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The idea to publish this compilation was born during the 
preparatory phase of the workshop “Regional Meeting on 
Women’s Empowerment in the Economic, Social and Political 
Transformation of the Middle East” we jointly organized with 
KAGİDER on 20th December 2011 in Istanbul.
There were two aims in organizing this meeting: 
1.	 To listen to firsthand accounts and observations on con-

ditions that gave rise to the uprisings and revolutions 
from the women and experts of the region and to share 
these with the world public.

2.	 To create an opportunity to share ideas and experiences 
on the various ways in which the women of the region 
can become more powerful in all areas (political, social 
and economic) in the post-revolution period as women 
who have made undeniable contributions to the protests 
and revolutions.

We believe that the four articles in this compilation serve a 
function with regard to both of these aims. Khalida Arfoui 
authored her article as both an activist and an observer of 
the transformation experienced in Tunisia. Arfoui relates - in 
a to the point language - the concerns of circles with secular 
sensitivities regarding the religious elements and actors of 

PREFACE



6

the Jasmine Revolution. We believe that the article by Claudia Derichs is 
very valuable in that it represents a clear and critical standpoint regarding 
the methods for women’s political empowerment. Derichs gives us an ac-
count of the experiences of various countries. The article co-authored by 
Ulrike Bechmann and Viola Raheb is an essay on the nature of women’s 
participation and contribution to processes of large scale social change. 
On the other hand, it contains clues as to how the world perceives the 
recently increasing political visibility of women. And last but not least, the 
paper by Zekiye Demir is immensely valuable because it is written in a 
context about which little has been said until now. It is an article convey-
ing the experiences of Turkey on how religious institutions can contribute 
to women’s empowerment through religious services. 

As Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, we would like to express our gratitude to 
each of the authors for making this compilation of selected articles pos-
sible. We once again thank KAGİDER for the essential contributions they 
have made to the workshop and hope that our cooperation will continue in 
future projects. We stress that we are open to initiatives that will serve to 
empower women in Turkey as well as in the Middle East and North Africa. 
In addition to these articles we invite you to read our workshop proceed-
ings and workshop report, which you may obtain from the same source as 
this publication. We leave you now to enjoy these articles. 

Ankara, 21 June 2012
Dr. Colin Dürkop

Suna Güzin Aydemir
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Gender studies and social sciences have identified a broad 
range of tools which may be used to strengthen women’s 
political participation. When these tools are examined in the 
context of the so-called Arab Spring, two questions arise: 
Can these tools be employed regardless of the specific politi-
cal and social situation at hand? Can a respective discussion 
of the employment of these tools do justice to the various 
national and local contexts? I would like to contribute to this 
discussion from my perspective of a comparativist, a po-
litical scientist, an Arab-speaking scholar of the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) region, and a politically concerned 
woman.

Can we compare? 
The political context in each Arabic country is highly specific, 
and each country has its own gender regime. Despite these 
specific contexts, there are common features in each coun-
try. Additionally, much may also be learnt from revolutions 
in other countries with a Muslim majority, such as Indonesia. 
For instance, the Indonesian people toppled the dictatorial 
regime of then-president Suharto in 1998, demanding an 
end to the politics of corruption, collusion, and nepotism 
(korupsi, kolusi, nepotisme or KKN). More than a decade 

TOOLS INCREASING AND STRENGTHENING 
WOMEN’S POLITICAL PARTICIPATION IN THE 
ARAB SPRING
Claudia Derichs
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after this revolution and its resultant change in regime, Indonesia is now 
an established democracy that has implemented the following features, 
among others,
-	 a decentralised administration with considerable local autonomy for 

the district level; 
-	 a Ministry of Women’s Empowerment (now called the Ministry of Wom-

en Empowerment and Child Protection);
-	 police stations staffed with female officers in order to encourage re-

ports of violence against women;
-	 a national commission on violence against women (KOMNAS Perem-

puan);
-	 a quota regulation for political parties whose candidates are running for 

the national parliament.

Indonesia also had a female president, Megawati Sukarnoputri, from 2001 
until 2004. The list of policy results in Indonesia looks impressive and 
seems to serve women’s rights and empowerment. However, as I have 
spelled out elsewhere (Derichs 2006), policies that are ostensibly deemed 
to promote women’s rights at first glance merit a closer look. In Indonesia, 
decentralization is in many places accompanied by by-laws discriminating 
women and privileging men; the budget for the women’s ministry is com-
paratively low for the tasks at hand (namely, gender equality and gender 
mainstreaming); police stations with female officers are often located in 
districts far from the residential areas of women suffering from domestic 
violence or rape; the national commission on violence against women has 
a tremendous workload; and the quota regulation for political parties has 
no teeth. Moreover, the trickle-down effects that could have occurred dur-
ing Megawati Sukarnoputri’s presidency, such as an increase in women’s 
political representation at all levels of formal political institutions, did not 
take place. The issue of universal tools enhancing women’s political partici-
pation thus occupies a contested discursive field when applied to national 
or local contexts. Applying these tools to the context of the Arab Spring 
societies is not an easy matter. It requires caution and careful attention. 
Also, clichéd conclusions have to be avoided. Yet, from a comparative per-
spective, three aspects merit reflection and discussion: (i) quota regula-
tions, (ii) vertical alliances, and (iii) the participation and representation 
of women before and after the political transition. While quota regulations 
are technical and temporary instruments, the formation of alliances and 
the question of formal political representation after a transition are depen-
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dent on long-term support systems for women’s participation. To better 
understand these facets, I will address the question of quota in greater 
length before outlining some basic thoughts on the importance of a viable 
support system. 

Quota systems as a tool to increase and strengthen women’s par-
ticipation
Quota regulations for women’s political representation in Parliament are 
a welcome tool. But they are also problematic. This is because there are 
different types of quota regulations, and each type has its advantages 
and disadvantages. Quota regulations vis-à-vis political participation and 
representation can take the form of a constitutional provision (legislated 
quota), a voluntary instrument of the political parties, or a reservation 
of parliamentary seats. (For more information on the different types of 
political participation and representation quota regulations, see www.quo-
taproject.org.)  

The electoral law of post-Saddam Hussein Iraq, for instance, provides for 
a legislated candidate quota with a clause stating that no less than 25 
percent of the seats in the national assembly shall be held by women. 
Pakistan’s constitution reserves 60 of the 342 national assembly seats 
(slightly over 17 percent) for women. Australia’s Labor Party adopted a 
quota regulation demanding a representation of no less than 40 percent of 
either sex on the party’s electoral lists.  

As a voluntary instrument of political parties, quota regulations are a fre-
quently found yet weak instrument. When, for instance, a political party 
dedicates itself to a 30 percent quota for female candidates, this looks 
very good on paper. But in reality, two questions arise: What position do 
these female candidates receive on the party list? Are they the foremost 
candidates running for office (that is ranked in high positions on the list), 
or are they included towards the end of the party list as an afterthought? 

Even an election law stipulating a certain quota for women in parliament 
and reserving a certain number of seats for women can turn out to be 
problematic. It might appear advantageous to women at first glance due 
to the reservation of a (high) number of seats for women. But there are 
some potential pitfalls lurking beneath the surface. Since these parlia-
mentary seats are “reserved” for women, the female candidates holding 
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these seats are not deemed to have really faced the rigours of political 
competition. As the women in these “reserved” parliamentary seats are 
not perceived to have faced real political competition, they are deemed to 
be mostly ignorant of the harsh business of politics. Consequently, female 
members of parliament in reserved seats are deemed to be “less skilled” 
at politics and not considered to be “really elected”. When the women on 
these seats do not form a coalition or a caucus across political parties, 
their voices are very weak. Thus, having a certain number of female mem-
bers of parliament does not automatically translate into a strong voice for 
women or into high quality female representation in parliament. The oft 
cited necessity that female political representation should make up a “criti-
cal minority” of 30 percent has to be weighed against the qualitative mass 
and the women’s voices in formal political institutions.  

On the balance sheet, quota systems can be effective and powerful (tem-
porary) tools. However, the respective regulations have to be chosen 
carefully so as to give a meaningful voice to women in parliament. Since 
the issue is well known and has been researched by feminists and other 
colleagues within gender studies and social science, the development of 
quota regulations all over the world is now monitored. The best and most 
informative data base and encyclopaedia for parliamentary quota regula-
tions is the Swedish website, quotaproject.org, a collaborative effort of the 
International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (Interna-
tional IDEA), Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) and Stockholm University.  

Alliances between top and bottom
So as to reinforce the importance of women’s rights, the women’s move-
ment on the ground (in the form of non-governmental organizations and 
civil society organizations such as KAGIDER etc) and women’s represen-
tatives in formal politics (parliament, senate, cabinet etc) have to unite 
or engage each other in debate. Without support on the ground, women 
in formal politics often lack influence in politics. This is most evident in 
cases where a female head of state leads to little or no trickle down effect 
vis-à-vis the participation and empowerment of women in the country. 
Also, female heads of state and government officials mostly come from 
elite families and have a high social standing regardless of their gender. 
Fleschenberg & Derichs (2008) have researched this phenomenon exten-
sively and published a handbook of top female politicians worldwide. A 
globally concomitant feature of female leaders – exceptions notwithstand-
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ing – is their high social status before they entered the top level of politics. 
Regional patterns such as strong dynastic leaders in South and Southeast 
Asia were also discerned. The MENA region, however, has yet to produce 
female heads of state or government. If women were to climb the top of 
the political ladder in an Arab country, they would need an effective sup-
port system within the wider society and among the female citizenry so 
as to maintain their position and stay in power. Therefore, the women’s 
movement of a country is a strong player and serves to set the pace for 
the social acceptance of ideas of gender equity and women’s rights. As 
Anne Marie Goertz and Shireen Hassim point out: 
The place and power of the gender equity lobby in civil society, its power to 
mobilize resources and public concern to support its demands, its power to 
challenge gender-biased conceptions of women’s needs, roles, and rights 
– in other words, the strength and autonomy of the women’s movement 
– will be influenced by the general political and cultural environment for 
associational activity. (Goertz and Hassim 2003, 39)

In other words, the push for a full implementation of women’s rights will 
not likely happen unless women in formal politics are supported by the 
women’s movement of that country.

