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ABSTRACT
In recent decades, Islamic political movements, and their subsequent 
political parties, have been increasingly recruiting and nominating 
women to high-level decision-making positions despite the fact that the 
ideology they espouse often acts to dissuade women from assuming 
positions of political leadership. My ethnographic research on religious 
women’s activism in Iran and Turkey helps explain this unexpected trend 
by shedding light onto the role of Islamic party women in challenging 
the gender discriminatory attitudes and behaviours of their male 
party leaders. In particular, I highlight the role that a number of high-
ranking Islamic party women with close ties to the ruling elites played 
in pressuring their male party leaders to address women’s political 
underrepresentation in formal politics. Women’s close ties to the ruling 
elites consisted of formal ties with key Islamic leaders that evolved thanks 
to women’s long-term devotion to the Islamic movement or learning at 
Islamic seminaries. I demonstrate that such close ties to the leaders, as 
well as the presence of a public discourse in favour of women’s increased 
access to politics, enabled influential Islamic women to leverage a form of 
‘internal criticism’ as an important strategy to enhance women’s political 
rights and status from within the Islamic movements.

Introduction

In many Muslim-majority countries, Islamic movements and parties tend to negatively view 
women’s access to political decision-making positions since their dominant gender discourse 
often emphasizes women’s domestic duties over their public roles.1 Despite this patriarchal 

1for the purpose of this study, the term ‘islamic movements’ refers to ideologically and politically motivated movements that 
advocate living according to islamic social mores. While many islamic movements are presented as revivalist movements 
that arise in response to extreme secularization, Westernization, and suppression of religious expression, it is important to 
note that there is great ideological and practical variety among islamic movements in different contexts and times. despite 
significant ideological shifts however even within the same particular movement, it can be argued that the dominant 
gender discourse of most islamic movements is patriarchal, in which women hold subordinate positions. for more on 
islamic political movements see: lihi Ben shitrit, ‘Women, freedom, and agency in religious Political Movements: reflections 
from Women activists in shas and the islamic Movement in israel’, Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, 9(3) (2013), 
pp. 81–107; saba Mahmood, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton, nJ: Princeton 
university Press, 2005). this is the case with the islamic movements in iran and turkey. although the islamic discourse is 
constructed differently in each country (one a theocracy and the other a secular state which is currently governed by a 
pro-religious party), the dominant gender discourses of both movements advocate non-gender-equal agendas.
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gender ideology, in recent decades increasing numbers of Islamic parties have been recruit-
ing and nominating women to high-level decision-making positions, sometimes even in 
higher proportions than their secular and more liberal counterparts. In countries such as 
Yemen and Jordan,2 Tunisia,3 Morocco,4 and Egypt and Palestine,5 scholars are finding either 
that Islamic parties are at the forefront of increasing women’s political representation, or 
that they fully implement and even publicly justify the legislated quota measures of their 
countries by nominating women candidates for major elections. With the increasing rise to 
power of Islamic parties in various Muslim countries, it is of significance to witness that 
women’s political representation is increasing rather than decreasing, which is unexpected 
given the negative stance of these parties on women’s public roles.

This ethnographic research aims to contribute to our understanding of the recent rises 
of women’s political representation on behalf of religious political parties through an analysis 
of two case studies of Iran and Turkey, both of which have witnessed these trends. In 2009, 
Iran’s neo-conservative president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s bold move of nominating three 
women as members to his cabinet surprised many.6 This move was particularly surprising 
since unlike his more reformist and liberal counterparts, Ahmadinejad never campaigned 
on women’s access to high-level decision-making positions, but also because the gender 
ideology of his party renders women primarily to the domestic sphere. It has been similarly 
puzzling to witness that in Turkey, women’s rate of representation in the parliament rose 
notably under the watch of the pro-religious and conservative Justice and Development 
Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi—AKP or AK Parti).7 Indeed, within the past decade AKP lead-
ers have been strategically nominating token amounts of women in electable positions at 
a higher rate than their secular counterparts of the previous decades.8 In 2013, due to 

2Janine astrid Clark and Jillian schwedler, ‘Who opened the Window? Women’s activism in islamist Parties’, Comparative 
Politics, 35(3) (2003), pp. 293–312.

3Monica Marks, ‘Women’s rights before and after the revolution’, in nouri Gana, ed., The Making of the Tunisian Revolution: 
Contexts, Architects, Prospects (edinburgh: edinburgh university Press, 2013), pp. 224–251; Mona tajali, ‘Women’s rise to 
Political office on Behalf of religious Political Movements’, Project on Middle East Political Science (POMEPS) Studies, 19 
(2016), pp. 17–21.

4hanane darhour and drude dahlerup, ‘sustainable representation of Women through Gender Quotas: a decade’s experience 
in Morocco’, Women’s Studies International Forum, democratization and Gender Quotas in africa, 41(2) (2013), pp. 
132–142.

5lihi Ben shitrit, ‘authenticating representation: Women’s Quotas and islamist Parties’, Politics & Gender, 12(4) (2016), pp. 
781–806.

6scholars have argued that President ahmadinejad represents a new rank among the conservative faction in iranian politics, 
referred to by some as ‘neo-conservatives’ or ‘revolutionary hardliners’, whose populism, drive for revolutionary ideals, 
militarism, and social justice distinguish them from old guard conservatives and clerical elites. see: said amir arjomand, 
After Khomeini: Iran under His Successors (new York: oxford university Press, 2009); naghmeh sohrabi, ‘Conservatives, 
neoconservatives and reformists: iran after the election of Mahmud ahmadinejad’, Middle East Brief: Crown Center for 
Middle East Studies no. 4 (2006), pp. 1–5.

7turkey’s Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi—AKP or AK Parti) was founded in 2001 by members 
of former turkish islamist parties such as the Welfare (Refah) and Virtue (Fazilet) parties. since its landslide victory in 2002, 
aKP, which identifies itself as a ‘conservative democratic’ rather than ‘islamist’ party, has steadily increased its percentage 
of popular votes in general elections. see: Yalcin akdogan, ‘the Meaning of Conservative democratic Political identity’, in 
M. hakan Yavuz, ed., The Emergence of a New Turkey: Democracy and the AK Parti (salt lake City: university of utah 
Press, 2006), pp. 49–65. due to aKP’s support of a secular system in which public displays of religion have a place, i identify 
this party as ‘islamic’ or ‘pro-religious’.

