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Abstract

Nearly one-third of Turkey’s official preaching workforce are women. Their numbers have risen
considerably over the past two decades, fueled by an unforeseen feminization of higher religious
education as well as the Directorate of Religious Affairs’ attempts to redress its historical gender
imbalances. Created in the early Turkish Republic, the Directorate is also historically embedded
in (re)defining the appropriate domains and formations of religion, and the female preachers it
now employs navigate people’s potent fears rooted in memories of this fraught past. In the various
neighborhoods of Istanbul, these preachers attempt to overcome conservative Muslims’ cautious
ambivalence toward the interpretative and disciplinary powers of a secular state as well as assertive
secularists’” discomfort and suspicion over increasingly visible manifestations of religiosity. Thus,
the activities of state-sponsored female preachers are inescapably intertwined with the contestation
of religious domains and authority in the secular Republic of Turkey and demonstrate an intri-
cate interplay between the politics of religion, gender, and secularism in contemporary Turkish
society.

As the telephone rang in an office of the Central Muftiate in Istanbul, a woman picked
it up and answered, “Hello, fatwa hotline.” At the other end of the line, an older
man gingerly put in his request, thinking that he must be speaking to the secretary:
“I was going to ask for a fatwa.” The woman, a religious preacher employed by the
state, responded, “Go ahead, ask.” Flabbergasted, the man exclaimed, “Am I going to
ask you? Whom are you going to transfer the question to?” The man seemed to be
incredulous that a woman had been assigned to answer his religious inquiry, and the
female preacher sought to reassure him that she was indeed capable of the task and
willing, at the very least, to provide him with a proper referral in the event that she
did not know the answer.! Through daily interactions such as these, in the course of
performing a wide range of duties, state-sponsored female preachers are disrupting
Turkish sociocultural assumptions of the male voice as the exclusive voice of official
religious authority. Yet the authority that these female preachers garner through their
association with the secular state that educates, trains, certifies, and employs them
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also chafes against the principally charismatic models of female religious edification
among independent and officially unsanctioned Islamic groups and movements. The
integration of women into the official preaching workforce of Turkey’s Directorate
of Religious Affairs represents an expansion of the state’s reach and its management
of religion and signifies a transformation of hitherto predominantly private forms of
women’s religiosity into a public affair subject to state regulation. To develop an audience
for their moral exhortation, state-sponsored female preachers endeavor to establish their
religious authority on an individual basis through trust and personal relations and strive to
overcome the wariness of Turkish men and women across a broad and divisive ideological
spectrum. More specifically, they attempt to alleviate conservative Muslims’ cautious
ambivalence toward the interpretative and disciplinary powers of a secular state as well as
assertive secularists’ discomfort and suspicion regarding religious activity in the public
sphere. The work of state-sponsored female preachers is thus profoundly intertwined
with the complicated history and contestation of religious domains and authority in the
secular Republic of Turkey and demonstrates an intricate interplay between the politics
of religion, gender, and secularism in contemporary Turkish society.

RESEARCHING STATE-SPONSORED FEMALE PREACHING
(VAIZELIK) IN TURKEY

This article is based on research I conducted during the 2008-2009 academic year in
Turkey, followed by another visit in the summer of 2010. The research process entailed
multiple layers that repeatedly intersected and fed into one another, including: historical,
comparative, and statistical research in the library of the Center for Islamic Studies (Islam
Aragtirmalar1 Merkezi) in Istanbul and at the Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet
Isleri Bagkanli1) in Ankara; formal and casual conversations with Turkish academics,
religious personnel, and laypeople; procurement of official permission from the Central
Istanbul Muftiate (Istanbul 11 Miiftiiliigii) to follow the preaching activities of their
female employees across the city as well as to formally interview them; a recorded
interview with the vice director of the Directorate of Religious Affairs in Ankara,
Dr. 1zzet Er, who was responsible for overseeing national religious services including
women’s preaching; and recorded interviews with four of the female preachers whose
activities I had been following in Istanbul as well as with one former preacher from 1993
to 2006, Dr. Kadriye Avci Erdemli, who was promoted to the position of deputy mufti.? I
obtained the verbal consent of all individuals involved in order to observe, converse with,
interview, record, and/or photograph them for this academic study. Istanbul was chosen
as the primary location for my fieldwork for a combination of practical and intellectual
reasons. Turkey’s premier cultural center, cosmopolitan Istanbul is home to one-fifth
of the country’s population as well as approximately one-fourth of the state’s tenured
female preachers. Some of these female preachers were originally posted to provincial
areas before being transferred to Istanbul by the Directorate for various reasons, and the
different dynamics of professional female preaching in rural versus urban settings would
make for another fascinating study. In expansive Istanbul, I selected which preachers to
study based on their geographic distribution between the European and Asian sides of the
city, the social and ideological composition of the districts to which they were assigned,
and the varying lengths of their employment in this profession. After repeatedly attending
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the female preachers’ sessions and interacting with them collegially in various settings,
which helped me gain familiarity with their unique work, their various audiences, and
their different approaches, I recorded lengthy individual interviews with four of the
preachers and one deputy mufti over one or two sittings each. In undertaking to study
this intriguing profession, I explore, here and elsewhere,’ some of the contours and
rough edges of how Turkish state-sponsored female preachers have made inroads into
both preexisting official male and informal female domains of religious learning and
instruction.

