and Italian inﬁltrations in Anatolia, a section of the country for the French, and independent territories in the east for the Kurds and Armenians.


Three years later, those plans would be all but forgotten. Mustafa Kemal did the impossible, leading an impoverished nation against not only a weak government but also foreign powers, including the invading Greeks, to establish the Turkish Republic. Mustafa Kemal, ofﬁcially called ‘Ataturk’ since 1934 (‘father of the Turks’) was one of the greatest military and political leaders of the twentieth century, in the same category as Mao Tse-tung, who also led his country in a successful war of independence against foreign powers and who had an immeasurable impact on generations of people. It is no wonder that his countenance is everywhere in Turkey today – on all currency, in every business, ofﬁce and public place, on the side of buildings, on key chains, mugs and blankets, as statues in town squares and in front of important buildings – the list is endless. He was indispensable in making Turkey into a modern state, resembling the West, which was his goal, breaking away from the backwardness and weaknesses of the Ottomans and the religious domination of the Caliphate. When a young Bernard Lewis came to Turkey in 1938 he was mesmerized by how modern Turkey had become, and his landmark book on the history of Turkey that appeared in 1961, The Emergence of Modern Turkey, resonates with admiration.


Ataturk’s military accomplishments are far outweighed by the one-man Cultural Revolution he led after the Ottoman army and foreign powers were defeated. Seeing a backward country of twelve million mostly illiterate and impoverished people, he set forth on a modernization campaign unlike any other. Early on, he abolished the Ottoman monarchy and shortly thereafter even the Islamic Caliphate, the leader of the Islamic world represented by the monarch, who was put on a train and sent to Switzerland. Although Ataturk appealed to the religious beliefs of the peasants to ﬁght off Turkey’s foreign invaders, after the war he took steps to control religion along the lines of the French laicite model. Certainly part of his motivation was that the Caliphate was a great source of political power, not simply head of a religion.


The changes implemented by Ataturk were top-down and had no basis in democratic principles. On the other hand, they were not expansionist, totalitarian; nor were they based on a powerful leader. A semblance of democracy – a Parliament and elections – was left in place. But from the founding of the Republic in 1923 until 1945 the Republican People’s Party was the only party, and Turkey was an authoritarian state, directed by Kemal Ataturk until his death in 1938, and then by his successor, Ismet Pasha Inonu. Opposition parties were allowed to form on two occasions, but when they began to criticize the government they were shut down.


Ataturk focused his years as leader of Turkey in establishing a secular and national state22 in three areas.




	Secularization of the state, education and the law: this was a continuation of a process started by Sultan Mahmut. The Swiss civil code was adopted to replace the institutionalized Islamic law of the ulema, the religious schools were abolished, and a Directorate of Religious Affairs was created in 1924 to impose control by the state over religion. (This is far different from separation of Church and state, as found in US law.)


	Cultural change: the religious fez was replaced by the hat in 1925, religious attire was limited to mosques, and Sunday was made the ofﬁcial day of rest instead of Friday. The Western clock and calendar were also adopted. Women were not only given the right to vote, but also encouraged to take part in Western-type occupations, from professional jobs, to pilots, opera singers and beauty queens – a liberation that had obvious non-religious connotations. More importantly, in one decree in 1928, Ataturk replaced Ottoman Turkish script, a version of the Arabic/Persian alphabet, with Latin letters, and went around the country instructing adults and children in the new form of writing. These ideas were not new, and were ﬁrst proposed as early as 1862, but the recommendations never stuck. Ataturk squashed opposition and gave the entire country just two months to learn the new way of writing. Illiteracy was, in a sense, eliminated as a problem: now everyone was illiterate, including university professors and lawyers, and all would start from the same place. The use of family names was introduced in 1934, at which time Mustafa Kemal Pasha became Ataturk, exclusive to him and his descendants (he had none). During this time Ataturk also took steps to ‘construct a new national identity and strong national cohesion’.23 These steps included altering history to indicate that Anatolia had been a Turkish country for thousands of years; that Turks had helped to create major civilizations in China, Europe and the Middle East; and the adoption of a uniquely Turkish identity separate from the Middle East, without recognition of Turkey’s minorities, such as the Kurds.