8an important exception among all of turkey’s political parties is the pro-Kurdish rights parties, which put particular emphasis 
on women’s political representation. the 2015 parliamentary elections were the first time however that a pro-Kurdish party, 
the hdP (Halkların Demokratik Partisi) or the People’s democracy Party, entered the parliament as a party, gaining 59 
seats from 550 total seats. Women constituted close to half of hdP candidates, and about 40% of those who entered the 
parliament on behalf of the party in november 2015. for more on hdP’s efforts towards gender parity see: Mona tajali, 
‘the Promise of Gender Parity: turkey’s People’s democratic Party (hdP)’, openDemocracy, 28 october 2015, https://www.
opendemocracy.net/5050/mona-tajali/promise-of-gender-parity-turkey-s-people-s-democratic-party-hdp.

https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/mona-tajali/promise-of-gender-parity-turkey-s-people-s-democratic-party-hdp
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/mona-tajali/promise-of-gender-parity-turkey-s-people-s-democratic-party-hdp
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women’s pressuring, AKP also removed the decades-long headscarf ban for women serving 
in state institutions, including parliaments.9 Removal of this restriction further contributed 
to women’s political representation as it enabled headscarved women, who constitute more 
than 70% of the female population in Turkey, to also be able to access the parliament.10

The recent rise of women to political office on behalf of Islamic political movements and 
parties remains an understudied topic.11 The assumption of many feminist scholars that 
these parties are ‘bad’ for women, in addition to the puzzle of why women even participate 
in movements that seem to limit their freedom and equality in the first place, has hindered 
a thorough analysis of Muslim women’s political participation and representation12 within 
and on behalf of these parties.13 The limited research that has taken place on women’s par-
ticipation in Islamic parties has mostly focused on women’s roles as grassroots organizers 
and voter-recruiters, and rarely addresses women’s own aspirations and activism to reach 
high-level political office on behalf of these parties.14 Given the absence of such analysis, 
the recent rises of women to political office are often unjustly credited to their male party 
leaders for their wiliness to recruit and nominate women to these positions, with little atten-
tion on the decades of women’s organizing and pressuring of their party leaders to address 
women’s political underrepresentation.

It is the purpose of this article to shed light onto the role that women activists of Islamic 
political movements have played in the two Muslim-majority countries of Iran and Turkey 
in relation to the recent modest expansion of women’s political representation. It argues 
that, in addition to the presence of important political and discursive opportunity structures 
that facilitated women’s rise to political office on behalf of these pro-religious parties,15 
another important factor has been the increasing outspokenness of Islamic women’s rights 
activists themselves against the gender discriminatory party behaviours and attitudes that 
keep women out of politics. Islamic women’s recent outspokenness is largely credited to 
women’s own mobilization and politicization within the Islamic movement for decades, and 
their eventual frustration with their ruling elites’ inaction in addressing women’s political 
underrepresentation. Realizing that they have public sympathy on their side, a number of 
high-ranking Islamic women’s rights activists with close ties to the ruling elites have been 

9Mona tajali, ‘Women’s dress and the Politics of access to Political representation in Contemporary turkey’, Anthropology 
of the Middle East, 9(2) (2014), pp. 72–90.

10dilek Cindoglu, Headscarf Ban and Discrimination: Professional Headscarved Women in the Labor Market (istanbul: 
teseV Publications, 2011).

11indeed, academic analysis of women’s political roles in religious political movements in various Western countries is also a 
recent phenomenon, thanks to the realization that these women also pose a powerful political force, despite the patriarchal 
and gender-unequal ideologies of their parties. for instance, see: rosie Campbell and sarah Childs, ‘“to the left, to the 
right”: representing Conservative Women’s interests’, Party Politics, 21(4) (2013), pp. 626–637; ronnee schreiber, Righting 
Feminism: Conservative Women and American Politics (new York: oxford university Press, 2008).

12By women’s political participation, i am referring to women’s involvement in grassroots politics, such as voting and cam-
paigning, while women’s political representation refers to women’s presence in political decision-making positions. see: 
anne Phillips, The Politics of Presence, oxford Political theory (oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995). this article only concerns 
women’s descriptive representation, or the rate of women present in political office, versus their substantive representation, 
or the actual representation of women’s interests and demands.

13Ben shitrit, ‘Women, freedom, and agency’; Mahmood, Politics of Piety.
14Yesim arat, Rethinking Islam and Liberal Democracy: Islamist Women in Turkish Politics (albany: state university of new 

York Press, 2005); humeira iqtidar, Secularizing Islamists?: Jama’at-E-Islami and Jama’at-Ud-Da’wa in Urban Pakistan, 
south asia across the disciplines (Chicago, il: the university of Chicago Press, 2011); Jenny B. White, Islamist Mobilization 
in Turkey: A Study in Vernacular Politics, studies in Modernity and national identity (seattle, Wa: university of Washington 
Press, 2002).

15Mona tajali, ‘demanding a seat at the table: iranian and turkish Women’s organizing for Political representation’ (Phd diss., 
Concordia university, 2014), http://spectrum.library.concordia.ca/978565/.

http://spectrum.library.concordia.ca/978565/
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at the forefront of demanding women’s greater access to political leadership. Hence these 
women activists have been leveraging a form of internal criticism to enhance women’s polit-
ical rights and status from within the Islamic movements.

Similar to most other shifts in the rate of women’s political representation, the recent rise 
of women to political office on behalf of Islamic parties in Iran and Turkey is not monocausal, 
and rather credited to a number of factors. For the purpose of this article, I focus on the role 
of Islamic party women, and the dominant factors that assisted their efforts. I demonstrate 
that Iranian and Turkish Islamic party women’s actions to be included in decision-making 
were largely assisted by (1) exceptional political experience and devotion of key women 
activists to the Islamic political movement which enabled them to establish close ties to 
male elites and gain leverage, and (2) the presence of a public discourse and interest around 
women’s political representation which had already been championed by women’s rights 
groups in each country. These two factors together empowered key Islamic party women 
to eventually address women’s political underrepresentation in the public sphere and 
through the usage of media. I demonstrate that their decision to publicize this demand came 
after they had exhausted negotiations with their male party elites behind closed doors, and 
having recognized the public’s support.

To document Islamic women’s discourses and strategies towards the expansion of wom-
en’s presence in political leadership roles, I made multiple visits to Iran and Turkey between 
2009 and 2015 to research the organizing and framing efforts of the most vocal and active 
Islamic women’s groups in each country. I define Islamic women’s groups as those who 
support a religious way of life and public expressions of piety, but at the same time demand 
women’s active participation in the public sphere. Hence, despite the fact that the majority 
of such women have risen out of the larger Islamic movements of their countries, they do 
not see a contradiction between their faiths and women’s access to positions of leadership. 
In fact, many are disillusioned by the fact that the Islamic political movements in which they 
have invested so much time and effort, have failed to deliver on the promise of ‘Islamic 
justice’, including the promise to restore women’s rightful place in an Islamic society.16 Hence, 
there are currently a number of Islamic women’s groups that are engaged in reformulating 
or reinterpreting the dominant patriarchal gender discourses of their male counterparts and 
that advocate gender equality, including in accessing positions of authority.17

