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Abstract
In the 1920s, Kemal Mustafa Ataturk established the secular Republic of Turkey. Under
this establishment, religion was separated from public life, and especially from politics. This
setup included the protection of women’s rights, including the banning of polygamy and the
provision of equal rights in divorce and the right to vote. This protection of women’s rights was
reinforced on a global scale in the 1990s when women’s rights came to the forefront of the
worldwide agenda, beginning the push for women’s rights to be considered along with human
rights. Countries around the world jumped on the bandwagon, Turkey included. When the
Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi
, or the AKP, was elected in 2002, the precedent of protecting
women’s rights was cast aside. Women were pushed into more “traditional” roles, resulting in a
decrease in employment rates and a dramatic increase in domestic and other violence as
feminist voices grew louder. The problem this research seeks to address is the source of the
decline in women’s rights in Turkey over the past decade and a half. To ascertain the causes of
this decline, the research looks at laws, public opinion and statistics regarding female
participation in society, as well as violence against women. The independent variable, the rise
of political Islam in Turkey, is studied under the lens of similar factors, including laws, public
opinion and the changing role of the military in Turkish politics. The analysis of these two
variables reveals that, while the implementation of political Islam has been a factor in the
decline in women’s rights, the decline is more attributable to President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s
instrumental use of culture to gain an authoritarian hold on power. These findings provide
various implications regarding Turkey. First, it seems that the interpretation of Islam’s being
enforced by President Erdoğan and his government has had a negative impact on the rights of
women in Turkey, which ultimately could damage Turkey’s acceptance into the European
Union. Secondly, the conclusion that Erdoğan has established a dictatorship has negative
implications for the future of Turkey, especially if Erdoğan continues to exploit his power.
Lastly, given that previous trends in Turkey, along with much of the rest of the world, have
been directed toward progress for women’s rights, Turkey’s backsliding presents a
disconcerting anomaly compared to both regionally situated countries and the rest of the world.
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Introduction: The Puzzle
The secular republic that Mustafa Kemal Ataturk built in Turkey in 1923 afforded
women a variety of rights. Women had the right to vote in all elections by the mid1930s; they
were given equal rights in matters of divorce and child custody; headscarves were banned in
universities and state buildings; and polygamy was banned. Women’s education rates
continually increased with employment rates. Alongside largely oppressive regimes and
dictatorial practices, Turkey served as an exception and a model for the surrounding Middle
Eastern states in terms of women’s rights, exemplifying what secularism could mean for a
largely Muslim society.
Fastforward to 2016, and women’s rights appear to be declining. Under Turkey’s
current president, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, domestic violence has doubled, female employment
has gone down, and Erdoğan has made disparaging statements about how women measure up to
men. In 2014, Turkey sat at number 125 out of 140 countries in the 2014 
Global Gender Gap
Index
published by the World Economic Forum,1 and was bumped down to 130 in 2015.2 The
shift has been gradual and has been met with opposition from women activists. And so the
puzzle is simple: Why have women’s rights, measured by policy, public opinion, voting data
and other relevant factors, seen a decline in Turkey since 2002? This puzzle has many
implications for Turkey, both in assessing the direction in which the country is headed as well
as whether this direction is in the best interest of the Turkish public. If it is not, that raises
questions regarding the ways in which this shift is manifesting.
Sevinclidir, Pinar, "Beyond the Headscarf: Turkey's Women Struggle for Equality – BBC

News," 
BBC News
, June 3, 2015, Accessed February 17, 2016.
2
World Economic Forum, "The Global Gender Gap Report 2015," 2015, Accessed March 24,

2016.
1
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Hypothesis
The hypothesis proposed to address this puzzle is that the increased presence of political
Islam beginning with the rise of the 
Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, 
or the AKP, in 2002 has led to
a decrease in women’s rights in Erdoğan’s Turkey. The presence of political Islam can be found
in policies and a shifting ideology within the political agenda. These are factors that can directly
affect a variety of societal elements, and appear to have been the source of the shift in women’s
rights.
It is important to note that political Islam is not a concept unique to Turkey; rather,
political Islam has existed all over the Middle East for centuries. Turkey is an anomaly because
it began as an effective democracy for its time and regional standing. Today, in a time when
progress is often denoted by democratization, and while other states in the Middle East are
striving for progress, Turkey seems to be moving backward.
In addressing the puzzle, it is necessary to acknowledge the potential magnitude of the
role that President Erdoğan has played in the decline of women’s rights. This research aims to
test the above hypothesis, with a focus on the role of political Islam. However, the
overwhelming presence of Erdoğan in every facet of Turkish life is an impossible factor to
ignore. As the research considers the role that political Islam has played in the decline of
women’s rights, it will also consider the broader role that Erdoğan has had in this decline to
ascertain whether the puzzle can be boiled down to the simple factor of political Islam.
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Background/Theory
Women’s Rights
Women’s rights took the forefront of global issues most notably in the 1990s. The most
important manifestation of this push was the 1993 United Nations Conference on Human
Rights. Around this time, women’s rights moved out of the periphery to be considered within
the context of human rights. Recognizing that the human rights platform is one with powerful
sway in the international arena, activists and politicians have used this to their advantage.
Expanding the definition of human rights, theorists have gone on to show that the oppression of
women can occur in a variety of ways and originate from various sources. The theorists are firm
in one assertion, though: Protecting women’s rights can save lives. As Charlotte Bunch puts it,
“Sexism kills.”3 She’s right. The World Health Organization has documented that in some
countries, female children are given less to eat, breastfed less and taken to the doctor less
frequently than young boys.4 Though this may not translate directly immediately to death, it is a
detriment to the health of females.
Beyond violence, the oppression that extends into every facet of life can be just as
harmful. Restrictions on birth control, societal involvement, attire and employment occur all
over the world; each restriction carries its own unique adverse consequences. The importance of
protecting these rights cannot be underestimated. Isobel Coleman explains, “Focusing on
women is often the best way to reduce birth rates and child mortality; improve health, nutrition,
and education; stem the spread of HIV/AIDS; build robust and selfsustaining community

Charlotte, "Women's Rights as Human Rights: Toward a ReVision of Human Rights,"
Human Rights Quarterly
12, no. 4 (1990): 48698.
4
Ibid.
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organizations; and encourage grassroots democracy.”5 The effort to improve women’s rights is
not without its benefits for everyone.
Women’s Rights in Islam
The argument can be made that some of these worldwide oppressive measures result
from religion, with varying interpretations of doctrines and holy texts resulting in a lessening of
women’s rights. Various theories have developed regarding the effects of Islam in particular on
women’s rights. There exists a general Western assumption referred to by many scholars 
—
including Elliot Friedland, the Dialogue Coordinator at the Clarion Project, James Arlandson, a
writer for the 
American Thinker
and AbdulRahman AlSheha, author of 
Woman in the Shade of
Islam 
—
that Islam is geared toward the oppression of women, especially when 
shari’a 
law is
included in politics.6 This Western assumption will not guide this research. The research instead
will focus on the various interpretations of Islam by leaders and regimes, and how these affect
the rights of women.
The evolution of the interpretation of Islam is best observed by looking back at the
origins of Islam, and how women were regarded during the time of the Prophet Muhammad.
Many scholars point to the Prophet Muhammad’s establishment and protection of women’s
rights and equality. He treated his wives with respect, and the words of God he orated
established the spiritual equality of women and men.7 Geraldine Brooks, author of 
Nine Parts of
Desire: The Hidden World of Islamic Women
, examines Muhammad’s equal treatment of all of
5
6

oleman, Isobel, "The Payoff from Women's Rights," 
C
Foreign Affairs
83, no. 3 (2004): 80.
rlandson, James, “Top 10 Rules in the Quran that Oppress Women,” 
A
The American Thinker
,

November 13, 2005. (
see also) 
Friedland, Elliot. “Women’s Rights Under Sharia.” The Clarion
Project, February 19, 2014.
7
Ahmed, Leila, 

Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate
. (N.p.: Yale
UP, 1993).
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his wives, which served to establish a norm of equality in marriage.8 Despite assumptions made
about Islamic beliefs regarding the role of women in society, Muhammad’s wife Aisha serves as
one of the most compelling examples of a dynamic and involved female participating in Islamic
Arabia. Writing for the 
Telegraph
, Carla Power, author of 
If Oceans Were Ink: An Unlikely
Friendship and a Journey to the Heart of the Qur’an
, worked with Sheikh Mohammad Akram
Nadwi to learn about the Qur’an, and in doing so she discovered the importance of Aisha. “A
top Islamic scholar, an inspiration to champions of women’s rights, a military commander
riding on camelback, and a fatwaissuing jurist, Aisha’s intellectual standing and religious
authority were astonishing, by the standards of both our own time and hers,”9 Power says.
As for those who claim that Islam originally intended for women to take a passive role
in education and the workplace, Akram has researched women in the early days of Islam and
compiled his findings in his book 
alMuhaddithat: The Women Scholars in Islam
. He found
many examples of participation and leadership by women. Examples include UmmalDarda, “a
seventhcentury jurist and scholar who taught jurisprudence in the mosques of Damascus and
Jerusalem,”10 and “fourteenthcentury Syrian scholar Fatimah alBataihiyyah, who taught both
men and women in the Prophet’s mosque in Medina, drawing students from as far away as
Fez.”11 Akram claims to have found 9,000 examples of female experts of 
hadith
, which are the
recorded words and actions of the Prophet Muhammad.12 In his book, Akram wrote, “I do not

Brooks, Geraldine, 

Nine Parts of Desire: The Hidden World of Islamic Women
(New York:
Anchor, 1995), 8095.
9
Power, Carla, "What the Koran Really Says about Women,"
Telegraph
, November 6, 2015,
accessed February 24, 2016.
10
Ibid.

