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Abstract

In order to gain equal rights with men, women have been struggling for two centu-
ries and, to some extent, this struggle has led them to achieve their rights to
elect and to be elected in the political arena. However, even if these efforts are
accepted as a significant profit in the aspect of legal processes, it seems that
women have not been able to change the structure of male dominant politics as
these efforts have not resulted in a positive manner in practice. The aim of this
article is to show the place of women in the political structure in Turkey. In order
to do this, the article advances a definition of politics as well as short explanati-
ons about the perception of politics up to now. After briefly relating some as-
pects of the phenomenon of social gender, the article explores how women have
been restricted by the dominant structure on political platforms.

Keywords: politics, male dominant politics, political participation, patriarchal struc-
ture, gender.

Introduction

Politics can be defined from the politicians’ point of view as the art of obtaining, or
having, a share in power and keeping it but, from the public’s point of view, it is a
social phenomenon that contains comprehensive and complex topics such as the sour-
ce of power; the legality of the way in which those in power firstly obtain and then
use it; the degree of openness of the political arena (and to whom it is open); the
working styles of the mechanisms positioned in this field; and the changeability of
the government. Thus far, answers to the question of ‘What is politics?’ are far from
satisfactory and lack objectivity. The responses of those that are looking for answers
to the political phenomenon are directly affected by their points of view on politics,
the social, economic and cultural position of their community and their expectations
of politicians. No doubt there will be differences in respect to the instruments of the
political arena and expectations from politics between conservatives, who do not like
social relationships and social structure (which is variable) to change, and radical re-
formists, who wish to rebuild politics and society by using immediate force. On the
other hand, politics from a woman’s point of view will be to humanise it much more,
to bring a female point of view to social events and to efforts to resolve specific pro-
blems either by women or at least with the help of women.

Political participation contains the mechanisms of the current political arena and
the total sum of the mutual action-reaction movements between those in power and
all of the segments and individuals of society. The presence and effectiveness of poli-
tical participation depends on its becoming a safety valve for the public within a chan-
geable structure which is bounded to rules whose legality is accepted by every social
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community. In societies in which power is regarded as property and its owner is a
person or community, it seems impossible to talk about active political participation
and participants’ effects on those in power – or ‘the power’. Active political partici-
pation can only truly be realised by the participants’ expression of their choices wit-
hout facing pressure or discrimination in a democratic system in which the authorisa-
tion and functional limits of the power are defined; where the working methods and
principles of the government and its authorisation and responsibilities are determined
and can be regulated; where the maintenance or changing of its functions are boun-
ded by the rules; and where the source and legal basis of the power’s political force
is the preference of society itself. The acceptance of those in power of society’s aut-
horisation to terminate their administration is a sign of the legality of the democratic
system. This presence of legality depends on the meaningfulness of activities in poli-
tical participation, the interest of society in politics and the healthiness of the prefe-
rences of the participants, along with the level of their participation.

The political sphere presents a problematic viewpoint in Turkey. The source of
the problem is that, after their radical reforms in the economic, social and cultural
fields in the early 20th century, the founders of the republic became conservative and
were inhibited in catching up with the democratic improvements after World War II
in the west which they had used as a model. Democracy is frequently interrupted by
traditional coups every ten years, triggered by a community which has no respect for
society’s democratic demands, on the basis of allegations that society could not ‘inter-
nalise the reforms’ but actually because it was unwilling to give up its government,
or power, advantage. The power force, which is supposed to be formed by the free
choices of society, is formed by this community’s preferences rather than the parlia-
mentary arithmetic after elections, while the directors of the power are forced to ac-
count for their past and future applications to this segment of the community rather
than the whole community that elected them. Until this community discourages, or is
discouraged from, its ‘tutelary’ role, the building of a political sphere in which an
internalised democratic life encourages healthy political participation, without discri-
mination between men and women, seems impossible.

Actively or passively participating in politics is left to the individual’s own prefe-
rence but, in rearranging the political arena, modern democratic political tools should
be moved into this arena while it needs to be kept open for working up mechanisms
for all individuals who like to use these tools. Today, concerning individuals who do
not, or can not, actively participate in politics, the development of new mechanisms
has utmost importance for a democratic society in terms of the building up a more
sufficient manner of representation and thus forming a power/government that has no
problems with legality.

Other problems in respect to the general structure of politics are political partici-
pation being regarded as the casting of a vote every four or five years; the lack of
auditing of the government because of the perception that parliament is bound to the
government, although it should be vice versa; and the insufficient capability of non-
governmental organisations to audit the government because of their lack of penetra-
tion and power. Furthermore, a solution to the problem of the inability to ensure in-
party democratic mechanisms in all of the parties, without exception, also needs to
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be found. Until these kinds of general and structural problems are resolved, a female
presence in the political arena, with the identity of ‘women politicians’, forming a
solution-seeking context by emphasising the problems of women and the application
of a more feminine politics, seems impossible. A feminine politics implies a political
concept in which not a single model is dominant, differences are tolerated and, thus,
the political arena is defined more widely (Yeğenoğlu, 2007).

