Documents on Headscarf Controversy in Turkey 

Document 1: Yaqoob, Salma. "Hijab: A Woman's Right to Choose." Proc. of European Social Forum, London. The National Assembly Against Racism, 16 Oct. 2004. Web. 12 Sept. 2014. <http://www.naar.org.uk/newspages/041022.asp>.
Context: This speech was given at a conference discussing the French government’s ban on the hijab. It offers one woman’s perspective on the meaning of the headscarf.
Speech: ‘Hijab – a woman’s right to choose’ [excerpted]

For many Muslim women wearing the hijab is an expression of Islamic notions of women’s empowerment. ‘Hijab’ actually is a whole concept relating to the interaction of men and women, not just an item of clothing to cover the head or body. The hijab is not about the denial of female (or male) sexuality. Quite the opposite. I think sexual attraction between men and women is part of human nature and natural. The concept of Hijab actually denotes a code of behaviour between the sexes that both acknowledges that fact and encourages a mutually respectful interaction between men and women. ‘Hijab’ literally means ‘barrier’. It flows from the emphasis on marriage in Islam – the Quran describes a husband and wife as each others ‘garments’ – giving each other intimacy, warmth and protection. The idea of hijab is to maintain the exclusivity of that relationship, such that the degree of physical intimacy and exposure is limited in all other interactions between men and women. In this way the aim of hijab is to de-emphasise sexuality in public interactions, whilst encouraging sexuality in private ones.

It is important to remember that whilst the hijab has recently been associated exclusively with Islam, the idea of modest attire for men and women is referred to in the Judeo-Christian tradition in the Old and New Testaments of the Bible as well as many other religious and cultural traditions (e.g. Sikhism and Rastafarianism). In many parts of the world, from villages in Italy to Indian suburbs women cover themselves in similar ways that Muslim women do.

For many Muslim women wearing the Hijab marks a rejection of a world where women have to endure objectification as sex objects. It helps them to enjoy a sense of their own (special) privacy and personhood. For me, the wearing of the hijab denotes that as a woman I expect to be treated as an equal in terms of my intellect and personality and my appearance is relevant only to the degree that I want it to be, when I want it to be. 

Wearing the hijab can also be seen as a challenge to the power of corporations and advertising. …..Indeed it is true that while the Western feminist movement campaigned over many years for the right of women to be uncovered in public this ‘right’ has quickly been appropriated by the forces of capitalism and consumerism. So much so that we are at a point in time where much unhappiness, depression, eating disorders etc are directly attributable to the pressures on women to be seen to be sexually attractive. Clearly such expectations and consequences are oppressive to women. Prevailing cultural norms mean that young girls are robbed of their childhood as their clothes reflect and emphasise female sexuality; and older women are made to feel irrelevant (or relevant to the extent that they can maintain the appearance of being younger).

Whilst I passionately defend my right to wear the hijab and urge solidarity on this issue, I think it is a shame that the identity of Muslim women has been reduced to simply the wearing of the hijab – by some Muslims as well as non-Muslims. It would be unfortunate if a Muslim woman was only viewed in terms of whether she wore a hijab – by her brothers and sisters in faith who may not regard her as ‘highly’ if she doesn’t, or non-Muslims who may regard her as less worthy if she does. Ultimately it is about her personal relationship with God, and not anyone else’s business! Whilst we can point out the benefits or otherwise (whichever view you hold on the issue of hijab), coercion or enforcement form either side is not the answer.

Indeed the real crime that is committed against women is when that choice is taken away from them. That’s why I am opposed to the Saudi and Iranian government’s imposition of the veil and that of the Taliban previously. But this is also why I oppose the ban on wearing the hijab. In both cases the woman herself is no longer free to make a choice. In both cases her dignity is violated. And with all the hype around the issue not many people are aware that actually right now the hijab is banned in more countries than it is enforced.