After transition is before transition …
As may be seen in numerous cases around the world, women are empiri-
cally proven to be very active in demonstrations, in the logistics and in the 
organization of reform movements during periods of transition. They are 
a very important component of the protest movement. However, women 
often lose out to men when it comes to the implementation of a new politi-
cal order and the distribution of positions of power.

Women stay active after transitions, but more often than not, they do so 
in informal politics rather than in formal political institutions. Opportunities 
for engagements arise in the shape of non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) or welfare organizations. Although women’s involvement in these 
organizations is seen as “unpolitical”, their contribution to the wellbeing 
of society has ultimately strong political implications. A welfare state, for 
instance, cannot function without caring for the weaker members of so-
ciety. To demonstrate its commitment to looking after the less fortunate 
in society, a welfare state needs policies attending to the concept of care. 
Regardless of the fact that many forms of social engagement are not rec-



12

ognised as political activity, women continue to immerse themselves in 
social issues through informal channels like NGOs and welfare organiza-
tions. As a result, the official decision-making positions are dominated 
by men, and women’s voices in formal political institutions diminish. In 
some cases, radical voices and parties gain momentum so much so that 
they silence organizations and individuals fighting for gender equality and 
women’s rights. In her seminal study on women and transition, Georgina 
Waylen (2008) analysed the roles women played during transition periods 
and examined the impact of transition on gender relations. Her assess-
ment is not very optimistic:
Although women’s movements were not prominent actors in all transi-
tions, in a significant number of cases, women organized, as women did 
play an important part in the activities that helped to bring an end to 
non-democratic rule. And many women activists were keen to ensure that 
women’s claims were taken seriously in the post-transition phase. Yet disil-
lusionment has frequently resulted. In a number of instances, it was felt 
that the promise of earlier phases was not fulfilled. (Waylen 2008, 1)

Waylen (2008, 2) traces the reasons for the scarcity of women in formal 
political institutions in the post-transition phase to the pathways of gen-
dering institutions and politics, and to the nature of the non-democratic 
regime before transition.   
The findings about the relegation of women to the informal arena of politi-
cal activism after transition are empirically rich. The thoughts I have put 
forward here are not exhaustive and cannot claim validity in a scientific 
sense. However, as they are not drawn from exceptional cases, they might 
help us to further consider the other things that could be done to brighten 
the future of women in the Arab world as well as preserve their rights and 
their equal status.    

Summarizing remarks
The politics and polities in Arab states have borne witness to revolutionary 
change, for dictators have been toppled, people are still struggling with 
day-to-day life, and threats of civil war loom. Even though there is ample 
evidence to suggest that comparisons may be drawn from similar cases, 
the specific context of each state and society has to be taken into account. 
Thus, while the MENA region is not the only region in the world to experi-
ence revolutionary and transitional phases, any prediction as to the future 
situation of the Arab states is a risky speculation. I have tried to reflect on 
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some aspects relating to women’s political participation which might merit 
a closer look in the context of the Arab Spring and its future development. 
I am convinced that cultural and religious features of a society exert a 
particular influence in the future political development of the Arab Spring 
countries. The same goes for entrenched beliefs and traditions shaping 
the values of a society or certain communities within society. I would not, 
however, stretch this argument to the extreme and ignore the empirical 
evidence provided by numerous cases of political transition around the 
world. Rather than placing cultural and religious factors at the centre of 
my analysis, I posit that simple technical tools such as quota systems 
can equally strengthen women’s participation. Moreover, the findings of 
scholarly work referring to the importance of vertical alliances, women’s 
movements and the gap between women’s participation and representa-
tion in pre- and post-transition phases seem plausible to me. I would sup-
port their discussion and reflection in the search for tools increasing and 
strengthening women’s political participation in the context of the Arab 
Spring.    
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On Saturday Dec 17, 2011, Tunisia celebrated the one year 
anniversary of the Arab Spring which had started in Sidi 
Bouzid, a small town in the centre of the country. The immo-
lation of 26 year old Bouazizi, that fuelled the event, ousted 
3 dictators. The winners in this event, however, were not 
those who had instigated it, mainly youths and democrats 
against dictatorship, corruption and injustice; but Islamists 
who were totally absent from the social landscape then. Sur-
prisingly, they are all described as “moderate Islamists” and 
the term “moderate” seems to be highly applicable when 
compared with the aggressiveness of Salafist groups urging 
for the introduction of Shari’a Law in the new constitution.

For over half a century, Tunisia lived under a dictatorial re-
gime with a single powerful political party. The other par-
ties, allowed in-between, had no power, being restricted in 
their movements and actions and only served to make the 
world believe that Tunisia was indeed democratic, as daily 
reported by Ben Ali’s media.

But on January 14, Tunisia went through a state of revolt. It 
was a grassroots movement launched in the underprivileged 
regions of Western Tunisia by educated, qualified youths un-

JASMINREVOLUTION AND THE QUESTION 
OF WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT IN TUNISIA IN 
THE POST-REVOLUTIONARY ERA
Khadija Arfaoui
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able to find work in the system set up by Ben Ali. They all called for the fall 
of the regime, but they did not believe it would happen. The slogan is still 
heard today. Two days ago, I was amused to hear a ten-year boy chant it 
(al shaab yurid sukut al nidham). Except for this slogan, the Revolution 
had no leader, no name, but never, except during the country’s indepen-
dence from French colonial rule, had the Tunisian people felt so united. It 
was the intensity of this bond that ousted their dictator.

The revolt had started from a strictly social origin. Indeed, Mohamed 
Bouazizi had immolated himself out of despair for not even being able to 
sell fruit and vegetables to provide for his family. The revolt then became 
political with people surging against the unequal distribution of revenues 
of development, and denouncing corruption and nepotism. This non-vi-
olent revolution launched a deep democratic movement with a domino 
effect both in the Arab world and the whole at large. The United for Glob-
al Change movement that called for a better fabric of life and protested 
against the power of the banks materialized on October 15 in several im-
portant world capitals: from Wall Street in New York, to Spain, Italy, etc. 
Indeed, many people who had never taken part in marches were on the 
streets worldwide, demanding drastic changes (Rezvanpour 2011). Like 
their counterparts in Libya, Egypt, Yemen and elsewhere, Tunisian women 
were present everywhere in that which was later known as the Jasmine 
Revolution.

“Just look at how Tunisian women stood side-by-side with Tunisian men… 
They came out to the streets to protest in headscarves. They came out in 
miniskirts. It doesn’t matter. They were there,” said lawyer Bilal Larbi to 
reporter Eleanor Beardsley (2011).

Women’s place in the new democratic state
Tunisian women are pioneers in terms of women’s rights, having been 
granted significant rights on a tray as some like to say (Arfaoui), since the 
independence of their country from colonial rule in 1956. The autonomous 
feminist movement that had emerged in the 1970s consolidated into two 
organizations, the Association of Tunisian Women for Research and De-
velopment (AFTURD) and the Tunisian Association of Democratic Women 
(ATFD). In 1989, the Tunisian feminist movement increasingly dissociated 
itself from the State endorsed feminism of the National Union of Tunisian 
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Women (UNFT),1 and later, the Ministry of Women, children and Family 
Affairs.2 Working in tough conditions under Ben Ali’s dictatorial regime, 
being constantly spied upon, and having no access to the media, pre-
vented feminists from organizing meetings in public places and from cre-
ating branches in other regions. Although they were sometimes physically 
harassed and victims of slander by state media, they continued to work 
towards raising women’s awareness of their rights, be they in the home 
or in the workplace. Prior to the Arab Spring that suddenly changed the 
landscape of the country, the autonomous feminist movement had been 
working on several issues.

The Code of Personal Status (1956) had given women significant rights 
through the abolition of repudiation and polygamy, the right to judicial di-
vorce, equality in terms of education and work outside the home. Women 
had also been encouraged to get rid of the veil, which they did. As a result, 
sefsaris gradually disappeared from the Tunisian landscape when women 
of all age groups adopted the Western way of dressing and chose to go un-
veiled. Interestingly, in the late 1950s and early 1960s, women of all age 
groups got rid of their veils, as seen in a New York Herald Tribune article in 
1965 titled, “From Veil to Bikini in Tunisia.”

“History shows that countries are more prosperous and more peaceful 
when women are empowered,” President Obama stated in his speech of 
May 19, 2011, adding that the Arab world must “insist that universal rights 
apply to women as well as men . . .  by standing up for the right of women 
to have their voices heard, and to run for office.” That had been Habib 
Bourguiba’s philosophy too, for he believed there could be no development 
without the emancipation of women. Accordingly, he spared no effort to 
grant women as many facilities as he could, being prevented from going 
further ahead by religious scholars who would not accept anything con-
trary to the Qur’an.

Habib Bourguiba, President of the Republic of Tunisia (1956-1987) and the 
liberator of the country, promulgated the revolutionary Code of Personal 
Status with the support of enlightened religious scholars such as Mohamed 

1	 UNFT is the French acronym for the Association of Tunisian Women for Research and Develop-
ment and Tunisian Association of Democratic Women.
2	 In August 1993, the State Secretariat for Women and Family (formed in 1992) became a 
government ministry. Its mission was to develop government policy in the field of women and the 
family, and to coordinate the action of the different parties working for women’s and family affairs. 
In September 2002, it was renamed the Ministry of Women, Family and Children’s Affairs.
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Fadhel Ben Achour. Had Bourguiba not done so, had he waited first for the 
formation of the government and the launching of this young republic, it is 
very likely the Code of Personal Status (CPS) would not have been promul-
gated and the status of Tunisian women would have very different today. 