It can be stated that women’s demand for equal rights with men in many aspects
of social life has an evident historical background. In the west, women’s struggle for
their rights started first of all in the education field. In this historical perspective,
which goes back to the 17th century, women have succeeded in making their voices
heard, for example in the 18th and 19th centuries, right after the US Bill of Rights
(1776) and the French Declaration of Human and Citizen Rights (1789). Through the
processes of industrialisation, capitalisation and the nation state, the role and import-
ance of the family has also changed over time, with different political and economic
changes. Besides, the intellectual ambience of the American and French revolutions,
and their spread of the conception of independence, have formed something of a ba-
sis for the feminist movement (Sallan-Gül: citing Jaggar, 2003). Thus, even though
women have struggled for many years to obtain their political rights, eventually they
might have succeeded in obtaining the right to vote with a movement rising from the
grassroots.

In Turkey, women have obtained their political rights under a rather different pro-
cess than women in the west who obtained them after a grassroots movement trigge-
red and matured by long-lasting struggle. Starting from the end of the Ottoman Empi-
re, Ottoman women, inspired by the struggle of western women for their rights, star-
ted this process by voicing aloud their protests through the unions they had formed.
Before the republic was declared, women had founded a party named ‘Kadınlar Halk
Fırkası’ (Women People’s Party), although this was closed after a short period since
there was no right in the new constitution for women to vote.

After this party, whose founding members were all women, had been transformed
into a union, women, who would have to wait for a period of ten years to be given
the political right to vote and to be voted for, could have gained visibility in the par-
liamentary and political arena in the context of constitutional change by the single-
party government in 1934, which gave women the right to vote and to be voted for.
In the fifth parliament, which had eighteen women members, they were represented
in a ratio (4.08 %) that they would never re-attain until 2002. In the 65-year period
from 1935 to 2002, women could only be represented in the parliament between the
changing ratios of 0.61 % (in the 9th period, 1950; 3 deputies out of 491) and 4.36 %
(22nd period, 2002; 24 deputies out of 550). This ratio has experienced dramatic chan-
ge and, at 9.09 %, reached the highest value of the republic period after the July 2007
elections (23rd period, 2007; 50 deputies out 550). A discussion on the effects of this
100 % increase, which has a major importance for Turkish democracy and women,
can be had under a different study. In such a study, topics could be researched such
as ignorance up to now of the ‘problem of women’; how women parliamentarians
did, or will, perform in making and applying feminist politics; and what they could
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do in actualising or applying women’s rights which have gone no further in the legal
field so far than theory.

It is known that neither left nor right political parties have given sufficient import-
ance to the issue of women. When it comes to women, even though there are differen-
ces in perspectives, it can be stated that the traditional structure has been maintained
from Ottoman times. As a result, it is known that women, especially because of the
masculine structure of the politics, can not be sufficiently represented and that, in the
political process, the parties do not give sufficient importance to the issue of women.
Women, who have obtained all kinds of citizenship rights in the view of Turkey’s
legal structure, are still in the position of spectator since they could not become an
active element in the political arena as a result of the treatments they have faced thus
far. Besides, and more importantly, another situation which may be observed when
looking at the sight, political attitudes and behaviours of women in parliament is that
the small number of women who represent all women also perceives politics within
the framework of masculine roles. It is observed that the perception that ‘politics is a
man’s job’ still continues and that female solidarity has not yet been brought proper-
ly to the agenda and has always been kept in a backwards position (Altındal, 2007).

The relationship between politics and gender

Politics is an effort to regulate relations between the rulers and the ruled, and to deal
with conflicting interests by utilising the exercise of power, the management force in
a society (Dursun, 2002). In addition:

Politics is a social phenomenon which has been brought about after people started living soci-
ally and which has always been active in people’s lives and will be so despite following dif-
ferent progress in different countries. (Altındal, 2007: 5)

From the past up to the present, politics have always been regarded as a ‘masculi-
ne occupation’ and women have faced several obstacles in gaining a place in this
field. Therefore, the number of women in this field is rather small compared to the
number of men. It is possible to argue that this small number is generally caused by
the division of labour in society. The reason for this is that the social division of la-
bour does not provide women with roles beyond being ‘a good wife, a good housewi-
fe and a good mother’; thus, women have great difficulty in surviving in the public
sphere. The social division of labour confines women to the private sphere while pro-
viding men with the public sphere. In this way, the woman is pushed to a passive and
inactive position while the one undertaking the role of decision-maker has been the
man. Generally in patriarchal societies, an unchangeable dualist structure has been
formed in which women, who are matched with the object, nature, emotion, being non-
scientific and the private sphere, always come face-to-face with men, who are
matched (in contrast) with the subject, culture, wisdom, science and the public sphere.

However, the point to be noted here is not that both sides praise themselves by
imposing a negative meaning on the other but that, within a structure which remains
valid today, men are still characterised with positive things while women are attribu-
ted with qualities (or inequalities) which encourage their inactiveness and passivity.
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Resulting from this structure, men have confined women to a negative position and
have thus been able to maintain their existence permanently and over time, as this
has been the case both in present as in the past. This position not only deprives wo-
men from taking part in all sorts of activities in a society, but also aims to make them
weak and secondary to the power of men, and indeed achieves this. Habermas points
out:

The division between the public and private has played a key role in the sense of being a
man and woman. The exclusion of women from the political public has been a determining
force not only in the sense that only men dominate this sphere as if it were a quota allocated
for them but also in the sense that the political public can be formed in a gender-based role
because of the nature of the political public and its relationship with the private sphere. (Ha-
bermas, 1997: 22).