	Secularization of social life: the most important act here was the elimination of religious schools and courts, and suppression of the orders (tarikats) in 1925 along with their related mystical brotherhoods, which touched upon many areas of popular religion, including ‘dress, amulets, soothsayers, holy sheikhs, saints’ shrines, pilgrimages and festivals’.24 Resentment by these and other religious movements caused them to go underground. With the increasingly unpopular regime in the 1940s ‘the Kemalists politicized Islam and turned it into a vehicle for opposition. One could say that, in turning against popular religion, they cut the ties which bound them to the mass of population.’25






Ataturk’s reforms were aggressively implemented from the top down without debate in a relatively short period of time, compared to the previous six hundred years of Ottoman-Islamic culture. With fascism and Nazism already rising in nearby Europe, and often-viewed as contemporary models, democracy was not in the equation, and if it were those reforms would likely have not taken place and Turkey might very well be a different place than it is today. On the other hand, as the coming years would illustrate, the old culture would not be easily repressed. Turkey was and still is a Muslim country. The politicization of Islam would take other forms, as would the rise of modernism among Turkey’s religious Muslim population, hardly the perception of rural ignorant religious people so abhorrent to Kemalists.


A tenuous democracy emerges


The Kemalist regime was built on and supported by ofﬁcers, bureaucrats and local Muslim notables and traders, yet the vast majority of the population, peasants and workers, were not happy by 1945 and, in fact, lacked basic standards of living. Only one-quarter of 1 per cent of Turkey’s 40,000 villages had electricity 26 at the time, for example.


Although President Inonu is often given credit for supporting Turkey’s ﬁrst modern, free, two-party elections in May 1950, several factors in the previous ﬁve years gave rise to that effort. Turkey was a founding member of the United Nations in 1945, which was committed to democratic ideals. The USA gained preeminent inﬂuence at the end of the Second World War, which was a victory for Western democracies. In a speech in 1945 Inonu promised to make the regime more democratic and criticism of the government began openly in Parliament for the ﬁrst time. Later that year he allowed for a choice among candidates within the Republican Peoples’ Party (CHP). New political parties were then created in this relaxed atmosphere, notably the Democratic Party (DP) in January 1946. As the DP gained in popularity, elections were quickly called and the CHP won overwhelmingly, gaining all but 62 of 465 seats in the assembly. But massive vote-rigging and lack of secrecy in the voting led to more complaints by the DP. The DP pressed for democratic reforms after its ﬁrst convention in 1947 and by 1950 an election law was passed that required the judiciary, not the administration, to monitor elections.


During the time following the Second World War, tension with the Soviet Union emerged. The Truman Doctrine in 1947 brought military and ﬁnancial aid to Turkey (and Greece) as part of the USA’s defence of anti-communist regimes and the start of the Cold War. These factors also supported the move towards democratic reforms, the relaxation of the political climate, and the start of independent newspapers. Both the CHP and DP wanted the religious vote; the CHP even moved to allow religious education in schools.


Inonu, to his credit, allowed for the formation of other political parties and, despite ideas to the contrary by the Turkish military, supported Turkey’s ﬁrst free election on 14 May 1950. To everyone’s shock, the Republican People’s Party garnered only 39.8 per cent of the vote; the winner was the Democratic Party. Celal Bayar became President and Adnan Menderes became Prime Minister. A fragile democracy had begun. The military volunteered to take control but Inonu, again to his credit, called them off. It was an important ﬁrst step towards democracy.


Not accustomed to being an opposition party, the CHP fought back but the DP, thanks to American aid and a booming economy, maintained and even increased its lead in the 1954 elections. However, the DP was insecure – it felt that the bureaucracy and military still supported Inonu – and an economic downturn and increase in inﬂation in the later part of the decade eroded its support, particularly on the part of salaried employees, such as the bureaucracy and military. Menderes’ unfortunate response was to become more authoritarian towards the bureaucracy, trade unions and the press, resulting in a split within his party. Menderes was a secularist but used religion to extend his support, reintroducing the call to prayer in Arabic, building thousands of mosques (mosques are built and controlled by the government) and allowing religious broadcasts on radio.27 The CHP had begun the process of authorizing Qur’an courses and opening up religious schools, including a theology college at Ankara University, and Menderes continued that trend, not fearing religious practice as the Kemalists had, opening religious schools in many cities,28 and relaxing restrictions on expressions of religious feelings.29


However, by 1957 the issue of secularism had intensiﬁed. Although the Democrats did not undermine the secular character of the Republic, they accepted the autonomy of religious organizations. ‘To the majority of the educated elite (including civil servants, teachers and academics and ofﬁcers) who had internalized the Kemalist dogmas and who themselves owed their position in the ruling elite to the fact that they represented the “positivist, Western-oriented outlook”; the Democrats were threatening their political power and control of the state.’30 And ‘within the army, which regarded itself as the keeper of Ataturk’s heritage, the feeling that the DP was betraying the Kemalists traditions was especially strong’.31 In addition, Turkish intellectuals saw the relaxation of secularists’ politics as a resurgence of Islam, although it was really the masses expressing themselves. Nevertheless, as the CHP continued to attack the DP, Menderes fought back with even more repressive actions. His government banned newspapers from reporting on assembly debates, launched an investigation of the opposition, used troops to stop Inonu from holding a meeting, and carried out disciplinary actions against professors for criticizing the government, all of which resulted in student riots and demonstrations.32