To institute the changes he had in mind, Bourguiba used the Qur’an. For 
example, to justify the end of polygamy, Bourguiba said the Qur’an stated 
a man could have up to four wives provided he treated them equally. As 
it is impossible to treat all four wives equally, a man should therefore only 
have one wife. Bourguiba could promote such views then, Charfi argues, 
because the Islamists (who are in the forefront everywhere now) did not 
exist in the 1950s and the body of Ulemas had been weakened because of 
their lenient stand towards colonialism (Charfi 2000, 137). 

Although Habib Bourguiba had been an enlightened president, he was also 
a dictator. Ben Ali, the second President of Tunisia, most certainly followed 
Bourguiba’s example. Bourguiba though, was not interested in material 
things. In fact, he owned nothing at his death. 

The Jasmine Revolution put an end to Ben Ali’s dictatorship. With the end 
of the dictatorship, all exiled political dissidents of the former regime as 
well as Islamists could return to Tunisia, and those in jail were freed. 
Meanwhile, dozens of political parties and organizations formed. Against 
this backdrop came the unexpected sudden aggressiveness of bearded or 
beardless men armed with cudgels, hitting women and brutally ordering 
them to go home and take care of their kitchens. In the meantime, the 
increasing number of Muhajabat (women wearing a hijab) had become 
a cause of concern. This eventually escalated to a growing number of 
younger women choosing to wear the niqab, and students asking for a 
mosque in their university as well as for separate classes for boys and 
girls, and for female teachers to teach girls and male teachers to teach 
boys. Others asked for separate buses and beaches for men and women. 
Recently at a secondary school, two girls stood up to go out during a class. 
When the teacher asked where they were going, they answered they were 
going out to pray. No such thing had ever happened before in the country, 
and the teacher refused to let them go. This example shows the working 
of the adage, “if you someone an inch, they will want to take a yard.” More 
importantly, this example also highlights the main concern surrounding 
the increased presence of Islamism in the country.
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Obviously, these Islamists want Tunisia to formally institute Shari’a Law, 
which is absolutely against feminist aspirations to equality.

Tunisian activists have been relying on Ijtihad (interpretation of the 
Qur’an) to change that which thwarted their rights and claims to equality. 
They based their claims on the analyses made by open-minded men of the 
19th, 20th and 21st centuries, such as Mohamed Kabadou, Kheireddine 
Tounsi, Mohamed Snoussi, Ahmed Ibn Abi Dhiaf, Abdelaziz Thaalbi,3 Tahar 
Al Haddad (1899-1935), and Habib Bourguiba, who advocated women’s 
rights. In 2011, they held a key position in terms of women’s rights in the 
Arab world, and had just a few obstacles they had yet to overcome (like 
the reservations made by Tunisia on the CEDAW and that were presumably 
lifted on August 16, 2011).

The revolutionary state prevailing in Tunisia did not meet their expecta-
tions, as evinced by the poor representation of women in key positions. 
It is ironic that while a Tunisian woman’s place in society remains the 
most enviable of the Arab world, the transition period post-Jasmine Revo-
lution was dominated by men. Out of the 23 members of the provisional 
transitional government led by Beji Caid Essebsi, only two ministers were 
women. Eventually, only one remained, Dr. Lilia Labidi, at the head of the 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs. Women also played a minimal role in party 
leadership. Among the 51 party leaders, there is only one woman, Maya 
Jribi, a biologist and leader of the Progressive Democratic Party (PDP). 

At a press conference given on April 26, 2011, Prime Minister Beji Caid 
Essebsi made the reassuring statement that there would be parity in the 
elections lists:
                                                                                                                                                                                            

“... equality between man and woman, and woman and man (in alter-
nation), is a key gain and banishes the so far patent discriminations in 
a fallacious official discourse on equality between the sexes.” (Khalsi, 
April 2011)

3	 In 1905, Thaalbi wrote The Liberal spirit of the Qur’an, claiming education for women and the 
eradication of the veil that Tunisian women used to wear then.
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Curiously, even Ennahdha4 (a political party strongly opposed to the CPS 
in the 1980s and openly declaring that women’s place was at home) an-
nounced it was in favour of the principle of parity, the CPS and more 
women’s rights. However, Ennahdha has yet to clarify what it means by 
“more” women’s rights.

The parity decree should have made for equal representation of males and 
females in the Constituent Assembly. It was not the case though, as only 
49 women were elected, representing 24% of the 217 members elected 
on October 23. 42 of these women belonged to Ennahdha (Leaders 2011).
Of course, the majority of these women are Islamists. If Souad Abder-
rahim (Islamist) was pleased with the results, Saida Rached (ATFD) said 
the results had been anticipated: “It is a great achievement but it is not 
enough… If it were not for the Principle of Equal Share, women would not 
have gained this percentage. Not all parties obeyed the principle” (Ajmi 
2011). It is hoped though that these women will defend women’s rights.
 
Many fear the growing influence of the Islamists. “It’s hard for women 
right now. Every day, I’m afraid the Islamists will impose wearing the veil,” 
sighs Maha Issaoui. On April 1, the Tunisian government allowed the veil 
on ID pictures; and for the first time, under the pressure of minority Salaf-
ist groups, women wearing the niqab came out in Tunis’ medina.

The Women’s Manifesto signed by the Tunisian Women’s Association for 
Research and Development, the Collectif 95 Maghreb-Egalité and the 
women’s chapter of the Tunisian Human Rights League was issued in re-
sponse to these happenings, out of concern that they “… are threatening 
women’s rights because of religious or cultural factors.” In other words, 
Tunisian women have to fight to keep the rights they already have before 
fighting for new ones. 

Very few women were appointed in decision making positions. This has 
been a source of concern to women activists, especially since they deserve 

4	 Ennahdha used to be affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood. It was founded in 1861 by Ab-
delfattah Mourou, who ran in an independent list in the recent elections (Tariq Essalama) and, 
curiously, did not get any seat. Rached Ghannouchi joined the movement ten years later and took 
the reins to its leadership in the mid-1970s. It then became Ennahdha (Renaissance) in 1989, two 
years after Ben Ali became the second president of Tunisia. The movement was banned by Ben Ali 
in the 1989 elections that had given it one fifth of the vote.  Around thirty thousand of its members 
were jailed. Several were tortured, while others had to live in exile. The movement keeps stating 
that it is a moderate Islamic party desirous of preserving Tunisia’s identity as an Arab and Muslim 
nation, presenting a model close to the Turkish Justice and Development Party (AKP). Conse-
quently, in this election, it won overwhelmingly in all districts but one, gaining 90 seats, including 
half the seats abroad. (Al-Amin 2011)
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a 50% representation in the different spheres throughout the country. 
Tunisia now has a new government, one that has been elected democrati-
cally even though many are not pleased with the results. Despite its prom-
ises of respecting women’s rights and the CPS, the strong religious impact 
of the new government is a source of serious concern among the secular 
population. Only 4 women have been appointed in the government out of 
a total of 51 members. Indeed, Tunisia is a long way away from the early 
sixties when its women traded their veils for bikinis! 

Violence committed by students and members of the public unto female 
and male professors has also been a source of concern. As a matter of 
fact, Manouba University of Arts and Letters has been closed for almost 
one month now because of Salafists bearded men and women in burkas 
occupying the grounds, vowing not to leave until burkas, separate classes 
for boys and girls and so on are imposed in the university.

Threats to the construction of a new democratic Tunisia.
The country had thus experienced nothing but censorship for the past 60 
years. There were acts of violence made by Salafists against a cinema 
theatre that was going to show a film made by Tunisian female film maker, 
Nadia El Fani, initially titled “Neither Allah nor Master” and consequently 
changed to “A secular country, Inch’Allah” (Gozlan 2011). Likewise, similar 
acts of hostility were levelled at the headquarters of Nessma TV as well 
as the home of its director, Nabil Karoui, for broadcasting “Persepolis,” an 
Iranian film made by Marjane Satrapi (Gozlan 2011).

The Democratic forces actively pushing for democracy and gender equal-
ity knew that terms like laïcité or secularism, equal inheritance for women 
and men, would meet resistance. But they certainly did not expect to see 
women being harassed in the streets for not wearing a headscarf, ordered 
to wear the niqab, and ordered to stay home in their kitchen. Indeed, 
women were the first to be attacked, followed by people in the arts and 
cultural scene.

First target: Women
Of course, such actions give way to panic. In 1989, Souhayr Belhassen had 
expressed early fears in “Are Tunisian women afraid of Islamism?” Indeed, 
Souhayr Belhassen could see that Tunisian men disliked the emancipation 
of women in the country because it meant women would be clearly visible 
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in every sector of public life. Belhassen reported the electoral campaign 
taking place between 15 March and 1 April 1989 was an indicator: 
	 …to measure the significance taken by women in the debate that is 

agitating Tunisia today. A debate between two society projects, two 
visions of the world: a modernist, secular one, aspiring to democracy 
and in any case, attached to freedom, men’s freedom as well as wom-
en’s; the other one that refers to Islam as well as to religion, civiliza-
tion, culture and way of living. (Belhassen 1989, 37) 

While Tunisian women were perceived as “modern and free” in 1989 (thirty 
years after the promulgation of the CPS), the appearance of the headscarf 
at the general election that year countered that image. Belhassen inter-
prets the appearance of the headscarf in the 1989 general election as a 
public rejection “not only of the attributes of modernity imported from 
abroad but also from the values that are assigned to it” (Belhassen 1989, 
38). For most of these headscarf-clad women, Islam represented “a refuge 
and a revolt against westernization, against the ‘degradation’ of morals” 
(Belhassen 1989, 41). When they don the hijab, Women are free because 
they are no longer objectified by the scrutinizing and lustful gazes of some 
men (Belhassen 1989, 41-42). A blogger named Ahmed makes the same 
argument on April 27, 2011 on his Facebook account: “Islam should not 
be reduced to a detail of Islam, because there are things that are more 
important… But the hijab is also important and you must know that the 
hijab is not a scarf… the hijab is a loose uniform that does not show the 
details of the body …and that it also hides the entire body except the face 
and hands… it’s very easy to wear, and it makes a woman more beautiful 
and more respectable.”