11
Ibid.

12
Ibid.
8
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know of another religious tradition in which women were so central, so present, so active in its
formative history.”13 Clearly women have always been involved in the goingson of Islam.
Presentday interpretations are reaching for context outside of the original intentions of Islam.
Despite the equalitybased origins of Islam, its evolution and interpretations have
changed its relationship with women’s rights. PreIslamic Arabia consisted of freedoms for
women that became limited with the manifestation of Islam. Leila Ahmed, the first professor of
women's studies in religion at Harvard Divinity School and author of 
Women and Gender in
Islam
, explains that women were socially active in preIslamic Arabia, participating in warfare
and politics.14 The introduction of Islam did partially diminish this participation. However, the
introduction of Islam allowed for many other rights for women, including the equality of men
and women. The gray area in regard to the treatment of women arises due to the ambiguities in
the holy book of the Qur’an as well as in 
shari’a
law, allowing for a variety of interpretations
that can serve to establish disparities in the treatment of women. This ambiguity is apparent all
over the Middle East, as interpretations vary by region and ruler, restricting freedoms for
women in some areas while expanding them in others.
Women in Islam in the Middle East
There are various examples of the application of these interpretations in different Middle
Eastern countries. Interpretation of the verse in the Qur’an referring to the preeminence of men
and their role as overseers is an example of holy text that has led to women’s oppression. In
some countries, this preeminence of men functions as a loose guideline. Elsewhere, it is

Power, Carla, "What the Koran Really Says about Women,"
Telegraph
, November 6, 2015,
accessed February 24, 2016.
14
Ahmed, Leila. 

Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate
(N.p.: Yale
UP, 1993).
13
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approached as a law giving men very strict reign over women and allowing for domestic
violence, a problem that is prevalent in Egypt.15
Additionally, Lisa Beyer, former reporter for 
Time
, explains that varying interpretations
make it difficult for women to sue for divorce, whereas men are virtually released from
marriage on demand. 16 In Jordan, lessconservative interpretations of the Qur’an allow women
to travel without permission from their husbands and male relatives. Also in Jordan, when a
woman is married to a foreigner, she can pass her nationality on to her children.
Saudi Arabia largely practices 
Wahhabism
, a form of Islam that adheres to a strict
interpretation of Islam, one that stipulates that those who do not practice this form of Islam are
infidels. At its most extreme, 
Wahhabism
has been seen as distorting Islam and leading to
extremism and terrorism.17 As for women in Saudi Arabia, they are prohibited from driving, and
male family members have authority over women. On the other hand, the Saudi government has
cracked down on domestic violence.
Iraq exemplifies a slightly secular interpretation, as women are given a quarter of the
seats in parliament and government positions. On the other end of the spectrum, the increased
presence of religion in political institutions has made it so that women are forced to wear the
hijab
, which is the head covering, and the 
abaya
, a long black cloak that covers women from
shoulders to feet.18 Iraq was ranked second worst among Arab countries for women’s rights,

eyer, Lisa, "The Women of Islam," 
B
Time
, November 25, 2001, accessed February 24, 2015.
I
bid.
17
"Analyses: Wahhabism," 
PBS Frontline
, accessed April 7, 2015..
18
"A Look at the Rights of Women in Arab Countries 
—
Middle East." 
Haaretz
, March 8, 201,
15
16

accessed April 7, 2015.
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following Egypt, according to a study done by the Thomas Reuters Foundation.19 Women in
Egypt are marginalized largely because of the Muslim Brotherhood’s hold on power in the
country and the group’s views on women. The Muslim Brotherhood maintains that men should
retain strict control over the lives of women. The group denies women contraceptives, sexual
freedom and inheritance equal to that of men.20 This aligns with a strict interpretation of Islam,
similar to the interpretation of Islam present in Saudi Arabia.
Coleman looks deeper at different interpretations of Islam made by regimes in the
Middle East. She explains that in areas with more Islamic conservatism, empowering women is
seen as a move toward westernization, a concept to which many Middle Eastern countries are
rather resistant. In Saudi Arabia, through the practice of 
Wahhabism
, the state maintains strict
control over women’s access to public life.21 Additionally, when the control of education was
transferred from religious authorities to the Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia, education
reform began and female literacy went up.22
Morocco, a less conservative state, serves as a contrasting depiction of a state operating
under political Islam. In Morocco, there exists a high participation of women in politics, and
women are allowed to choose a husband without the consent of their fathers.23 Looking at the
strict interpretations of the Qur’an in Saudi Arabia as compared to the less conservative

"POLL: Women's Rights in the Arab World," Thomas Reuters Foundation accessed February

16, 2016.
20
Ingersoll, Jeffrey, “Egypt's Muslim Brotherhood Offers 10 Reasons Why Women's Rights Are

A Bad Idea,” 
Business Insider
, March 14, 2013, accessed December 1, 2015.
21
Coleman, Isobel, "The Payoff from Women's Rights," 

Foreign Affairs
83, no. 3 (2004): 90.
22 
Ibid. 90
23
Ibid. 82

19
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interpretations in Morocco, the subsequent effects on women indicate that the incorporation of
political Islam may lead to the oppression of women.
Ataturk
While Turkey has been considered a secular republic since the reign of Ataturk
beginning in the 1920s, it has increasingly become an example of the effects that the
incorporation of Islam into politics can have on society. The theory revolving around this
subject is rooted in years of observation of the slow unraveling of Ataturk’s secular republic.
Ataturk set the stage for secularism, instituting restrictions on religious attire, changing the
Islamic calendar to a Gregorian calendar, outlawing religious courts, prohibiting enrollment in
higher education religious schools (called 
medreses
) and forbidding the use of Arabic for the
Muslim call to prayer. Ataturk made these decisions of his own volition and intended to give the
state control over religion, rather than to establish a separation of church and state.24 Ataturk did
not simply renounce Islam in all matters of life; rather, he saw it as possessing unnecessary evils
when it came into play with politics, and these beliefs colored his time as a benevolent dictator.
Sencer Ayata, a former professor of sociology at the Middle East Technical University, explains
this dichotomy, saying, “[Ataturk] recognized that Islam was a significant part of Turkish
society, that religious faith was important for national unity and mobilization, and that it could
contribute to social and moral welfare.”25 In this sense, Ataturk acknowledged the benefit of
Islam in allowing Turkish culture to flourish and for a state identity to form. Ayata continues,
“On the other hand, [Ataturk and his regime] also saw Islam as a traditional force and a source

Harding, C., "Islam and the Secular State in Turkey," In 

Turkey 
—
Political, Social, and
Economic Challenges in the 1990s
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1995).
25
Ayata, Sencer, "Patronage, Party, and State: The Politicization of Islam in Turkey," 

Middle
East Journal
50, no. 1 (1996): 4056.
24
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of conservative influence, superstition, false ideas, and dogmas that they felt were responsible
for Turkey's backwardness, and were obstacles to the achievement of national ideals.”26
And so Ataturk went about implementing assertive secularism, a form of secularism
that aims to rid the public sphere of religion.27 The alternative, as is practiced by the United
States, is passive secularism, which “requires the state to play a passive role that allows public
visibility of religion.”28 Ataturk’s goal in emphasizing the former was to keep “Islam confined
to the realm of individual conscience.”29 The possibility remains that the general public did not
favor the government being structured around secularism; rather the people may actually have
preferred political Islam, but accepted this forceful implementation by a cautious leader.30
The Rise of Political Islam and the AKP
Since Ataturk’s death, scholars have observed a shift in power between secularists and
conservatives. This was particularly apparent with the rise of the 
Refah 
party (Welfare party) in
1995, from which Erdoğan emerged.31 The first religious party to win an election in Turkey, it
was not well received by the military, an institution formerly seen as the protectorate of
secularism. The party was overthrown in 1997 by the military in what is referred to as 28 
Şubat
,
th
meaning the 28
of February, and in this instance the military did not resort to violence. Instead,

Ayata, Sencer, "Patronage, Party, and State: The Politicization of Islam in Turkey," 

Middle
East Journal
50, no. 1 (1996): 41.
27
Kuru, Ahmet, "Assertive and Passive Secularism," 

Oxford Scholarship Online
, accessed
October 6, 2015.
28
Ibid.
29
Ayata, Sencer, "Patronage, Party, and State: The Politicization of Islam in Turkey," 

Middle
East Journal
50, no. 1 (1996): 42.
30
Sutton, P.W., S. Vertigans “The Established and Challenging Outsiders: Resurgent Islam in

Secular Turkey, Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions,” 
Totalitarian Movements and
Political Regimes 
3, no. 1, (2002): 5878.
31
Ibid. 72

26
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Prime Minister Necmettin Erbakan resigned after demands from the military.32 But the
implications of the party’s rise in the first place are what interest scholars; a large portion of the
general public was supporting a party that Ataturk would have wholly opposed, implying either
a shift in social power or a social realignment of political desires. What made it all the more
startling was the party’s success in the two largest metropolitan areas of Istanbul and Ankara,
two areas that had previously epitomized the secular social structure.33 This was not a change
that simply materialized. To go back on the secular republic of Ataturk was to go back on the
foundation of the past 70 years in Turkey. The question is whether it was motivated by the
desire of the people as a whole or the desire of those with power.
Philip W. Sutton and Stephen Vertigans, PhD., explain that the power shift from the
secularists to the conservatives corresponded with the rise of 
Refah
. The shift was made more
substantial by the increasing numbers of influential connections of the conservatives. The clear
divide between the secularists and conservatives also was solidified by the development of
“negative otherimages” of the secularists on behalf of the conservatives.34 This divide was
between a group that had supported the early principles established in Turkey and a group that
recently had received overwhelming public support. The groups were identified by their
ideological beliefs and practices, and a polarization between the two drew distinct lines between

Erimtan, Can, “The end of “Secular Turkey” or the Ottomans reemergent?” 