The result was that on 27 May 1960 the military implemented its ﬁrst coup, which had, it was discovered, been in the making for several years. The country was now in the hands of a ‘National Unity Committee’ (NUC) headed by General Cemal Gursel, who became head of state, Prime Minister and Minister of Defence with Colonel Alparslan Turkes as Deputy Premier and a key advisor. Although initially greeted with outbursts of joy by students and the intelligentsia, the mood quickly changed. First more than two hundred generals were purged, then almost as many professors were ﬁred. The DP was dissolved, a new Constitution was written to balance political parties that got out of hand, and civil liberties were spelled out. The new Constitution was approved by referendum, 61.7 per cent to 38.3 per cent, a disappointing margin for the NUC however. To the surprise of many, there was ‘no return to the strict secularist, or even anti-Islamic, policies of the years before 1945’33 on the part of the NUC. However, the political use of religion was prohibited in the new Constitution.


The coup government also convened a tribunal, without any legal basis, to try the former regime, which took place on an island near Istanbul in the Sea of Marmara. Hundreds of people were imprisoned, and former Prime Minister Menderes and Foreign Minister Zorlu, despite the pleas of foreign governments, were hanged on 17 September 1961.


By 1965 a new party, the Justice Party (Adalet Partisi) had gained the support of the NUC and, led by Suleyman Demirel, won enough votes to gain control of the government. Demirel managed to hold the JP’s party together while emphasizing its Islamic character and maintaining pressure against leftist and communist movements, which included the purging of teachers and arresting of those who published communist propaganda. However, the new Constitutional Court protected civil liberties to some extent and universities, which felt empowered by toppling Menderes, got more actively involved in politics, particularly the ‘new left’. Suleyman Demirel would play an active role thirty-ﬁve years later in the Kavakci Affair.


In 1968 Abdullah Gul – later to be President of Turkey and another key actor regarding the incident in Parliament – entered Istanbul University. He was a leader of the Turkish National Union of Students (Milli Turk Talebe Birligi), which had a conservative identity at the time. This was the beginning of a chaotic period that saw universities ceasing to function, left-wing students robbing banks, neo-fascist militants bombing homes, paralysing strikes and Islamic political groups openly rejecting Ataturk’s aggressive secularism34 – a situation that ultimately led to yet another military coup three years later.


In March 1968, in Ankara, one of the ﬁrst headscarf incidents to receive media attention occurred when a woman named Hatice Babacan35 was expelled from the Ankara University Faculty of Divinity. ‘The dean of the faculty’s decision to expel Babacan set an important precedent for universities’ policies in dealing with veiled students. Presumably, Babacan’s style of veiling, with the scarf snuggly framing her face, made her stand out among her classmates.’36 Upon her arriving dressed that way, her professor told her to uncover or leave; she refused to uncover, citing her faith, and left.


Hatice Babacan lost her arbitration. The expulsion resulted in a boycott by ﬁfty students and hunger strikes outside the faculty building, which ignited a two-month battle in the media with the mainstream press supporting the school.37 In addition to Hatice Babacan, one of the leaders of that boycott was Saim Altunbas, a man who would later meet the Kavakci family in Erzurum and become a good friend. Ten headscarved students from the school and dozens of male students joined the boycott.38 The school even shut down during the controversy as the administration planned its next move. The university claimed that the students were being manipulated and controlled by others, including the ‘Muslim Brotherhoods’, although there is no evidence of this.


The marginalization by the Kemalist press in 1968 of the religious beliefs of Hatice Babacan, a headscarved woman, and their claiming that she was controlled and pressured by others, would be repeated for the next forty years as other cases and incidents involving headscarves played out in the press and society as a whole. From the beginning, as noted earlier, the secularists and Turkish courts viewed such incidents as infringing on the rights of women without headscarves, a view that is echoed even today by US educated Kemalists teaching in America. As noted by the Turkish Daily News regarding Hatice Babacan: ‘In March 1968, President Cevdet Sunay was discussing “inappropriate attempts in some places to make our girls and women cover their heads”. In other words, according to this viewpoint, defenders of the Shariah attacked people’s freedom of thought and the basic concept of human rights, exerting pressure on women to wear the veil.’