Second target: Culture and Arts
Exhibitions, theatre performances, cinematic screenings were the second 
target of ultra-Islamists. Attacks against art first appeared at Ras Jedir 
(Libya-Tunisia frontier) when Islamists refused to allow a group of artists 
to perform for the entertainment of the refugees. Adel Latrech (2012) 
reports that these Salafists are strongly against any form of art, be it 
cultural or creative, because they deemed such expressions to be pro-
hibited by Islam. The head of this group of Salafists, Emir El Moominin, 
refused to see the artists or talk to them. When pressed for explanations, 
he finally agreed to see a female artist who had to cover her entire body 
under a djellaba. Despite his talk with the female artist, he still refused to 
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countenance any artistic performances. In Tunis, Abdelghani Ben Tara, a 
comedian and owner of a cultural space in the Medina, was attacked by a 
group of Salafists wielding swords who wanted the space converted into a 
mosque. These same people rushed into El Teatro, (a theatre) to prevent 
Gilbert Naccache, a Tunisian politician and writer, from speaking because 
he was not Muslim. Film-producer Nouri Bouzid also came under Salafist 
attacks because his movie, “Making Of”, highlighted how the work of Salaf-
ists could transform young men into terrorists and suicide bombers. Simi-
larly, Nadia El Fani met resistance and violence when she tried to screen 
her film, “Neither God nor Master”.5 

Violence also followed the screening of the Iranian film “Persepolis” on 
Nessma TV, for the owner of the television station had his house burned 
down. Although the violence shocked the democrats in the country, it won 
the support of the conservatives who believed that the representation of 
God in a human image was a sin. There is no doubt that the resurgence of 
Islam in the country has led to this violence and irreverence for the free-
dom of expression. These acts of hostilities culminated in a huge march 
denouncing the Salafists’ threat to the Tunisian people’s freedom of ex-
pression. One slogan used by protesters in the march was, “Before the 
Revolution, everything was forbidden; after the Revolution, everything is 
‘haram’.”6 

Conclusion
Tunisia has led the way in the Arab Spring. It is hoped that it will continue 
to do so by inspiring the other Arab countries in issues of gender equality 
(Hudson 2011) and democracy. Should Tunisia manage to inspire other 
Arab countries to relook their gender issues and their approach to the 
democratization process, the term “Arab Spring” will maintain its positive 
connotation.

In the current socio-political turmoil in Tunisia where hardline Islamists 
threaten the secular population, moderate Muslims, women and artists on 
grounds that women should be veiled and stay at home, and art is haram 
and against the precepts of Islam, many observers have suggested Tuni-
sia follow the example of Turkey. This is because Turkey, though officially 

5	 A group of Salafists stormed a showing of the film, “Ni Allah Ni Maitre” (Neither Allah Nor Mas-
ter), at the Africa cinema hall in Tunis on June 26. Tear gas was used to disperse the cinema goers 
at the theatre, and chants of “Tunisia is an Islamic state” were heard by fleeing bystanders. El Fani 
later changed the name of the film to “Laïcite Inch’ Allah” (Secularism, If Allah Wishes).
6	 Haram means sinful in Arabic
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secular with a clear separation between religion and politics, still has an 
Islamist government. In order to determine the merits of this suggestion, 
Mohamed Charfi conducted a comparative study of Turkey and Tunisia as 
well as the historic circumstances leading Kemal Ataturk and Bourguiba 
to adopt different constitutions in their respective countries. Ataturk, he 
stated, led the liberation war against foreign invaders and the caliphs. He 
continued the work of his predecessors (i.e. the reformers in the second 
half of the 19th century and the Young Turks in the early 20th century) 
by fighting against the religious regime imposed by the Caliphate. With 
the abolishment of the Caliphate, Ataturk put an end to religious power 
in Turkey and therefore secularized the country. In Tunisia, the struggle 
had been against France as a colonial power and religion (i.e. Islam) was 
used as a means of achieving freedom from colonization. In other words, 
Tunisia’s fight for independence from the French “… was not a revolution 
for freedom against a religious power” (Charfi 2000, 138).

To this difference between the Turkish and Tunisian struggle for indepen-
dence, Charfi adds: 
	 One must not impose a right that is against a society’s religious beliefs, 

but one can reform a law to give it a different meaning if sufficient 
mechanisms are in place … The Tunisian people accepted the new code 
because it was in line with Islam and offered a better understanding of 
Islam. (Charfi 2000, 138)

Before elections took place, Tunisian historian and Islamic scholar Mo-
hamed Talbi stated that Muslims lived without Shari’a for two centuries. 
The Medina Constitution, he explains, had been negotiated by the Proph-
et in the first year of Hejira “between all the social components of the 
State-City, polytheists, Jews and Muslims. Nowhere, in its 47 articles, does 
the question of a state religion arise. It was a secular Constitution” (Talbi 
2011). However, this view is only propounded by modernist thinkers, and 
hard Islamists remain blind to it.

Tunisia has a rich heritage and many people in the country are working to 
preserve it. Although there are people opposed to the CPS, it remains an 
accepted fact throughout the country, contributing to the positive image of 
Tunisia. Its inalienability has to be imposed and confirmed in the National 
Pact, an agreement committed to preserving and defending the rights that 
the Tunisian people have gained since the revolution of January 14, 2011. 
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This pact, compiled by Tunisian experts, had 6643 signatories as of April 
18, 2011.

Though Tunisian women have enjoyed the most enlightened CPS in the 
Arab World for over 50 years, it is feared their rights might be curtailed by 
the religious groups currently dominating the country’s political landscape.
Tunisia’s achievement is historic. Indeed, few Tunisian watchers could 
have imagined the change wrought in the country. Just as Tunisians led 
the way forward in the Arab Spring, they hope to do the same for women’s 
rights and female political participation in the region. True and sustainable 
democracy cannot be built on a foundation of stark inequality between 
men and women. Owing to the parity decree adopted by all the lists of 
candidates running for seats in the Constituent Assembly, 49 out of the 
217 elected assemblypersons were women. Although 49 elected assem-
blywomen is a step forward for female political participation in Tunisia, 42 
of these 49 women belong to Ennahdha, an Islamic political party. This 
is a source of alarm because progressive activist women are underrepre-
sented. 

While Tunisians expected a new form of democracy following the revolu-
tion of January 2011, they had not anticipated an Islamist one. A large 
number of Tunisian women from various women’s organizations attended 
a meeting organized by ATFD to discuss the exacerbation of an alarming 
situation, namely, the threats by bearded men against unveiled female 
university students and university lecturers. Ghannouchi, they claimed, 
intended to substitute the phrase “abandoned children” for the word “bas-
tards”. Unsurprisingly, this shocked many feminists. The Tunisian people 
seek a new social, economic and political order, one that will allow their 
voices to be heard. Even though Tunisia has always been open to all other 
cultures and people, its people wish for fair trade with the world at large, 
the continued flourishing of their ancient culture, and to prosper without 
forcibly submitting to any particular model foreign to them (Guella 2011). 
But they have other concerns now. 

It was a shock to learn Libya had adopted Shari’a Law and permitted po-
lygamy. As a result, Tunisian women no longer feel secure. This is more 
so given the double meaning behind Ennahdha’s electoral proposals where 
Ghannouchi claimed Shari’a Law was enshrined in Tunisia’s legal code and 
that he would rather see the implementation of a mild form of Shari’a Law 
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than the “neo-laicism” promoted by Turkey’s Prime Minister. Ghannouchi 
also added:
	 What is meant by secularism is different between the Arab world and 

Turkey. In the Arab world, secularism has been linked in recent de-
cades to dictatorship and with oppression, whereas secularism in Tur-
key is linked to democracy and freedom of choice. (Yezdani 2011)

Feminists and democrats are working very hard to ensure the separa-
tion of religion and politics in the face of Ennahdha’s opposition. But they 
appear to be fighting a losing battle because of the drastic changes in 
Tunisia’s socio-political situation. In spite of growing pessimism, they will 
not stop their efforts to preserve the values of the revolution for dignity, 
equality and justice.

While the bewildered Tunisians are celebrating their freedom, they still feel 
that they have first to protect their gains (enshrined in the CPS), human 
rights, freedom of the press, and separation of power between the execu-
tive, the legislative and the judiciary. The separation of religion and politics 
is a salient issue that is undergoing intense debate. Islamists want religion 
to hold more sway in the Tunisian way of life, while democrats insist that 
the practice of religion is a private affair and rules need not be imposed to 
promulgate it. Regardless as to whether Tunisia has a presidential or par-
liamentarian government, it should only govern for the people and has to 
be controlled by the people. When the Tunisian people started the move-
ment, they did not know they “could” topple the dictator. Their quest for 
freedom and dignity is also a quest for equality and justice. In the months 
to come, they will have to be vigilant so as to ensure that the values of the 
revolution are respected. By working towards the protection and enhance-
ment of individual liberties, Tunisians are able to safeguard the country 
from the emergence of another dictatorship.
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The Nobel Peace Prize has been awarded for more than 110 
years and, since it was first bestowed in 1901, the prize 
has been given to a total of 98 people and 20 organiza-
tions, including 15 women. The first woman to receive the 
prize was the Austrian pacifist Bertha von Suttner in 1905, 
who in 1891 founded the Austrian Society of the Friends 
of Peace over which she presided, and who established the 
German Peace Society in 1892. Von Suttner also attended 
the International Women’s Conference in 1904, as well as 
subsequent peace conferences, and engaged internationally 
in opposition to militarism, in support of women’s rights, 
and for entente cordiale.