RT
, January 13,
2015, accessed March 23, 2016.
33
Ayata, Sencer, "Patronage, Party, and State: The Politicization of Islam in Turkey," 

Middle
East Journal
50, no. 1 (1996): 40.
34
Sutton, P.W., S. Vertigans, “The Established and Challenging Outsiders: Resurgent Islam in

Secular Turkey, Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions,” 
Totalitarian Movements and
Political Regimes 
3, no. 1, (2002): 70.
32
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the two possible roads for the future of Turkey. Thus began a societal division, marking a point
of growing Islamic influences in Turkish politics.
Voting data provides additional insight into the dynamics of the implementation of
political Islam. Voting patterns have been stable for decades, meaning that no sudden shift away
from secularism occurred. In 1986, only 7 percent of the population was in favor of an Islamic
republic. Additionally, the large urban middle class in Turkey is attached to a secular regime,
pointing to a large presence of antiIslamic sentiment in the political realm.35 Yet, the societal
changes point to a rise in Islam, regardless of the motives behind the changes. In the 1970s, beer
was classified as alcohol and beer sales were restricted, an action that many saw as an attack on
the secular state – and the list grew from there. The state began encouraging religious education
in secular schools, and there was a disproportionately high increase in the number of Islamic
schools, brushed off by the state as simply an education expansion.36
The most prominent surge of Islam occurred with the rise of Erdoğan and the 
Adalet ve
Kalkınma Partisi
, or the AKP, in 2002, marking the beginning of a period characterized by
rapid and drastic policy changes. Erdoğan himself said that “democracy was a train to be taken
on the way to the final destination, and that the vehicle would be left when it had outlived its
usefulness.”37 In addition to the headscarf ban’s being lifted, Erdoğan enacted a law banning
alcohol sales near mosques and schools, with additional restrictions on to whom the alcohol can

Harding, C., "Islam and the Secular State in Turkey," In 

TurkeyPolitical, Social, and
Economic Challenges in the 1990s
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1995).
36
Sutton, P.W., S. Vertigans, “The Established and Challenging Outsiders: Resurgent Islam in

Secular Turkey, Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions,” 
Totalitarian Movements and
Political Regimes 
3, no. 1, (2002): 70.
37
Turan, Ilter, "Unstable Stability: Turkish Politics at the Crossroads?" 

International Affairs 
83,
no. 2 (2007): 31938.
35
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be sold, as well as the hours during which it can be sold.38 In areas such as Istanbul and Ankara,
where mosques and schools are abundant, this is a particularly restrictive law.
Erdoğan has been firm in decreasing the power of the military, a military that was
previously renowned for its dedicated protection of the secular republic. In the past, when a
party would threaten the sanctity of Ataturk’s secular republic, the military would topple the
government and step in as the interim power until a party that respected the secular institutions
came into the picture. In 1961, 1971 and 1980, the military did just that, and in 1997, the
military removed Necmettin Erbakan’s 
Refah
party from power, but did not seize power.39
When Erdoğan stepped into power, this dynamic shifted as he ensured that the military
could not interfere with his political decisions. Erdoğan’s government required more
transparency in the army budget and limited the executive power of the National Security
Council, and also removed national security lessons from schools.40 The offensive against the
military took a more public turn during the 
Ergenekon
incident in 2008, during which
prosecutors indicted 275 people for allegedly conspiring against the government as part of the
secular ultranationalist group 
Ergenekon
. The accused consisted largely of generals and
admirals, in addition to academics, politicians and journalists.41 Secularists saw the claims as
largely unfounded and as an affront to Ataturk’s secular system, a system that is facing damage
to its foundation as the military is further sidelined.42
Political Islam and Women in Turkey

Turkey: Not So Good For You," 
The Economist
, June 1, 2013, accessed
December 7, 2014.
39
"A History of Turkey's Coups," 

Telegraph
, April 30, 2007, accessed April 6, 2015.
40
Pope, Hugh, "Erdoğan's Decade," 

Cairo Review
, accessed April 7, 2015.
41
"Timeline: Turkey's 'Ergenekon' Trial," 

Al Jazeera
, August 5, 2013, accessed April 6, 2015.
42
Pope, Hugh, "Erdoğan's Decade," 

Cairo Review
, accessed April 7, 2015.
38
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It is important to note that women’s movements were not allowed to form during the
time of Ataturk,43 which indicates that some of the sentiments now being expressed by women’s
activist groups may have existed all along. This also may suggest that the outcries from some
women and the criticism of the treatment of women in the past 15 years have resulted from
latent, pentup anger rooted in longexisting inequality. However, the data below indicates that
the decline in women’s rights is particularly concentrated in the time during which the AKP has
been in power. Essentially, while Ataturk’s secular republic may not have perfectly provided for
women, there has been a drastic reduction in women’s rights between 1980 through 1999 and
presentday Turkey.
Women’s movements gained momentum after Ataturk’s death, resulting partially from
their efforts in the passage of legislation geared toward protecting women and putting them on
the same footing as men. Even during the time of Ataturk’s republic, Prime Minister İsmet
İnönü is quoted as having said, “The Turkish nation prospered and pervaded the whole world
with its power and civilization only when its women had occupied their just and prestigious
place along with men and worked together with men in the complicated and difficult tasks of
their country."44 The first wave of feminism began in the 1930s, largely backed by the Turkish
Women’s Union, with the most notable policy changes including the right for women to vote in
municipal elections in 1930, which was expanded to general elections in 1934.45

Yesim, "Women's Rights and Islam in Turkish Politics: The Civil Code Amendment."
The Middle East Journal 
64, no. 2 (2010): 
111.
44
Ibid.
45
Leake, Adam, "A Brief History of Feminist Movements in Turke,." 