In Iran these groups consist of the Zeinab Society (Jameh Zeinab) and the United Front 
of Conservative Women (Jebheh Mottahed Zanan-e Usulgera), both of which are influential 
conservative women’s organizations and registered women’s parties that are linked to the 
conservative faction. In Turkey, I include the voices and efforts of women activists of the 
ruling pro-religious AKP, many of whom have been particularly active on the expansion of 
headscarved women’s access to the parliament, which has been very controversial in Turkey’s 
secular context. Through a close analysis of media and state reports, as well as in-depth 
interviews with influential Islamic party women in Iran and Turkey, this article analyses the 
ways that Islamic women’s rights activists tackle the conservative gender ideology espoused 
by the religious political movements in which they are involved.18

16arzoo osanloo, The Politics of Women’s Rights in Iran (Princeton, nJ: Princeton university Press, 2009).
17this research is not about the many women within the islamic movements in iran and turkey who, similarly to many of 

their male counterparts, oppose gender equality and are silent on the issue of women’s political representation.
18i use pseudonyms for the women i quote, except for those outspoken women campaigners in the media who consented 

to forgo anonymity.
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The findings of this research help fill a gap in the literature on Islamic party women by 
deconstructing various assumptions that have persisted about this group. By highlighting 
Islamic party women’s own activism and campaigning efforts to be included in political 
decision-making positions, this research challenges the previous portrayals of female activ-
ists of such parties as subjects of male control or as mere ‘foot-soldiers’ for the party.19 While 
it acknowledges that for decades women activists of Islamic parties were intentionally mar-
ginalized from politics by their party elites, it also emphasizes the fact that many women, 
particularly those who secured the most legitimacy with their parties, eventually pushed 
back against gender discrimination in their parties, and demanded change from within.

Internal criticism as a means to deliver lasting reform

Scholarship on women and politics has identified ‘internal criticism’, understood as when 
members of a party or organization criticize the discriminatory practices of their own lead-
ership or structure, to be an important factor towards reform.20 This is because institutions 
that are competing for political influence often resist criticisms that are waged externally, 
regardless of their rationale and objectivity. Such resistance for reform tends to be fiercer 
when outsiders challenge the ideological tendencies of a political movement. In particular, 
given the sensitivity and controversy surrounding women’s rights and status, religious polit-
ical movements tend to show the most resistance when challenged by outsiders on their 
gender ideology.21 However, criticism that is internal, in that it uses resources and discourses 
from inside of the movement in order to criticize certain aspects of that movement, tends 
to generate reforms with lasting effects.22 Hence an effective tactic for reform is when criti-
cisms are raised internally, from what are perceived to be inconsistencies between rhetoric 
and reality within the movement, or from discriminatory attitudes that unjustly deny certain 
rights and opportunities from a particular section of the movement.23

Islamic party women’s increasing outspokenness constitutes a form of internal criticism, 
with the potential to deliver lasting change, including institutional reform. The articulation 
of this demand by Islamic women activists, who have devoted their lives to the Islamic 
movement in their countries, highlights the extent to which it is internally driven rather than 
externally influenced. This is particularly significant in the case of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, whose conservative factions are quick to dismiss any demands for women’s rights and 
gender equality as a Western import that should be confronted. Yet the Islamic party elites, 
who are eager to appeal to voters, often cannot afford to disregard women’s internally driven 
demands when articulated in the public sphere, and by the movement’s most recognized 
female members. Significantly, the Iranian and Turkish Islamic women activists, who are now 

19arat, Rethinking Islam and Liberal Democracy; iqtidar, Secularizing Islamists?; White, Islamist Mobilization in Turkey.
20abdullahi ahmed an-naim, ‘toward a Cross-Cultural approach to defining international standards of human rights: the 

Meaning of Cruel, inhuman, or degrading Punishment’, in abdullahi ahmed an-naim, ed., Human Rights in Cross-Cultural 
Perspectives: A Quest for Consensus (Philadelphia: university of Pennsylvania Press, 1992), pp. 19–43; Jennifer Curtin, 
‘Women, Political leadership and substantive representation: the Case of new Zealand’, Parliamentary Affairs, 61(3) 
(2008), pp. 490–504; anne Phillips, Gender and Culture (oxford: John Wiley & sons, 2013).

21roxanne d. Marcotte, ‘how far have reforms Gone in islam?’, Women’s Studies International Forum, 26(2) (2003), pp. 
153–166.

22Martha nussbaum and amartya sen, ‘internal Criticism and indian rationalist traditions’, WIDER (World Institute for 
Development Economics Research) of the United Nations University Working Papers no. 30 (1987).

23anne Phillips, ‘Multiculturalism, universalism and the Claims of democracy’, Democracy, Governance and Human Rights 
Programme Paper no. 7 (2001).
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at the forefront of challenging the dominant gender ideology of the Islamic political move-
ments, are themselves the products of these movements.

This article outlines instances of Islamic women’s organizing from within the Islamic move-
ments in Iran and Turkey to address women’s political underrepresentation, and the impact 
of such internally driven efforts on women’s eventual increased access to political office. 
These examples include when a number of influential Islamic women in Iran with close 
linkages to the Islamic regime put out a women’s-only list for the 2008 parliamentary elec-
tions to protest their exclusion from the main party list of the conservative faction. This move 
of Islamic women, who had devoted their activism to the Islamic regime and its objectives, 
was a public denouncement of the Islamic party elites’ discriminatory attitudes against 
women in candidate selection. Such efforts of the Islamic party women in combination with 
their extensive lobbying campaign of Iran’s male elites eventually resulted in the appoint-
ment of the first-ever female minister in 2009 from this conservative women’s party. Similarly, 
in Turkey, in a novel move, a high-ranking member of AKP, and herself one of its founders, 
threatened to resign from her post to protest her party’s unwillingness to nominate head-
scarved women as candidates for the parliament. This bold and public form of internal crit-
icism eventually resulted in action from the ruling AKP to remove dress-code limitations on 
headscarved women’s access to the parliament in 2013.

In what follows, I briefly review the main factors that the literature on women and politics 
has identified as leading to the recent rises of women to political office in Muslim contexts. 
I argue that in much of such analysis, Islamic women’s own roles as important political actors 
who have been organizing for their increased access to political office have been largely 
ignored. I address the evolution of some Islamic women’s rights activism since their initial 
involvement with Islamic movements, with attention to particular factors that empowered 
women to publicly protest gender discrimination from within these conservative and 
male-dominated institutions. I end with two instances of internal criticism launched by 
influential Islamic women activists in Iran and Turkey in demand of women’s increased access 
to political leadership positions.