The spring of 2011 was marked by protests in several Arab 
countries which ultimately led to the collapse of a number 
of dictators. Unexpectedly in the fall of 2011, a group of 
women who were committed to democracy and opposed to 
violence moved to the centre of global attention. The Norwe-
gian Committee for the Nobel Peace Prize nominated three 
women who were advocates for peace in their crisis-ridden 
countries. One of them was the Yemeni journalist Tawakkul 
Karman, who had for years supported the protests in Yemen 
in favour of greater democracy and justice but had only be-

WOMEN’S POLITICAL PROTESTS IN THE 
“ARAB SPRING”
Viola Raheb/Ulrike Bechmann



32

come more widely known outside the borders of Arab countries since the 
spring of 2011. The other two women who received the Nobel Peace Prize 
were from Liberia which like Yemen is another crisis-ridden country. Here, 
in the midst of a civil war, Leymah Roberta Gbowee established a peace 
process through prolonged protest action in conjunction with many other 
Christian and Muslim women from Liberia.7 The women also accompanied 
the elections in Liberia in which Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf was established as 
the first African women to be elected as president, and among the many 
important issues she is now pursuing are the consolidation of Liberia and 
the protection of women.

In another respect, however, these three women are simply representa-
tives of the countless women who are committed to peace and whose ac-
tion continues to encourage women everywhere. The award for Tawwakul 
Karman gave strength to Arab women in their ongoing demands for more 
democracy and equal rights. It is important to understand that all peace 
initiatives combine two dimensions: they are a commitment to something, 
and a protest against prevailing conditions; be they political, social, eco-
nomic or cultural. The protests of the “Arab Spring” are, therefore, not only 
the demand for formal democracy but also the rejection of existing condi-
tions, such that people no longer have to live in poverty, have the chance 
to receive a decent education, and can actively participate in shaping their 
societies. In short, the protests represent the struggle for a multitude of 
structural changes. The adequate participation of women in these develop-
ments and decision-making processes is a sign of success on the way to 
greater peace in the broadest sense. Many women’s organizations around 
the world work according to this political understanding.

In 2005 a list nominating 1,000 women for the Nobel Peace Prize was 
submitted by activists in order to draw attention to women from around 
the world who are brave, creative and innovative every day, at different 
levels and through various methods, and who are committed to peace, 
social justice and a secure future. What is interesting is that it was not a 
single woman who was nominated but 1000 women, thus highlighting the 
collective character of this initiative and of women’s struggles more gener-
ally. While political protest and a commitment to peace by women is not 
new, it is an exception that such commitment becomes known outside of 

7	 The film “Pray the devil back to hell” (Fork Films, 2008) clearly demonstrates the struggle of 
women. All the information about the uprising can be found on the website: http://praythedevil-
backtohell.com
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the local context. The great majority of the women who have fought and 
continue to fight for civil society and political change, remain anonymous 
and receive little public attention. This raises questions about the nature 
and forms of expression women adopt to express their protest and why 
they receive such little public attention. 

One fundamental characteristic of these women’s protests is their specific 
perspective on the need for social change, which often differs radically 
from the status quo and thus informs the kind of peace which women 
envisage. Frequently, they focus not on the replacement of rule, but to 
fundamentally change the nature of the rule, and such changes do not 
come about via a political contract but by long-term structural changes 
on many levels. The commitment to peace and the collective nature of 
these women’s movements testifies to the fact that agendas for social and 
political change do not need “supermen” but, rather, such change requires  
committed people in everyday life. It is precisely for this reason that peace 
cannot be brought about by just one person or the commission of a singu-
lar action, but can only be achieved through a tireless and interconnected 
effort. Furthermore, any such collective perspective contains within itself a 
global dimension, meaning that the action and commitment of women in 
their respective everyday contexts is not only a local initiative but always 
contains within itself a global dimension: what is achieved for peace in one 
place has an influence on world peace, and vice versa. 

When comparing Bertha von Suttner with the women honoured by a Nobel 
Prize in the present context, it seems that over this period of more than 
100 years women have been confronted with the same choices. What 
unites them is their energetic and personal commitment to securing peace 
and justice, their opposition to poverty, and their refusal to resign them-
selves to the injustice and violence in their respective countries. Like Ber-
tha von Suttner, who decided on a stance of non-violent resistance to war 
in a world where the dominant political forces were deliberately based 
on the military option, the other female Nobel Prize laureates made a 
similar commitment. These women knew, and know, that their dedication 
to peace often comes with a high personal price and not infrequently it 
means to place themselves in mortal danger. 

Women and their Protests in the “Arab Spring”
For anyone who has followed the reports of the “Arab Spring” in 2011, the 
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images of the large demonstrations are likely to remain in the memory. 
Many people of all ages took to the streets in protest against the re-
spective dictatorial governments which in many cases had held office for 
more than 30 years. But the images of the demonstrations did not always 
clearly show the significant contribution made by women in the overthrow 
of the respective dictators: they were a crucial part of the movement of 
the so-called “Arab Spring” and remain so today. The developments in the 
Arab world show that women in most Arab countries no longer want to be 
dominated politically. Tawakkul Karman stands as an example that even 
in more traditional and conservative societies such as Yemen or Libya, 
many women overcame existing cultural barriers in order to participate in 
political events. While these protests began in Tunisia, they have become 
known as the “Arab Spring”.

a) Women’s Protests in Tunisia
As the protest movements in Tunisia grew increasingly stronger they soon 
reached the attention of the media implying that the primary aim of pro-
testers was the overthrow of President Ben Ali. Yet, many women in the 
country longed for broader and more profound socio-political changes in 
Tunisian society. Even though Tunisia had the most far-reaching women’s 
rights among all the Arab states, women were no longer content with the 
mere existence of these rights but wanted to substantially expand them. 
In March 2011, women organized a large demonstration at the airport for 
the return of the previously exiled chairman of the Islamic-Nahda party, 
Rachid Ghanouchi, to express their unequivocal opposition to possible 
backsliding on women’s rights. The protest banners designed by women 
carried slogans such as: “We don’t want theocracy, we want democracy,” 
or “Tunisian women defend the revolution”. A committed group of women 
went so far as to use Facebook to call on women to receive Ghanoushi at 
the airport wearing bikinis.

These movements are not simply about public protests, however. For 
example, in the summer of 2011 women set about changing the elec-
toral laws for a future Tunisian Parliament which eventually resulted in 
the adoption of a new law strengthening women’s rights. The prepara-
tion of electoral lists now requires equal numbers of men and women, 
whose names must be listed alternately, and only by conforming to this 
rule will future electoral lists be accepted. In practice this creates a quota 
for women which exceeds the scope of similar initiatives in most European 
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countries, an outcome which was made possible only through the constant 
engagement of women after the fall of Ben Ali. That their protest was able 
to bear fruit was due in no small part to the fact the Ministry for Women 
in the transitional government was taken over by Prof. Dr. Lilia Labidi, for 
decades a committed women’s rights activist, who was able to effectively 
feed these concerns into the political process.

During preparations for the elections many women’s organizations and 
the transitional government itself realised that the adoption of a “gender 
parity” law on its own would not suffice to achieve equal participation. 
Therefore, several campaigns where launched by women’s organisations 
to encourage women to exercise their right to vote, and campaigning was 
organised around slogans such as: “We must go”. The result of the reso-
lute commitment by women through these campaigns paid off and was 
demonstrated by the extremely high turnout in the Tunisia elections. Be 
that as it may, while a total of 49 member seats out of 217 in the constitu-
tive assembly were won by women, numbers and percentages alone can 
give a potentially false picture and obscure the wider perspective, such 
as that 43 of the 49 women elected are members of the an-Nahda party. 
In this new context of the post-revolutionary era and the new political 
constellation, it is clear that the methodology of women’s commitment in 
Tunisia must change. Following the November 2011 elections, the focus 
shifted from securing a role for women in the political process towards a 
substantive contribution in the formation of new basic social structures. A 
good example is the recently conducted debate on the status of Sharia law 
in Tunisia’s new Constitution. It was not until the end of March 2012 that 
the triumphant an-Nahda party decided that it would maintain Article 1 of 
the Constitution, and that the Sharia would not be mentioned in the Con-
stitution.8 However, Salafist forces have appeared with increasingly radical 
demands and, among other actions, they blocked the work of the humani-
ties faculty at Manouba University and demanded separate prayer rooms 
and the admission of women to examinations wearing Niqab (face-veil). 
What this suggests for women is that the struggle to secure rights which 
they already have and to gain further participation is only just beginning.

b) Women’s Protests in Egypt
Even if the political context in Egypt is fundamentally different from Tu-

8	 Gl. Schmid, Thomas, Wo alles begann. Tunesiens demokratische Aussichten [Where it all be-
gan. Tunisia’s democratic prospects], in: Edition Le Monde diplomatique 11, 2012, 29-31.



36

nisia, similar trends and directions in the women’s protests can be rec-
ognized, such as women using blogs to call upon others to demonstrate. 
Importantly, many of the women involved in the protests at Tahrir Square 
realised from the beginning that the revolution was not just a question 
of overthrowing Mubarak, but rather fundamentally changing the politi-
cal system. On the occasion of International Women’s Day on the 8th of 
March 2011, only a few days after the overthrow of President Mubarak, a 
large demonstration was organised by women in Tahrir Square under the 
slogan “Million Women March”. Central to the demands of the organizers 
was, above all, that women must be involved in the drafting of a new 
constitution and legislative changes which must include the question of 
gender equality. A real change in a democracy results from fundamental 
structural change and not simply a change in power, and for this reason 
it is the position of women in society, that for many, provides an indicator 
of true democracy. Unlike in Tunisia, however, the processes of change in 
Egypt are still in flux and the question remains open about if, and how, the 
military council will hand over power. There also exist other conditions in 
Egypt which will make it very difficult to implement similar approaches to 
those seen in Tunisia. One of these is the use of violence against women. 
For example, during the demonstrations against the military in December 
2011 women turned out in large numbers only to be beaten and have the 
clothes ripped from their bodies. As news reports and videos brought the 
situation to light, the use of violence against women quickly became an 
issue in itself and a protest march of thousands of women and men forced 
an apology for the outbreaks of violence against the women demonstra-
tors.