It is known that there are socio-cultural obstacles to women being equal to men
in politics which vary from one country to another, such as their role as traditional
housewife and mother, as well as their limited opportunities for education and social
security, social pressures and physical impossibilities. It may be observed that a wo-
man who wants to enter politics in this context has to confront such situational and
structural obstacles. In the case of Turkey, in the political field, as is the case in all
fields – because women are controlled by brothers and fathers in their single lives
and by the husband in their married lives – women have always faced gender roles
and attitudes which have existed since long before they did and which have been ad-
opted by both genders since the very day they were born. Women internalise the pa-
triarchal structure and assist the obstacles brought about by this structure to their ad-
vancement. Therefore, one can argue that women take a subordinate role in perfor-
ming roles outside the private sphere. The notion that working and non-working wo-
men should get married and have children, and that ‘work’ plays a preventive role
for especially working women in performing their domestic roles in a way expected
by society, is still being imposed by that society.

Traditional society is carrying on its negative posture towards women. Today,
this attitude has been influenced by the positive developments about education and
working rights in favour of women, but the public sphere has still more men than
women due to the continuation of the traditional division of labour worldwide (Çele-
bi, 1990). The public sphere is exclusive to men, who use the rights of citizenship,
while the public sphere remains closed to women who are forced to be a good house-
wife, wife and mother in the private sphere. On the basis of society’s sexism, women
are objects seducing men by their nature and can only be disciplined if they are taken
under the control of men, stereotyped as the rational individual in the home. Thus, in
addition to performing their roles as ‘good wives’, women are also praised as ‘mo-
dest mothers’ when they give birth to sons who believe/are made to believe in them-
selves as the heroes of the future. Those who do not give birth to a son or any child,
on the other hand, will be forced into divorce or to putting up with a second and com-
mon law wife, regardless of their success in performing their roles as a good wife. In
societies where this view is prevalent, women are also restricted from continuing
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their lives peacefully at home as well as facing disapproval when displaying themsel-
ves and becoming successful in the public sphere. This role differentiation between
the genders also reflects itself in the political field and women conduct politics in a
more limited way than men due to these roles being imposed and adopted. Hence, it
can obviously be said that there has existed from the very beginning a structure
which operates against women in the context of their political participation, and that
this structure is still prevalent today.

Kızıloluk comments on the participation of women in political life and states that:

Gender discrimination presents itself as a significant criterion in determining the social posi-
tion of women and men in Turkish society. Being a man or woman does not only mean ha-
ving two different genders. This also means having two different positions and different soci-
al roles specifically defined with definite boundaries. In this social role division, what a wo-
man has to do is to look after the house and children. The man, on the other hand, is the head
of the family. The men have a voice both in family and in social and political institutions.
(Kızıloluk, 1994: 215)

That women do not appear in politics is expressed by Kalaycıoğlu in the follo-
wing terms:

That a man has higher social-economic resources, more comprehensive contacts with politi-
cal parties and organizations, causes them to get involved in more intensive political activity
than women. (Kalaycıoğlu, 1983: 19)

The general view on this topic in all societies is that women display less interest
in politics than men and show themselves (or are able to show themselves) less fre-
quently in the political field compared to men. It is a point not to be ignored that,
especially in developing countries, socio-economic and political factors have a direct
impact on the political participation of women (Kızıloluk, 1994).

Efforts to ensure equality between men and women have gone through the stages
which provide equality between the genders in the realm of participation in the politi-
cal process. Women in Turkey gained their rights regarding political representation
in the 1930s but, even today, they are represented sufficiently in neither the parlia-
ment nor in local governments. It is known that the political parties have played a
role in this insufficient representation: political parties neither make an effort to ques-
tion male dominance so as to change the gender-based secondary positions of wo-
men, nor do they support the still-weak initiatives that do exist (Ayata, 1998). Simi-
larly, it is very difficult to claim that women’s branches of political parties are in a
legal and strong position (Sancar-Üşür, 2000).

Sallan-Gul expresses his views on the issue in the following terms:

The gender-based division of labour and women’s responsibilities in social life experiences
confine them to their family and immediate surroundings. Also, the men-centred political cul-
ture and political styles in our country do not support female candidates. Women are just arti-
culated to the politics determined by men and remain objects rather than being founder sub-
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jects. This decreases the political effect of the female movement in the process of ensuring
equality between men and women, and delays the transformation of gender-based corporate
policies and social relations. (2003: 140-141)

When we consider the appearance of women in political life in Turkey, we can
witness that the social division of labour operates quite clearly:

That women’s appearance areas have been confined to only being a wife and to motherhood
roles in accordance with the traditional divisions keeps them away from politics and leads to
an assumption that politics is a field exclusive to men. The efforts of this masculine formati-
on in society to make women ‘married to the home’ are internalised by women too.
(Altındal, 2007: 74)