Document 2 [Excerpted]: Zeldin, Wendy. "Turkey: Constitutional Court Annuls 2008 Law That Had Lifted Ban on Wearing Headscarves at Universities." Global Legal Monitor. Library of Congress, 03 Dec. 2012. Web. 12 Sept. 2015.
According to one study, published in 2005, about 70% of Turkish women use head coverings, "a percentage that varies widely depending on region and class." (Valorie K. Vojdik, Politics of the Headscarf in Turkey: Masculinities, Feminism, and the Construction of Collective Identities, 33 HARVARD JOURNAL OF LAW & GENDER 667 (2010).) The headscarf ban in universities and public offices was imposed in 1982, and in the mid-1980s "became a flashpoint for conflict between secularists and Islamists in Turkey, as protests against the ban increased." (Id. at 668.) The Higher Education Council twice removed restrictions on wearing headscarves, in 1989 and 1991, but the Constitutional Court annulled both repeal attempts. (Id. at 669.)
In its March 7, 1989, ruling the Court concluded:
The headscarf and the particular style of clothing that accompanies it, which lacks a modern appearance, is not an exemption but a tool of segregation. ... This situation, which is the display of a pre-modern image, is increasingly becoming widespread and this is unacceptable in terms of the principles of secularism, reformism and the Republic. Using democratic principles to challenge secularism is the abuse of freedom of religion. (Id., citing to fn. 55, Anayasa Mahkemesi [Constitutional Court], Mar. 7, 1989, Esas No. 1989/1 [Basis Number], Karar No. 1989/12 [Decision Number] (TC Resmi Gazete [Official Gazette of Republic of Turkey], 1989, No. 20216) (Turk.).)




Document 3 [Excerpted]: Applebaum, Anne. "In Turkey, Head Scarves Are Potent Political Symbols." Slate. Slate.com, 31 Mar. 2009. Web. 12 Sept. 2015. 
To outsiders, the issue [of the headscarf ban] usually seems petty…Those with an Anglo-American bias—myself included—have often been persuaded that the issue is one of personal liberty: A head scarf should be a matter of "choice." But if politicians are grandstanding about head scarves, maybe that's because head scarves, at least in Turkey and a few other places, are political symbols and not purely religious "choices" at all.
Fairly or not, in certain Turkish communities, a head covering in fact marks the wearer not just as faithful but as a believer in a particular version of Islam. Fairly or not, the head scarf carries with it, at least in Turkey, partisan connotations, as well as a suggestion of the wearer's views of women. Political scientist Zeyno Baran pointed out to me that most of the wives of the current Turkish political leadership wear head scarves, that most of them donned the scarves after their marriages, and that most of them never worked or studied again after they wed. You can see why women who want something different might feel threatened.
In fact, the Turkish ban was first instituted in the 1980s precisely to protect these bareheaded women, as well as the secular students who wanted to remain so. For 20 years or so, the ban was relatively successful. After a few initial protests, it was widely accepted—how else can a deeply divided society survive, unless it creates zones of neutrality?—at least until the current government tried to get rid of it again this year.
For the record, the French head-scarf ban—though widely mocked when instituted in 2004—is at the moment considered a great success, at least by the French government. Droves of girls did not drop out of school, as predicted. Every year, French officials say, there are fewer conflicts over the issue. Over time, they argue, Muslim girls will find it easier to integrate into French society.
None of which is to say that Turkey's supreme court can or should oust the Turkish government: I'll let Turkey's lawyers fight that one out. But if they try to do so, let's not pretend it's unimportant. And if, someday, this argument comes to our shores, let's not be surprised by that. In the end, the head-scarf debate isn't about a wisp of fabric but about the viability of secular Islam itself.