MUSLIM WOMEN’S RELIGIOUS ACTIVISM AND PIETY POLITICS

A number of excellent studies have examined the religious activities of Muslim women
in such diverse locations as China,* Egypt,”> Indonesia,® and Lebanon,” to name only a
few recent book-length treatments of the topic. The female subjects of these analyses are
analogous in the Turkish context to the many women affiliated with the religious commu-
nities surrounding Sufi orders and Islamic movements—about whom surprisingly little
work has been done. The pioneering work of Catharina Raudvere explores the activities
of one Sufi-oriented group of women in Istanbul, prior to the 28 February 1997 coup
that pushed an Islamist-led coalition government out of power, and discusses how their
private prayer circle developed into an endowment that conducted regular prayer ser-
vices, offered basic religious education, and organized charitable and social activities.®
A more recent article by Kim Shively examines a women’s Qur’an-study group in Sincan
amid the charged atmosphere following what has been called the “postmodern” 1997
coup.” These two studies focused specifically on independent women’s groups that
are expressly unaffiliated with the country’s more entrenched religious communities
and their pervasive networks. Elisabeth Ozdalga and Berna Turam, meanwhile, have
contributed perceptive assessments of women’s involvement in arguably the largest and
most influential of these Turkish Islamic movements, led by Fethullah Giilen. Turam
skillfully highlights the marked contrast between the roles of women in the public “win-
dow” sites versus the more private settings of the movement and yet remarks almost
in passing upon the women’s adept textual analyses during their regular readings of
Said Nursi’s epistles—which form the backbone of women'’s religious activism in the
Giilen movement.'® In Ozdalga’s recounting of the life stories of three women who
teach in Giilen community-run schools, we learn of the teachers’ pious desire to serve
others and sacrifice their time, effort, and other professional opportunities for the sake
of larger communal goals.!' The dynamics surrounding such varied forms of Turkish
women’s religious volunteerism merit even more thorough investigation, such as that
deftly realized in Lara Deeb’s nuanced study of the different context of Shi‘i women’s
public expressions of piety in the southern suburbs of Beirut.!? In addition to Raudvere’s
study of the Génenli Mehmed Efendi Ilim ve Hizmet Vakfi, Barbara Pusch’s initial con-
tribution in this direction provides a tantalizing view into the vast array of what she terms
Turkish “Islamist and religious-conservative” women’s nongovernmental organizations,
primarily foundations (vakif) and associations (dernek).'> Even further exploration is
needed into how these organizations represent the institutional manifestations of what
Jenny White has identified in her work on the Refah political party as indispensable
substrata religious communities and social movements.'* Yesim Arat’s examination of
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the widely successful political mobilization accomplished by the women’s branch of the
now defunct Islamist political party of Refah offers a sense of the promising possibilities
in exploring Turkish women’s entangled commitments to both a particular organization
and its broader-based religious community.'> This article does not attempt to pursue
these compelling avenues of potential inquiry. Rather, it aims to examine another angle
of the phenomenon of female religiosity: what happens when the state moves into these
women’s autonomous domains of religious education and preaching?

Much of the existing scholarship on Muslim women’s political participation has
concentrated on various aspects of their involvement in the oppositional politics of
Islamist movements, which, similar to other social movements, have often subordinated
the concerns of their female members to a broader social agenda, '® in this case the pursuit
of a more fully Islamic state and society, however defined. More recently, an increasing
focus on piety politics has explored Muslim women’s formulations of personal piety
and subjectification with a rather tenuous relationship to formal politics.!” Indeed, the
influential work of Saba Mahmood on the Egyptian women’s mosque movement has
encouraged us to reconsider the political import of efforts to reconstruct a more pious
and ethical self. As she succinctly argues, “Once we recognize that political formulations
presuppose not only distinct modes of reasoning but also depend upon affective modes
of assessment, then an analysis of ethical practices of self-formulation takes on a new,
distinctly political, relevance.”'® Yet in contrast to the independent female preachers
of Egypt’s mosque movement, who mostly managed to evade state supervision due to
the state’s lack of resources, the women at the center of this study actually represent
one facet of the modern Turkish state. And the spaces that official Turkish female
preachers inhabit—including and especially the mosque—are owned and administered
by the state, in its myriad forms. Thus, while the preachers of Mahmood’s study do not
engage “the usual forms and institutions of politics (such as making claims on the state
or the judicial system, using the language of rights and identity and public protest),”!”
the female preachers who work for Turkey’s Directorate of Religious Affairs prompt
us to consider a vastly different form of pious political agency enmeshed in a deeply
complicated and shifting set of power relations between the laic Turkish republic and
its citizens amid the active management of religion in Turkish society.

UNDERSTANDING THE MODERN SECULARITY OF THE TURKISH
DIRECTORATE OF RELIGIOUS AFFAIRS

In seeking to avoid the analytical dangers involved in what Deeb describes as “over-
privileging individualized practices of piety” in relative isolation,”® we should carefully
consider their multilayered and intertwined social, institutional, and political contexts.
One cannot fully grasp the significance and potential ramifications of Turkey’s state-
sponsored female preachers without understanding the contested history and place of the
Directorate of Religious Affairs, which has its roots in the early formation of the modern
Turkish Republic. Only a few months after the declaration of the Turkish Republic in
1923, the Grand National Assembly abolished the Ottoman offices of the Seyhiilislam
through the Abolition of the Ministries of Islamic Law and Charitable Foundations
Act on 3 March 1924 and established the Directorate of Religious Affairs (as Diyanet
Isleri Reisligi) in its stead. This was the same day that the Ottoman caliphate was
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abolished,”! the decision to expel all members of the Ottoman dynasty was promul-
gated, and educational institutions were centralized under the sole management of the
Ministry of National Education. In similarly dramatic fashion, the new Directorate was
formed as a bureaucratic unit reporting to the prime minister and purposely stripped of
the prestige, wide powers (including legislative and even some municipal forms), and
financial resources with which the Ottoman Seyhiilislam had formerly been invested.
Semantically, the term diyanet was carefully chosen in legislative discussions to express
“religious” affairs in the sense of “matters of personal piety” over its potential alternative
diniye, which could have implied the new institution’s religious responsibilities in the
fields of economy, society, policing, and education, which were intentionally distributed
to other branches of government.?? The choice of the narrower term diyanet negated the
institution’s involvement in these fields and signified a new delineation of the parameters
of “religion” as consisting solely of beliefs (itikadat) and ritual worship (ibadet). Even
the 1965 modification of this legal definition, which added the field of ethics (ahlak) to
the formula, deliberately left out the legislative field of social, economic, and political
relations (muamelat) as well as the officially banned institutions and philosophical un-
derpinnings of Islamic mysticism (tasavvuf), decried as “irrational” and unsuitable for a
modern nation. Despite the controversy that the inclusion of “ethics” has sparked in some
Turkish secularist circles, we should not overlook the fact that the institution of diyanet
continues to entail an existentially secular definition of “religion” that consigns Islam
to its secularly “appropriate” places. As Erik-Jan Ziircher and Dietrich Jung have elabo-
rated, this process constitutes, in many respects, a continuation—even an expansion—of
the centralizing late Ottoman state’s efforts to control and instrumentalize religion.?
Ziircher elucidates that “the republic actually increased the state’s hold over religion,”
as the Directorate was given “sole responsibility of religious guidance” and imams and
muftis were transformed into civil servants.?*