The roots of this internalisation can be traced back to the early republican times.
It is known that, during this period, the enlightenment and the views of liberals such
as Rousseau and Locke were prevalent. With this in mind, the new regime opened
new ‘modest doors’ to modernism’s well-educated woman with a contemporary ap-
pearance, but she regarded ‘motherhood’ as her first role, entrusted to her by the re-
gime, in bringing up dutiful and patriotic sons for the health and welfare of the indivi-
sible whole country. Here, a western-type nation state patriarchy presents itself. So
much so that Halide Edip, an activist female writer of the time, was advocating both
women’s rights and nationality at one and the same time. Stating that:

‘A women is first of all an Ottoman and patriotic… the law of the country is a thousand-fold
more important and honourable than womanhood law’, Halide Edip was apparently internali-
sing the republican nationality between Islamic patriarchy and western patriarchy. (Berktay,
2003: 407)

The issue of ‘women’ in today’s Turkey started to develop during the last periods
of the Ottoman, 2nd Constitutionalist Period, and gained a different form in the new
regime together with Turkish nationality. The new regime imposed on women the bur-
den of ensuring a balance between the modern and the traditional. The pseudo-demo-
cratic, liberal and egalitarian political formation has done nothing other than to make
women in the new framework subordinate to men, just as they had been in the past.
The existence of a Ministry for Women and the Family in the current political decision-
making mechanism is an example of the role determined for women not changing
sufficiently, even at the formal level. The perception that dismisses women and their
problems as trivial keeps women away from the public sphere and considers this to
be exclusive to men. Arendt expresses it thus:

The public sphere is the world of appearances; individuals should display themselves there.
When individuals do not, or cannot, display themselves, no politics can be carried out there.
It is necessary to exhibit the differences and to express that they should be in dialogue within
the framework of common objectives. (Çakır, 2001: 408)
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In addition to those emphasised by Arendt, it is also necessary to change the exis-
ting hierarchical power relations and to generate movement by bringing about a soli-
daristic and participative common language so as to enable women to raise their
voices in the public sphere and display their differences.

As expressed above, a patriarchal mentality enables men to assume decision-ma-
king roles in particular in the political field and forms the basis for the masculine na-
ture of politics against women. When viewed from that perspective, it seems difficult
for women to attain equal opportunities vis-à-vis the power when compared to men
in societies like Turkey which have internalised a male-dominant mentality.

The masculine characteristic reflects itself most obviously in the formation of po-
litical parties in Turkey. Altındal states that:

Considering the intensity of women in intra-party activities and their situation in the senior
staff of the parties, one can observe that they have been, to a large extent, isolated from the
political race. (Altındal, 2007: 75)

Agreeing with Çakır, Altındal had earlier pointed out that:

They have become the carrier and even the top producer and practitioner of gender-based
ideology. The organisational structure of political parties, their codes and programmes, politi-
cal advertisements, their way of forming politics, and the stances and postures of the party
leaders and party members towards female and male politicians are the concrete indicators of
this situation. (2001: 401)

‘Female members are not included in the decision-making mechanisms’ (Mini-
baş, 1996: 180) of political party organisations. Women are only appointed either in
order to allocate resources to the party they are in, or since they are believed to reach
their peers easier during election times. In short, women are forced to act within the
boundaries drawn by the ‘male’ managers of upper positions (Minibaş, 1996).

The position and invisibility of women in the political arena

The roots of politics date back to the time when human beings adopted a sedentary
life. With the formation of manager and managed groups in societies, politics started
and so did the power struggle, a natural result of politics. This struggle, still an indis-
pensable phenomenon of social life, has survived to the present and will maintain its
existence either legally or illegally unless ‘a society without managers’, being a uto-
pia, appears.

In a wide sense, politics:

Can be defined as the struggle for acquiring and/or retaining the power mechanism regard-
less of the type of political system – absolutism, constitutionalism, republic, etc. In a narrow
sense, on the other hand, it is the struggle for taking a share from the power within existing
legal boundaries by participating in legislation, execution and judiciary, or forming pressure
groups such as non-governmental organisations and media and having an impact on them.
(Altındal, 2007: 70-71)
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The underlying force behind political struggle in today’s political systems is
the ‘purpose of participating in an assembly’, which is accepted as the source of
power. Assemblies consist of representatives who have been successful in elections
in which more than one political party has participated under equal circumstances;
politics is about aiming to gain admission to the assembly through winning the elec-
tions with political parties, attending coalitions and carrying out the legal regulations
when a majority is not achieved, but where the average allows the formation of a co-
alition for establishing a government, and applying this regulation by participating in
the management or government. The parties not included in the government, on the
other hand, serve as the opposition and have to carry out their operations in order to
maintain the hope of taking a share of the power at the next election.

Female representation in local governments and parliament

There are no problems for women in using their rights to vote in elections carried out
at local or national level, but problems do arise in the process of women using their
rights to be elected. Within the political structure of today’s Turkey, it is generally
impossible, with the exception of certain beneficial circumstances, for independent
candidates and especially for women to gain entry to the national assembly. Candida-
tes can be included on the candidate lists of political parties either through the central
survey system of the senior management of the parties or the preferences resulting
from province-level elections conducted amongst delegates; consequently, both the
inclusion of a candidate on the candidate list and his or her ranking on that list de-
pend firstly on the number of votes gained from party delegates in the province/elec-
toral district and then on the preference of the party leader and/or central manage-
ment. Due to this practice, which requires above all money, time, networks of strong
social relations, several resources and opportunities such as education and experien-
ce, it is obvious that women start the political struggle for inclusion on candidate lists
and a selectable ranking place from a disadvantageous position right from the very
beginning when they stand as candidates at the local or national level.