Shariah refers to the ‘way’ Muslims should live or the ‘path’ that they should follow.39 But the secularists in Turkey and elsewhere characterize it as the Islamic law that Muslims want to impose on others or on Turkey generally as their ultimate goal. Secular women and political leaders take the position that for their freedom headscarves should be disallowed in universities. Surveys of the Turkish population by TESEV and Gallup have shown over the years that only a very small minority of Islamic people in Turkey wishes to impose Shariah on its population. Moreover, the fears that secular women would be pressured to cover in Turkey have not materialized whatsoever during ten years of rule by the Islamic-friendly AK Party.


Nevertheless, almost ﬁfty years later that same argument of pressure on uncovered women remains. In 2005 the Grand Chamber of the European Court of Human Rights ruled against Leyla Sahin in her case against Turkey for its headscarf restrictions using the same reasoning relating to the fears of secular women. Secular proponents, including judges, often cite this case to prove that Turkey is democratic and that headscarf prohibitions do not violate human rights laws.


Early on, the ‘Kemalist state justiﬁed its coercive secularism by presenting Islam as the main reason for economic underdevelopment and social malaise that confronted Turkish society in the 1920s and 1930s’.40 As noted earlier, this inadvertently helped to politicize Islam groups who clearly began to see the state’s hostility towards religion, and ‘the secular elite considered any attempt by marginalized societal groups to seek representation within the state centre as an example of an “Islamic revival”’.41


Hatice Babacan maintained her religious beliefs in spite of her expulsion and would soon cross paths with the Kavakci family. Her nephew, Ali Babacan, is a well-known member of the current Erdogan government in Turkey. Merve Kavakci, born in the same city (Ankara) about the same time, would be the centre of her own media storm thirty years later.


The Kavakci family


Merve Safa Kavacki was born on 19 August 1968 at Mevkii Military Hospital, a nondescript two-storey building at a small military base in the Diskapi section of Ankara. She was the ﬁrst child of Yusuf Ziya Kavakci and Gulhan Gungen.


Both parents had impressive academic accomplishments by the time Merve was born and both were observant Muslims. Gulhan, her mother, was one of the ﬁrst university-educated women to wear the headscarf in Istanbul. She graduated from the historic Istanbul Saint George Avusturya Lisesi (Austrian High School) in 1960, a Catholic school whose teachers were nuns. ‘My religion was put in the corner those days and repressed,’ she told me. ‘But I looked at the Austrian nuns and what they were wearing and wondered why could I not wear my religious dress?’


In 1962 she entered Istanbul University, Faculty of Letters, majoring in German Philology. ‘In those days it was unthinkable that women who wore headscarves could even dream of going to a university,’ she said. There were no speciﬁc laws prohibiting headscarves, but given the subjugation of religion in support of Turkish secularism, there was no need. The Turkish military’s coup just two years earlier, in May 1960, legitimized itself partly by being a response to increasing religious activities in public spaces, which it saw as threatening its Kemalist programme.42


In this repressive atmosphere, Gulhan knew enough not to enter Istanbul University wearing her headscarf. So, during free periods, she would wash her hands (wudu), run to the mosque, cover her hair, pray, then return and uncover as she re-entered the university. But by the third year she made up her mind to cover whenever she wanted. She awoke one day, covered her hair and entered the doors of Istanbul University. Somehow the brazen tactic worked and she managed to complete her education, the ﬁrst headscarved woman to graduate from Istanbul University.


Yusuf met Gulhan when she was an undergraduate student at Istanbul University, where he was working on his PhD. They got engaged in 1966, married in 1967, and then moved to Ankara for Yusuf’s compulsory year of military service, where he was a member of the military police – which is why Merve was born in a military hospital.


Two years earlier Yusuf had received his BA in Islamic Studies from the Institute of Higher Islamic Studies (Ministry of Education) in Istanbul and LLB from the Faculty of Law, Istanbul University. He was a Haﬁz al-Qur’an, having memorized the Holy Qur’an at the age of ten. He received his PhD from the Faculty of Letters, Istanbul University, Institute of Islamic Research, just before starting his compulsory military service.


Yusuf Kavakci and his new family moved back to Istanbul in August 1969, returning to the house where they were married. He took the position of teacher of Islamic Law for the Institute of Higher Islamic Studies of the Ministry of Education.