Factors that have contributed to the recent rise of Islamic women in politics

Scholars have identified a number of different internal and external factors that have con-
tributed to the recent expansion of women’s access to political office in various Muslim 
countries. Among the most prominent internal reasons are the recent political and social 
shifts that have been unfolding in the region in demand for democracy, human rights, and 
gender equality. The recent pro-democratic uprisings in the Muslim world—in which women 
also played key roles—provided unique opportunities for public discussion and legislative 
and political reforms towards strengthening of gender equality provisions, including the 
passage of gender quota laws, in various Muslim countries.24 Despite the rise to power of a 
number of Islamic political parties across the region, such popular uprisings have motivated 

24darhour and dahlerup, ‘sustainable representation of Women’; Marks, ‘Women’s rights before and after the revolution’; 
ellen Mclarney, ‘Women’s equality: Constitutions and revolutions in egypt’, Project on Middle East Political Science 
(POMEPS) Studies, 19 (2016), pp. 22–26; nayereh tohidi, ‘Women and the Presidential elections: iran’s new Political Culture’, 
Informed Comment, 2009, http://www.juancole.com/2009/09/tohidi-women-and-presidential-elections.html (accessed 
26 January 2017).

http://www.juancole.com/2009/09/tohidi-women-and-presidential-elections.html
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some Islamic political elites to expand women’s political roles, though mostly in token 
amounts, to appeal to voters as well as the international community by appearing more 
democratic and moderate.25 In addition to these internal factors, various scholars have also 
identified the impact of external pressure, including the spread of international norms, and 
pressure from donors, as important motivations for enhancement of women’s political rep-
resentation.26 But in much of such analysis, the role of Islamic women and their organizing 
efforts to reach high-level decision-making positions have been absent. The limited scholarly 
attention on Islamic women is despite the fact that many studies have highlighted the large 
number of women members and supporters of Islamic political movements, as well as studies 
that have demonstrated that women’s organizing efforts helped many such parties to rise 
to power.27

Having been mobilized and politicized by the Islamic political movements in their coun-
tries decades prior, many Islamic party women feel that the time has come for them to have 
a share in political decision-making and contribute to their societies.28 Although many were 
hopeful that their male party leaders would eventually expand women’s access to positions 
of leadership, the persistence of systematic discrimination against women within their parties 
has led some to become outspoken against it. Hence, despite their party’s insistence and 
official stance on women’s activism at the lower party echelons, many Islamic party women 
evolved from grassroots organizers to aspirants for political office.

Here, I outline the key elements that assisted Islamic party women’s increased outspo-
kenness against their leaders, namely the role of influential and devoted Islamic women 
activists who had gained enough legitimacy and leverage to pressure their male party elites, 
as well as the presence of a public discourse around the issue of women’s political representa-
tion thanks to the awareness-raising efforts of women’s rights advocates in each country.

Influential Islamic women activists: from grassroots organizers to aspirants for 
political office

The dominant gender ideology of Islamic political movements, which is often based on 
patriarchal interpretations of religious texts, views women’s proper place to be within the 
domestic sphere as mothers and wives, and largely denies women’s active presence in the 
public sphere, including in political decision-making. Scholarly analysis of women’s activities 
and involvement in political parties that arise out of Islamic political movements has per-
suasively argued that despite the high level of women’s political participation on behalf of 
such parties, women tend to have low levels of political representation. For instance, a num-
ber of scholars have pointed to the fact that many Islamic political parties have mobilized 
and politicized women to merely serve as voter-recruiters and grassroots organizers to help 
bring the party to power, or have utilized women’s bodies and dress as public markers of 

25Ben shitrit, ‘authenticating representation’; tajali, ‘demanding a seat at the table’.
26sarah sunn Bush, ‘international Politics and the spread of Quotas for Women in legislatures’, International Organization, 

65(1) (2011), pp. 103–137; Mona tajali, ‘Gender Quota adoption in Post-Conflict Contexts: an analysis of actors and factors 
involved’, Journal of Women, Politics, and Policy, 34(3) (2013), pp. 261–285; aili Mari tripp and alice Kang, ‘the Global 
impact of Quotas: on the fast track to increased female legislative representation’, Comparative Political Studies, 41(3) 
(2008), pp. 338–361.

27arat, Rethinking Islam and Liberal Democracy; iqtidar, Secularizing Islamists?; White, Islamist Mobilization in Turkey.
28Personal interview with various islamic party women in iran and turkey 2011–2015.
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their identity claims.29 For instance, in the case of Iran, researchers have argued that the 1979 
revolution would not have been successful without women’s active participation in the 
demonstrations and organizing efforts that toppled the Pahlavi monarchy.30 Veiled women 
also became a global symbol of Iran’s Islamic revolution. Regarding Turkey, Arat31 and White32 
highlight the significant role that women played in the electoral success of Islamist political 
parties in Turkey in the mid-1990s as they engaged in extensive voter-recruitment and grass-
roots organizing efforts as members of the party’s women’s branch.

But once in power, the male elites of such parties have often denied women any real 
power or influence in formal politics.33 Despite politicizing and mobilizing the previously 
marginalized female sections of the society to enter the political sphere, the Islamic political 
leaders never expected women’s political engagement and experience to eventually translate 
into women political leaders. This is evident by the fact that, for instance, soon after the 
success of the Iranian revolution in which women’s participation was greatly encouraged 
by its founders, Islamic political and religious leaders restricted women’s access to a number 
of positions of authority, including the presidency and judgeship.34 Similarly, in Turkey, while 
women party activists have played a decisive role in enabling Islamist political parties—such 
as the Welfare (Refah) party, the predecessor to AKP—to achieve continuous electoral vic-
tories since the mid-1990s, women have been largely absent in decision-making positions, 
whether in the party structure or in the government.35

Additionally, the absence of democratic features, such as democratic candidate recruit-
ment mechanisms for major elections, has also closed many doors for hopeful female party 
activists as Islamic party leaders blatantly discriminate against women in candidate recruit-
ment. For instance, in Iran, a very energetic and passionate Islamic woman activist from a 
conservative party shared her experience of being nominated onto a party’s open list in a 
highly contested district for local elections. After passionately campaigning throughout the 
district, the party’s leadership however suddenly replaced her with a male candidate just 
days before the election without any explanations.36 Gender discrimination is also apparent 
in Turkey, when Islamic parties, similar to most other parties, often place women low on the 

29arat, Rethinking Islam and Liberal Democracy; lara deeb, An Enchanted Modern: Gender and Public Piety in Shi’i 
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sadr, ‘islamic Politics and Women’s Quest for Gender equality in iran’, Third World Quarterly, 31(6) (2010), pp. 885–903; 
iqtidar, Secularizing Islamists?; Mahmood, Politics of Piety; elora shehabuddin, Reshaping the Holy: Democracy, 
Development, and Muslim Women in Bangladesh (new York: Columbia university Press, 2008); tajali, ‘Women’s dress 
and the Politics of access’; White, Islamist Mobilization in Turkey.

30homa hoodfar, The Women’s Movement in Iran: Women at the Crossroads of Secularization and Islamization (Grabels 
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Century Iran (new York: Cambridge university Press, 1995).
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Iran: A Reader, international library of iranian studies (new York: i. B. tauris, 2005); nikki r. Keddie, ‘iranian Women’s status 
and struggles since 1979’, Journal of International Affairs, 60(2) (2007), pp. 17–33; Paidar, Women and the Political 
Process.