EInternational Relations
,
December 2011, accessed February 5, 2016.
43

Arat,
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As women’s actions and their accepted place in society continued to evolve, there was a
lull in feminist movements until the 1980s. The military imposed martial law in 1980, marking
the third military coup as the government of Fahri Korutürk was pushed aside and a period of
power transition began.46 This phase meant that the extreme left and rightwing populations
were subdued, creating a vacuum in which women could speak out against the problems they
were facing
.47 
As a result of the 1980 coup, the feminist group referred to as the Kemalists,
meaning secularists, emerged. Later, when 
Refah 
took power in 1995
,48 the Kemalists believed
that the emergence of Islam in politics posed a threat to women’s rights.49 The group bore a
similarity to the feminism that was manifesting in the West at the same time.50 A group of
radical feminists emerged around the time of the rise of 
Refah, 
and its goal was to provide the
freedom for women to wear headscarves in state buildings, which was made possible in 2013,
and universities, which was allowed in 2011.51
Continued feminism, urged forward by Turkey’s ties to the West, included protests
against domestic violence, and women demanded control of their sexuality.52 This
gradualyetforceful push for the protection and equal treatment of women included a variety of
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legislation between 1985 and 1999. A foundation was laid in 1985 for the protection of
women’s rights when Turkey signed the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women, a document crafted by the United Nations in 1979.53 Following
this signature, Turkey joined a global movement against domestic violence, sexual harassment,
rape and sextrafficking, ranking first among participating countries in its endeavors to advance
the position of women in society.54 Continuing to advocate for the protection of women in 1990,
Turkey annulled the law requiring women to acquire permission from their husbands to work
outside of the house.55 The following year, the law reducing punishment for rape of prostitutes
was also annulled.56 This sparked a movement in favor of advancing women’s rights, which
later resulted in support for the Turkish Civil Code to be amended.
The last major law protecting women in Turkey was passed in 1999, which was the Law
on the Protection of the Family, geared toward protecting domestic violence victims.57 Soon
after the passage of this law, in 2002, the AKP came to power. Since then, no major laws for the
protection of women have been passed, save for the domestic violence law which has yet to be
properly enforced. The other recent positive change made for women in Turkey occurred with
the aforementioned 2001 amendment of the Turkish Civil Code, which had been adopted in
1926.58 The original code included a variety of restrictions on the road to gender equality. The
legal age of marriage for women was 15, but 17 for men, and the amendment changed this to 18
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years of age for both genders.59 The supremacy of men stated in the original code was done
away with in the 2001 amendment, as was the requirement for women to seek permission from
the husband regarding any marital matter.60 The amendment also eliminated the obligatory role
of the man as the head of the house, and gave women equal rights to matrimonial property, a
concept that conservatives adamantly opposed.61
The International Civil Society Network (ICAN) explains how there can be policy
improvements for women coinciding with a decrease in women’s rights; the AKP’s central
focus on protecting family and tradition often comes at the expense of women’s rights, as
women are sidelined into peripheral roles.62 Especially given the extensive evidence of women
in Islamic Arabia participating in politics, education and other leadership roles, this position of
the AKP is contradictory. The “tradition” to which the party refers does not seem to be rooted in
Islam itself, but rather in traditions developed by dictators and regimes geared toward
oppressing women that have arisen since the death of the Prophet Muhammad.
Nevertheless, the AKP stands by its focus on tradition and the family. The focus was
reaffirmed after the June 2011 elections when the AKP changed the “Ministry of Women” to
the “Ministry of Family and Social Politics.”63 This agenda focus has constituted a return to
women’s traditional roles as wives and mothers, to which women’s rights organizations have
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responded negatively as they work to promote more involvement for women in society.64 ICAN
and Yesim Arat, a professor at Boğaziçi University in Istanbul, explain that despite the
expansion of gender equality that the recent amendment to the Turkish Civil Code promised, it
was criticized for not living up to expectations. This criticism is reinforced by the fact that
Turkey has dropped from number 125 to 130 in the 
Global Gender Gap Index
published by the
World Economic Forum.65 The AKP was more focused on pursuing its familyoriented agenda,
and the amendment was colored by opposition.66 As Arat explains, “For those who ultimately
decide on these amendments, the main issue is the meaning of secularism and the place of
religion in society rather than the status of women.”67 This indicates a lack of recognition of the
problem facing women in Turkey.
The problem does not end there, though. Modernday women activists have risen up in
opposition to the decrease in women’s rights, claiming that women’s rights in Turkey face a
backslide.68 Domestic violence rates have increased,69 and the ban on headscarves in state
buildings and universities was lifted in 2013, which some see as the enforcement of religious
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obligation, rather than religious freedom.70 Additionally, Erdoğan has made moves to curb
abortions and Caesarean sections.71 In investigating this puzzle, the research aims to determine
if there is in fact a decline in women’s rights, and if so, if it is due to the increase of political
Islam in Turkey or simply anecdotal.
The most important area of theory revolves around the relationship between political
Islam and women’s rights. In relation to Turkey, the establishment of secularism has allowed
for women’s equality, indicating that the lessening of secularism and a conservative
interpretation of Islam could lead to less equality for women. The hypothesis proposed here is
that the relationship between political Islam and women’s rights is significant, and that political
Islam has been a driving factor in the decline of women’s rights in Turkey.
The Philosophical Roots of Dictatorships
In the interest of addressing alternative explanations for this decline in women’s rights,
it is important for the research to include theory from a different perspective. Given that the
decline in women’s rights is largely concentrated in the time period during which Erdoğan and
the AKP have been in power, the dynamics of the variables, outlined below, can become
jumbled. There exists the possibility that this decline goes all the way to the top of the Turkish
government, and there is theory to introduce this concept.
At the most basic level, this area of theory deals with ideas regarding the role of the
people and the government in running a state. Thomas Hobbes wrote about the necessity for the
submission of the common man to absolute authority by entering into a social contract, based on
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the idea that man should not be left to his own devices.72 The German philosopher Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel paralleled these views, expressing the need for an ethically organized
community that is subject to the absolute authority of the government.73 These theories make a
case for the appeal and necessity of authoritarian rule, based on the assumption that man will act
in his own selfinterest to the point of destroying his fellow man, which subsequently will lead
to a state of anarchy.
This theory is important in terms of understanding the rise of dictators, and the
mechanisms of a functioning authoritarian state as imagined by early philosophers.
Instrumental Use of Culture for Gains in Power
Digging deeper than the general idea of the need for supreme authority, there is theory
regarding how dictators gain power and hold on to it. The method for gaining an authoritarian
hold on power that is most relevant to this research is the instrumental use of culture and
symbols of identity. This tactic can be traced through a long list of dictators: Benito Mussolini
believed that Italians were superior based on their elite culture; Adolf Hitler claimed that
Germans were superior based on their race; Francisco Franco utilized Spanish nationalism to
gain a stronghold on power; Josip Broz Tito also used nationalism in Yugoslavia to gain power.
74
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of crisis. This was the case at the outset of Nazi Germany75 and Saddam Hussein’s power grab
in Iraq.76
These patterns are even more evident in what many are calling the “modern dictators.”
Different from dictators in the early 1900s, the modern dictator is popularly elected before he or
she clamps down with newly found authority. This can be witnessed in leaders such as Vladimir
Putin in Russia, Kim Jongil in North Korea and Hosni Mubarak in Egypt. In his book 
Modern
Dictators: Third World Coup Makers, Strongmen, and Populist Tyrants
, Barry Rubin, the
former director of the Global Research in International Affairs Center in Israel and former
editor of the Middle East Review of International Affairs (MERIA) Journal,77 elaborates on the
phenomenon of the modern dictator:
Today there are many dissenters to Churchill’s view among the ruling classes and
intellectuals in dozens of Third World countries. When the twentieth century began,
absolute monarchies and despotisms were seen as predemocratic systems, doomed to
extinction by an inevitable progress. The following decades, however, have spawned
new kinds of dictatorships that selfconfidently proclaim themselves a superior new
wave of history, arguing they are more democratic than states stressing personal
freedom, the right to dissent and debate freely, fair elections, and the due process of law.
Their claims receive formal approval at the United Nations and international
conferences. Consequently, the most successful representative democracies now exist
side by side with the most powerful dictatorships ever known.78
The important thing to note about these modern dictatorships is the facade of democracy. As
Melik Kaylan, writer for 
Forbes
,
Newsweek
and the 
Wall Street Journal
puts it, “elections alone
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do not a democracy make.”79 After an election, there are various characteristics that the modern
dictatorship adopts. Kaylan lists some of them, including “media owned by the leader’s cronies;
economy dominated by same; opposition politicians constantly harassed, prosecuted, or in
danger of prosecution; state and religion hand in glove; judiciary pressured to comply with
government’s diktat; independence of educational institutions relentlessly subverted; corruption
ubiquitous in state institutions; free markets victimized by political expediency; foreign NGO’s
scapegoated.”80 Modern dictatorships do not always exhibit every item on the list, but the list is
important in distinguishing modern dictatorships from those of the past, which were often
characterized by violence as a means of coercion.
That is not to say that elements of past dictatorships do not remain today, including
violence. Putin and his government constantly fall under suspicion of inflicting violence against
the Russian people, whether it be in relation to antigay movements81 or assassinations.82
Violence in the North Korean government includes “extermination, murder, enslavement,
torture, imprisonment, rape, forced abortions, and other sexual violence.”83 Propaganda is still a
powerful tool in uniting the masses, just like it was during the rise of Hitler, and it can also be
seen in North Korea84 and Russia85 today.
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The Emerging Dictatorship in Turkey
In the interest of exploring the possibility that political Islam alone will not account for
the decline in women’s rights, it is important for the research to use this foundation of theories
revolving around dictators, particularly modern dictators, to examine Turkey. Kaylan puts
Erdoğan on the list of modern dictators, given that modernday Turkey fits into Kaylan’s list of
criteria for such a government:
The media is almost wholly owned by businesses run by Prime Minister Erdoğan’s
cronies and the prosecutor’s office has indicted a host of top police officials for
conspiring against the government by revealing its corrupt activities...The state is
mandating several hours a week of religious indoctrination in schools while sponsoring
widespread housing with no units for single living as highranking politicians
polemically bully women into staying at home and having families.86
Erdoğan has been compared to Putin in his approach to gaining power, as Robert Ellis, writer
for the 
Independent
says, “The collapse of the Soviet Union and in Turkey of secular rule
provided both with the political liftoff they needed to take their countries in a new direction.”87
Erdoğan capitalized on the sizable conservative portion of the population that had long been
sidelined by the secularists, and their support propelled his Islambased agenda into absolute
power. This research will keep these explanations in mind. Given that the explanation for
Erdoğan’s classification as dictator includes the rise of political Islam, were Erdoğan
determined to be the source of the decline in women’s rights, the hypothesis outlined above
would function as part of the explanation.
Methodology
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Independent Variable
In approaching the independent variable, which is the rise of Islam in Turkish politics, I
first will explore laws that Erdoğan has passed relative to the increased presence of Islam in
politics, including the alcohol ban, the increase of 
Imam Hatip 
school enrollment and the lifting
of the headscarf ban in state buildings and universities. This will be presented in contrast to
laws and policies that kept political Islam out of politics before Erdoğan’s rise to power. Public
opinion will provide more insight into the increase of political Islam, particularly relative to the
perception of the increase, as well as to changing ideas about identification as a Muslim or Turk
first, and to opinions about 
shari’a 
law in Turkey. Voting data will depict the shift toward
overwhelming AKP support and provide indications for the reasons behind this shift. The voting
data will examine patterns before the rise of the AKP and throughout the party’s hold on power.
Additionally, voting data from the most recent elections in November 2015 will show further
party shifts. All statements made by Erdoğan and his representatives regarding the direction of
the country, along with his beliefs about the role of Islam in the political spectrum – particularly
in comparison with political agendas presented by secular parties in the past – can likewise
serve as an indicator of a greater incorporation of Islam into the political spectrum. In
addressing the issue of Erdoğan’s seeming dictatorship, I will look at the last remaining check
on the power of the AKP: the courts. They serve as a check that is necessary since Erdoğan
sidelined the military, which previously had been seen as the protector of the secular republic.
The research will look at how the military previously functioned, along with the patterns of
court functions since the rise of Erdoğan. The research also will look at the results of a survey
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sent to Turkish undergraduates, which will provide an overview of the opinions of Turkey’s
youth on the government.
Dependent Variable
As for the dependent variable, which is the decline of women’s rights in Turkey, I will
look at laws that have affected the rights and treatment of women in Turkey, including the
headscarf ban and attempts to ban abortion. I will also look at laws that were passed revolving
around women’s rights before the rise of Erdoğan and the AKP, in order to establish a base of
comparison. Then, I will focus on the increase of domestic violence, including statistics,
anecdotes, the lack of shelters for those abused and the Justice Ministry’s current plans to
classify violence against women as a petty crime. Continuing to focus on violence, I will
examine statistics regarding the murder of women and anecdotes revolving around that issue as
well. All of the statistics regarding violence will be compared with statistics before the rise of
the AKP, and at the very beginning of the party’s ascent to power before there were drastic
statistical changes. Further evidence will be found in public opinion, in particular about equal
rights in Turkey and the perception of the state of women in Turkey. Next, I will look at
comparative economic opportunities, beginning with women’s employment and ending with
education patterns related to women, both before Erdoğan and the AKP came to power and
during the course of the administration.
Evidence
Rise of Islam
Amid the speculation concerning the nature of the laws Erdoğan has implemented since
his rise as the frontman of the AKP, Erdoğan himself has confirmed his intentions. His work,
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particularly with bureaucracies and schools, is geared toward the development of what he calls a
88

“new religious generation.” The rise of Islam began slowly with the rise of the 
Refah 
party,
but has been largely concentrated in the years during which Erdoğan was prime minister and as
president of Turkey. AKP’s success was historic in that all previous religious political parties
had either been removed by the military, which had been viewed as the protector of the secular
republic, or were ruled out by the constitutional court. Despite the precedent, the AKP was
elected four consecutive times with increasing voter support at each election, including recent
89

elections in June 2015. To begin the assessment of the rise of political Islam in Turkey, this
research will look at public opinion. The public opinion is not a factor contributing to the rise of
political Islam, but it provides a general overview of where the public stands in relation to the
tactics of the government.
The Turkish People on the Rise of Political Islam
The opinions of the public indicate that a change is indeed occurring. A poll taken
repeatedly since Erdoğan’s rise to power in 2002 by the Pew Research Center indicates a slowly
increasing perception of a greater incorporation of Islam into politics. In 2002, 45 percent of
those surveyed believed Islam played a large role in political life at the time. This percentage
increased to 62 in 2005, and in 2014, 69 percent of those surveyed believed Islam played a large
90

role in political life. A similar poll was taken by Polling the Nations in May 2014. The
organization posed the question, “How much of a role do you think Islam plays in the political
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life of [Turkey]?” and collected answers based on a scale. Sixtynine percent of those who
participated in the poll believed Islam was playing somewhere between a fairly large and an
91

extremely large role in Turkish politics.