Building upon insights from Talal Asad’s seminal work interrogating “the secular,
I underscore that we should not consider Turkey’s Directorate of Religious Affairs to be
an aberration from and contamination of secularism, as it has been regularly depicted in
a wide range of literature on contemporary Turkey.?® Rather, that the modern Turkish
Republic, in all its various formations for nearly ninety years, has deemed it so essential
to create, maintain, and preserve a state institution commissioned to manage and rede-
fine “religion” and its appropriate domains highlights exceptionally well the constitutive
interdependence of modern secular governance and religion at this particular time and
particular place. Similar to processes in France, the United States, the former Soviet
Union, and China, Turkey’s continuous regulation of religious life through juridical,
legislative, and bureaucratic means (to rephrase and rework Mahmood’s cogent analysis
of American policies)?’ is not an exception to the norms of either liberal or authori-
tarian rule but rather an exercise of sovereign power evincing the porous relationship
between religion and secular politics. Indeed, secular Turkish republican institutions
have repeatedly asserted the absolute necessity for the Directorate of Religious Affairs
to supervise and encourage what is understood to be the correct form of religion in
order to ensure the modern and civilized formation of the Turkish nation. And there
are striking continuities in this state definition of religion despite political changes in
the composition of governments and Directorate appointees. As recently as 2006, for
example, the Directorate undertook a survey to identify lingering religious superstitions
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among the Turkish populace (and found 1,380 of them) that needed to be replaced with
sound knowledge and an appropriately rational understanding of religion.?

LOCATING FEMALE PREACHERS WITHIN THE STATE
BUREAUCRACY

Endowed with the specific mission “to direct what is related to the beliefs, worship, and
ethics of Islam, to enlighten society on matters of religion, and to administer sacred places
of worship” (to cite its 1965 articulation), the Turkish Directorate of Religious Affairs
employs thousands of religious functionaries (including muftis, preachers, Qur’an course
teachers, imams, and muezzins) as civil servants in order to achieve these goals. Contrary
to contemporary European and American perceptions that place imams at the pinnacle of
Islamic religious leadership and authority, the duty of leading congregational prayers in
mosques is not considered among the most prestigious of positions. Serving as a mufti or
as a preacher ranks much higher than serving as an imam in the Directorate’s hierarchy
of religious personnel, and for many years the qualifying examinations for these two
positions of preacher and mufti were one and the same.?® In contemporary Turkey, the
ability to preach, educate, and answer religious questions is more socially, culturally, and
bureaucratically valued and esteemed than the ability to lead men and women in prayer.
Thus, while female preachers do not lead congregational prayers like imams, they do
preach in mosques and other locations, mostly but not exclusively to female audiences,
as well as answer the intricate and private religious questions of Turkish men and women
at local and provincial muftiates and family bureaus across the country. Even though
female preachers work “fatwa shifts” (fetva nobeti) as part of their regular duties, each
fielding roughly 100 religious inquires per day (outside of the sacred months when the
numbers easily double), they are not technically referred to as muftis or jurists—with
the terms “mufti” (miiftii) and “assistant mufti” (yardimct miiftii) being reserved for even
more highly ranked positions for men and women in the bureaucracy. The sermons or
vaaz (waz in Arabic) that these women preach at varying locations during the week,
like those of their male preacher counterparts, remain distinct from that of the Friday
congregational prayer, known as the hutbe (or khutba in Arabic). Thus, male and female
preachers are designated vaizler (those who issue vaaz) and not hatipler, which is a term
associated with the lower-level ranking imams (called imam-hatip).

As of July 2010, 1,270 male and female preachers were tenured by the Turkish state, 30
and in recent years the number of female preachers has increased exponentially. In 1990,
twenty-nine women were employed as preachers for all of Turkey, representing only
4 percent of tenured preachers in the country. During the next decade, the number
of female preachers remained fairly stable and represented between 5 to 6 percent of
tenured Turkish preachers. In the new millennium, however, their numbers began to rise
significantly, reaching fifty-seven female preachers in 2001 and seventy-six in 2003. In
2004, the newly appointed administration of Turkey’s Directorate of Religious Affairs
opened scores of tenured preaching positions for women, who have since constituted
nearly one-fifth of the preachers employed and tenured by the Turkish state (see Figs. 1
and 2). At the end of 2008, the Directorate decided to open an additional 200 contractual
(s6zlesmeli) positions for women to work as preachers,®! alongside the 233 women
serving in tenured positions (kadro) that year.>> Combined, these tenured and contractual
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female preachers represent nearly one-third of Turkey’s official preaching workforce
(27.93%) as of July 2010, with the potential to increase further if all of the available
preaching positions are eventually filled.

