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Abstract 

 

The headscarf issue is a long-standing issue inside the secular Republic of Turkey. It has started in 1982 when the military elite decided to take charge of 

institution of higher education which made headscarf become their central focus and was seen as one of the threat for secularization process inside Turkey. 

After that, the law banning the headscarf inside the institution has been executed. This situation has worsened in 1997 when the next coup occurred. As a 

result, thousands of female students quit school while some of them chose to study outside Turkey. Therefore, this article is going to discuss the effort the 

Islamists group has taken to lift the ban since then. Most importantly, the article focus is on the uplifting process done by the AK Party through 

democratization approach. For this purpose, content analysis of Today’s Zaman newspaper articles was done to see the process. The findings show a pattern 

inside Turkey’s political landscape. The early effort of the Islamist group and even AK Party failed when they tried to uplift the ban using their own 

capacity as authoritative figure through legal or constitutional amendment because the military would fight the effort. However, when the AK Party educate 

the people regarding basic rights and used referendum as a medium to gain support for constitutional amendment or in other word through democratic 

approach (political education), they managed to lift the ban easily in 2010. Public consensus has been found the best weapon for the government to face the 

military and thus realizing their islamization goal. 
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1.0 RESEARCH BACKGROUND 

 

The headscarf issue has a long history inside Turkey’s political landscape. Since Mustafa Kemal established the republic in 1924, he had 

done several reforms for modernization aim. This included encouraging the women to take off their headscarf and instead wear hats like 

Western woman. However, only in 1982 did the military elite enforced the laws through 1982 Constitution that banned the headscarf 

wearing around higher education institution compound as part of their steps to monitor the university’s education (Toprak and Uslu, 2009; 

Joppke, 2007; Gallala, 2006; Judge, 2004; Weil, 2004). Another turning point occurred after the 1997 coup, where the headscarf ban law 

had extend its implementation not only in higher education institution, but also in public sector. As a result, thousands of women left their 

education and career while some of them opted to study in foreign country (Kentel, 2007; Arat, 1998). 

Since then, the Islamists political parties mostly have tried to uplift the law. Unfortunately, their efforts were faced with multiple 

obstacles from the establishment such as political party closure, military intervention, political detention, imprisonment, etc. (Toprak and 

Uslu, 2009). As a consequence, the issue was in a political deadlock for almost 30 years. At the same time, the people consensually see the 

law as unreasonable and oppressive (Coşkun, 2013: 105; Toprak and Uslu, 2009). Therefore, when the Justice and Development Party (AK 

Party) won the general election in 2002, the people was hoping the AK Party could uplift the headscarf ban under the rights for religious 

freedom. 

 

 

2.0 PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 

Hence, this article aims to discuss the process of uplifting the headscarf ban in the higher education institution through a democratization 

approach by the AK Party. Theoretically, democratization approach involved political participation from the people in the government 

decision-making process like referendum, voting, memorandum, etc (Logan, 2017). Therefore, we are going to analyse the process the AK 

Party has taken in order to uplift the law. 
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3.0 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

The method used to examine the process is content analysis of Today’s Zaman newspapers’ articles. From Today’s Zaman’s website, I 

retrieved 263 articles by using the keywords woman or headscarf or rights, and combination of those three keywords. The timeline is from 

2002 and 2011. At the same time, I also searched for articles using the keywords islamization or democratization. I found 120 articles that 

mentioned islamization or democratization. The keywords were chose based on the relevancy of the study and also to ensure no related 

article was left out. For example, since headscarf is considered Islamic symbol, the intention to uplift the law is considered islamization 

effort (Today’s Zaman, 2007). But for the AK Party, it is their democratization effort to bring religious freedom inside the country. 

Moreover, my intention is to see the frequency of issues discussed by the media and indirectly find the relation between the headscarf issue 

and democratization since headscarf ban is the issue and democratization is the approach taken by the AK Party as a conservative democrat 

party. From the findings, I compared both issue in a table to analyse and find the relation. Below is the summary of findings (See Figure 1) 

based on the comparing process of Table 1 and Table 2 during the content analysis (See Table 1 and Table 2). 

 

 

4.0 RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

 
Table 1: Today’s Zaman newspaper articles regarding women, headscarf, rights and combination 

 

Keywords Years/Frequeny 

 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 11 

 

Women or 

headscarf or 

rights and 

combination of 

them 

 

- 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

3 

 

40 

 

89 

 

22 

 

41 

 

39 

TOTAL 263 

 
 

 

Table 2: Democratization and islamization articles in Today’s Zaman newspaper articles 

 

Keywords Years/Frequency 

 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 11 

Democratization - - 1 1 1 8 8 37 28 14 

Islamization - 1 - 1 - 3 3 5 6 3 

TOTAL 120 

 
Source: Today’s Zaman 

 

 

In my findings, the process has been divided into four phases according to years -2008, 2009, 2010 and 2011 (See Figure 1 for summary). 

When the AK Party announced their agreement with National Movement Party (MHP) on how to abolish the ban on headscarf wearing in 

higher institution, the party was facing with anti-secularism allegation and could end up being abolish. Fortunately, the party remained and 

only their allocation was cut to half by the constitutional court. Consequently, the party resolved to put the matter to rest for a while and 

resolved to introduce democratization initiative or previously known as Kurdish initiative. Their shifted attention towards other issue 

managed to avoid the headscarf issue from media attention. During that period from 2009 until 2010, democratization initiative was 

publicized and propagandized by the media and AK Party politician. At the same time, the Diyanet also played their part in emphasizing 

the rights for religious freedom and practice indirectly through Friday sermon platform and their official media. As a result, when a 

referendum was issued in 2010 for constitutional reform, 90 percent of the Turkish society support the referendum. Hence, the constitution 

and Article No. 17 in YÖK was amended1. The headscarf ban law was uplifted at last and in 2011, there was an increment in political 

participation with another demand to allow headscarf women to enter the parliament.  
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Figure 1: Summary of findings in the uplifting of headscarf ban process 

 

 
 

 
5.0  CONCLUSION 

 

Based on the analysis regarding the process of uplifting the headscarf ban in the higher education institution, I can conclude that decision-

making process through people’s consensus has facilitated in solving the long-standing issue of headscarf ban inside Turkey’s political 

landscape. The AK Party government has managed to facilitate democracy through political participation of the masses for their own 

benefit. Therefore, political education and consciousness are really important in the long run inside a society to offer a check-and-balance 

in the government decision-making process. 
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