Public opinion data collected by the Turkish Economic and Social Studies Foundation
(TESEV) points to an increase in the number of those who claim to have a Muslim identity, but
a desire to keep Islam out of politics. The poll found that of the 1,500 people surveyed, 19.4
percent identified themselves as a Turk, while 44.6 percent identified as a Muslim first and a
Turk second. Despite the large percentage of Muslim identifiers, many still favored secularism.
In 1995, 27 percent of respondents favored the implementation of 
shari’a
law. In 2007, only 9
percent supported the implementation of 
shari’a
law, with 76 percent opposing it. Even within
92

the group of AKP voters, 70 percent opposed 
shari’a 
law incorporation. So, while the opinion
data available points to the belief that Islam in politics is increasing along with Muslim
identification, the changes are not coinciding with an increasing desire for the politicization of
Islam in Turkey.
The important takeaway points from what this data indicates are as follows:
● The belief that Islam is playing a large role in political life in Turkey has
increased in support between 2002 and 2014.
● A large portion of Turks identify as Muslim, but many prefer secularism when it
comes to politics.
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● Both AKP supporters and AKP opposition oppose the incorporation of 
shari’a
law into Turkish politics.
Stepping away from anecdotal data, the research will now focus on the factors contributing to
the increase in Islam, beginning with laws.
Laws
Looking beyond perceptions of the general public, the most obvious source of the
increasing presence of political Islam is laws. In 2013, the AKP passed a law banning alcohol
advertising as well as liquor licenses for businesses within 100 meters of mosques and schools.
Though the government claims the alcohol ban is rooted in health concerns, Erdoğan said that
93

the law had been “ordered by faith.”

Also in 2013, Erdoğan lifted the decadeslong headscarf ban in Turkey, allowing the
headscarf to be worn in universities and state buildings, the most significant of which is
94

parliament, bringing the issue more prominently into the public eye. While some see this
change as simply an expansion of rights independent of religion, the available public opinion
suggests that the headscarf is not independent of religion. In a May 2007 Gallup poll, 66 percent
of the Turks surveyed associate wearing a headscarf with being religious. In the same poll, 49
percent of women who said they wear the headscarf in public see the act as a religious
95

obligation. In terms of more recent data, I sent a survey to Turkey in February 2016 to
undergraduate students in Turkey. The results indicate that of the 22 people surveyed, 12 of
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them do not believe wearing a headscarf is a religious obligation for women. It is important to
note the flaws of this survey, including the small sample size, the homogenous age group and
the concentration of respondents in secondary education. However, information about the
younger generations, who have spent the majority of their lives under the rule of the AKP, is an
important area of data to focus on.
The incorporation into policy of attire that many see as affiliated predominantly with
religion by an Islamic political party points to an increasing incorporation of political Islam,
despite the claims of expanding freedoms. The issue is not one of religious freedom, but rather
one of the religious implementations Erdoğan has enacted since his rise. While the proponents
of the headscarf ban’s lifting claim they are simply being allowed the religious freedom due to
them, opponents see this implementation as more of a forced, creeping Islam rather than a
liberty.
Erdoğan has expanded his reach to facilitate what he has deemed a “new religious
96

generation.” This effort has reached Turkish schools, as there has been an increased presence
of 
Imam Hatip
schools, pointing to further incorporation of Islam into the political spectrum.
These religious schools, called 
Imam Hatip,
meaning the one who delivers the Friday sermon,
were established in the 1920s and were geared toward training imams. Since Erdoğan came to
power in 2002, enrollment in these schools has increased from 63,000 to nearly a million, which
97

has not necessarily reflected a voluntary transition on behalf of the people. To determine
where they will enroll, the students take an admissions test. If the test indicates that they shall
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be admitted to an 
Imam Hatip
school, public school is no longer an option. If parents wish to
keep their students out of religious schools, their only choice is to pay for private school,
something that the more secularminded parents take issue with for religious as well as
98

economic reasons.

The rhetoric Erdoğan has employed in relation to the passage of these laws, including
the remarks about creating a new religious generation with the growth of 
Imam Hatip 
schools,
the provision of religious freedom with the headscarf ban and his assertion that the alcohol ban
was driven by faith can all be interpreted as propaganda, or at the very least, geared toward a
particular audience. Given the continued support for the AKP, Erdoğan appears to have
appealed to the conservative base in Turkey, which has been present all along and was
peripheral because of the societal domination of the secularists. The laws presented above,
though based largely in Islamic beliefs, are not cutanddried in terms of their ultimate goal,
which could also be for Erdoğan to gain an authoritarian hold on Turkey by exploiting one
element of cultural identity.
Voting Data
Given that Ataturk’s institutions were established nearly a century ago and secularism
was not optional within these institutions, the case could be made that the general public has
wanted to break away from secularism for a while and is just now getting the chance to express
this desire. However, Islamic parties have been around since the early 1970s, with the inception
of 
Milli Nizam Partisi
, or the National Salvation Party, in 1972, followed by 
Refah
in 1983.
Both parties revolved around Islamic ideology, with the 
Refah 
party “[relying] on ideological
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political appeal to mobilize support; and its primary objective is to establish an Islamic society
99

and state.” Only recently has this surge in support for the AKP surfaced, as evidenced by the
following figure.
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The figure shows that not until 2002 did support for an Islamic party, the AKP, more
than double, with unremarkable changes in voting behavior up until that point. This suggests
that the AKP in particular, operated largely by Erdoğan, brings something to the table that
previous Islamic parties did not. The party has benefitted from a concerted effort to make over
their ideology to align itself with more moderate political views, and the party has also seen
improvements in support as a result of the decline of the Turkish left parties that occurred in the
early 1990s. Additionally, the AKP has garnered a large amount of support from immigrants
living in the 
varos,
which are lowerclass residential areas on the outskirts of urban centers.
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These largely Kurdish

immigrants make up a plurality in urban areas of Turkey and do not

gravitate toward secular policies.
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This does not serve to explain thoroughly or adequately the continued support of the
AKP given Erdoğan’s backtracking on moderate policies and the remaining large groups of
secular supporters. Looking again at the survey sent to Turkish undergraduates, of the 22
respondents, only three said they had voted for the AKP in the most recent elections, with 12
who voted for the Republican People’s Party (CHP), three for the People’s Democratic Party
(HDP) and four who either did not vote or chose not to answer. Again, the sample size is limited
in number and demographic variety, but the data does indicate that the AKP is not receiving the
bulk of its support from the younger generation, which could serve to affect the AKP’s hold on
power in the future.
Based on the contradictory voting patterns, it seems Erdoğan has secured his
prominence and persisted in behaving in any manner he chooses through means similar to the
leaders that surround him; Erdoğan’s rule has become increasingly authoritarian. Pinar
İlkkaracan, the founder of Women for Women’s Human Rights, a prominent women’s rights
group in Turkey, has been at the forefront of demonstrations against this increase of political
Islam, explaining, “Erdoğan is becoming more and more dictatorial. As long as he is here, it’s
very clear: things will get worse for women.”
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Yet, he has been repeatedly elected. Again, this
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information seems to break down the hypothesis, pointing to Erdoğan’s goal of attaining an
authoritarian government as the more general determinant of the current state of Turkey.
Courts’ Check on AKP
Though it seems that Erdoğan has moved in a dictatorial direction, the AKP does not
remain unchecked. The AKP has maintained almost 14 years of a majority in parliament, with
less than six months in 2015 during which the party did not have the majority. In the recent
elections, the AKP regained the majority and received nearly 50 percent of the vote, despite
early indications that the party would be forced to enter into a coalition.104 Given this
overwhelming consolidation of power on behalf of Erdoğan and his government, the last
remaining check on the AKP is the function of the constitutional courts. Haşim Kılıç, the
current president of the Turkish Constitutional Court and a serving member since 1990, has
been largely responsible for the movement to balance out the overbearing power of the AKP. In
2008, the court was one vote away from completely disbanding the AKP, which would have
kept the party’s leaders out of politics. In October 2014, the court overturned numerous
provisions put forth by the AKP that were geared toward limiting freedoms and individual
rights. The court also annulled “an amendment that gave the statecontrolled
Telecommunications Directorate the power to block access to websites within four hours
without a court order.”105 Kılıç has been an adamant defender of a more democratic constitution,
working to uphold personal freedoms that the AKP continually appears to attack. The Turkish
Constitutional Court, standing as the only government body untouched by Erdoğan’s influence,
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frequently opposes the policies the AKP attempts to pass, which indicates a political division
that, without the courts, likely would not be apparent.
Regarding the possibility that Erdoğan is moving in an authoritarian direction, the courts
remain the only aspect of Turkish society that Erdoğan has yet to infiltrate
The Status of the Military
The military’s sidelining raises further questions, not just of the political Islam Erdoğan
has brought into the spectrum, but of how exactly he has been able to get away with it. The
military was long seen as the institution best equipped to protect the secular nature of Turkey,
and it stepped in to remove governments seen as a threat to secularism in 1961, 1971 and 1980,
each time removing the government from power and stepping in as the interim government until
someone bettersuited to protect secularism came forward.106 In 1997, the military again
removed an Islamic party from power, taking out Necmettin Erbakan’s 
Refah
party, but this
time the military did not seize power.107 Since the AKP has been in power, however, the
military has been largely inactive, particularly in regard to its former role. As mentioned in the
theory chapter, Erdoğan required more transparency in the army budget, limited the executive
power of the National Security Council and removed national security lessons from schools.108
Six years after taking power, prosecutors indicted 275 people for allegedly being a part of
Ergenekon, 
the secular ultranationalist group, and for conspiring against the government.109
This shift points to an increase in political Islam in Turkey, or at the very least a
decrease in secularism. It also points to a change in the power of the government. Other Islamic
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parties have existed in the past and the military had no problem stepping in to remove them, but
in the case of Erdoğan, he made sure that the military would have no such power again. This
indicates a difference in the nature of Erdoğan’s power and that of leaders in the past.
Women’s Rights
The research will now focus on the dependent variable of women’s rights. Based on the
opinions of the general public, women’s rights are not where they should be in Turkey. The Pew
Research Center conducted a survey in July 2011 to ascertain sentiments regarding gender
equality in various Middle Eastern countries. Of the 84 percent of respondents who believe that
women should have equal rights to men, 58 percent believe that changes need to be made to the
status quo in order to achieve a status of equality for women in Turkey.