Until female candidates get past this stage, prove successful in the elections and
manage to take their places in parliament or local governments, then the problem of
representation continues. The result is that, as of now, the degree of women’s repre-
sentation and the reflection of their demands remains limited in practice to the gene-
ral political mentality of the parties. Also until recently, the political parties did not
place importance on the political participation of women at the local level and it is
possible to argue that their demands for election were generally ignored. Even so,
one can say that there have been some positive changes in the attitude of the parties
towards women, as well as the legal regulations which have been made in recent
years, while some initiatives have been undertaken towards the participation of wo-
men in political life, even if to some degree.

In Tables 1 and 2 below, set out in accordance with official data from the General
Directorate for Local Authorities of the Ministry of the Interior, we provide the re-
sults of the local elections carried out in 1999 and in 2004 and the number and rates
of female and male representatives in local representation areas.
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Table 1 – The rates of female representatives according to the results of local
elections in 1999

Local representation area Female Male Total Per cent

Mayor 20 3 196 3 216 0.6

Member of Provincial Council 44 3 078 3 122 1.4

Councillor 541 33 543 34 084 1.6

Source: General Directorate for Local Authorities of the Ministry of the Interior, KSSGM, 2007.

Table 2 – The rate of female representatives according to the results of local elec-
tions in 2004

Local representation area Female Male Total Per cent

Mayor 18 3 207 3 225 0.56

Member of Provincial Council 57 3 151 3 202 1.78

Councillor 817 33 660 34 447 2.37

Source: General Directorate for Local Authorities of the Ministry of the Interior, KSSGM, 2007.

In comparing Tables 1 and 2, it is not possible to regard the small increases in the
number of female members in city and provincial councils in that five-year period
and consider it a decisive positive change. It may also be observed that the level of
female representation in local governments – 0.56 % and 2.37 % – is even lower than
that of 1935 (4.08 %), when women participated in parliament for the first time. This
does not have the characteristic of representation.

In local governments after 1980, the number of female members of council in particular has
increased when compared to the past. For instance, 29 of the total of 807 members of council
in Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality and its twenty sub-municipalities, and 19 of the total
of 171 members of council in Ankara Metropolitan Municipality and its seven sub-municipa-
lities, are women. (Koray, 1991: 36)

Apparently supporting this view, Kümbetoğlu emphasises that:

The figures show that women have such little participation even in the three big cities. (Küm-
betoğlu, 2001: 273)
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Alkan accounts for the representation of women at a lesser rate in local govern-
ments than in the national government to be the result of:

The commoditisation of both urban land and urban goods and services, and the transformati-
on of profits over these lands into areas that could be shared out seriously during the era fol-
lowing 1980.

He also argues that:

Due to local politics and governments not being considered as a service area but rather one
in which unearned income is shared, it is regarded as usual when women, who have very
limited contacts with occupational groups amongst which the ownership of individual proper-
ty from which unjustified benefits and unearned income may be obtained is produced and
distributed, are indirectly excluded from representation. (Alkan, 2004)

According to Alkan, it is necessary to focus on three more reasons in order to com-
prehend the issue better. One of these is the symbolic nature of women in corporate
politics; the second is the very limited nature of women’s social activity; and the
third is the exclusion of women’s organisations from local areas of interest until re-
cently (Alkan, 2004).

Uras also agrees with Alkan that local governments are not considered as service
areas but rather ones for the sharing out of unearned income, and states that:

It is obviously necessary to eliminate state-centred generation and distribution mechanisms
of unearned income. The purchase of votes is becoming especially widespread in local elec-
tions via a raising of the hopes for individual emancipation based on promises of a share in
unearned income from cities. (2007)

In addition to all the factors which inhibit political participation generally, the pres-
sure of traditional society, especially in small towns, is an extra negative factor in the
participation of women in local governments and in the level of their representation
in these regions.

These problems in the case of Turkey are experienced similarly in even the most
democratic societies worldwide (although there are regional variations). The number
of women and the rate of their representation in political areas is low since those wo-
men who do actively engage in politics within political parties can, most of the time,
find themselves a place on candidate lists only in electoral districts where their chan-
ces of being elected stand low, and even then only from lower ranking positions.
When considering political participation across the world, it can be said that women
have a 99 per cent right to passive political participation; but corresponding active
participation is not provided and so the rate of women who are active in political life
is quite low and they remain a minority, especially in political decision-making me-
chanisms (Çitçi, 1992).
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Table 3 – The number and percentage of women deputies in the Turkish Grand
National Assembly

Legislative
period

Election year Total no. of
deputies

No. of women
deputies

Percentage of
women deputies

5 1935 441 18 4.08

6 1939 465 15 3.23

7 1943 484 16 3.31

8 1946 497 9 1.81

9 1950 491 3 0.61

10 1954 535 4 0.75

11 1957 602 8 1.35

12 1961 449 3 0.67

13 1965 455 8 1.76

14 1969 450 5 1.11

15 1973 456 6 1.31

16 1977 455 4 0.88

17 1983 399 12 2.93

18 1987 450 6 1.34

19 1991 450 8 1.77

20 1995 550 13 2.36

21 1999 550 22 4.00

22 2002 550 24 4.36

23 2007 550 50 9.09

Total 19 election
periods

9 279 234 3.86

Source: Balay, 1996: 79. (Note: State Institute of Statistics (DİE) data was added to the Table for pe-
riods 21 and 22, and belgenet.net data for period 23.