These were anything but quiet times in Istanbul. Visits by the US Navy’s Sixth Fleet sparked anti-American demonstrations in July 1968. On 16 February 1969 (Bloody Sunday) a massive demonstration of 30,000 people in Istanbul’s Beyazit Square was broken up by police and troops, but then was attacked by a counter-revolutionary group wielding knives and sticks, resulting in two deaths. The violence included bombings, robberies and kidnappings, started initially by left-wing groups. ‘But from the end of 1968 onwards, and increasingly during 1969 and 1970, the violence of the left was met and surpassed by violence from the militant right.’43 Colonel Alparslan Turkes founded the MHP (Nationalist Movement Party; Milliyetci Hareket Partisi) in 1969, whose youth organization, known as the Grey Wolves, used street violence and trained in military-style camps to intimidate the left, including teachers and students. Turkes was a fascist advocate of secularism and racist nationalism but started to appeal to Islamic sectors at this time to attract votes. The MHP is still around today, one of three main opposition parties in Turkey.


At around the same time, Professor Necmettin Erbakan became general secretary of a business organization, then became a Member of Parliament as an independent, and ﬁnally formed his own party, the National Order Party (Milli Nizam Partisi) in 1970. Gulhan’s brother, Orhan (Merve’s uncle), graduated from the same high school as Necmettin Erbakan and in 1952 they entered Istanbul Technical University together. They met in the prayer room and became friends. Erbakan would end up playing a major role in Turkish politics and Merve’s political life.


Gulhan was planning to stay at home and take care of Merve but Yusuf did not agree and felt that she should pay back society and work. This was hardly indicative of the prevalent patriarchal attitude of conservative religious men, then or now. At the same time, a friend of Yusuf’s told him that the German teacher at the Imam Hatip School in Istanbul was retiring. It seemed a perfect opportunity for Gulhan.


But a headscarved woman teaching at Imam Hatip? Once again, Gulhan thought it seemed impossible. One day at Imam Hatip, the principal alerted Gulhan to the impending visit of an inspector from the Ministry of Education. She would have to stay hidden while he was there. Then a knock came on her classroom door and in came the inspector. He was one of Turkey’s most famous poets, Cahit Kulebi. At the time he was chief superintendent at the Ministry of Education. He walked over to Gulhan and said, ‘What is the matter? You look frightened. Don’t worry, I am a Turk and I am a Muslim too.’ Thus Gulhan was able to keep her job.


Gulhan’s father, Merve’s grandfather, was Ethem Gungen. He was also religious and was close friends with Mehmet Zahid Kotku, a well-known leader of the Naqshbandi order who preached in Bursa and who, like Ethem, spent years in the military during and after the First World War. Gulhan’s mother, Merve’s grandmother, was Kadriye Gungen. She was born in 1907, and wore a headscarf before she was married, which was at the beginning of the Turkish Republic in 1923 when the new secularism repressed religious practices of all kinds, putting pressure on her and her new husband. She had also memorized parts of the Qur’an and her parents too were very religious, more than all their other siblings. Her father emphasized the need for constant education, not necessarily to progress to a better job, but as an important Islamic value.


Gulhan developed a bond with her new school, its teachers (who knew her husband), the principal and the students, who had great potential but were often from rural areas, awkward and in need of social skills. She had some memories of one particular student, a very talkative fellow with curly hair, who was nominated for president of the school student association. His name was Tayyip Erdogan. Later, he would brag about his Imam Hatip education for the very reason that secularists looked down on it. The schools were viewed as second class whose students could not take exams to apply to the universities, and were for religious people, the ‘other’. In actuality, the Imam Hatip schools ‘raised many of the future leaders of Turkey, like Erdogan, the majority of the members of his party, and the majority of the mayors across the country’.44


It would be thirty years before Tayyip Erdogan would emerge as Turkey’s Prime Minister. Meanwhile, on 12 March 1971, Prime Minister Demirel received a memorandum from the Chief of the General Staff that amounted to another military intervention in politics. The government had not been able to stem the rising tide of violence on college campuses. Martial law was eventually imposed, ﬁve thousand people were arrested and there were many reports of torture.


In 1975 the Kavakci family moved to Erzurum, where Yusuf joined the faculty of Islamic Studies, then Theology of Erzurum Ataturk University. Gulhan took a position teaching German in the same university. She was accepted wearing a headscarf. Yusuf became Dean of the Faculty (School) of Theology.


Merve attended Ataturk Elementary School in Erzurum, an ancient and cold area in the north-east of Turkey. After her expulsion from the Ankara Faculty of Theology, Hatice Babacan had also migrated to Erzurum, a more welcoming environment than Ankara. Ironically, while not in school, Hatice Babacan taught Merve Kavakci how to read the Qur’an (which is in Arabic). Merve was an exceptional student in both venues. Hatice thought she was the best student she ever had. She even named her new-born daughter after her, an ironic precursor of the many girls later named after her.