110 

Furthermore, in the

survey I sent to Turkish undergraduates, only two of the respondents said that the AKP was the
preferable party in terms of protecting women’s rights. The rest of the respondents said that
other parties were better at protecting women’s rights, with the majority of respondents
indicating 
Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi
, the Republican People’s Party, and 
Halkların Demokratik
Partisi
, the People’s Democratic Party, as the best parties for protecting women’s rights.
Looking beyond anecdotal data regarding women’s rights, the research will now look at
the factors contributing to the state of women’s rights, which will serve to at least partially
explain the above opinions on women’s rights in Turkey.
Laws
Laws are the first factor to consider for finding the sources of the above perceptions. The
lifting of the headscarf ban in 2014 brought to the surface fierce opposition to the treatment of
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women in Turkey, as women’s rights groups adamantly opposed the threatened ban on abortion,
criticized the lifting of the headscarf ban and pointed to domestic violence increases as sources
of their anger. The following evidence corroborates this sentiment.
Beginning again with laws indicating a decline in women’s rights, the lifting of the
headscarf ban has sparked debate among women’s rights activists. Considering the
aforementioned data regarding the popular perception of the headscarf as being associated with
religion and the 49 percent of women who see wearing headscarves as holding religious
implications, their allowance in state buildings and universities has implications for women.
Those who did not wear headscarves in universities and state buildings up until now because of
the ban may now feel the obligation to wear them. Additionally, secularists view the headscarf
111

as a visible symbol of a threat to secularism in the state.

There is oppression on the other end of the spectrum as well. Now that the wearing of
headscarves has been permitted in state buildings and universities, those who continue to refrain
from wearing the headscarf feel persecuted for their choice to abstain from conservative dress.
Huri Inegol, a Turkish language teacher living in Istanbul, had expected that the lifting of the
ban would expand freedoms, as the government has claimed was the purpose. She has seen the
opposite. Social pressure and negativity revolving around lessconservative dress has increased
as Inegol wears short skirts and is openly judged for it. “The conservative people feeling more
freedom and more comfortable, is in exchange for me feeling less comfortable and less free,”
she explains.
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Women’s rights are affected for both conservatives and secularists.
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Though it never came to fruition, Erdoğan developed a plan to ban abortion and limit
Caesarean sections in 2012. Having previously stated his belief that abortion equates to murder,
he explained, “There is no difference between killing a baby in its mother’s stomach and killing
a baby after birth.”

113 

Erdoğan’s comments and unsuccessful plan sparked outcries from

women’s rights groups, including the Centre for Legal Support for Women and the Istanbul
Feminist Collective, as well as the Turkish Medical Association, all of whom claimed abortion
prohibition would leave women to pursue illegal and primitive practices in order to seek
114 

abortion elsewhere.

There also exists the possibility that this idea has not been put to rest, and

the plan could resurface as policy in the future.
Domestic and Other Violence
Domestic violence and other violence against women in Turkey, including murder, are
possibly the biggest issues facing Turkish women at the moment, and present a sizeable thorn in
the side of Erdoğan’s regime as the strongest argument that women’s rights are in fact
declining. According to a 2009 National Research Project on Domestic Violence Against
Women in Turkey conducted over the course of a year and funded by the European Union, 42
percent of the 12,795 women surveyed had experienced physical or sexual violence from a
spouse or male family member at least once in their lives.115 The survey also found that half of
the women who had experienced domestic violence tolerated it based on the mindset that
“woman is under the control of the man.”116 Fourteen percent of the victims of domestic
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violence in Turkey believed that it is acceptable for men to beat their wives in some instances.117
Between 2010 and 2015, 802 women were killed in Turkey as a result of domestic violence.118
The parliamentary Human Rights Commission released a report indicating that between 2008
and 2012, the rates of domestic violence doubled.

119 

In a fouryear period during which Erdoğan

was in power, a doubling of domestic violence reports is extreme. Coinciding with the release
of this report, the General Assembly
in Turkey passed a law geared toward preventing violence

against women, regardless of their marital status.

120 

Despite the promise the law held, there is

criticism that it has not been adequately enforced, as domestic violence has not seen any drastic
decreases. “‘The government has on paper all the means to tackle [the problem]. But in practice,
it has been unable to implement its own laws,’ says Emma SinclairWebb, a senior Turkey
researcher with Human Rights Watch.”121
Worsening the problem of domestic violence is the lack of shelters available to women.
According to Bill Jones, the chair of the Turkey Country Group for Amnesty International, in
2005, there were only 16 shelters for victims of domestic violence. The Turkish government
responded to the dearth by enacting a law that required cities with populations greater than
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50,000 people to establish at least one shelter.122 This would have required the establishment of
3,000 shelters across the country, but according to the United States Department of State Bureau
of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor, as of 2013, the Ministry of Family and Social Policies
in Turkey was running 90 shelters countrywide, some of which were underfunded.123
The AKP has enacted other laws attempting to lessen discrimination against women.
Marital rape was criminalized and life sentences were made possible for those found guilty of
honor killings.124 However, the statistics fail to indicate any signs of improvement, though, and
there is criticism from analysts that women are not faring well despite these legislative changes.
It all appears to be a publicity stunt, geared in some cases toward the goal of becoming part of
the European Union.125 The government seems to be contradicting its alleged attempts to
address violence against women as in November 2015, the Justice Ministry began making
moves toward classifying violence against women as a petty crime.126 Currently, violence
against women is typically punishable by up to five years in prison. Were the Justice Ministry to
succeed in its efforts, the sentence could be negotiated down to as little as one year, or could be
done away with through community service or money.127 This law would classify molestation,
sexual abuse, threats and sex with minors as violence against women and thus a petty crime. 128
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The Kurdish Women’s Rights Organization explains that punishment for violence against
women as it stands now is already inadequate based on the “'provocation' rule, which allows
perpetrators to argue that they were provoked by their victims. If passed, the latest proposal
would put yet more women and girls at risk of harm and would prevent justice.”129
In response to the rising domestic violence in Turkey, Vodafone Turkey, a mobile
communication company, developed a mobile phone app called “Easy Rescue.” The app is
“designed to connect victims of domestic violence to emergency services, including police,
ambulance and government hotlines without alerting their assailant to fact that the user has
called for help.” 130 As of July 2015, 100,000 women had used the app, and 250,000 had
downloaded it on their phones. Vodafone Turkey used secretive marketing techniques to
advertise the app to women while keeping its existence secret from men as best they could.131
The app’s existence and secretive tactics speak to the dire nature of the situation of women in
Turkey.
Violence against women in Turkey extends beyond domestic violence. Murders of
women and the brutality of the act have increased in recent years.
The stories humanizing the violence statistics are vast. In 2011, a woman named Arzu
Yildirim was shot eight times by her partner in the middle of a busy street in Istanbul after filing
132 

for legal protection more than ten times.

Another incident of violence against women
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occurred in 2015 with the murder of 20yearold Özgecan Aslan, who was beaten with an iron
bar and then stabbed by a bus driver after she allegedly resisted his attempts to rape her. Her
hands were cut off in an attempt to hide DNA under her fingernails, and then her body was
133 

burned.

20yearold Cansu Kaya was found murdered in a ditch in June 2015, and the autopsy

reports found that she had been sexually assaulted before being strangled to death. The list goes
on.
Women’s rights activists have risen up to protest violence against women, pointing to
the high numbers of rapes and murders of women in the past year as an indication of the issue.
In 2014, nearly 300 women were killed by men in Turkey, and more than 100 rape cases were
134 

reported.