In assessing Table 3, showing the numbers of male and female representatives in
the Turkish parliament over time, it can be seen that the female representation rate
was very low until the mid 1990s: following the 5th legislative period, in which wo-
men were represented by 18 MPs at a rate of 4.08 %, the rate decreased to a low of
0.61 in the 9th period, when there were just three women MPs. The initial figure was
not surpassed until the 22nd legislative period, when there were 24 MPs (4.36 %);
and, in spite of a 100 % rise in the 2007 elections, even this level of representation
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did not mean a remarkable increase in itself in terms of the overall numbers of wo-
men representatives. Kovanlıkaya (1999) points out that this low rate of the represen-
tation of women in the Turkish parliament, where the right to elect and be elected
was granted to women before many European countries, arises from the nature of the
democratic regime as well as from gender-based applications in the use of political
channels.

Table 4 – Female representation rates in the national parliaments of European
countries: 2006

Country Total MPs Female MPs Female representation
rate %

Germany 614 195 31.8 %

Albania 140 8 5.7 %

Austria 183 59 32.2 %

Belgium 150 53 35.3 %

Bosnia and Herzegovina 42 6 14.3 %

Czechoslovakia 200 31 15.5 %

France 577 70 12.1 %

Netherlands 150 55 36.7 %

UK 646 128 19.8 %

Ireland 166 22 13.3 %

Spain 350 126 36.0 %

Sweden 349 165 47.3 %

Switzerland 200 50 25.0 %

Italy 630 109 17.3 %

Iceland 63 19 30.2 %

Latvia 141 29 20.6 %

Luxembourg 60 14 23.3 %

Macedonia 120 34 28.3 %

Hungary 386 41 10.6 %

Malta 65 6 9.2 %

Norway 169 64 37.7 %

Poland 460 94 20.4 %

Portugal 226 44 19.5 %
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Country Total MPs Female MPs Female representation
rate %

Romania 332 38 11.4 %

Slovakia 150 30 20.0 %

Slovenia 90 11 12.2 %

Greece 300 40 13.3 %

Source: Table developed with data from The Implementation of Quotas: European Experiences The Glo-
bal Database of Quotas for Women, a Joint Project of International IDEA and Stockholm University
2006.

When considering Table 4’s data on the representation of women MPs in a selec-
tion of European countries in 2006, it can be seen that the rate of the representation
of women in the Turkish parliament following the 2002 elections was, at 4.35 %, be-
low half the rate in Malta, the lowest among the European countries. Even though
this figure rose to 9.09 % in the most recent 2007 elections, it has still not reached
the level of Malta, which was 9.2 %. In the worldwide context, the representation of
women in parliaments is seen to be notably low, except in Scandinavian countries.

To conclude, the division of labour on a gender basis is determined by the mascu-
line domination of the traditionally-structured Turkish society and, as a natural conse-
quence of this, the political arena is reserved for men while politics is considered a
'man's job'. Consequently, the idea advocating that women's involvement in this are-
na is unnecessary is still widespread. In accordance with the division of labour based
on social gender and the position of the limited number of women in politics, the re-
gulations and programmes of the political parties, which explicitly describe an exclu-
sionary approach, are determined by men and, as a result, women politicians in the
political race encounter an exclusionary manner and behaviour from men. Female ac-
tivities in political life thus arrive at a deadlock right from the very beginning.

Women in political party mechanisms

Turkish society still continues to demonstrate a structure in which patriarchal mindset and
patterns are dominant. Men sustaining the hegemony over women that is present in every as-
pect of life, display behaviour in favour of the present network of relations that are based on
inequality. Politics as well depicts itself in a way in which this inequality is legitimated.
(Altındal, 2007: 74)

Patriarchal structure privileges men, shapes political theory and practice and, in
this masculine structure, women fail to gain a seat.

When the structure of political parties in Turkey is observed, and both the invol-
vement of women in activities within the parties and their representation in adminis-
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trative positions are taken into account, it may be observed that they are to a great
extent excluded from the political race. According to Çakır, these parties:

Have been the promoters of sexist ideology and even the most important producers and im-
plementing bodies at the institutional level. Institutional structure, party regulations and pro-
grammes, political advertising and the manner of making policies of the political parties, as
well as the way political leaders and members view and evaluate female and male politici-
ans, are concrete indicators of this situation. (2001: 401)

In political party organisations, ‘female members are excluded from the decision-
making mechanisms’ (Minibaş, 1996: 180); women are appointed either to provide
resources to the party that they are involved in or, especially during political campai-
gning, to facilitate an approach to women in order to canvass. In sum, women are
forced to act within the boundaries defined by 'male' directors in the primary positi-
ons (Minibaş, 1996). Thus, women are passivated in a masculine politics and cannot
take an active part in political life. The patriarchal structure that matches men with
effective, objective and decision-making positions, and women with inactive definiti-
ons such as passive and sensual, inhibits women from decision-making structures
and places them in secondary positions.