Although at first glance it is tempting to attribute this marked increase in the number
of female preachers to the election of the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve
Kalkinma Partisi or AKP) to power in 2002 and again in 2007, the search for causality
is far more complex. Certainly, the “passive secularist” and conservative-democratic
inclinations of the ruling AKP (in contradistinction to what Ahmet Kuru has defined as
the “assertive secularism” of the Kemalist establishment)?? facilitated the appointment
of female preachers to the tenured cadres of the Directorate—though it should be
pointed out that this too had its limits. Following the initial appointment of scores
of tenured female preachers in 2004, the concern not to strain the state’s long-term
budget and fiscal health took precedence in 2008, when another 200 slots for female
preaching were designated as merely contractual instead of tenured, that is, deprived
of the prospect of job permanence. Yet beyond the ruling government’s facilitation
and hindrance of these positions, the push to hire more female preachers, as I have
demonstrated elsewhere,>* more deeply reflects a combination of social pressures and the
sinuous history of engineering religious education in republican Turkey. The country’s
transition from single-party rule to multiparty competition for popular electoral support
facilitated the gradual reestablishment of state-run religious educational enterprises in
both regular and vocational public schooling from the late 1940s to the early 1980s,
which in turn increased girls’ school attendance (even though it was already legally
mandatory) as well as their growing exposure to religious training. In 1982, Turkey’s
seven Islamic institutes for higher education, which trained male functionaries for the
Directorate, were transformed into theological faculties (ilahiyat fakiilteleri), along the
lines of the one established at Ankara University in 1949, and were forced to open
their doors to female students, who had been previously excluded. Unexpectedly, a
feminization of religious higher education began to occur when the 28 February process
policies (sparked by the 1997 coup) curtailed the possibility of alternative professional
trajectories for religious vocational (imam-hatip) high school graduates. These political
interventions intentionally confined religious vocational high school graduates to the
theological faculties within universities while simultaneously reducing the number of
possible student admissions to those faculties. As a result, the number of female students
at Turkey’s theological faculties began to outstrip that of their male peers, now often
reaching a ratio of two to one. The professional demands of these highly educated and
qualified generations of female graduates of Turkish theological faculties, combined with
diverse societal demands for women’s religious services (articulated by some Turkish
women and some secularist institutions), appear to have prompted the Directorate of
Religious Affairs to hire increasingly more female preachers.?

Administrators at the Directorate of Religious Affairs appear to be especially con-
scious of the predominantly male-gendered dynamics of religious services that have
been historically offered by their institution. The Directorate’s two most recent admin-
istrations have been led by highly educated academics who were socialized outside
of the bureaucracy and regularly interacted with competent female students and col-
leagues at their universities. In moving from academia to the administration of religious
services, these male administrators have sought to improve the Directorate’s historical
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Number of Tenured State-Sponsored Female Preachers in Turkey, 1990 - 2009
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Number of tenured state-sponsored female preachers in Turkey, 1990-2009. Source: Directorate of Religious Affairs’ annual statistics
publications, 1990-2009.
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FIGURE 2. Percentage of women among tenured Turkish state-employed preachers, 1990-2009. Source: Directorate of Religious Affairs’ annual
statistics publications, 1990-2009.
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gender imbalances and more broadly to change the male-gendered spatiality of Turkish
mosques by encouraging the construction of spaces to accommodate women physically,
socially, and educationally.’® The recent increases in the hiring of female preachers
reflect both of these trends, by altering the gender ratio among Directorate employees as
well as creating new female-led activities to serve Turkish women inside the country’s
mosques. In a 2007 interview in which he condemned discrimination against women
as contradicting the very essence of Islam, Dr. Ali Bardakoglu, who held the position
of director of Religious Affairs following his appointment by the AKP government in
May 2003 until his resignation in November 2010, discussed some of the gender-ratio
improvements in his own institution:

As part of our positive discrimination policy, we pay great care to the assignment of women.
Our directorate has become a public organization with the highest number of female employees.
Excluding the mosque imams and preachers, more than 40 percent of our current staff members
are women. In the near future, female mufti assistants will be appointed to all provinces. This
practice is the first in the world.”’

The grandeur in Bardakoglu’s remarks contains echoes of early republican state feminist
rhetoric desiring to transform modern Turkey into a shining beacon of civilization.
Yet the rhetorical as well as structural integration of positive discrimination into the
Directorate’s hiring practices, demanded by second-wave Turkish feminist groups of
political parties and rejected by the AKP as demeaning to women’s capabilities,®® is
particularly striking. In contrast to the well-studied and historically low percentage of
female Turkish parliamentarians, which has remained in the single digits for decades,*’
the Directorate now claims to be the state bureaucracy employing the highest number of
female civil servants.

Although contractual and tenured female preachers now comprise nearly one-third
of the Directorate’s preaching workforce, we should not dismiss the vulnerabilities and
lack of job stability inherent in the position of nontenured contractual preachers, all of
whom are women. In relation to Turkey’s population, the 403 tenured and contractual
female preachers, as of July 2010, is also remarkably low, representing roughly one
preacher per 100,000 Turkish women. However, unlike other Turkish forms of secularist
and Islamist gender politics that have sought to insert token women symbolically into
prominent positions in the public sphere while disregarding what occurs in private,*!
the Directorate appears to be concerned with ensuring a substantial representation of
women within the state bureaucracy as well as with redressing broader social issues
that profoundly affect women’s lives, such as domestic violence, honor killings, and
misogynistic understandings of Islam. On the individualized level of its female preachers,
the Directorate carefully examines and certifies these women, yet it does not seek to
exert zealous control over the content or format of their religious instruction and instead
grants them extensive flexibility in formulating their sermons and activities as they
deem appropriate to their particular contexts. This measure of flexibility granted to
the Directorate’s preachers is especially remarkable given the centralization of imams’
Friday sermons by the main offices of the Directorate beginning in 1981 and by its
provincial committees since 2006.
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POPULAR PERCEPTIONS OF THE DIRECTORATE