35arat, Rethinking Islam and Liberal Democracy; nuray Gol, ‘Women’s Participation issue and analysis of Woman organization 
structure in turkey: a Comparison of Ka.der (association for supporting and training Women Candidates) and türk Kadinlar 
Birligi (turkish Women union)’, Thinking Gender Papers, UCLA Center for the Study of Women (2009), http://escholarship.
org/uc/item/2jc4v0hs (accessed 26 January 2017).

36Personal interview, June 2015.

http://escholarship.org/uc/item/2jc4v0hs
http://escholarship.org/uc/item/2jc4v0hs


184   M. TAJALI

party’s closed-lists in unelectable positions, yet encourage them to campaign actively on 
behalf of the party in hopes for election.37

As Islamic party women are increasingly vocal against gender discrimination in their 
parties, my research finds that those who have close ties with party leaders are often better 
equipped to protest women’s exclusion from political decision-making. Women’s close ties 
to the ruling elites consist of formal ties that have evolved thanks to women’s long-term 
devotion to the Islamic movement or learning at Islamic seminaries. Decades of women’s 
activism within the Islamic movement has not only provided them with exceptional political 
experience and insight, but has also won them the support of key male political figures. 
Male Islamic leaders, having realized women’s devotion to the movement as well as their 
potential in mobilizing supporters, established close linkages with a select number of Islamic 
women, and even recruited them to key posts or entrusted them with important 
responsibilities.

In Iran, for instance, in the lead-up to the 1979 Iranian revolution many Islamic women 
actively organized their local mosques, universities, and neighbourhoods in support of 
Ayatollah Khomeini and the establishment of an Islamic state. Many women, on par with 
their male colleagues, were imprisoned and tortured by the Pahlavi regime. Many also 
enrolled in religious seminaries of key Islamic leaders, and held their own religious classes 
and sermons for women to attend.38 In the wake of the revolution’s victory, the founders of 
the Islamic Republic, recognizing that they cannot marginalize women from all spheres of 
political life, recruited just a select few of these ‘revolutionary’ women to key political deci-
sion-making posts, including in the post-revolutionary Iranian parliament.39 Among such 
women were Maryam Behrouzi, a pre-revolutionary female preacher, who was among the 
first few women to enter the Iranian parliament after the revolution, and eventually leader 
of the most important Islamic women’s party, the Zeinab Society; Azam Taleghani, the daugh-
ter of renowned Ayatollah Mahmoud Taleghani and also a female parliamentarian during 
the first four post-revolutionary parliaments; and Monireh Gorji, a learned woman who 
served as the only woman in Iran’s first Assembly of Experts responsible for drafting the 
Islamic Republic’s constitution. In the years that followed, being branded as a ‘revolutionary 
woman’ entailed close linkages to the Islamic regime and its founder, Ayatollah Khomeini. 
While similar to their male peers, Islamic women were also subject to the eventual factional 
divides between reformists and conservatives; here, I mostly focus on women activists who 
identify with the conservative faction. This is because the conservative leaders have demon-
strated greater resistance to women’s inclusion in politics, while reformist leaders have at 
least paid lip service to this demand, hence decreasing women’s outspokenness against 
them.40

In Turkey, Islamic women’s extensive activism and voter-recruitment in support of the 
Islamist Refah Party in the 1990s, resulted, in the early 2000s, in a number of highly politicized 
and active women constituting several of the founding members of the pro-religious AKP, 
signalling these women’s close linkages with the key male leaders of the party, including 

37tajali, ‘demanding a seat at the table’.
38Personal interview with an islamic woman activist, July 2011.
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40hoodfar and sadr, ‘islamic Politics and Women’s Quest’.
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Recep Tayyip Erdogan himself. Among these influential Islamic women activists were Ayse 
Böhürler, one of AKP’s headscarved founders and a renowned journalist and filmmaker; and 
Fatma Bostan, another headscarved founder of AKP and long-term member of the religious 
women’s organization Capital City Women’s Platform. Close ties between influential women 
activists and the male leaders of the Islamic political movements privileged women to derive 
from their political experience and devotion to the Islamic movement the authority to 
increasingly demand certain reforms to the movement’s gender ideology. In the case of 
Turkey, Islamic women were particularly outspoken surrounding the expansion of head-
scarved women’s access to the parliament, which many felt was not sufficiently prioritized 
by the party leadership, despite the fact that headscarved women constituted an important 
base for Turkey’s pro-religious parties, including AKP. Significantly, while most of the Islamic 
women’s public protests against their marginalization from political leadership were resisted 
and even criticized by the Islamic party’s leadership, they nonetheless had the important 
impact of highlighting to the public women’s discontent with their party’s leaders, and in 
effect shaming them into action.

‘Where are the women in politics?’ Raising public awareness about women’s 
political rights and roles

For the past few decades, in both Iran and Turkey, women’s rights movements have launched 
important public campaigns in support of women’s increased access to political deci-
sion-making. These efforts were initiated around the same time as the global discourse on 
the significance of women’s increased rate of representation in politics of the mid-1990s, as 
highlighted during the 1995 Fourth UN Conference on Women and its Platform for Action.41 
The backing of the international community particularly legitimated and empowered Iranian 
and Turkish women’s rights groups who supported gender equality and women’s increased 
presence in politics, to take their demands more forcefully to the public sphere. My analysis 
of the major women’s campaigns launched to address women’s political underrepresentation 
in Iran and Turkey demonstrates that most were geared towards raising public awareness 
of the significance of women’s access to political office, while at the same time pressuring 
political elites to increase women’s access to such positions. Targeting the public is funda-
mental for such campaigns given the realization that party elites depend on the electorate’s 
support to win votes. Even in undemocratic contexts, as in Iran, high voter turnout and 
support are a major indication of legitimacy for the Islamic regime and its parties.42

A great example of women’s initiatives to enter the issue of women’s political representa-
tion into the public sphere is the foundation and organizing efforts of the feminist women’s 
organization in Turkey, KA-DER (Association for the Support and Training of Female 
Candidates). Founded in 1997 by mostly secular women activists, this organization’s main 
strategies include: utilizing the media to highlight the discriminatory attitudes and behav-
iours of Turkish political parties often through provocative billboards; organizing workshops 
and conferences to train potential female candidates for political office; and advocating for 
the adoption of gender quotas and lobbying political elites to take measures that ensure 

41the Beijing Platform for action highlighted the need for government measures to increase women’s political power and 
access to decision-making positions (united nations, 1995).

42hoodfar and sadr, ‘islamic Politics and Women’s Quest’; Mehdi Moslem, Factional Politics in Post-Khomeini Iran, vol. 1, 
Modern intellectual and Political history of the Middle east (syracuse, nY: syracuse university Press, 2002).
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women’s inclusion in politics.43 In the years since its foundation, KA-DER’s effective usage of 
the media to underline the significance of women politicians as well as women’s intentional 
exclusion from politics by male party leaders during major elections resulted in major public 
discussions and debates on women’s public roles and candidacy in Turkish society. In the 
words of Fezal Gulfidan:

we are pleased that (at the time of elections) there is often much public discussion around 
the proportion of women candidates nominated by each party, and the mainstream media 
increasingly scrutinizes which parties nominated the least and the most women candidates 
on their lists, and why.