As a result of this manner, when women, who are considered differently from men within the
political parties, are appointed, they are subject to a manner that suspends them from active
political life and, even when they manage to take part in this arena, they are passivated by
their appointment to issues like education, family and health and not to primary issues such
as economy, defence and foreign politics. (Altındal, 2007: 75)

It is well-known that, after the adoption of the multi-party system in Turkey, ex-
cept for a couple of special cases and temporary situations, women have never taken
part in decision-making bodies such as the vice presidency, party caucus presidency
or provincial presidency of any political party that has had a sustained life in Turkish
politics. Within today’s political structure, it is difficult for women to be promoted to
these positions and, what is more, their involvement even in secondary positions
seems to be limited. It would not be an exaggeration to state that women members,
having accepted this situation, having undertaken without objection such secondary
roles as parliamentary 'speaker' or 'watchdog' and even having internalised these ro-
les, are presented by the administrators as 'party windows'. The presence of women
in parliament, in line with their appraised roles in society, are limited within what
can be considered women's specialist areas such as education, health and the family
and some extensions of these areas. This is not accepted as embodying sufficient ju-
stification for viewing them as having an exactly equal status with male parliamenta-
rians. Minibaş points out that women:

Even if their expertise allow them… are not appointed to positions in commissions regarding
national defence, internal affairs and the economy that are in the primary interest of the coun-
try's administration. (1996: 180)
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All of these demonstrate explicitly that men exert a strict control mechanism on
women's attempts to become active in politics. It is even possible to assert that wo-
men are subject to a blockade that starts from the family and extends to the political
arena. Women were not represented in the first parliament convocated during the In-
dependence War, nor in those called after the establishment of the Republic, and in-
deed women were never represented at this level until the 1930s. Even after that
date, the political arena, which has been viewed from the beginning as belonging uni-
quely to men throughout the historical process, has hindered women's egalitarian rep-
resentation, reinforcing the already-present inequalities. When this is examined in de-
tail, it becomes apparent that women have either stayed away, considering this arena
as masculine, or else have carried out a mannish politics by disregarding the issue of
women. In the case of Turkey, it would not be mistaken to mention Tansu Çiller as
the most striking example of this second attitude towards politics. Tokgöz, while sta-
ting that:

Çiller as the female prime minister, her dressing up in tailleur just like Margaret Thatcher, ex-
prime minister of Great Britain, her walking at the double, her shaking hands with people,
her kissing women of every background, and her smiling could only be possible with a de-
tailed analysis of whether she embodies feminine or masculine assets (Tokgöz, 1998: 563)

supports the opinion that regards Çiller as far from the reality of 'effeminate poli-
tics'. In fact, Çiller had received the majority of her votes from women following her
populist discourses of 'mothers, sisters' until she became the prime minister. Nevert-
heless, it is well-known that she did not make policies or present projects in favour
of women during the times she was a parliamentarian, a minister and even the first
female Prime Minister of the Turkish Republic, just like many male politicians.
From this perspective, Çiller's insensible manner towards the 'woman problem' estran-
ged her from 'the profile of a woman who is expected to ameliorate women's conditi-
ons' regarding politics and which, moreover, caused the loss of her prime ministerial
position as a result of the positions taken by women electors in the subsequent pe-
riods. Ağduk-Gevrek, in line with this argument, points out that she:

Had caused her party to move from first position to fifth in five years. The party, within its-
elf, was confronted with 'blood loss' and, outside it, with a loss of votes and public opinion
(Ağduk-Gevrek, 2000: 303).

Conclusion

In the modern state system, in which it is essential that power be delegated without
exercising force, the primary tool for obtaining and using power is political parties.
In addition, the involvement of those who have a bearing upon politics in the politi-
cal arena on a mass basis, through the opening up of the political arena to political
parties following the emergence of the modern state and participation in political par-
ties in order to be encompassed within the power struggle, is particularly recent. It
can be asserted that political participation accommodates essentially unequal relati-
onships. In this way, a hierarchy is created among two groups: namely, those who
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are affected by the decisions; and those who seek to prejudice them in their own fa-
vour (Uysal, 1984). It can be stated that both share a common aim of affecting the
political authority which is intrinsic to both narrow or wide, as well as to voluntary
or motivated, forms of political participation (Özbudun, 1975).

All behaviour of an individual that affects the functioning or the decisions of governmental
bodies both at the central and the local level; all behaviour, whether contemplated by himself
or others, legal or illegal, successful or unsuccessful, fall within political participation beha-
viour. (Çukurçayır, 2000: 31)

It is known that political participation is actualised primarily through political par-
ties. Political parties are prerequisites for democratic regimes and they may be con-
sidered as institutions that are the main means of political participation. For this rea-
son, parties are regarded as organisations that make democracy dynamic, tasked as
they are with activating the social actors, whether individual or societal ones. Hence,
it is important that political parties enable participation as a means of integrating citi-
zens with the system (Özkul, 2005). According to Özkul:

In this way alone, democracy becomes an 'equilibrium regime' in which conflicts between
the dominant class and the masses are moderated.

