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Abstract 

Following the second wave feminist movement, Women’s and Gender Studies (WGS) started to 
institutionalise at universities in Turkey in the late 1980s. The first ‘Women’s Studies Centre’ was 
established at Istanbul University in 1989. By 2017, there were around a hundred Women’s and 
Gender Studies Centres (WGSCs) in Turkey, scattered throughout the whole country, both in 
public and private universities. This article is based on thirteen expert interviews and institutional 
material collection from theoretically selected seven cases of WGSCs. In the study, we show the 
significance of several nationally and internationally influential actors, processes, and institutions 
that altogether prepped the political setting for the institutionalisation and transformation pro-
cesses of the WGSCs in Turkey in the time span from late 1980s to 2017. We conclude that the 
field was influenced by international networks and processes up until the 2010s and in the post-
2010 period, the main source of political influence having an impact on the institutional land-
scape of WGSCs becomes domestic political factors. We interpret this as 1) the discovery of 
‘gender’ as a political and scientific category in international outlets and its adaptation to the 
national level; and 2) a growing interest in making the discovery of ‘gender’ visible in the field 
of higher education. 
This paper is based on findings of the empirical project ‘Women’s and Gender Studies in Turkey: 
Institutionalisation and Transformation’ (Jan. 2017-Dec. 2019). 

Keywords: Women’s and Gender Studies Centres, Women’s and Gender Studies, Turkey, Gen-
der, Women. 

1. Introduction  

Women’s and Gender Studies (WGS) as an interdisciplinary academic field emerged at 
the universities in the US and in the UK during the late 1960s to the early 1970s thanks 
to the Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM), which was characterised by the struggle 
for political, economic, and social equality of men and women. In the rest of the world 
– mostly non-western countries – the entry of WGS to academia took place relatively 
later and mostly due to “concerns on sociological and economic development with the support 
of global governance and multi-party financial institutions for the international standards of gen-
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der equality”.1 In Turkey, ‘women’s studies’ as an independent academic discipline was 
established by activist women scholars in the late 1980s following the wave of the sec-
ond women’s movement.2 The first institution was established at the Istanbul Univer-
sity with the name ‘Women’s Studies Research Centre’ in 1989. According to the initial 
count of the project team in 2017, there were at least a hundred Women’s and Gender 
Studies Research Centres (WGSCs3 hereafter) scattered all around the country, both in 
central and provincial cities, and public and private universities. 

This article presents findings of the empirical research project on ‘Women’s and 
Gender Studies in Turkey: Institutionalisation and Transformation’ (2017-2019) funded 
by Blickwechsel Contemporary Turkey Studies Programme of the Mercator Foundation 
and conducted at the University of Bremen.4 The project was a timely endeavour as it 
referred to a critical juncture that WGS as an academic discipline was facing at the 
universities. Qualitative interviews with experts and the institutional material collected 
from the centres in the framework of the project show that the pioneers of WGSCs in 
today’s Turkey have found themselves in a rapidly changing political and academic 
environment, which had an impact on the organisation and the content of WGS, ad-
ministered, studied, and researched in these units. We name the aggregate (global & 
national) and shaping political environment and influence as ‘the political conjuncture’ 
in the context of this article. 

We first introduce our methodology (chapter 2) and the WGSCs as a research field 
with the existing literature addressing the institutionalisation processes of WGSCs 
(chapter 3). In the main section (chapter 4), we display the impacts of the changing 
political conjuncture through the introduction and discussion of significant national 
and international developments for the institutionalisation of WGSCs deducted from 

 
1  Kandiyoti 2011, 43. 
2  There is also an Ottoman women’s movement during the late imperial period (1869-1923) 

which is manifested through Ottoman women’s periodicals, women’s associations and po-
litical movements during the Constitutional Period (1908-18) prior to the foundation of 
the Turkish Republic (Çakr 2007). This is prior to the Kemalist (modernist) women’s move-
ment in the 1930s which was mainly characterised by the liberation and modernisation of 
Turkish women (White 2003). Tekeli criticises the Kemalist women’s movement for not 
being inspired by feminism and merely sees it as a form of ‘state feminism’ (1982). 