Based on surveys published in 2002 and 2005, it appears that the majority of Turkish
citizens trust the capabilities of the Directorate of Religious Affairs, with some qualifi-
cations. In the first survey, conducted by Kemaleddin Tas, 80.9 percent of participants
deemed the Directorate’s promulgations regarding religion to be trustworthy, and 76 per-
cent said that one should follow the Directorate’s fatwas on religious issues. However,
their attitudes toward the Directorate also varied geographically, roughly in tandem with
people’s attitudes toward the state in general. That is, as Tag summarizes, “People with
the most positive attitude are from the Mediterranean region, and people with the most
negative attitude are from the Southeast Anatolian region. Those born in Western regions
have a more positive attitude when compared to those born in Eastern regions.” Overall,
Tag found positive attitudes toward the Directorate among a 1,378 person sample group
to be more prevalent among older age groups, urban residents, people of relatively high
socioeconomic status and income, legal professionals, those without higher education,
and those lacking a religious education. Conversely, attitudes were more negative among
youth, rural people, lower-income groups and socioeconomic neighborhoods, workers,
the highly educated, and those possessing a religious education. The slight differential
between categories of people who received a religious education and those who did not
is of some interest, as is the indication that people who self-identified with a mystical,
communal, or political understanding of Islam held a slightly lower opinion of the
Directorate than those primarily identifying with an ilmi (“scientific” or “knowledge-
based”) understanding.*? These latter divisions, however, may not be as rigid as Tas’s
study implies. Assuming the impermeability of such boundaries may divert our attention
from investigating overlapping identities and perspectives as well as potential arenas of
collaboration among Turks of different philosophical persuasions. Nevertheless, Tag’s
formulation and analysis of the data appear to indicate somewhat greater trust of the Di-
rectorate among Turks who do not primarily identify themselves and their interpretations
of Islam in reference to mystical orders, Islamic movements, or political Islamist groups.

Rusen Cakir and Irfan Bozan’s 2005 study of Turkish perceptions of the Directorate
among its employees and administrators, regular mosque attendees, religious women
(who were tellingly assumed not to belong to the prior category of regular mosque
congregants), and Alevis is also revealing.** The communal institutions of Alevis—who
initially inhabited remote, rural regions of the country and were not considered to be
a religiously based threat to the early republican regime—were not shut down like the
Sunni seminaries and mystical lodges, and Alevi religious life was never fully subsumed
under state control and management. Yet with the widespread acceptance of the state’s
discourse on the necessity of the Directorate’s provision of religious services, and of
the concurrent notion that chaos would ensue in their absence, questions over the extent
to which the institution should or should not represent Alevi interests have sparked
much debate over the past couple of decades.** As a result, Alevis receive the striking
majority of analytical attention and space in the Turkish Economic and Social Studies
Foundation (TESEV or Tiirkiye Ekonomik ve Sosyal Etiidler Vakf1) study of popular
views of the institution. Alevi respondents articulated three major opinions: that Alevi
interests should be represented in the Directorate of Religious Affairs, that Alevis should
have a separate institution similar to the Directorate of Religious Affairs, and that the
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state should not be involved in religious organizations and should instead leave religious
services in the hands of organized religious communities and their institutions.*> While
acknowledging the discrimination experienced by Alevis in Turkey, we should likewise
recognize the restrictive state policies that persist against independent Sunni mystical
and communal institutions and conglomerations; for example, openly establishing Sufi
lodges, let alone attempting to claim state resources and benefits for them, remains
beyond the pale.

STATE-SPONSORED FEMALE PREACHERS WORKING
IN THE FIELD

This diversity of public opinion over the role of the Directorate of Religious Affairs and
its services is also reflected in the widely divergent compositions of Istanbul’s neighbor-
hoods where official female preachers work. Especially when working in neighborhoods
with strong ideological commitments and networks, whether religiously conservative or
assertively secularist, female preachers encounter deep social fears and concerns. Among
religiously conservative communities, poignant memories of the authoritarian state’s re-
pression of widespread religious practices and institutions persist, as do concerns over
the much studied exclusion of women wearing headscarves from a Kemalist-defined
public sphere, including schools, universities, courts, and the parliament.46 As Kuru
and Turam have meticulously argued in their recent monographs, the secularist state in
Turkey has been undergoing a process of transition with the election of AKP to power,
and both state institutions and those who desire greater tolerance for the visible practice
of religion have been transforming through their engagement with each other.*’” Yet
there remains a degree of circumspection in some conservative circles over how long
this shift to a passive secularist model can last, given abiding resentment and resistance
from prominent quarters of the Kemalist establishment. Within assertively secularist
circles, people are deeply concerned over the increased public visibility of religiosity in
contemporary Turkey, which has been fostered by the country’s political and economic
liberalization and by urbanization. The appearance of upwardly mobile, visibly practic-
ing Muslims and the emergence of new economic, social, and even political elites who
defy the containment of religion to the rural, the “traditional,” and the “backward” have
been profoundly unsettling. As Niliifer Gole recently captured this emotional intensity
over the perceived intrusion of the urban and modern headscarf: “[The young woman’s
headscarf] provokes powerful emotions of the secular, anger and aversion to the extent
that the temporal comfort (religion as a relic from the past) and spatial separations
(personal and public) between secular and religious disappear.”*® Other scholars have
further reflected upon manifestations of this revulsion among first-wave Kemalist and
second-wave liberal feminists in Turkey, who, for the most part, vehemently deny any
sense of solidarity with Turkish women who wear headscarves.*

In this charged field, Turkey’s state-sponsored female preachers reach out to educate
others about Islam, with varying results, and in districts of Istanbul that are known for
their staunch secularist affiliations or in neighborhoods with a particularly thick presence
of Sufi orders and Islamic movements, attendance at the official female preachers’
sessions is markedly lower than in other parts of the city. The contrast, even within the
same district, can be quite remarkable. In one mosque in heavily conservative Fatih, for
example, where Hafize Cinar enthusiastically preaches as part of an array of Directorate
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services, she regularly draws an audience of a couple hundred women, which doubles in
size during the sacred month of Ramadan, when she gives daily sermons. But at another
Fatih-district mosque encompassing a sacred relic, which has attracted Sufi orders and
other Islamic groups into the surrounding neighborhood, her audience numbers less than
twenty. Still, Cinar, who has worked in Fatih since 2006 and feels she has since passed the
initial scrutiny and challenges posed by people in the district regarding her knowledge
and authority, expresses her optimism that the Directorate will be able to improve its
relations with the members of such Islamic groups over time and to encourage more
people to embrace a multiplicity of religious educational activities.>