Meanwhile Egypt has gone through various election processes. Looking at 
the parliamentary elections, a total of 376 women were among the can-
didates for Parliament. Unlike in Tunisia, however, where a law enshrined 
gender equality on the party lists, in Egypt there was no such system in 
place which meant that many women had to run as independents with the 
result that they accounted for only six percent of the party lists while they 
represented thirty one percent of all candidates. It is therefore not sur-
prising that there are only six women among the 100 members of Egypt’s 
Constitutive Assembly. The frustration among active and committed wom-
en is extremely high, but they do not remain silent:
“We are furious. We participated in every part of the revolution, and then 
as soon as it ended we were completely isolated. The constitutional com-
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mittees were all old men, so young people are also angry. But we re-
established the Egyptian Women’s Union and we are organizing day and 
night. We are demanding at least 35 percent female participation in all 
committees to be formed to change the constitution, at every level, as well 
as a secular constitution, a secular family code and total equality before 
the law.”9

The election results in Egypt have shown, just as in Tunisia, that political 
Islam is a major beneficiary of this revolution. It is the overarching victory 
of the Muslim Brotherhood in the elections which characterises the new 
Egyptian Parliament, representing more than forty percent of the seats, 
in addition, to the presence of the Salafists in the parliament as well. In 
the face of this, however, various women’s organizations have made it 
clear that they will work on actively shaping future developments: “We 
have rediscovered our voice, our identity, and we understand that only 
we ourselves can win our rights and should not wait until someone gives 
them to us.”10 At the moment no one can say how women’s interests can 
be enforced within the new context. 

c) Women’s Protests in Yemen
Women achieved a significant contribution to political change even in a 
more traditional context such as Yemen, despite this having not currently 
prevailed. Women took part in public demonstrations against the presi-
dent’s regime and his system, but as early as April 2011 they called for a 
special demonstration against the misogynistic message of President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh. He had declared the joint protests by men and women to 
be un-Islamic and called for women to be removed from the streets—ap-
parently women were for him not only visible but also dangerous. The 
demonstration was organised around the principle that the President’s 
statement was not only an insult to women but to the entire Yemeni soci-
ety. Women took this one step further, however, and in October 2011 as 
an act of protest they burned their veils in the middle of the capital city, 
Sana’a. With this symbolic act—which comes from traditional Yemeni Bed-
ouin culture—women expressed a cry for help, and communicated two im-
portant messages: they urged the president to resign, and they asked who 
would protect women against criminal attacks. Following the award of the 
Nobel Peace Prize to the Yemeni journalist and lawyer Karman Tawakkul, 

9	 Interview with Nawal El Saadawi in: The Nation 21.03.2012.
10	 Yasmine El Rashidi, Letter from Cairo, in: Edition Le monde diplomatique 11, 2012, 69.
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the women’s protest in Yemen became front page news in the international 
press and on television screens across the world. Tawakkul Karman is the 
youngest winner of the Nobel Peace Prize at 32 and graduated from law in 
Sana’a where as a young women she became involved in women’s rights, 
democracy and justice in Yemen, long before the “Arab Spring”.

For her, the unbearable conditions in Yemen—established by decades of 
President Saleh’s regime—include the evictions of families from their land, 
unemployment, poverty, corruption and the lack of press freedom. She 
founded the organization “Journalists without Chains” and was elected 
as the chairwoman of the organization which has been fighting for years 
against the government of President Ali Abdullah Saleh, not merely since 
the “Arab Spring”, and organized demonstrations and became well-known 
with Yemen as a critic of the regime. When Tawakkul Karman was subse-
quently arrested, so many people protested that she had to be released. 
Like many others, she does not see herself as a lone fighter, but one among 
many women who are fighting for similar concerns. In her speech she said: 
“I see the great number of Arab women, without whose hard struggles and 
quest to win their rights in a society dominated by the supremacy of men 
I wouldn’t be here. This supremacy has caused a lot of injustice to both 
men and women. To all those women, whom history and the severity of 
ruling systems have made unseen, to all women who made sacrifices for 
the sake of a healthy society with just relationships between women and 
men, to all those women who are still stumbling on the path of freedom in 
countries with no social justice or equal opportunities, to all of them I say: 
thank you.”11 Unsurprisingly, she dedicated the award to the revolutionary 
youth in Yemen and the Yemeni people. Today Yemen has a new president 
after Saleh handed over power to a transitional government on the 23rd of 
November 2011. This does not mean that the women’s struggle is finished, 
however, and their demand to change, or rather abolish, laws which dis-
criminate against women is perhaps more relevant today than ever before. 
While the government of President Sahleh was brought down, the political 
conditions that were connected with it were not.

Women’s Protests in the Process of Change in the Arab World
Thousands of women in the Arab world are fighting diverse struggles for 
changes in their societies in favour of more democracy, more women’s 

11	 See the statement on the awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize: 
http://nobelpeaceprize.org/en_GB/laureates/laureates-2011/karman-2011/
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participation and more justice. Examples also show, however, that in 
countries where elections have already taken place (Tunisia, Yemen and 
Egypt), women still have many reasons to take to the streets, and in some 
cases even more so than before. The increasing influence of political Islam 
in these countries brings huge challenges, especially for the women them-
selves. This influence is not felt in a spectacular campaign, but gradually, in 
the social and legislative processes, in individual decisions and exclusions, 
in the attributions of qualities and skills, and in the opening or closure of 
the public spaces. What is required at this juncture is to remain vigilant 
and, above all, stamina, active networking, and the solidarity of many in 
order to make this ongoing commitment to civil society a permanent one.

As different as the conditions are for women in their own countries, they 
consistently intervene actively in social and political developments. They 
are fighting for a space as well as for ways to be able to exploit their po-
tential and play an effective role in the democratization process in their 
countries. The engagement of women in conflict resolution is necessary 
to achieve a lasting peace in these countries. Even if the forms of protest 
differ contextually, the biographies of these dedicated women show that 
women promote similar options and concerns. They take to the street 
because they want to create a different world for future generations. They 
are not naive, they know exactly what the price is for this commitment, 
a price for which there are, unfortunately, more than enough examples 
of around the world. Nonetheless, women have for many decades been 
actively engaged, often at great personal sacrifice, each day anew, for an 
end to wars and conflicts, for democratic political change, for peace, jus-
tice, non-violence and compassion. These women stand for a peace that is 
characterized by passion, fragility, vulnerability and ultimately by human-
ity. For this commitment they deserve recognition and respect. Simultane-
ously, it is important to look out for women in other regions of the world, 
to recognise them and give them and their visions a voice, presence, and 
a hearing, so that suffering and violence may end.





Introduction
Turkey is a country of rapid transformation. Since the Tanzi-
mat (Reformation Period of the Ottoman Empire), such 
transformation efforts have been partially intentional. In 
this process of transformation, women have taken up sig-
nificant positions both as subjects and actors of transfor-
mation. Whilst the roles women assumed as actors have 
been frequently overlooked, their presence as the subject 
of transformation have been approached in a reductionist 
manner for the most part. Moreover, deliberating on wom-
en’s existence by isolating it from the socio-economic envi-
ronment – an approach frequently encountered in women’s 
studies – would mean eliminating many issues that would 
shed light on the subject at the outset. Therefore, an effort 
must be made to view women, not only as actors or subjects 
of change, but as a more concrete existence and a part of 
social life as well. 

The western world’s image of Islam may be seen in the way 
in which it interprets Islam’s presentation of women. The 
West sees Islam as a religion that looks down on women. 

CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE RELIGIOUS INSTI-
TUTION TO WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT: 
TURKEY – A CASE STUDY 
Zekiye Demir
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The reason for this prevailing prejudicial Western view is due to Islam’s 
definition of women through religious codes. The West believes it is prob-
lematic of Islam to view all issues related to women vis-à-vis religion te-
nets. Indeed, the West believes religion (i.e. Islam) is responsible for ev-
ery situation that puts women at a disadvantage. Instead of cleaving to 
this reductionist viewpoint, an objective outlook should be adopted.

The status of women in society is determined by history, tradition, geogra-
phy, economics, politics, education and religion. When speaking of women, 
we must take all the other factors governing their status into consideration 
and not simply concentrate on religion alone. In so doing, it will be seen 
that economic and social conditions as well as tradition and customs play 
a more influential part in problems of women than religion. In other words, 
women’s education, working life, politics and general public participation 
are shaped by their country’s traditions, customs and socio-economic con-
ditions. Therefore, we should not adopt the Western view of analyzing 
women’s issue in Turkey from the standpoint of religion alone. 

It is equally shortsighted to leave religion out of any discussions of wom-
en’s issues. This is because religion plays an influential role as one of the 
founding systems of a society. Religion is also a reference system in all 
matter of subjects, including issues related to women. Although religion 
and religious institutions can play important roles in developing the status 
of women, other factors influencing the lots of women must also be taken 
into consideration. However, this does not change that fact that religion 
can make a contribution in developing women’s status through its follow-
ers and institutions. 

Women – Social Development – Religion 
The progress of societies is directly correlated with their production abili-
ties. Human beings, who are at the heart of all kinds of production, enable 
the progress of societies. Economic, social and cultural development can 
only be achieved through well equipped human resources. 

Approximately half the population of all societies is made up of women. 
The development of women’s rights is dependent on women’s contribu-
tions to the economy, society, politics, as well as cultural and religious life. 
However, the different prevailing cultures of the Arab world and the West 
notwithstanding, the place and role of women in the society have always 
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been subjects of discussion. Religion, as underlined above, has had a no-
table role in such discussions. 