Indeed, KA-DER’s media success increasingly forced major party leaders, including AKP’s 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, to publicly comment on women’s political recruitment to political 
office and the need for gender quotas in the media and other gatherings.44 Women’s con-
tinuous pressuring of male leaders who are the main gatekeepers to women’s political rep-
resentation, has led to gradual increasing of the number of female candidates on major 
party lists in Turkey in recent elections, as each party is attempting to increase their electoral 
appeal.

While an organization such as Turkey’s KA-DER, with the specific objective of addressing 
women’s political underrepresentation, has been absent in Iran, women’s rights groups have 
nonetheless sought to enter the issue of women’s political rights and roles into the Iranian 
public discourse. A major venue to outline such demands for the larger public, while also 
indirectly pressuring political elites, was popular women’s magazines, such as Zanan 
(Women), Payam-e Hajar (Hajar’s Message), and Huquq-e Zanan (Women’s Rights). Although 
managed by religious women, these magazines created the space for both secular and 
religious women’s rights activists to highlight the systematic discrimination that women 
face in politics, as well as ways of tackling it. In 1994, for instance, Zanan magazine devoted 
an entire issue to ‘Women’s political rights in Iran: From the Islamic Revolution until today’, 
the main article for which was penned by the renowned lawyer and secular women’s rights 
activist, Mehrangiz Kar. In this piece, Kar highlights the gaps that exist in terms of women’s 
political rights and roles as outlined by international human rights documents, such as 
CEDAW (The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women), 
and what is granted to women under post-revolutionary Iranian law.45 Another instance of 
women’s publication on their intentional marginalization from politics is Azam Taleghani’s46 
problematizing of the ambiguous condition of ‘rijal’ that Iranian elites utilize to ban women 
from the office of presidency in her periodical, Payam-e Hajar.47 Although all of these women’s 
magazines are now banned, during their active years, they helped influence Iranian public 
opinion on women’s political representation and the unjust discrimination that women face.

The effectiveness of Iranian and Turkish women’s media and campaigning efforts, which 
aimed at raising public awareness while shaming key political elites for marginalizing women 

43Personal interview with fezal Gulfidan, Ka-der board member and former trainer, June 2011.
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from politics, is evident from the increasing public discussions on women’s political roles, 
particularly at the time of elections, as well as the overwhelming electoral support that 
women candidates at times receive. For instance, the Turkish electorate has repeatedly 
demonstrated its support for parties that are inclusive of women candidates, despite their 
size and influence, as they have been for small pro-Kurdish parties. Also Iranian voters in 
1996 exhibited that they have no problems with women’s political leadership when a 
renowned woman candidate, Faezeh Rafsanjani, daughter of Ayatollah Rafsanjani, received 
the second highest votes in the country for the fifth parliament, and almost became the 
parliament’s speaker.48 I argue that such public support for women’s increased access to 
positions of political authority, which is thanks to various women’s rights groups’ organizing, 
has been an important motivating factor in the campaigning efforts of Islamic women to 
pressure their own party leaders on this demand.

Protesting gender discrimination from within: the women-only candidate 
list of conservative Islamic women in Iran

The Zeinab Society (Jameh Zeinab) is Iran’s largest and the most influential Islamic women’s 
political organization, as well as a registered women’s political party with close linkages to 
the conservative faction in Iran. This entity was founded just years after the 1979 Iranian 
revolution with the blessing of Ayatollah Khomeini to organize women’s religious seminaries 
and educate women in accordance with the ideals of the Islamic regime. Khomeini entrusted 
this responsibility to none other than Maryam Behrouzi, one of his few female students, who 
had devoted much of her time to holding religious sermons for women in major cities across 
Iran prior to the revolution. The fact that Behrouzi was imprisoned by the Pahlavi regime 
due to her activism in support of the Islamic movement, further exemplified her status as a 
true revolutionary woman in the eyes of key Islamic leaders. As a result of the support that 
she received from Khomeini, Behrouzi was one of a few women to enter the 270-seat 
post-revolutionary parliament for four consecutive terms from 1980–1996. Although 
Behrouzi lacked any familial linkages to leaders of the Islamic regime, her commitment to 
the Islamic regime led to the formation of strong personal ties to key religious and political 
figures, including Khomeini himself. This status privileged her to at times follow her own 
ideals regarding women’s roles in an Islamic society, even if they might be at odds with the 
dominant stand of the conservative Islamic leadership in Iran.

As director of Zeinab Society—an entity which not only managed eight women’s religious 
seminaries across the nation, but also functioned as one of Iran’s rare women’s political 
parties—Behrouzi actively sought to increase women’s access to positions of both religious 
as well as political authority. Hence, while in full support of a theocratic regime and the office 
of the Supreme Leader, Behrouzi, as a learned woman, advocated women to reach the level 
of ijtihad (independent reasoning) through extensive religious training, as well as their rise 
to political decision-making positions.49 However, her extensive organizing on expanding 
women’s access to positions of authority often faced fierce opposition from conservative 
male religious figures who in general opposed women’s greater access to political 
leadership.

48Ziba Mir-hosseini, ‘the rise and fall of fa’ezeh hashemi: Women in iranian elections’, Middle East Report no. 218 (2001), 
pp. 8–11.

49Personal interview with Maryam Behrouzi, July 2011.



188   M. TAJALI

In a personal interview, Behrouzi expressed the challenges she faced when she met party 
elites to lobby them on substantially increasing the number of female candidates on their 
party lists from Zeinab Society:

I would ask [conservative party leaders] to include at least 10 women onto their Tehran candidate 
lists, from a total of 30 parliamentary seats; but even to add one woman’s name [in addition to 
the few token women whom the party had itself chosen], I would face much struggle.

When I inquired about the type of struggles that Behrouzi faced from the parties, she mildly 
laughed and responded:

They would tell me, ‘Khanoom [lady], 10 women for a 30-member district list is too much, five 
or khoms is enough’; hence adding only about 4–5 maximum women on Tehran’s candidate list, 
all of whom would get elected to the parliament.50

The party elites’ utilization of the term ‘khoms’, which refers to an Islamic obligation to con-
tribute one-fifth of a certain type of income to charity, illustrates their mindset that nomi-
nating women to party lists is similar to doing women’s groups, like Zeinab Society, a favour 
and an act of charity. Women’s groups’ insistence on women’s inclusion in party lists, instead 
of running as independent candidates, is due to women’s limited financial resources to 
campaign outside of party lists.