The mediators for this moderation are political parties. For this reason, the parties
have to be accepted as vital for democracy. Today, political parties have become the
main channels for political participation (Özkul, 2005: 132).

Talaslı states:

Political parties are the main elements and the primary dynamic strengths of political life in
democratic and pluralist systems. Having functions such as enabling the integration and ori-
entation of different interests and calls, acting as a bridge between the masses and the politi-
cal power, and administrating and governing after coming into power, political parties are
the primary channels of political participation and, in this sense, they should be tasked with
increasing the rate of female participation in politics. (1996: 193-194).

Altındal comments:

Political parties engaged with women's participation in politics only when concepts like 'de-
mocracy', 'human rights' and 'equality' started to become established in every aspect of social
life. Only after that has the place of women in politics, shaped as it is by the dominant mascu-
line mindset, has turned into a issue for debate. (Altındal, 2007: 64)

Women, who did not have a place even in domestic decision-making mecha-
nisms for centuries, are known to have become conscious of standing up for their
rights and getting involved in the class struggle, and have striven for many rights ran-
ging from demands for equal pay to property rights and enfranchisement. However,
it can be indicated that women's participation in political parties and their coming to
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the fore within decision-making mechanisms only dates back to the second quarter of
the 20th century (Minibaş, 1996).

It can be asserted from women's low rate of representation in parliament and in
local government that the political parties, addressing women's right to vote in order
to receive their votes, and supporting women on this issue, do not possess the same
sensibility when it comes to women's right to stand for election. It can be further as-
serted that the political parties do not support women in active political life.

Another important issue in women's participation in politics is that the only con-
sidered solution is regarded as an increase in the number of women politicians. Howe-
ver, in addition to the need for an increase in this number, what is more important is
to enable the qualitative representation of women who are aware of the ‘woman pro-
blem’; as Yeğenoğlu puts it:

Not women's representative participation in politics but a 'feminisation of politics'
(Yeğenoğlu, 2007).

The political presence of women who are neither yet conscious nor sensitive of
the need to articulate the problems of women will bring about the re-enforcement of
a masculine politics and will, from the beginning, hinder radical change in support of
women.

Subsequent to the establishment of the Republic, neither a left-wing nor a right-
wing party has ever paid sufficient attention to the 'woman problem'. Even though
they have diverse standpoints as regards politics, when it comes to this ‘problem’,
the political parties have stuck to their regard for a woman-less politics. It is expec-
ted of women either that they take part in mannish politics or that their participation
in the political arena lies in terms of 'articulating' to the party the concerns of the wo-
men’s group, which is considered to be sufficient for women. In all the political par-
ties, regardless of their ideological differences, it is striking that the patriarchal struc-
ture and the traditional division of labour are maintained and that women themselves,
putting their ‘female identity' after their 'party identity' in this structure, except for
making a couple of criticisms once in a while, consider their image to be sufficient in
the political spectrum (Çakır, 2001).

In the Turkish political structure, the consequence of a male-dominated structure
has been that women have become distanced from active politics. Thus, instead of
becoming the main political actors, women are able to show themselves only in a se-
condary function which is dependent on men and whose politics are geared towards
men. The consequence is that the traditionalist understanding which confines women
within the home in accordance with the social division of labour thereby maintains
its sexist approach. Thus, women willing to take part in politics seek a safe place for
themselves within a system which hinders their being active subjects, downplays
their identities in relation to their party identities and entraps them within a political
spectrum in which no policies are produced for women. Some women in this space,
where there is no place reserved for women, make their presence visible by becom-
ing involving in mannish politics, as is also seen in Tansu Çiller's case, without pay-
ing attention to their identities. However, whether the content of this visibility is pro-
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mising for the awaited solutions for the problems of women is dubious. In this re-
gard, even though the primary problem is to increase the number of women in order
to pursue an efficient political policy, it is evident that the solution is not limited to
the quantity; even if women, who are far from sensitive of the need to act in solidari-
ty and who are conducting their politics in a mannish way, achieve half the seats in
parliament, this will not solve the existing problems. Thus, there is the necessity for a
qualified profile of women.

In order to reflect in the political arena the equilibrium present in society between
women and men, it is above all necessary that social, economic and cultural barriers
with a bearing on women's participation in both the private space and the public are-
na be removed and that the political arena be re-organised. It does not seem possible
to speak of a functioning representation and a real democracy unless women are rep-
resented, in general, i.e. in all aspects of life, equally with men and, in particular, suf-
ficiently in the political arena and on the basis of their own identities. Departing from
women's only problem, in all social spaces, of the need not to be confined within the
domestic space, and in order not to be 'women on the slope of politics at the summit',
it is necessary to restructure the political arena in a way that enables women to raise
their voices and to become engaged in politics for women. The feminising of politics
should be regarded as the primary condition for assimilating a functioning democra-
cy as lifestyle. Only on the condition that such a space emerges in Turkey can we
shift from today's stereotypical woman, which is not able to achieve power in poli-
tics, to a protagonist female typecast.
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