Education is the most important means of producing trained human re-
sources for society. Indeed, education plays a critical and key role in get-
ting individuals to actively participate in social processes and contribute to 
the development of the country. In developed countries, women and men 
have more or less equal access to education. Therefore, support should be 
given to ensure that women and girls have access to all forms of educa-
tion. Education is a fundamental human right, necessary not only for find-
ing a better job and achieving a better standard of living, but also for in-
dividual self improvement. Indeed, the Holy Koran states, “Are those who 
know equal to those who do not know?”12 Our Prophet also says, “Seeking 
knowledge is compulsory for every Muslim.” 13

Islam is a religion that does not prevent women from either receiving an 
education or working in legitimate environments. One of our Prophet’s 
wives, Khadija, engaged in trade. Another of his wives, Zaynab, was a 
craftswoman with her own sewing workshop. Yet another of the Prophet’s 
wives, Aisha, was an educator and scholar. During the time of our Prophet, 
a woman tells him that she provides for her family because her husband 
and children do not work. She goes on to ask if this was a good deed wor-
thy of reward. Our Prophet replied, “Of course, it is a good deed worthy of 
reward.”14 In other words, our Prophet and Islam “approves” of a woman 
who works at a job.

A comparison of the first periods of Islam with the current interpretation 
of Islam shows some Muslim societies today lag behind in granting women 
the rights that were granted to them 1400 years ago. There may be many 
reasons behind this situation, but we believe this shift in perception among 
Muslims is primarily due to the fact that tradition and customs have as-
sumed a place at the forefront of religion today. To ensure the develop-
ment of Muslim countries, there must be a shift in perception regarding 
the status of women. In short, women in Muslim countries today must be 
empowered in both the society and the family. Individuals and institutions 
must take responsibility if this is to be achieved. We believe that the great-

12	 Zümer,39/9
13	 İbn. Mace, “Mukaddime,” 17
14	 Rıza Savaş, Hz. Muhammed (sav) Devrinde Kadın, Ravza publications (3. bs.), İstanbul 1991, 
pp.224.
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est responsibility rests with religious leaders and institutions in societies. 
At this point in time, the Presidency of Religious Affairs must intervene.

The Presidency of Religious Affairs and Women 
Religious services in Turkey are coordinated by the Presidency of Religious 
Affairs. The Presidency is a constitutional institution. It has the distinction 
of being one of the first institutions established in the Republic of Turkey. 
Its mandate is: ‘To carry out activities related to the beliefs, principles of 
worship and morals of Islam; to enlighten the public on religious affairs 
and manage places of worship.’ To perform its duties, the Presidency em-
ploys a series of instruments and methods. Among these are services for 
mosques, education, publications and foreign country services.

The Presidency of Religious Affairs has to intervene now. It has done so in 
cases where religion is set as a reference point in issues regarding women. 
The Presidency also has an obligation to produce and disseminate the right 
information about women as an institution. The Presidency has served to 
spread the correct understanding of religion since its establishment. Con-
scious of its duty and mission, the institution has made an effort to create 
policy for women in recent years. This said policy is based on a point of 
departure affecting the problems faced by women of Turkey and women 
all over the world. This point of departure is the problem of the status of 
women and how they are perceived. The policy for women outlined by the 
Presidency touches on two general aspects. Firstly, it seeks to promote 
activities changing the perception of women and raising awareness among 
women. Secondly, it seeks to engage in activities raising the status of 
women. 

The Presidency of Religious Affairs’ Activities to change Percep-
tions of Women and raise Awareness among Women  
The perception of women varies in different societies due to differing social 
dynamics. Despite this variation, women are perceived in most societies 
as being secondary to men. Such a mindset is also evident in our society, 
for the education of girls is not deemed to be as important as that of boys. 
This is because society believes that girls will become women and moth-
ers sooner or later. Mothers are perceived by society to be the ones who 
stay at home and look after the children. Since mothers are thought to be 
ones who keep house and bring up the children, men have to go out to 
work. As women will eventually be bound to the home, there is no need to 
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educate them as well as men. Well educated men on the other hand will 
find good jobs and will consequently be able to provide for his wife and 
children. Thus, the education of girls is not seen to be as important as that 
of boys. Another perception of women stems from the concept of chastity 
and honour. Men are not held to the same notions of chastity and honour 
as women. For instance, women are supposed to preserve their chastity 
and honour if they are to be respected, and the honour of the men in a 
women’s life is dependent on her maintaining her chastity.

The Presidency of Religious Affairs is currently carrying out activities to 
change these negative perceptions that have no place in religion. Much 
of these activities involve spiritual guidance and information dissemina-
tion. Within this framework, the Presidency of Religious Affairs has acted 
in matters of domestic violence, promoted the importance of educating 
girls, as well as spoken out against early marriage of girls, violence against 
women, honour killings etc. Informative notes are prepared on these is-
sues and sent to the offices of the mufti in 81 provinces so that they may 
be preached during sermons. 

The Presidency makes an effort to address the male sex in the society 
and prevent the unjust legitimization of religion as a tool against women. 
Through sermons and occasional informative meetings, the institution 
tries to inform women as to their own status and attempts to raise wom-
en’s awareness on issues such as the right to inheritance and education.

Emphases have been made in sermons that the same commands and pro-
hibitions apply equally to both sexes instead of only to women.15 Although 
the emphasis is on the equality of women with men with regard to reli-
gious responsibilities, it is important to note that the stress on equality 
would be positively associated with other areas of life.16

When the issue of raising girls arise in sermons, the Presidency empha-
sizes treating them with compassion and calls for the rejection of the fa-
vouritism of boys. Furthermore, rights of the husband and wife within the 
family are emphasized. Neither one nor the other should dominate each 
other. Indeed, our religion teaches us that a person who deserves to be 

15	 The following are the verses especially shown as reference during sermons: Tevbe, 9/71, Hu-
curat, 49/13, Nur, 24/30,31, Ahzab, 33/35, Ali İmran, 3/195, Nisa, 4/127, Nahl, 16/97, Zariyat, 
51/49. The hadith most referred to on the subject is as follows: ‘People, you should regard the 
rights of women.’
16	 Zekiye Demir, Cuma Hutbelerinde Kadın Söylemi (2001-2011). Unpublished article, 2012.
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treated well would become a mother and that heaven lies underneath the 
feet of mothers. By instilling such doctrines of Islam in people, society 
will soon be inspired too protect and praise the female sex from childhood 
and will continue to do so at all stages of life. Going against these rules of 
Islam constitutes a wrongful act in both this world and on judgement day.
As of 2007, women have had a hand in writing and giving sermons. Wom-
en have been given the opportunity to preach to nearly 15 million men 
in some 80 thousand mosques on Fridays. Although the figures are small 
compared to the total population of the country, it is a significant step for-
ward in changing the perceptions of women. 

To ensure that the muftis adhere to the Presidency’s policies on wom-
en’s issues, the muftis of 81 provinces have to submit a report every 
six months on the pro-women’s activities they have carried out. These 
mandatory regular reports propel the muftis forward vis-à-vis women’s 
issues. These reports, which are submitted to the Directorate General for 
Religious Services in the Presidency, are compiled into a single report and 
used as input in projects about women.

The activity reports of the muftis focus on meetings, conferences, ser-
mons, radio-TV talks etc. where women’s issues are discussed. In most of 
these activities, the subjects covered are the education of girls, women’s 
rights, the problems and responsibilities of women, honour killings, and 
the reasons for which well informed women are essential for a strong fam-
ily and society. 

The activities conducted by the Presidency at the national level through 
the muftis are performed via the Religious Consultancy Departments and 
Religious attachés. The Religious Consultancies have established ‘women 
and family’ working groups within the mosque associations in their juris-
dictions. Some of their activities include changing the wrong impression 
that foreign women and organizations have of Islam, as well as explain-
ing the causes of domestic problems and the importance that Islam at-
taches to women, the family, women’s education, girls’ education and so 
on. These working groups also carry out joint activities with civilian or 
official women’s organizations and institutions. The working groups pre-
pare reports on their activities and send them to the Directorate General 
for Foreign Relations in the Presidency. These reports are used as a data 
source in the Presidency’s activities regarding Turkish women and Turkish 
families in foreign countries.  
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The Presidency’s emphasis of the importance of the education for girls is 
not limited to preaching and sermons. Various efforts have been made in 
this regard. In the Final Declaration of the Provincial Muftis Seminar, held 
in 2006, the Presidency called for no girl to be left without schooling. As a 
part of this rallying cry promoting female education, the Presidency (with 
the support of its staff) bore the costs of basic education of girls whose 
families were in economic difficulties. Most of the girls were in the Eastern 
and South-eastern Anatolian regions, and were brought to the attention of 
the Presidency by provincial muftis. Most of the muftis offices undertaking 
this reform to educate all girls achieved received good results. Families 
with young girls who were not sent to school were convinced and scholar-
ships were given to girls whose families could not afford schooling. From 
2006 to the end of 2011, the schooling costs of a total of 10,401 girls were 
covered under this initiative.17

Through its publications, the Presidency explicitly forbids the use of re-
ligion as a tool for legitimizing negative perceptions of women. Women 
assume duties at all stages of the Presidency’s publications. The editor of 
the Presidency’s official monthly publication is a female colleague of mine. 
From time to time, this magazine also features special supplements on 
women.18

In addition to periodicals, the publications department has also compiled 
women-centric studies. The most notable of which, Turkish Women Living 
in Germany, Their Situation, Problems and the Perception of Religion and 
the Presidency of Religious Affairs, was published as a book in 2010.19

Furthermore, the Presidency of Religious Affairs organized a Religious 
Publications Congress between on December 2-4, 2011 titled, ‘Religious 
Publications on the Subject of Women’. This congress was a resounding 
success, as 45 writers, academics and researchers, 26 participants and 13 
publishing house owners participated.