Document 4 (excerpted): Vojdik, Valorie K. "POLITICS OF THE HEADSCARF IN TURKEY: MASCULINITIES, FEMINISM, AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF COLLECTIVE IDENTITIES." Harvard Journal of Law & Gender 33 (2010): 661-85. Web.
In classical Islam, the purpose of the veil is to preserve modesty and to avoid drawing attention to the female body. Yet in Turkey, the new form of urban covering is beautiful and self-consciously stylish. Covering has become a profitable part of the fashion consumer market in Turkey and has spread throughout the world via the Internet and global retail markets. It is international and fashion-forward. A Turkish fashion show featuring the various ways of covering can be found on YouTube. In this show, tall and lean women in high heels and narrow overcoats and tunics walk down the catwalk to distinctively modern, synthesized Middle Eastern club music. The headscarves depicted are close-fitting and draped over conical headpieces on the top of the head, evoking Orientalist notions of the hidden and the exotic, Islamic dress meeting global capitalist consumerism. Cinar describes this aesthetic ¸ —which was opposed by Islamic intellectuals as transforming the headscarf from a symbol of religious and political identity to symbol of high fashion in upper class society—as “Islamic haute couture.” The emergence of an “Islamic high culture,” Cinar argues, destroys the secularist image of Islam as backward and lower class while highlighting class and regional collective identities in Turkey. Those women who adopt the more fashionable forms of cover distinguish themselves from the more traditional, rural, or low-income women who wear either the simple headscarf or the outdated long, light-colored raincoat. 
The new veiling by young, educated Turkish women appears to reflect the negotiation of their multiple identities as both Islamic and modern, political agents, religious women, and secular consumers in a globalized society. The politicization of young, educated, and outspoken Turkish women who challenge the regulation of their bodies in the body politic disrupts the dominant and secular masculinity of the Turkish Republic as well as local Islamic masculinities. As G¨ole explains, “[t]he new public visibility of Muslim women, who are outspoken, militant, and educated, brings about a shift in the semiotics of veiling, which has long evoked the traditional, subservient domestic roles of Muslim women.”
Document 5: YİNANÇ, BARÇIN. "Why Worry about Headscarf Issue in Turkey?" Hurriyet Daily News, 28 Oct. 2014. Web. 29 Nov. 2015. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Does anyone recall the news last month of the government decree changing the regulation on the dress code in public schools, allowing girls as young as 10 years old to attend classes wearing headscarves?

It is already history. In a country like ours with such a huge agenda, where even as journalists we have trouble keeping pace with developments, this should not be so surprising. 

Indeed, it has become the government’s trick to use Turkey’s loaded agenda to introduce controversial changes in order to avoid any substantial debate.

But this is an issue worth keeping on the agenda, especially at a time when we are terrified to see people voluntarily joining Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), a barbaric organization that in my eyes does not in any way approach any concept related to Islam.

The headscarf issue is a very complex one, especially in a conservative country like Turkey.

Years ago, a taxi driver told me that his daughter, who lived in a small village, had decided to cover her head. “Her husband is a military official. He leaves for duties that take him away from home for weeks. She thought she would be safer this way, to protect her honor,” he said. She was not forced to it by her husband; it was her own decision.

According to this line of thinking, women who are not wearing a headscarf are potentially more open to sexual assault. It is not so much about Islam dictating that it must be worn, but rather about how it is perceived by society.

So, if a woman in her 20’s can think like that, we can assume that there are still many conservative fathers in Turkey who won’t let their daughters leave the house unless their head is covered. Indeed, this is a reality in Turkey, but the problem is that we don’t know the numbers. There are no statistics to tell us how many families have refrained from sending their daughters to school because they had to go with their head uncovered. 

What is clear is that this is not a number one priority problem in the Turkish education system.

“If they want it, children should be able to come to school with their heads covered. The only thing that matters is for girls to come to school. Nothing is more important than that,” said İbrahim Betil, a highly respected figure known for his work in education, two years ago.

However, no one is convinced that the main motivation of the government in the recent regulations is to have more girls in school. Rather, the motivation lies in what Turkey’s current president said a while ago when he was still prime minister: “We want to raise religious generations.” The younger the indoctrination starts, the better it is.

Supporters of the ruling party present this issue as one of religious freedom. Indeed, a university student is of age to decide whether or not she will cover her head, but for a 10-year-old girl this is not a free will choice. 

“My problem with the freedoms argument is this: Freedoms have been extended for only a particular group of people in Turkey for the past five or six years. If they had said, ‘we will let girls wear headscarves, and we also won’t mind about the length of their skirt or tattoos,’ then this would have looked differently,” another education expert told me. On the contrary, the decree that lifted the ban on headscarves also bans make-up, tattoos and piercings.

“What the government does or does not do along with lifting the ban on headscarf is also very important,” the same expert said. While there has been much emphasis on religious education, not much has been done on providing good quality education that equips students with critical thinking. Too much emphasis on religious courses without complementing them with critical thinking will end up raising dogmatic generations. 

A close friend of mine lives in a small city in the heart of Anatolia. One day recently, her daughter came in running with tears in her eyes: “Mum, apparently you will burn in hell because you are not wearing a headscarf.” This is what you hear after your kid attends compulsory religious courses.

If the education system is not reformed and the content of religious courses is not changed, instead of “religious” generations preaching for peace we will see more and more extremists, which will be of no use either to Turkey or to the world.