3  In fact, the names of these institutions vary, encompassing termini such as women’s re-
search, women’s studies, women’s problems, women’s and gender studies, women and fam-
ily studies. Both the literature and the field data reveal that majority of the first period 
centres were established under the name ‘women’s research’, or ‘women’s studies centres’, 
established at Ankara and Istanbul Universities (Alptekin 2011, Balc 2016, Çakr 1996, 
Eroğlu 2004). The abbreviation of ‘WGSC’ is used throughout the article to refer to all 
research centres established at universities which deal with a variety of women, gender, and 
family subjects. 

4  Women’s and Gender Studies at Universities in Turkey: Institutionalization and Transfor-
mation, Blickwechsel: Contemporary Turkey Studies, A Programme by Stiftung Mercator, 
2017-2019. URL. https://www.blickwechsel-tuerkei.de/en/projects/current/Women_Studies/ 
index.php (accessed 23.09.2021). 
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the expert interviews and institutional material, which were collected during the field 
research in Turkey during 2017-2018. In the final section, we present our analysis over 
the findings and a conclusion. 

2. Methodology 

This paper is based on a total of 13 qualitative expert interviews5 and the institutional 
materials collected in seven WGSCs located in different cities -small and large cities in 
different regions of Turkey, established at different points in time – older and newer 
institutions, and with different funding schemes – at public and private universities. 
The majority of the existing research on WGSCs scans website information,6 or con-
ducts short-answer surveys as methodology,7 which miss an in depth and critical reflec-
tion on the institutionalisation processes of the centres. Our aim was to collect pro-
found internal, institutional knowledge that could not be gained by sources other than 
the main actors and representatives of the institutional processes, whom we deem and 
identify as ‘experts’. For this reason, we chose to conduct expert interviews -referring to 
their institutional affiliation, current administrative positions in the selected centres, as 
well as their expertise in the area of WGS and followed a guided interview manual to 
investigate the institutionalisation processes and dynamics. A large data set consisting 
of interview transcripts and institutional materials such as centres’ web sites, posted 
activities and their reports, programs, abstracts and statements produced out of these 
events, are analysed with qualitative content analysis. The analysis is further comple-
mented by the secondary sources related to the institutional history of WGS in Turkey 
and the documents belonging to major political developments both in Turkey and 
worldwide such as ministry reports, policy documents, and international agreements. 

3. From Women and Gender Studies to Women and Gender Studies Centres 

There has been a growing scholarship on women and gender subjects in Turkey ad-
dressed in the individual works of scholars before the institutionalisation of WGS be-
gan at universities in the 1990s. The browsing of these studies shows us that the initial 
and the main category of focus in the scholarship was ‘women’. A primary reference 
book of this period belonged to Nermin Abadan Unat, which was entitled ‘Women in 
Turkish Society’ (first edition in 1979) and was a compilation of several studies focusing 

 
5  Statement on the interviewees’ anonymity: A number of experts we interviewed asked for 

a high anonymization of their names and the institutions, and therefore their identification 
and credentials will not be exposed in the analysis of the paper. Instead, the institutions 
will be marked with acronyms based on the location and the funding scheme of the uni-
versity. For the full list of expert interviews, please see the ‘list of expert interviews’ under 
‘unpublished primary sources’ in the bibliography. 