In an effort to respond to the intense demands of information on women 
and the family as well as the deliverance of direct services to women, 

17	 Presidency of Religious Affairs data from the Directorate General of Religious Education.
18	 “Gelenek ve Hakikat arasında kadın,” Presidency of Religious Affairs Monthly magazine, March 
2007.  “Kadın Dindarlığı,” Presidency of Religious Affairs Monthly magazine, March 2008.
19	 Zekiye Demir, Almanya’da Yaşayan Türk Kadınları, Durumları, Sorunları, Din ve Diyanet Algıları,  
DİB publications, Ankara 2010.
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the Presidency of Religious Affairs opened Bureaus for Family, Guidance 
and Counselling in 6 provinces in 2003. To date, these bureaus are active 
across 75 provinces and 149 districts. These bureaus serve to spread the 
Presidency’s religious enlightenment services, explain the value that our 
religion attaches to women and the family, nurture religious values in the 
family, and correct the misconceptions among the public regarding hon-
our killings, domestic violence, discrimination against women etc. These 
bureaus also seek to impart sound, accurate and relevant knowledge free 
from superstitions and prejudices. They also directly apply to other rele-
vant persons, organizations and institutions for cooperative ventures when 
the need arises. 

The sensitivity that the Presidency of Religious affairs has shown on the 
subject of women and their activities is supported by its official announce-
ments and press statements. An important example of this may be seen 
in the statement issued by the former President of Religious Affairs, Ali 
Bardakoğlu, on March 8, 2004, International Women’s Day: 

“…This understanding (patriarchal mentality) of refusing to accept 
women as individuals with rights to their own existence and con-
tinually labelling women as inferior to men has to change. Religion 
should not be used to endorse this erroneous view because Islam 
describes men and women as equal individuals before the Creator. 
The Koran also explicitly condemns such an understanding in soci-
ety (Nahl, 58-59;  Zuhruf, 17-18; Tekvir, 8-9).”20

Such statements made by the Presidency of Religious Affairs have been 
covered in many national media outlets with much praise. In fact, Ali 
Bardakoğlu has made several similar statements to the press. He stresses:  

“The religion of Islam does not separate people as men and wom-
en. The distinction is in our heads. The mentality that sees women 
as second class individuals has its roots in our tradition, our culture 
and the conditions in which we live.”21 

At the general assembly of the East Austrian-Turkish Islamic Association, 
he said: 

20	 This press statement was published on March 8, 2004 in national newspapers such as Akşam, 
Milliyet, Sabah, Türkiye, Vakit and Zaman.
21	 Quoted by the following newspapers, Milliyet, Haber Analiz and Gözcü on May 4, 2006.
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“Women must also take part in the management of NGOs. The 
rights of women should not merely be rights granted by men. Wom-
en have to earn these rights through their own effort.”22 

He has also spoken out against the patriarchal mindset in Muslim societ-
ies: 

“Men must abandon the conception that Islam approves of the 
discrimination and violence they inflict on women. Religion does 
not endorse something like that. There are no human rights vio-
lations in religions. There may be problems in how religions are 
reflected in history, society and the mentality of believers. But re-
ligions do not condone violence. This misunderstanding of religion 
stems from the believers. Unfortunately, there is discrimination and 
violence against women in various sectors of our society. As the 
Presidency for Religious Affairs, we will make an effort to contribute 
solutions.”23

The current president of the Presidency, Mehmet Görmez, follows his pre-
decessor’s enlightened policies. He has revealed this in the various meet-
ings he attended and in the various speeches he has given. At a meeting 
with the representatives of women’s NGOs on March 8, 2011 (Interna-
tional Women’s Day), he drew attention to the fact that no scripture in any 
religion speaks of the woman as the ‘other’. President Görmez summarized 
Islam’s view of women as follows:

“The fact that many of the current problems experienced are be-
lieved to originate from religion is just as disturbing as the problems 
faced by women. Our glorious religion goes far beyond honouring 
humanity through women. It also seeks to develop our opinions, 
and restore our mentality in all times and periods.” 

At the same meeting, President Görmez emphasized that women have 
equal rights to education because Islam attaches great importance to lit-
eracy and places literacy on par with freedom.24

22	 Quoted in newspaper, Türkiye,  May 23, 2006.
23	 Quoted in the newspaper, Hürriyet, March 5, 2004.	
24	 See http://www.diyanet.gov.tr/turkish/dinhizmetleriweb/giris.htm (erişim: May 19, 2012).
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His speech of March 8, 2012, International Women’s Day, was covered by 
many online newspapers. In it, he states: “Only those who are gracious 
honour and respect women. Only the lowly see women as inferior.”25

The Presidency’s Activities to Increase the Number and Status of Women 
At the outset of this paper, we stated that women have played roles as 
actors and subjects in the social transformation process. Despite the many 
difficulties women encounter in the private and public spheres, the social 
transformation experienced by the Republic of Turkey would be unthink-
able without the existence of women actors. Indeed, women do not only 
play a determining role in social life, they also play an important part in 
religious institutions. 

The employment of women in religious institutions is important on two 
accounts. Firstly, the Presidency employs women so as to create the im-
pression that women are capable of working in the public sphere. Sec-
ondly, the institution actively contributes to women’s employment as an 
organization. 

The last decade has witnessed a boom in the positive policy of the Presi-
dency regarding women’s employment. There are presently many women 
working in different departments in the Presidency. Prior to 2006, the sta-
tistical reports of the Presidency’s staff were broken down according to 
gender in matters of Koran Course Teachers and preachers. There are two 
possible reasons for this. It might be possible that there were no women 
working in other areas or that the women working in other fields were too 
few to make up any real statistics. Another more probable reason lies with 
the dearth of well trained staff capable of producing high quality statistics. 
The first statistics of female employment in the Presidency in 2006 was 
conducted in 2007. These figures were broken down according to profes-
sions and conducted by a female statistician. It is highly significant that 
the first statistician appointed to the Presidency in 2007 was a woman.
 
It is important for women to be employed in many positions and areas in 
the Presidency of Religious Affairs. Five of these positions carry special 
importance for the Presidency and women. These are the Office of the 
Deputy Mufti, Membership in the Supreme Board of Religious Affairs and 
the post of expert in the same board, the position of legal advisor, Head of 

25	 See www.tumhaberler.com/haber/index.pl?haber=9048412 (erişim: April 15, 2012)
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Department, and preachers. The Office of the Deputy Mufti provides wom-
en with the authority to speak for religion while handling administrative 
affairs. The placement of a woman member and expert in the Supreme 
Board of Religious Affairs sends an uplifting message to women through-
out the country and helps the cause of female empowerment. Having a 
woman as head of department demonstrates that women are capable and 
effective managers. Preachers are responsible for guiding society in reli-
gious affairs. The office of the legal advisor defends the Presidency against 
private and corporate entities externally, while providing advisory services 
and guidance to the different departments internally. Excluding female 
preachers, the number of women working in the positions listed above 
is actually very low. But they nevertheless drive home the message that 
women are just as capable as men in the public sphere.

Additionally, female staff members enjoy positive discrimination within the 
Presidency. The Presidency unreservedly explains this practice of positive 
discrimination thus: 

“We are in need of women preachers and experts in our society. In 
the near future, every major province will have a female provincial 
deputy mufti. We will continue to employ positive discrimination in 
this area.”  

By appointing women to said offices, the Presidency raises the status of 
women as religious authorities and managers in administration. Moreover, 
the Presidency has increased the number of women employed both at the 
provincial and central levels. In fact, the Presidency now employs more 
women than it did five years ago.26

Between 2001 and 2006, 3% of the Presidency staff were women. In 2011, 
female employees made up 10.4% of the Presidency staff. The table below 
shows the number of women in the various positions of the Presidency 
women in 2006 and 2011:27  

26	 Reported in the newspaper, Yeni Şafak, September 3, 2005.
27	 The number of female employees in various administrative positions within the Presidency was 
first recorded in 2006.
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2829

There is also a striking increase in the number of women employed in the 
Presidency’s foreign offices in recent years. For example, in 1999,30 the 
number of female staff members working abroad was 52. But in 2012, 
93 female employees were working abroad. However, women have yet to 
breach the high level administrative positions of advisor or attaché in the 
Presidency’s foreign offices.

The Presidency of Religious Affairs is expected to continue this trend of 
increasing the number of female staff members in the foreseeable future. 
So doing will enhance the status of women in both the public sphere and 
in society at large. The history of Islam shows that, though rare, women 
have served in influential positions. Likewise, the history of Islam has a 
few instances where women were chosen for influential positions. Many 
women, such as Hz. Ayşe, have gained significant positions in the history 
of Islam and contributed greatly to religious knowledge. Women have to 
take up similar positions today to ensure the continued progress of the 
Islamic world. 

28	 Presidency of Religious Affairs 2006 Statistics. Department for Strategy Development. p. 22
29	 Presidency of Religious Affairs Statistics 2011, Department for Strategy Development, 2011.
30	 Zekiye Demir, Almanya’da Yaşayan Türk Kadınları, Durumları, Sorunları, Din ve Diyanet Algıları,  
DİB publications, Ankara 2010, p.33.
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CONCLUSION

This paper has shown that the Presidency for Religious Affairs serves to 
create awareness of women’s rights vis-à-vis Islam and society. It does 
so knowing that it is difficult to change the traditional mentality of the 
masses. As the Presidency cannot change the mindset of the masses on its 
own, it engages with religion as a means of disseminating information on 
women’s rights to the public. This is because religion has the most direct 
influence on its believers.

This paper has continually asserted that every facet of society is related 
to women. The problems faced by women can only be solved if the vari-
ous socio-political systems in place function for the advantage of women. 
In order for women to be free, productive and responsible individuals, 
false beliefs of women have to be weeded out, and opportunities must 
be provided for women to acquire the knowledge and skills they need to 
empower themselves in society. A woman who is aware of her own abili-
ties and who has received an education augmenting her abilities will play 
a positive role in both her family and society. A society composed of con-
fident, educated and productive women is a prosperous and happy one.
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