Although technically outlawed, Sufi orders and popular Islamic movements have
been central to the preservation of religious identity among Sunni Muslims in Turkey>'
and especially so among women, who were historically neglected by the Directorate
of Religious Affairs. These independent religious communities have been so active
among women that Dr. Kadriye Avci Erdemli recalls how female preachers working for
the Directorate in the 1990s were initially asked which Sufi order (tarikat) or Islamic
group (cemaat) they were from, reflecting the assumption that only these organiza-
tions offered religious services for women. 2 As late as 2005, the secularist think tank
TESEV found that practically none of the “devout women” (dindar kadinlar) in their
sample group knew of any female civil servants responsible for religious affairs (din
gorevlisi), although they were well acquainted with the activities of Islamic groups and
mystical orders and regularly participated in home-based meetings for group worship
and discussion.>® Given the still relatively low ratio of female preachers to the roughly
38 million or so women in Turkey, it is hardly surprising that their reach does not
compare to that of the much more extensive and entrenched popular Islamic networks.
Some of the female preachers acknowledge that they cannot offer the same level of
targeted services, such as group sessions reflecting a large degree of homogeneity in
educational, socioeconomic, and professional status among attendees. And some male
imams who not only work for the Directorate but also are privately affiliated with other
religious groups reportedly discourage and hamper the activities of their official female
colleagues, for example, by leaving the mosque locked ahead of scheduled preaching
sessions for the women in their assigned neighborhood, preferring that they receive
religious education from the female members of their own order or movement instead.
This pervasive notion of exclusive affiliation and social loyalty among members of
autonomous Islamic groups also reduces the number of women who are interested in
seeking out official preaching sessions organized by the Directorate.

Aware of these myriad challenges to their state-sponsored activities, female preachers
hope to offer an attractive alternative to the women’s activities of Islamic groups and
mystical orders by presenting an ecumenical and scholarly understanding of Islam. In
the field of women’s religious activities, female preachers who work for the Directorate
of Religious Affairs are distinguished by their high levels of formal religious educa-
tion, holding at the very least a bachelor’s degree from one of the country’s university
theological faculties, where they studied Islamic studies, foreign languages, and social
sciences.™ Under Bardakoglu’s administration, the Directorate of Religious Affairs,
perhaps reflecting the academic backgrounds of its leading officials, began stipulating a
marked preference for hiring women who had already pursued their graduate studies at
the theological faculties. The most recent search for 200 additional contractual female
preachers in 2008, for example, actually required applicants to be university graduates
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of the theological faculties and explicitly favored those women who had completed
doctoral or master’s degrees in the field.>> Bardakoglu’s administration also actively
encouraged those preachers, male and female, who had not already completed advanced
degrees to do so while working for the Directorate, offering them time off from their
official duties to visit libraries or meet with their academic advisors and sometimes even
reassigning them to the same administrative region as their university.’® In addition to
this religious higher education, all state-sponsored female preachers must have passed a
general civil-servant examination (the KPSS or Kamu Personeli Se¢cme Sinavi) covering
the Turkish language, mathematics, geography, citizenship, history, and philosophy, as
well as a preaching proficiency examination in religious subjects administered by the
Directorate, in order to secure their employment.’’ After they are hired, the new female
employees undergo short-term professional training (hizmet ici egitim) to hone their
preaching skills and techniques, focusing on a combination of preaching content, style,
and effect.”® As Cinar recalls:

We were preaching in front of our friends, and the teacher was commenting, for example, saying
you need these gestures and mimicry here and there. The necessary prayers for preaching, we
practiced these. A general overview of exegesis [tefsir] and hadith. How you preach using verses
from the Qur’an. We had homework, for example. They gave us certain verses, and we prepared
lectures based on them.>

Later on, female preachers may also undergo professional training related to specific
scenarios, such as handling natural disasters in conjunction with the Red Crescent or
working in the Directorate’s newly established Family Guidance Bureaus.®

By contrast, the charismatic female figures studied by Raudvere and Shively, for
instance, lack any significant formal religious education or training and are primarily
self-taught®! —a key difference of which state-sponsored female preachers are acutely
aware. Fatma Bayram, who has worked as a preacher in Istanbul since 1990, stresses this
distinction between the Directorate’s civil servants and other women organizing local
religious activities:

If a person has taken a position in the Directorate, this means that s/he has gone through a serious
process of elimination. First of all s/he has received official education and taken exams. It is not
like somebody who has become an esteemed religious figure [hoca] in a neighborhood because
his/her voice is beautiful. Because the Directorate employee will represent the Directorate, s/he
goes through a serious process of elimination.®?

Avci Erdemli holds that the depth of knowledge acquired by the Directorate’s preachers
not only surpasses that of women affiliated with autonomous Islamic groups and mystical
orders in Turkey but also leads to their popular embrace:

There was initial hesitation about getting to know us: “Where did this come from? Was there such
a thing?” First they said, “Which Sufi order [tarikat] or religious community [cemaat] are you
coming from?” But then when they saw that we were graduates of the theology faculties, religious
scholars [hocalar] who know the religion and the Qur’an and who try to teach the religion in the
right way, they liked it a lot. Correct information, if you provide it insistently, is destined to be
accepted.®?
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Dr. Halide Yenen, the official preacher in Sisli since 2004, further reflects upon how
her knowledge-centered approach contrasts with the intensity of personal attachment
cultivated by female religious figures outside of the Directorate: “I want my congregation
to accept and love me but not to be attached to me. I like to leave them face to face with
the Qur’an rather than myself. What matters is correct information and not me. Whoever
can give it, take it from them.”® Throughout these accounts, state-sponsored female
preachers markedly emphasize the centrality of sound knowledge, developed through
an extensive formal religious education and certified through a standardized process of
examination, which distinguishes their profession from its more common alternatives.
In practical terms, though, female preachers rely primarily upon word of mouth to build
up their regular audiences one by one.