The family viewed itself as liberal thinking. The rule was that you could do what you wanted, as long as it was something you could share with the family. And family decisions were subject to a vote, which included children. But even in that environment the young Merve was sometimes a challenge. Outside of school, which prohibited the wearing of headscarves, Merve started covering herself and praying with boys. Then she asked her religion teacher to help her ﬁnd a place to pray, because the second prayer of the day occurred when school was in session. He replied that he would look for a place for her, but of course he did not because headscarves were not allowed in school. Merve kept asking him if he had found a place, until ﬁnally one day the teacher told Merve, ‘Let’s make believe that you never asked me this, that this never happened, okay?’ Merve replied, ‘Okay, if this is your answer you will be questioned about it in the hereafter.’ She came home upset that day and told her parents what had happened. Her mother replied that in Islam you have to at least try to pray, even though you may not have the opportunity.


Meanwhile, political violence in the late 1970s once again escalated, this time out of control. Some student groups even robbed banks to raise funds. The Grey Wolves and fundamentalist groups on the right fought with leftists. Eighty per cent of high school students could not attend universities because of the scarcity of available places, adding to their stress. Gunmen opened up on 1 May demonstrators in Taksim Square in Istanbul in 1977; by 1979 approximately 1,500 deaths were attributed to political violence,45 more than 5,000 in total by the end of the 1970s. The result was another coup and this time the Kavakci family would be detrimentally affected.


On 12 September 1980, under the command of General Evren, the military took power for the third time. The Evren government formed YOK, the Higher Education Council, with a strong grip to take control of all universities and their curricula, and to remove left-leaning professors. In 1981 Evren banned headscarves worn by students by means of a National Security Council decree. He personally stated, ‘We will not let basortusu [headscarves] into the university. We are adamant about that. No one should insist on it. There is no such thing in the religion anyway.’ The decree stated, ‘Staff and students at the higher educational institutions must be in plain attire that is compatible with Ataturk’s reforms and principles’ and the ‘head will be uncovered and it will not be covered inside the institution’.46 The actual implementation of the ban was left to the discretion of the universities themselves, resulting in various ways to get around it, including transferring to different universities, wearing wigs on top of headscarves, or hats, and taking examinations without coming to school.47


The coup eventually resulted in a new dress code at Erzurum Ataturk University, which included the requirement that hair would be uncovered. Gulhan knew the then Vice-President of YOK, Vecdi Gonul, who was once Turkey’s Minister of Defence, so she visited him in Ankara to tell him about her situation, but to no avail. She returned to Erzurum and met with her dean of the faculty, Ahmet Cakir, who asked her to please remove her headscarf because ‘we don’t want to lose you’. Gulhan replied that she had made the decision to cover many years previously and was not going to change.


Because she was violating the dress code regarding headscarves and not an ofﬁcial law, the university could not ofﬁcially investigate her; instead they began a campaign to get her to quit. First they reassigned her from teaching philology to teaching at the foreign language school during evening classes. She did not complain and told the administration that it ‘would be nice to meet new people’. Then they required her to sit in a classroom and not teach anything, to do nothing. This did upset her but she endured it for two months. The ﬁnal step was when they cut her salary.


Gulhan told her family that she wanted to resign, that there was no other option. The family took a vote as to what Gulhan should do and they agreed that she should resign rather than be mistreated.


Thus Gulhan left Erzurum for Ankara, to be with her parents. Two days later her brother hired her to work for his international construction company, although she had been an academic and teacher all her life. She had a job, which she eventually learned, but the vocation she loved, her life as a teacher, was taken away from her.


Yusuf was soon to follow. He was told to prevent covered women from entering his classroom, a classroom where they learned about Islam. Notes Merve, ‘My father was in his youthful and most productive years teaching and thought it was out of the question for him to even suggest that the covering female students should uncover, so he submitted his resignation as dean of the school.’ He left Erzurum on 24 December 1982 while Merve stayed behind with her grandmother, transferring to Erzurum Anadolu Lisesi (an elite school where classes were held in English) for two years to complete her junior high years. She then went to Ankara to join her parents, who missed her.


In Ankara Merve Kavakci attended Ankara Koleji, a private, elite high school founded in 1928 and one of the best schools in Turkey for teaching English well and preparing students for college. She excelled in this environment, as she had at Erzurum Anadolu Lisesi, achieving superior grades. It was around this time that Merve started to wear a headscarf, though not in school, and started praying ﬁve times a day.


Merve graduated in 1986 and scored the necessary high grades in university entrance exams to be admitted to Ankara University Medical School.