Between 2010 and 2011, the reported cases of deliberate injuries inflicted upon

women increased from 189,377 to 207,253, according to data collected by the National Police
Headquarters in Ankara.135 In January 2015, 27 women were killed, which was a 20 percent
increase over the same period of time in 2014.136 When it comes to punishing these offenses, the
results are less than optimum. Christina Asquith, a freelance reporter for the 
New York Times
and author of 
Sisters in War: A Story of Love, Family, and Survival in the New Iraq
, worked
with Turkish women’s rights activists for five months doing research on domestic violence,
specifically working on cases that saw minor forms of punishment for the guilty men. “In 2014,
a man in eastern Turkey who stabbed his wife multiple times was given a reduced sentence after
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he argued she was wearing ‘provocative’ leggings and speaking with another man. Also last
year, a 62yearold man who appeared on a TV dating show bragged about how he had killed
two women, the first his wife, and later a lover. For those murders, he served a total of 14 years
in prison.”137
Given that Turkey had previously exhibited social dynamics arguably more aligned with
the Western world, it is also pertinent to compare these violence problems to the available
statistics in the West. In a 2009 study, the Turkish government found that of the 12,785 women
interviewed in 12 regions of Turkey, 39 percent of them had been subjected to physical violence
at some point in their lives. The United States fell at 22 percent and in European countries, the
percentage ranged from 3 to 35.138
Given the unheeded report of Yildrim and the stillhigh rates of violence, the law geared
toward protecting women against violence has yet to fulfill its promises. Although it could be
argued that an increase in violent attacks may just mean that more are being reported – numbers

that existed all along – the fact that more highprofile and public attacks are occurring
indicates

an issue regarding violence against women that did not exist before.139 Essentially, some of the
reported cases are likely resulting from the growing encouragement for women to come forward
and report, but the number of murders and high domestic violence statistics concentrated in a
short period of time suggest problems more deepseated.
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The rise of domestic violence can certainly be attributed, at least in part, to the increase
of the AKP’s implementation of political Islam. The problem with that explanation, however, is
that given that the Qur’an
does not include anything about allowing rape and murder, there

seems to be another source for the emergence of this brutal violence. Erdoğan’s rhetoric about
men and women not being equal, as well as the seeming inability of the government to crack
down on the rise in violence and murder, are the more likely culprits.140 Erdoğan seems to have
appealed to the conservative base, as mentioned before, and potentially justified violence
through his ambiguous and demeaning words.
Comparative Economic Opportunities
Employment
The decrease in employment of women in Turkey can serve as another indicator of
increasing inequality. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development collected
statistics on employment around the world between 2000 and 2013. The unemployment rate of
women aged 15 to 64 in Turkey was 6.5 percent in 2000 and had nearly doubled to 12.2 percent
by 2013, while the unemployment rate for men rose from only 6.8 to 8.9 for men during this
same time frame. This statistic is made more powerful with statements made by Erdoğan. In
November 2014, Erdoğan said, “You cannot put women and men on an equal footing. It is
141 

against nature.”

Erdoğan went on to say, “In the workplace, you cannot treat a man and a

pregnant woman in the same way,” including that the “delicate nature” of women prevents them
142 

from doing the same work that men are capable of.

Nigar Goksel, a senior analyst at the
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European Stability Initiative, posits that “rising domestic violence and women’s low
participation in the workforce (at 28 percent, less than half the European Union average)
reflected that family integrity was valued over a woman’s individual rights.”143 She also
explains that the Arab Spring served to pull the country in a more conservative direction, which
systematically contradicted the profeminist policies the AKP had initially enacted.144 This shift
is suspected to have occurred in response to the weakening of surrounding states by the Arab
Spring, providing an opportunity for Turkey to step to the forefront of the region, guided by
conservative values to appeal to the majority of regional countries.145
A study done by Ayşe GündüzHoşgör and Jeroen Smits at Radboud University in the
Netherlands further explores the patterns of female employment in Turkey, depending on
marital status, as well as socioeconomic standing. The study corroborated Nigar Goksel’s
assertion regarding 28 percent of women participating in the workforce, and digs deeper for
categorical reasons that lurk behind these statistics. Marriage plays a role, as in 2006 only 35
percent of married women were gainfully employed.146 Additionally, those engaged in the
formal economy are more educated and have fewer children, and live primarily in urban areas.
147

The study found that as modernization increases, female employment will first dip before

increasing. However, in Turkey this pattern is obstructed by “the strong influence of patriarchal
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ideology that tends to confine Turkish women to the private domain.”148 The study also shows
that some areas of female employment have seen significant participation increases since the
1980s, including the banking sector, which had an increase of female employees going from 24
percent to 42 percent between 1988 and 2001.149 The important factor to note is that this
increase was due to “organizations in this sector [adopting] secular and global policies in their
recruitment practices.”150 Areas that were moving forward and reinforcing secular policies were
apparently those thriving the most.
GündüzHoşgör and Smits explain that the numbers that Turkey presents do not make
logical sense. The pattern of low female employment can be explained by the intermediate
phase of modernization that Turkey is currently in, but “it does not explain why women’s LMP
[Labor Market Participation] in Turkey is lower than in other regions at similar levels of
development, like SouthEast Asia or Latin America.”151 Turkey remains an anomaly among
developing countries.
A factor that also contributes to low levels of female employment is the lack of childcare
subsidies. İpek İlkaracan, a professor of economics at Istanbul Technical University and founder
of Women for Women’s Human Rights, points to this dearth as detrimental to women’s
participation in the labor force, explaining, “The few [child care centers and preschools] that
existed have been closed down under the current administration. Given the low wages for
women with high school or primary school education, it is hard for them to afford paid
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childcare.”152According to the Demographic and Health Survey in Turkey, one third of women
are unable to work because of demanding childcare responsibilities. Additionally, preprimary
enrollment in Turkey was reported to be 29 percent, a statistic lower than countries with a
similar GDP to that of Turkey’s, including Chile, Mexico, Bulgaria and Romania.153 According
to the World Bank, the study indicates that “about 2.7 million Turkish children age 35 do not
benefit from any form of centerbased early childhood education and care.”154 In order to reach
the ideal average number of childcare facilities as determined by the Organization for Economic
CoOperation and Development, Turkey would need to add 42,388 new facilities.155 
The lack of

childcare is exacerbating the unemployment problem for women, and reinforcing the AKP’s
focus on familycentered policy. Important figures within the government are furthering this
familycentered agenda, including the Health Minister Mehmet Muezzinoglu who, according to
BBC News
, “suggested that the best career option for women was motherhood.”156
Although the employment rate of women is slowly increasing, going from 22.3 percent
to 28.7 percent between 2005 and 2012, there are still thousands of women being thrust into the
traditional housebound role of the mother.157 Additionally, these increasing employment rates
do not take into account the length of time women actually keep the jobs they find. According
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to researchers, almost 50 percent of Turkish women will join the labor force at some point in
their lives, but the low employment rates result from high rates of quitting due to family
obligations and poor working conditions.158 Adding to the problem, according to a National
Research Project on Domestic Violence Against Women in Turkey conducted over the course
of a year and funded by the European Union, 40 percent of the 12,795 women surveyed “are
subject to economic abuse that arises from pressure placed on women by men to force them not
to work.”159
Unemployment of women extends into government as well. According to 
BBC News
, as
of June 2015, only 14 percent of all MPs in Turkish Parliament were women.160 This statistic
was determined before the November 2015 snap elections, in which representation by women in
each of the four parties in government decreased. The number of female representatives in the
AKP dropped from 40 to 34, while those in the People’s Democratic Party (HDP) dropped from
30 to 23, and from four to three in the Nationalist Movement Party (MHP).161 
BBC
News 

also
reports that nearly half of Turkish cities lack female representation altogether.162
Given that the Qur’an
does not require women to remain at home, and that many women