However, Behrouzi was aware that such resistance against women’s leadership did not 
extend to the Iranian electorate, including those who support the conservative faction 
in Iran. As a long-term leader in the Islamic women’s movement, Behrouzi was familiar 
with the increasing rate of women’s enrolment in her religious seminaries and participa-
tion in political organizations, with the support of their families. Indeed, after decades of 
organizing there were many qualified and passionate women whom Behrouzi had men-
tored to contribute to the Islamic regime through their religious training and political 
experience.51

Realizing that the Iranian electorate, in particular Iran’s female voting bloc, sympathizes 
with her attempts to recruit more women to leadership positions, Behrouzi made her 
demands of Iran’s ruling elites public. Failing to convince her male colleagues to nominate 
a sufficient number of women on candidate party lists behind closed doors, she became 
increasingly vocal in the media and on women’s websites about the discriminatory practices 
of conservative party leaders. In preparation for the 2008 parliamentary elections, Behrouzi 
in collaboration with a number of other influential conservative women activists formed the 
United Front of Conservative Women (jebhe motahed zanan usulgara, or the Front). Using the 
media and women’s websites, the Front publicly threatened that if at least 10 women were 
not included in the major candidate list of the conservative faction for Tehran’s 30-member 
list, they would put forth a women-only candidate list.52 Behrouzi’s interviews with the media 
on the Front’s decision to produce this list were widely circulated. Given the fact that this 
women-only list would be composed of renowned Islamic women activists, this was a bold 
move of pressuring conservative male elites to give into women’s demands, or risk losing 
votes for the conservative faction. In the end, when the conservatives announced their final 
candidate list for Tehran, which did not reflect the Front’s demands, conservative women 
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activists announced their own 10-women-only party list under the banner of the United 
Front of Conservative Women.53

According to one of the Islamic women who appeared on this list, putting forth a wom-
en-only list was a bold move to merely protest the discriminatory actions of conservative 
party leaders, as none of the women expected to get elected without the party’s financial 
support for campaigning:

I know that I can serve better than most men in my party, and even they know that. The only 
reason that I am not on the main [party] list is because men do not want to give up their place 
for a woman.54

All of the women financed their own campaigns with their limited budgets. Although none 
of the women from the Front managed to enter the parliament, they are certain that they 
took some votes away from the main conservative party lists in Tehran. Hence, women’s 
primary intention was to shame their party leaders by highlighting their gender discrimina-
tory attitudes in the public sphere. In an effort to save face, and recognizing that Behrouzi 
was the mastermind behind this move, male conservative leaders pressured Behrouzi to 
refrain from putting forth a women-only list. Although Behrouzi was forced to officially 
remove herself from the list, the other women whom she had mobilized as part of the United 
Front of Conservative Women were still firm in their stance to shame their male party 
leaders.

A year later, in 2009, the United Front of Conservative Women, with the support and 
leadership of Maryam Behrouzi, managed to successfully lobby neo-conservative president 
Ahmadinejad to nominate women as members of his cabinet. Ahmadinejad, who following 
the contentious 2009 presidential elections that seriously challenged his legitimacy was 
eager to appeal to the Iranian public, nominated three conservative women to seem mod-
erate and to distance himself from the ultra-conservative forces. Eventually, one woman 
nominee, Marzieh Vahid-Dastejerdi, a long-term member of the Zeinab Society and current 
director of the United Front of Conservative Women, became Iran’s minister of health.55 
Although a modest achievement, the appointment of the first female Iranian post-revolu-
tionary minister was largely thanks to Islamic women’s extensive lobbying of conservative 
male leaders, many of whom oppose women in positions of authority.56 The public’s demands 
for democracy in their demonstrations in 2009 further encouraged Ahmadinejad to give in 
to Islamic women’s calls for more inclusive political bodies.

Overall, the internal criticisms as articulated by high-ranking Islamic women from within 
the conservative faction in Iran sent a strong message to their male political figures that 
they cannot continue to marginalize women. In their public media campaigns, Islamic 
women activists expressed their disillusionment with the Islamic political movement in Iran 
in having failed to create a just Islamic society, in which women and men have a share in all 
spheres of domestic and public life. Realizing that they have public sympathy on their side, 

53Personal interview with an islamic woman activist, June 2015.
54ibid.
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Islamic women publicly responded to and challenged the gender discriminatory statements 
of key clerical figures in Iran. In such statements, Islamic women activists often emphasized 
women’s significant contributions during the 1979 revolution and the eight-year Iran–Iraq 
war, as evidence of their commitment to the ideals of the Islamic regime and their political 
experience. As learned women, these influential Islamic women also pointed to egalitarian 
Islamic precepts to highlight the patriarchal misinterpretations of various clerics on the issue 
of female authority.57 However, the effectiveness of such public protests to resonate with 
the public and pressure elites into action depends on whether they are voiced by high-profile 
Islamic women with enough leverage and legitimacy to avoid being sidelined.

The headscarf ban in Turkey and Islamic women’s lobbying efforts of AKP 
leaders

A major concern of Turkish Islamic women’s rights activists has been the removal of the ban 
on headscarved women’s right to access state buildings, including the national parliament. 
With the rise of political Islam in Turkey in the 1990s and the secular elites’ subsequent attacks 
on and forceful closures of Islamist parties, women’s dress and body became the battlefield 
in which male Islamist and secularist elites figuratively fought for control over the state and 
its institutions. This is apparent by the repeated election campaign promises of Turkey’s 
Islamic elites to remove the headscarf ban, and the secular elites’ responses of pursuing 
party closures and implementing even stricter bans on headscarved women’s access to state 
facilities, including universities and the parliament. The secular elites’ shadow over pro-reli-
gious parties persisted even after AKP’s landslide rise to power in 2002. Indeed when, in 
2008, AKP attempted to remove the headscarf ban only for university students, it was rejected 
by the secularist-dominated Constitutional Court, and AKP narrowly escaped party 
closure.58

Frustrated with feeling powerless, AKP prioritized decreasing the secular establishment’s 
influence in Turkish politics, before addressing the headscarf ban. The AKP government led 
an extensive campaign of legal, institutional, and structural reforms using the rhetoric of 
democratization, justice, and making Turkey compatible for EU membership. With the back-
ing of the public in a constitutional referendum in 2010, AKP succeeded in consolidating 
much of the institutional power in its own hands. With AKP’s increased power and popularity, 
Islamic women activists, who had for decades actively supported the party and the larger 
Islamic movement in Turkey, now expected AKP leaders to deliver on the implicit promise 
of pious women’s political inclusion and fair treatment. Indeed, the promise to address the 
headscarf ban in Turkey was among the central reasons why many women initially joined 
the Islamic political movement in Turkey, and actively campaigned on behalf of the Islamist 
Refah party and its successor parties, including the AKP.