After her high school graduation, she decided to visit an English teacher who had been a role model for her, and from whom she had learned so much. She bought the teacher a gift to show her appreciation, a standard sign of respect in Turkey, and wanted to tell her about her acceptance to medical school and thank her for all she had done. But this time she wore her headscarf. There was no longer a need to comply with the school’s requirements. The headscarf was part of who she was, and school was over. She entered Ankara Koleji and asked to see the vice-principal and her English teacher. As soon as she entered the room, the assistant principal looked at her and said, ‘What is this?’ Instead of coming to her defence, the English teacher joined in: ‘What do you expect, her mother wears one.’ Merve was only seventeen and was taken aback and devastated by this insult; she didn’t know how to respond. She had known of the red lines that could not be easily crossed in Turkey, and had seen how aggressive secularism had cut short the careers of her mother and father, but this was a surprise attack on her own self-worth simply because of the one square metre of silk that covered her head and neck. The perfect record, the excellent grades, the hard work amounted to nothing if you crossed this imaginary line. Stabbed in the heart, she turned and walked out of the school, never to return again. More than ﬁfteen years later, telling me this story, Merve Kavakci was still visibly shaken.


As the headscarf ban of 1982 started to be implemented at various schools and universities, it soon became a political issue that drove a wedge between secularists and religious people and generated protests across the country, especially in Ankara, the capital city. Then, in the post-coup elections of 1983, Turgut Ozal came to power as Prime Minister, via the Motherland Party (ANAP, Anavatan Partisi), with centre, right and Islamic support, and advocating religious freedom. With Ozal’s inﬂuence, YOK lifted the headscarf ban if women wore a turban in a modern way, but the deﬁnition of ‘turban’ was vague at best. This vagueness prevented its adoption, plus it did not meet the criteria for covering as religious people interpreted the Qur’an. Moreover, some institutions, including Ankara University Medical School, refused to admit students no matter how they wore their headscarf.48 The state bureaucracy and judiciary promoted the perception that headscarved women had their own political agenda and that they were being exploited by extremists. Many pointed to neighbouring Iran and its new Islamist Republic that came to power in 1979 as evidence of the threat they represented to Turkey.


In 1984 the Danistay (Council of State) ruled against one Hatice Akbulut, declaring that if educated female students chose to cover their heads it was ‘espousing a state system that is predicated on religion’ and ‘antithetical to women’s liberation’.49 Her appeal for being denied entrance to her university because of her headscarf was thus rejected. The argument would be the recurring one: covered women are being manipulated by others to act in a provocative manner. In December 1986, the Higher Education Council tried to stem the protests, stating, this time, that it was ‘mandatory for students to wear modern clothing at all times’, but left the interpretation up to university administrators.50 The protests and conﬂicts continued. Then the Parliament passed legislation letting students wear any attire they wanted. This was met with a veto by President Kenan Evren (yes, the general who led the coup in 1980). In response to that veto, Parliament passed another bill in 1988 allowing headscarves for religious beliefs. The President had run out of vetoes and appealed to the Constitutional Court, which threw the law out. The rejection was met with yet another law lifting the ban. This time the Constitutional Court, although seemingly lacking jurisdiction to interpret the substance of laws, interpreted the law granting freedom to wear what you want as not allowing headscarves.51


In summary, regardless of what the liberal-conservative Ozal government tried to do, the Kemalist state (courts, bureaucracy, state institutions), which in Turkey is separate from the ruling government, was not about to lift the ban. Moreover, when allowed, universities tended to go their own way, and that was generally to support the state (which funded them) and the military (whose past infringements on academic institutions were well known).


In her ﬁrst year, Merve managed to complete her studies because the ban had not yet been put ofﬁcially into effect at Ankara Medical School but the environment was increasingly hostile. As Merve says:


One day I was in an exam during freshman year. The professor was walking around and we were all busy with writing. She came and stopped by me and I realized she was standing next to me. And this was a few days before the ban was reactivated so I was wearing my headscarf. She quietly asked me why I was wearing it. I had to stop answering exam questions and in a low voice responded, ‘Because Allah, the Creator commends me to do so.’ She did not seem satisﬁed with what she heard. She reacted: ‘Come on! Somebody must be paying you to do so. Is it Iran or Saudi Arabia who are paying you?’


To avoid the ban that was imposed in her second year, Merve would wear a wig over her headscarf and drive to school using the unguarded faculty entrance in a car provided by her uncle for that very purpose. The wig looked ‘horrible and absurd,’ she told me, ‘and I hated it.’ Then, at one point, the ban was totally imposed. She pulled up to the gate with classmates in her car and the guard stopped her. ‘You can’t come in,’ he shouted. Merve looked at him, seething with anger. Everything she had worked for all her life – her studies, the endless hours of reading and working at home, the envying of her cousins as they each went off to college, the entrance exams, the other graduations, triumphs and awards – they were all gone now, all wasted, stopped by a person with little education at the gate of a university, because of her headscarf.