in Islamic Arabia were involved in politics and labor, the AKP’s insistence on women’s being
pushed into “traditional” homemaker roles may be basing its agenda on something more
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complex than the political Islam incorporated into Turkish politics. March 8, 2016, was
International Women’s Day, and Erdoğan gave a speech during which he espoused “that the
liberal notion of “economic freedom” is not actually as liberating as motherhood for women.”163
This information complicates drawing the line between political Islam and Erdoğan’s use of
political Islam within a more complex agenda to perpetuate authoritarianism.
Education
The poor working conditions for women often result from low levels of education, as
women moving from rural areas to urban areas such as Istanbul lack sufficient education for
highpaying jobs. The patterns of female employment seem to coincide with marriage. Before
marriage, regardless of education level, women will enter the labor force in large numbers.
After marriage and having children, however, the employment numbers drop drastically.
Ilkkaracan says, “Among nevermarried women age 25 to 45, the rate of participation in the
labor force for university graduates is about 90 percent, the same as their male counterparts.”
She continues, “For nevermarried women who graduated from high school, the figures are
about 55 percent and for primary school graduates, 40 percent.”164 This all begins to change
after marriage and children. The employment rates are “seventy percent for university
graduates, about 25 percent for high school graduates and only 15 percent for married women of
prime working age with primary school education.”165 In addition to the lack of adequate child
care provided to women, this trend coincides with the AKP’s “family and tradition” platform,
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meaning the social and political views of what a woman’s role should be once she is a part of a
family may be dictating the employment and education opportunities.
Alternative Explanations
Simply Erdoğan’s affiliation with a religious political party lends credibility to causality
in that women’s rights have seen a decrease largely concentrated in the period of time since
Erdoğan began exerting influence. However, correlation does not equal causality. It is important
to examine other possible explanations.
In seeking an alternate explanation for the decrease in women’s rights in Turkey, it is
possible that more discontent and more cases of injustice are being publically expressed,
discontent and injustices that existed all along and are simply now surfacing. However, the
majority of the complaints are specific to legal implementations and societal norms that have
occurred recently in Turkey and are largely specific to choices made on behalf of the
Islambased political party running the country.
The more important alternative explanation, however, is the idea threaded throughout
the above research implying that the variable of political Islam is not the only cause of the
decline of women’s rights; rather, it is enveloped in Erdoğan’s larger purpose of gaining an
authoritarian hold on power in Turkey through the exploitation of cultural symbols. This
explanation holds great weight, given that there are sizable holes in the explanation of political
Islam as the source of the decline in women’s rights. This explanation will be expanded upon in
the conclusion.
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Conclusion
In a region largely characterized by oppressive regimes and a struggle for women’s
rights, Turkey used to be the exception, with Ataturk’s implementation of secular institutions
protecting women and democratic institutions keeping Turkey ahead of its time. With the rise of
Erdoğan’s Turkey in 2002 as the AKP came to power, the tables turned and political Islam crept
into society. At the same time, women’s rights have decreased, with lower employment rates,
higher domestic violence rates, attempts at curbing abortion and the lifting of the headscarf ban.
Public opinion data points to an increase in political Islam, an opinion with more supporters
between 2002 and 2014. The increased activity of women’s rights groups points to growing
discontent.
The hypothesis stated at the outset of this research predicted that the increase in political
Islam in Turkey was to blame, but the evidence does not present a strong enough case.
Correlation does not always equal causation, and in this case, it seems definitive that correlation
does not equal causation. The more convincing explanation is that Erdoğan is using culture and
symbols of identity to appeal to the previously disenfranchised conservative population of
Turkey to gain an authoritarian hold. This tactic includes the increased use of political Islam,
and would likely be more detrimental to women’s rights than political Islam alone.
The evidence presented in this research supports this counterargument. The evidence
that points to the rise in political Islam, particularly laws, still holds, clearly indicating a rise in
political Islam and a correlated decline in women’s rights. However, there are areas of the
evidence, particularly the increase in violence, the sidelining of the military and the decrease in
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female employment, that are better explained by the broader purpose of Erdoğan to achieve a
modern dictatorship. Public opinion also supports this alternative explanation.
The increase in violence, though not better explained by an increase in reports, is better
explained by Erdoğan’s push for dictatorship. In the Qur’an, 
Surah AnNisa
, meaning the
chapter on the women, is the verse oftcited and interpreted as allowing for wifebeating. The
chapter reads, “So righteous women are devoutly obedient, guarding in [the husband's] absence
what Allah would have them guard. But those [wives] from whom you fear arrogance 
–
[first]
advise them; [then if they persist], forsake them in bed; and [finally], strike them.”166 The most
fundamental and conservative interpretations of this verse have led to justifications for domestic
violence. However, given that this verse is ambiguous at best, most interpretations veer away
from the allowance of beating. Given that the Qur’an
does not explicitly allow for domestic

violence, let alone the murder of women, even the most conservative of Islamic policies would
not lead to the alarmingly high numbers of domestic violence and brutal murders of women in
Turkey in recent years. A better explanation is that through Erdoğan’s move toward
dictatorship, he has systematically reduced the social standing of women through his statements
about their inequality as compared to men and his belief that women belong solely at home.
While there are many causes of domestic violence around the world, gender inequality is a
primary driving factor. “The links between genderbased power and domestic violence are
widely recognized, with violence being viewed both as a manifestation of deeply entrenched
gender power inequities as well as a mechanism by which such inequities are enforced.”167
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While elements of political Islam may be playing a role in this increase, the gender inequality
espoused by the government and the lack of assets available to women are the more likely
causes.
The sidelining of the military, though not directly related to the decline in women’s
rights, is an outside factor that contributes to the counterargument regarding Erdoğan’s push
for authoritarian power. As the military has had no problem intervening in the past to remove
parties appearing to threaten the secular republic, its lack of action in regard to the AKP
presents a sort of anomaly. Islamic parties have existed in the past, so this marks the first time
that an Islamic party was able to remain in power while keeping the military in a peripheral
position. This indicates that Erdoğan has had an effect on the governmental system that rulers of
the past were incapable of achieving.
The decrease in female employment in Turkey presents another hole in the original
hypothesis, given that the history of Islam does not prevent women from working, and that the
push to keep women in a “traditional” homebound role seems to parallel cultural rather than
religious customs. Erdoğan has been firm in promoting a political platform revolving around a
familycentric focus, and this promotion has been followed by decreases in the numbers of
women in the workforce. Political Islam may be playing a role in this decrease in female
employment, especially given that Turkey’s female unemployment rates are similar to other
countries implementing political Islam, including Afghanistan at 14 percent and Pakistan at 9.3
percent, while Turkey sits at 10.7 percent.168 However, this shift toward fewer females in the
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labor force was helped along by the stance of the government for a familyoriented country,
meaning that political Islam alone cannot account for the decrease in women’s rights.
The results of the survey sent to Turkish undergraduates also bolster the argument
regarding Erdoğan’s emerging dictatorship. Of the 22 respondents to the survey, 15 said that the
AKP’s policies and views on the role of Islam were strongly incompatible with their own. In
terms of women’s rights, 14 indicated that the AKP’s policies and views on women’s rights
were strongly incompatible with their own. Twelve found that the government’s views and
policies regarding foreign policy were strongly incompatible with their own, and 13 said the
same of the AKP’s views and policies regarding civil rights and liberties. Though the sample
size is small, the evidence provides support for the idea that Erdoğan is making many decisions
through authoritarian means, given that the younger generations do not show overwhelming
support for the policies and views of the AKP.
Beyond the evidence gathered, the nature of Erdoğan’s government can be compared to
other modern dictators. Looking again at the list of attributes Kaylan compiled to characterize
modern dictators, Turkey checks off nearly all of them. First, Kaylan says a modern dictatorship
is characterized by a “media owned by the leader’s cronies,” a criteria Turkey fulfilled in 2007
when it passed a strict Internet censorship law, which targeted not only pornography but also
various social media sites and implemented a twoyear ban on YouTube.169 The survey sent to
Turkish undergraduates indicated that 17 of the 22 respondents had been more affected by the
censorship policy than any other policy enacted by the AKP, and all 17 indicated that the policy
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had affected them negatively. Again, this supports the claim that Erdoğan is acting dictatorially,
given that this policy was enacted against the wishes of the younger generations in Turkey.
Kaylan also says that in a dictatorship, the economy will be dominated by the
government, which is part of the reason for the AKP’s surge in support. The AKP espoused a
strong economic plan, which proved successful in the early years of the party’s hold on power,
propelling Turkey to strong economic success.170 The fact that the economy is currently taking a
bit of a nosedive171 further supports the idea that many of Erdoğan’s tactics have been geared
toward garnering enough support to further his underlying dictatorial agenda. Kaylan’s criterion
that state and religion coexist in a modern dictatorship has been fulfilled again and again by
Turkey. The other criterion that Turkey fulfills in terms of qualifying as a modern dictatorship is
that the “independence of educational institutions [be] relentlessly subverted.”172 Given the
government’s heavy influence in expanding the role of religion in education and the growth in
numbers of 
Imam Hatip 
schools, the AKP is clearly subverting independent educational
practices. The only criterion Kaylan lists that Turkey does not live up to is that the “judiciary
[be] pressured to comply with government’s diktat.”173 As previously noted, the constitutional
courts remain the last governmental institution in Turkey that functions as a check on the power
of the AKP.
In any study involving qualitative data, it is difficult to establish causation. Upon
reviewing the evidence, it is clear that the increase in political Islam is not the sole source of the
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decline in women’s rights; instead, it is one factor in a bigger source of the decline. Erdoğan
and his government have been strategic in situating Turkey as an authoritarian regime through
the instrumental use of culture to appeal to the previously disenfranchised conservative
population. These changes have led to a decrease in women’s rights, partially due to the
implementation of political Islam, but also attributable to Erdoğan’s rhetoric and the
familyoriented platform of the AKP.
This conclusion is even more logical given the surrounding regions allegedly
implementing political Islam. Looking at extreme examples, including Saudi Arabia and Egypt,
the state of women, and of politics in general, is entirely dependent on those running the country
and their beliefs. The forms of Islam being practiced vary greatly from state to state, which
indicates that some other factors beyond Islam are determining the political dynamics in the
Middle East. Considering all of these actors would likely prefer to stay in power, the
instrumental use of culture and symbols of identity may be a concept that carries over to other
countries in the Middle East.
Future Research
By rejecting the hypothesis and exploring an alternative conclusion, this research opens
the door to the possibility of creating trend data with repeated public opinion data regarding the
agenda the government has pursued. The same questions, or questions found in other public
opinion surveys, could be asked of different demographics. The survey sent to Turkish
undergraduates would benefit from being carried out on a larger scale in more universities to get
a better idea of the overall consensus of Turkish youth on Turkish politics. It could also be
administered to other demographics in Turkey to provide variety in the survey results.
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The rejection of the hypothesis eliminates further investigation of the possibility that
political Islam is at the root of the decline in women’s rights, and the alternative conclusion
demands extensive research. Given that this conclusion was reached toward the end of the
research process, there is much more to evaluate regarding the dictatorial practices of Erdoğan
and his government. Thorough casestudy comparisons of the dictatorship of Erdoğan to other
dictators, including those that employ political Islam and those that do not, would provide
further insight into how Erdoğan has secured his position and what the possible trajectory of his
power may be. Additionally, women’s rights under dictators could be studied further, both
theoretically and in comparison to other countries with similar dictatorial paths. Other elements
of culture beyond political Islam and the conservative tendencies of the population would
provide further information about the methods Erdoğan has employed to situate himself in a
dictatorial position. Going even further, the psychology behind domestic violence and murder of
women could be studied to gain a better understanding of the root causes of such a problem to
determine whether the rise in Turkey is indeed connected to the changing nature of power and
the cultural ideals espoused by Erdoğan.
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