At other junctures, the pervasive power of the state palpably manifests itself in work-
ing to both attract and displace members of autonomous religious groups through the
activities of its official female preachers. One day when I met with Bayram, for instance,
she was busy serving on an examination committee certifying the proficiency of men
and women who lived on the Asian side of Istanbul in their memorization of the Qur’an.
Many of them were already affiliated with various Islamic groups and mystical orders,
yet it was Bayram and her colleagues, as representatives of the Directorate of Religious
Affairs, who could supply formal certification of their Qur’anic memorization, which
could then potentially be used for employment or other purposes requiring official val-
idation. Even at this poignant moment of interaction, Bayram hoped that any remnants
of their perceiving state employees as nefarious “agents of the regime” were gradually
dissolving:

Slowly, we are warming up with them too. For instance, among the people who are coming to
this examination, there is a great multitude from those groups [cemaats]. This means that they
value the certification of the Directorate about Qur’an memorization, because they have already
memorized [the Qur’an] and they want to certify it. And there is no other way to certify it. You
have to take the Directorate exam.%

As a means to accessing desirable resources and social recognition, this formal mech-
anism of state certification, acquired through intense examination by Directorate em-
ployees like Bayram, draws in members of other autonomous Islamic groups and may
perhaps be slowly altering their perceptions of the state institution and its officials.
Female preachers sometimes work overtly to supplant local Islamic groups and their
popular religious superstitions and practices. One of the mosques where Ziileyha Seker
began preaching, for example, reputedly contains the tombs of two companions of the
Prophet Muhammad and another pious scholar of the following generation of early
Muslims. As a result, it serves as a magnet for Turkish women hoping to benefit from
their metaphysical blessings. In this sacred space, a group of women established its
own religious activities and began to attract a regular congregation of sixty to seventy
women in the mosque on Friday mornings. They would reportedly make wishes on
wheat and listen to the sermons of a charismatic woman who led their gatherings. When
some people submitted a complaint to the Istanbul Muftiate in 2008 “that the women
do unacceptable, superstitious things, that an uncertified woman preaches here” and
requested, “You have a female preacher. Why don’t you send her there?” as Seker
recalls, she was assigned to give sermons in the mosque. When she first went, the leader
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of the group was away for a spell of time, and it was not until she returned, along with
her followers, that the problems began. As Seker narrates:

They used to preach in the spot [of the mosque] where I am preaching now. As they came and
saw me that started the problem: “Why are you coming here? Isn’t there another mosque? Go
and preach in another mosque.” That is what they said, but as we explained to them that this
is an official activity, that they do not have the authorization to preach in the mosque, that they
are actually committing a crime and they can be prosecuted for this, they left. Or if they did not
leave, they stopped preaching. They only make supplications among themselves now. We told
them that they can pray in another section of the mosque but they cannot preach. In order to be
able to preach, you have to be a theological faculty graduate and also receive certification from
the Directorate of Religious Affairs in Turkey. After we told this to them, they stopped preaching.
Or if they did not stop, they are preaching in places where we cannot see them. They are in such
a position vis-a-vis us now. At the beginning, because they did not know that we had government
authority behind us, they responded to us in that way. But as we talked with them, and as they
understood that they are committing a crime, they gave up.

Before giving up, however, the group attempted to intimidate Seker, and up until the
summer of 2009, she used to come to the mosque with a group of friends for physical
protection. This informal group that lacked state sanction also complained to the Istanbul
Muftiate about Seker’s presence, and, even after they were convinced that she was an
employee of the Directorate, they still told the mufti, Dr. Mustafa Cagrici, that they
didn’t want her to come to the mosque anymore and that they wanted to run their own
activities. In Seker’s words:

[The mufti] told them that he cannot allow them to organize such an activity: “It is not allowed
by the law. If there will be an activity for women in the mosque, I organize it, and I organize it
through my employees. I am sending her there. I see a need for such an activity in this mosque,
but if you have a problem, you may go somewhere else. This is our mosque.”®

In response to this challenge, therefore, the mufti of Istanbul forcefully reasserted his
state institution’s exclusive right to organize religious activities in the city’s mosques,
which have remained under the sole jurisdiction of the Directorate of Religious Affairs
since the early republican era. And faced with the charge of illegality, the informal
women’s group acquiesced to the female preacher’s presence backed by the power
of the state by vacating the space for preaching, although they continued to harass the
official preacher during her sermons, on occasion, by shouting out disparaging comments
from outside the lattice partition in the mosque. Despite their protestation, this particular
female group, which had taken the unusual step of gathering publicly in a mosque and
was depicted by state authorities as being heterodoxical in its beliefs and practices, was
assertively rebuked and physically supplanted by the authorized activities of a certified
female preacher educated at one of Turkey’s theological faculties and employed by the
Directorate of Religious Affairs.