Because of their faith, Merve and her parents had reached roadblocks in Turkey that had become insurmountable. Protest demonstrations were held all over the country by religious students, women and men, who objected to having their careers cut short by Turkey’s aggressive secularism, but to no avail. First her parents and then Merve would visit the United States, and eventually settle in Richardson, Texas, near Dallas. It was Yusuf’s idea. He was invited to be an Imam, a religious leader, at a Muslim community centre there. They left everything behind – their friends and possessions, their culture and all they had worked for – to ﬁnd some religious freedom in the state of Texas.


Merve Kavakci married in 1988, after which she attended Richland College and then the University of Texas in Dallas earning a BS degree in computer science in 1993. She marvelled at her freedom. One day she came home after visiting a local mall and told her mother with amazement how she walked past a woman who simply said ‘hello’ to her without so much as a double-take, just walking on by without a second look.


Indeed, religious freedom in America was something Merve would get used to, making the lack of it that much more intolerable on her return to Turkey.


In 1994 Merve Kavakci, after completing her BS degree in Computer Science, did want to return to her native country. She and her husband had divorced and she was now a single parent. She left her parents and sisters and moved back to Ankara with her daughters, Fatima and Mariam. They lived in the family ﬂat in the Mebusevleri area of Ankara. Merve says:


I returned to my home country so that my daughters would speak Turkish, learn our customs and spend their elementary school years in Turkey because it is during this period that children develop their personalities. Now with my grandmother and uncle taking care of me, Ankara was home again. My aged grandmother, who had also raised me when my mother had been a teacher in Istanbul, now was taking care of my children. I would hug her often and joked that there was no running away from us.


It was Merve’s maternal uncle, Orhan Gungen, who gained her a high-level, though non-paying, position working for the Welfare Party that facilitated her return to Turkey.


The Welfare Party was founded in 1983 by Necmettin Erbakan as the third party of the Islamist National Outlook Movement, which he originated and which had represented Islamism in politics since 1970.52 Merve wanted a position in which she could freely wear her headscarf and the Welfare Party presented the perfect atmosphere. As a US-educated bilingual Islamic woman, Merve would ﬁnd it difﬁcult, if not impossible, to secure a white-collar position in companies and organizations that were not part of the Islamic community – a level of discrimination that persists today in Turkey. In addition, the party could use her obvious intellectual abilities and language skills.


Turan Gungen and Necmettin Erbakan graduated from the same high school in Istanbul and in 1952 Turan’s brother, Orhan, and Erbakan entered Istanbul Technical University together, studying structural engineering. Orhan went on to launch a highly successful construction company, one of the ﬁrst Turkish companies to do business in other countries. Erbakan completed his PhD in mechanical engineering and soon began a long political career.


It could be said that Merve Kavakci had a ‘pedigree’ background for politics, even though women, and in particular the ones who covered themselves, had never risen to decision-making positions in the party nor run for ofﬁce. Her uncle, Turan Gungen, was active politically all his life. Orhan was also close friends with Temel Karamollaoglu, then Vice-President of the Welfare Party, who described Orhan as one of its founders.53 Over the years, Orhan received several proposals to run for ofﬁce – including, at one point, from Suleyman Demirel – but turned them all down to focus on his family business. Merve’s mother and father were also well known in Islamic political circles.


It was an opportune time for her to start working for the party, a time when Islamic political organizations and activism on the part of Islamic women were on the rise. In the Welfare Party organization men and women worked separately, with women playing a key role interacting with other women in neighbourhood meetings to support Welfare Party candidates, an approach that ﬁtted with Turkey’s conservative culture regarding interaction among men and women. It was a perfect ﬁt for Merve, who excelled in this environment and who needed also to raise her young daughters, Mariam and Fatima. on her own. She was head of Foreign Affairs in the Women’s Commission of the Welfare Party starting in 1994 and then for the Virtue Party when Welfare was shut down in 1998 by the Constitutional Court. She accepted, on the condition that she would be allowed to bring her four- and ﬁve-year-old daughters with her to work. It was the best option for her. A headscarved computer engineer would be unlikely to ﬁnd work, and she was happy to be accepted and valued in a welcoming environment. Orhan was conﬁdent that Merve could handle the job, which included travelling overseas and giving presentations. ‘She was so talented,’ he told me at his home in Ankara. ‘As a child her ability to learn was amazing. She was determined to work and study from an early age and was an excellent student, plus her English was perfect.’54
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