Therefore, for the 2011 parliamentary elections, some party women began to express the 
demand that the time had come for AKP to nominate headscarved women and represent 
the majority of its female supporters and members. However, when these women did not 
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see any sincere efforts from AKP to address headscarved women’s marginalization in access-
ing parliamentary seats, they took matters into their own hands. Consequently, a number 
of influential Islamic women activists launched major campaigns to protest the discrimina-
tory actions of AKP party leaders against headscarved women. They argued that headscarved 
women not only face discrimination against other men, but also against non-headscarved 
women, many of whom were recruited from outside of the party structure to stand as par-
liamentary candidates.59

Fatma Bostan was among those who took matters into her own hands rather than con-
tinuing to remain patient for male elites to acknowledge her ‘right’ to political representation 
as a headscarved woman. In the months prior to the 2011 elections, Bostan, herself one of 
the founding members of AKP, had gone public about the need for the party to finally nom-
inate headscarved candidates. Her outspokenness against her own party led her to become 
a controversial figure as the Turkish media either considered her as a ‘brave or outspoken 
headscarved woman’ or as a ‘provocateur’ for threatening AKP’s existence.60

Despite Bostan’s long history of involvement with the party, including her membership 
in the AKP’s Central Decision and Administration Board, her headscarf prevented her from 
reaching important political decision-making positions. While her husband, who had a 
shorter history of party involvement, had served as an AKP parliamentarian from 2002 to 
2007, Bostan was not even considered as a potential parliamentary candidate by party lead-
ers. She opposed such discriminatory behaviour, as she believed it violated her individual 
right to access the political sphere, a right which is also supported by international human 
rights documents, such as CEDAW.

To raise public awareness of AKP’s discriminatory stance, Bostan tactfully made her appli-
cation to AKP for candidacy for the parliament public, along with a threatening statement 
that if party leaders were not ready or willing to nominate her, she would run as an inde-
pendent, signalling her resignation from the party that she had helped found back in 2001.61 
This public threat and her insistence on ‘rights’ and ‘anti-discrimination’ caused fury in the 
ruling party, which was being attacked by one of its high-ranking members in the public 
sphere. In a personal interview, Bostan emphasized the reasoning behind her public move, 
which was motivated by the AKP party’s unwillingness to nominate headscarved women 
for the 2011 elections, despite a large section of the public’s readiness for this move:

During last year’s istişare toplantısı [a closed Consultative Meeting of the party] held in October 
2010, I raised the issue that two-thirds of Turkish women are not represented in the Parliament. 
At that meeting I also pointed out that in July the CEDAW Committee had asked Turkey to do 
something about its headscarf ban and address the problem of women’s low political representa-
tion. So as a signatory to CEDAW, it is time that we [the AKP] respond to this demand and show 
headscarved candidates in the next elections.62

However, the Prime Minister’s response to her views and hopes that headscarved women 
would have access to the parliament in 2011 (which she chose not to disclose to me) encour-
aged her to take this public action. Along with her, a total of about 50 other headscarved 

59Personal interview with an islamic party woman, May 2011.
60Mustafa akyol, ‘Veiled Women versus Conservative Men’, Hürriyet Daily News, 2011, http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/

default.aspx?pageid=438&n=veiled-women-versus-conservative-men-2011-04-05 (accessed 16 January 2017).
61fatma Zibak, ‘is turkey ready for a headscarved deputy?’, Today’s Zaman, 27 March 2011, http://www.trdefence.com/

is-turkey-ready-for-a-headscarved-deputy/ (accessed 26 January 2017).
62Personal interview with fatma Bostan, June 2011.
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women applied for candidacy for the AKP, 10 of whom were close colleagues of Bostan, 
including another headscarved AKP founder. ‘Although all of these women were qualified, 
I was 99% sure that AKP was not going to nominate any headscarved candidates.’ She further 
continued:

My main objective of registering for candidacy was mostly to put pressure on the party rather 
than to get elected. Hence, I only registered with the AKP so that I can talk about it later when 
they don’t show me [on the party candidate list].63

To Fatma Bostan’s surprise, while her outspokenness was attacked by many of her AKP col-
leagues and Islamic leaders, she found new allies within the secularist camps, including 
women’s rights groups such as KA-DER that had been organizing for women’s greater political 
presence in Turkey. KA-DER invited Bostan to their public events and, given the public’s 
interest in headscarved women’s rights, for the first time included headscarved women in 
their media campaigns. Bostan discussed this important transformation in secular women’s 
rights groups to finally accept headscarved women’s right to political representation by 
stating, ‘Generally, these women viewed headscarved women as being obedient and stere-
otypically weak, but when they saw us raising our voices, we gained their respect.’64 The 
important convergence of Islamic and secular women in Turkey for the 2011 elections 
strengthened the decades-long demand of the Turkish women’s rights movement on more 
inclusive legislative bodies, while publicly shaming parties that discriminate against highly 
qualified and experienced women merely because of their gender.

Given the public’s receptiveness to the issue of women’s political rights, Islamic women 
were willing to be outspoken against injustice and discrimination, even if such criticisms 
were against their own leadership. In the end, the coalition of diverse women’s groups against 
gender discrimination and in support of freedom of expression, including freedom in how 
to dress one’s body, resulted in the official lifting of the headscarf ban in 2013. For the first 
time, Turkish women could finally claim their seats at the decision-making table regardless 
of their dress. The 2015 parliamentary elections were the first time that AKP nominated 
headscarved candidates. In a notable move, 44% of AKP’s total female candidates were 
headscarved, most of whom were recruited from inside the party’s structures, namely from 
its women’s branches.65

Conclusion

The recent rise of women to political office on behalf of Islamic political movements and 
parties has been puzzling for many, except perhaps for the women who devoted years of 
activism and organizing to these parties, and today consider themselves equally qualified 
to reach decision-making positions. But when opportunities rose to claim their rightful place 
at the table, many faced fierce resistance and gender discrimination from their party leaders. 
Although the Islamic political movements in both Iran and Turkey had politicized women 
and encouraged their public support of the Islamic movement, they rarely sought for wom-
en’s politicization and participation in grassroots politics to translate into women’s active 
presence in political leadership.

63ibid.
64ibid.
65Personal interview with an aKP woman parliamentary candidate, May 2015.
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This article addresses Islamic women’s own initiatives to publicly challenge the conserv-
ative gender ideologies espoused by the religious political movements in which they are 
involved. It argues that in combination with a number of other important factors, the level 
of Islamic party women’s own preparedness to address and publicly criticize the gender 
discriminatory actions and attitudes of their party leaders, played a key role in pressuring 
Islamic elites to recruit more women to office. Indeed, decades of women’s activism on behalf 
of Islamic political movements in Iran and Turkey led to the maturation of Islamic women 
activists who refused to be sidelined from political decision-making positions by their male 
Islamic leaders. Realizing the public’s increasing support for women’s access to positions of 
authority, high-ranking Islamic women’s outspokenness against women’s political margin-
alization constitutes a form of internal criticism, which can potentially instigate more lasting 
reform given that it is internally driven and articulated by those with the most legitimacy in 
the eyes of the conservative movement. It remains to be seen, however, whether women’s 
internally driven pressures will help transform their male-dominated parties to recruit and 
nominate women beyond token amounts, despite both Islamic men and women party mem-
bers’ continued resistance to ‘gender equality’ and ‘feminism’ for the time being.
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