Yet while official female preachers represent one facet of the contemporary Turkish
state, the interests and concerns of its various bureaucracies do not always harmoniously
align. One day, as I accompanied a female preacher on her official rounds, we reached a
state-run orphanage where she interacted with the children once a week. Upon entering
the building, we were first called into the administrator’s office, and the orphanage
officials who work for Turkey’s Social Services and Child Protection Agency inquired
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with polite concern about the nature of the religious activities she had planned for the
children that day. In celebration of the religious holiday Regaib Kandili, she had brought
colorful balloons and streamers for the children to decorate their common sitting area,
ice cream cones to celebrate the occasion, and a religiously themed cartoon for the
thirty-five or so children present that day (half of the usual number) to gather around
and watch on a small television screen in one of their living quarters. Afterward the
preacher expressed her mild frustration at the situation, noting that just as the orphanage
officials were civil servants representing the state, she too in her official capacity as
one of the Directorate’s female preachers was a civil servant representing the state and
its interests. From her perspective, the modicum of moral instruction she could offer
might eventually prevent the children from turning to crime after they came of age and
had to fend for themselves on the streets of Istanbul. And yet the orphanage officials
remained suspicious about her work and delved into the details of her activities, the
preacher remarked, as if she was representing an unofficial Islamic group or movement
outside the state’s purview. She yearned for the Directorate of Religious Affairs to work
out a more detailed protocol with the Social Services and Child Protection Agency,
and other such state bureaucracies with which official preachers regularly interact, that
would spare her and her colleagues the burden of continually explaining themselves and
their work to other state officials concerned about the introduction of religious materials
into their domains and the preservation of secularist principles.

To compensate for the difficulties of working in strongly secularist districts of Istanbul,
female preachers assigned to locations like Beyoglu and Sigli consciously adapt their
sermons and activities to reflect local needs. Yenen, for example, acknowledges that
the women in her district, who have lacked exposure to religious training and social
networks, are primarily interested in learning how to read the Qur’an in Arabic, which
consequently takes a major place in her preaching sessions. At the main prayer niche
of the mosque or in a separate cozy section of the building replete with tea and snacks,
Yenen first has the women individually read an assigned passage from the Qur’an that
they should have practiced during the preceding week, then discusses its commentary and
shares a few inspirational sayings of the Prophet Muhammad that the women diligently
write down in their notebooks. Beyoglu preacher since 2003, Seker, in contrast, prefers
to continue issuing well-prepared formal sermons that she reads out from the leaves of
her notebook, resting on a small wooden podium, as she turns the individual pages one
by one. In terms of topics, however, Seker makes a conscious effort to accommodate
her audience in the district, by spending more time emphasizing basic Islamic beliefs
and social ethics rather than the intricacies of Islamic jurisprudence. As she
explains:

You feel the difference of Beyoglu in these ethical issues. People are less attached to each other.
Sin is more. There are more threats here. There is drug usage, alcohol, entertainment, etc. If my
friends [preaching in other districts] talk about addictions once a year, I talk about them constantly
using different opportunities. In Beyoglu, I try to show them the smiling face of Islam. You need
to take people to hell too. You need to show [them] that too from time to time, but in Beyoglu we
try to show them the smiling face of Islam more. Because, people are more involved with sinful
things here, their conscience is already disturbed. If you keep talking to them about hell, you make
them run away.%’
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By devoting individual attention to and cultivating personal relationships with their
congregations, official female preachers are also gradually dissolving secularist fears
and hesitations among women in their assigned districts. Bayram, for example, makes a
point to socialize with other women in her fairly conservative district on the Asian side of
Istanbul through her ever-widening circle of mutual friends, acquaintances, and women
who attend her preaching activities. Through these social networks, Bayram frequently
comes across and comfortably interacts with nonpracticing Muslims, who in turn slowly
begin to attend her lectures and sermons. More importantly, she observes, “As they get
to know us and we get to know them, the fear disappears. There are prejudices in Turkey
between people. As we get to know each other, they disappear.”®® Reflecting on her
own personal transformation, one well-educated female professional who had regularly
attended Yenen’s personalized preaching sessions at a prominent mosque in Sisli called
her on the religious holiday of Regaib Kandili. As she conveyed over the phone, “I used
to look at the mosque from here, and the mosque appeared to me to be very strange.
I found the people going in there very strange. I asked, ‘What do those people do
there?” . . . You changed my childhood memories. I learned to love the Prophet from
you.”® Through her experiences learning with Yenen, the mosque was transformed in
this professional woman’s eyes from a place that was disturbingly foreign, designated
for “those” people, into a space that could welcome and enrich her life too.

FURTHER REFLECTIONS

Through the sum of their various activities, female preachers are altering the male-
gendered spatiality of Turkish mosques’® as well as people’s broader perception of the
Directorate of Religious Affairs, which administers these spaces, as a male-exclusive
institution. The dynamics of female preaching in Turkey differ markedly from the situ-
ation in other Muslim-majority as well as Muslim-minority societies. In Egypt, to cite
only one well-studied example, feminists began demanding the right to participate in
congregational mosque worship in 1911.7! And today’s flourishing Egyptian women’s
mosque movement is dominated by autonomous preachers who began to experience
more pervasive state surveillance during the 1990s.7> Although Turkish women have
not been entirely excluded from all mosque spaces at all times, it can be exceedingly
difficult, if not impossible and rather unconventional, for women to participate in daily
or Friday congregational prayers in their neighborhood mosques. The two most recent
administrations of Turkey’s Directorate of Religious Affairs, however, have aimed to
facilitate the inclusion of women in the country’s mosques, which the Directorate alone
owns and administers, through creating more spacious physical accommodations as well
as hiring more female personnel to serve women’s needs. These state-initiated gender
reforms have opened up new public spaces in Turkish society where female preachers
employed by the Directorate of Religious Affairs regularly demonstrate their indepen-
dent intellectual capabilities and religious authority, garnered through years of formal
religious education and state certification, via their mosque sermons to female congre-
gations as well as their public lectures and legal responsa to male and female Turkish
citizens. In one sense, these female preachers represent an embodied culmination of the
popular demand for religious education in Turkish schools beginning in the late 1940s
combined with the republican principle of gender equality in the country’s educational
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system. From another angle, as civil servants in a state bureaucracy with its origins in
the early Turkish Republic, these women are also actively engaged and contextually
enmeshed in a modern secular project that continually redefines the parameters and
acceptable formations of Islamic beliefs, practices, and ethics for the nation.
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