6  Balc 2016, Çilingiroğlu 2001, Eroğlu 2004, Özvarş and Akn 2003. 
7  Savaş, Ertan, Yol 2003. 
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on the status of women in family, at work, in politics, and in society. In a similar fash-
ion, the 1980s witnessed the publication of a series of scholarly work, which started to 
refer more and more to the structural sources of women’s problems.8 In this decade, 
some of the women’s topics that were touched upon by the scholars were: violence 
against women,9 women’s labour,10 and women’s political participation.11 These topics 
were also tackled in detail in the influential book edited by Şirin Tekeli called Women 
in 1980s Turkey from a Woman’s Perspective.12 In line with the developing scholarship, we 
see the accumulation of a greater demand for a substantial and institutional base to 
carry out women’s studies in academic environments. Already in the late 1970s, the 
first ‘women’ courses were added into the curricula at a public university in Ankara13 
and the first ‘Women’s Studies Research Centre’ was established at Istanbul University 
in 1989 by women scholars who were active in the women’s movements at the time.14 
This example was then followed by Ankara University in 1993, Adana Çukurova Uni-
versity in 1994, and the Aegean University in Izmir in 1996. 

Institutionalisation of WGS was further supported by state institutions, in particular 
by the Council of Higher Education (CoHE-YÖK). With the enactment of Higher 
Education Law No. 2547 in 1981,15 the Turkish higher education system possessed a 
centralised structure, allowing for central planning and control of the institutional gov-
ernance by the foundation of the CoHE.16 The CoHE is the decisive authority which 
approves the initiation of the centres within universities and holds a central position 
in the institutionalisation and the transformation processes of the WGSCs. As sign of 
acknowledgement, the CoHE published two official recommendations to the rec-
torates of all universities, the first in 1995 and the second in 2016, which recommended 
the wider expansion of the centres and further integration of women and gender 
courses into the higher education curricula.17  

WGS in Turkey are performed through a variety of institutional forms and practices, 
including but not limited to the centres, departments, journals, scholarly publications, 
students’ clubs, forums, and sexual and harassment units (CTS)18. The academic field 

 
8  Cited literature here on women in the post-1970s can be distinguished from the scholarly 

work under the influence of the Kemalist paradigm for they question the sub-ordination of 
women under men. The shifting paradigms detected in our research and in WGSCs are 
discussed in a separate article by the authors, which is currently under preparation.  

9  Yüksel 1990. 
10  Ecevit 1986 and Berik 1987. 
11  Arat 1989 and Koray 1991. 
12  Tekeli (eds.) 1990. 
13  Interview: Ankara-2 Public 2018. 
14  Binder, Çubukçu, Dağ et.al. 2019. 
15  YÖK 1981. 
16  Mzkac 2006, 27. 
17  It is important to note here that WGSCs, like all other research and application centres, are 

directly connected to the rectorates as an organisational rule. 
18  CTS-Sexual Harassment Units are founded to raise awareness of and to battle with the 

sexual attack and harassment at the universities by women academics. The first CTS was 
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of WGS defines the ‘centres’ as the most opted and wide-spread institutional form for 
the field’s practices. Compared to some hundred centres,19 there are nine master pro-
grams and three doctoral programs in the area of WGS.20 The graph below shows that 
the number of WGSCs in Turkey has mounted up dramatically and steadily since 2008, 
increasing the number of WGSCs by more than 400%.  

Figure 1: The total number of centres into the years between 1989-201721 

 
 
There is a void for an in-depth investigation of WGS in which the research and the 
application centres constitute the main focus. Research conducted by the centres as the 
focal point of WGS in Turkey is necessary for a number of reasons. First, as argued 
above, they are the most adopted, common, and wide-spread institutional form to con-
duct WGS in Turkey. Second, centres are hybrid institutional forms of higher education 
which allow for hosting a diversity of activities like research, education, and public 
events. It is in that sense a more engaging platform for both within and outside univer-
sity actors such as state institutions, local administration units, civil-society organisa-
tions, local residents, student clubs, the rectorates, and other departments. Thus, cen-
tres function as the mirrors of the interaction of multiple actors and political discourses 
on women and gender reflecting the socio-political climate of the era.  

 
founded at Ankara University in 2012 and today turned into a wider and collaborative 
network of academics on the topic (Göker and Polatdemir 2019, 9). 

19  According to the initial count of the centres by the project team in 2017, hundred WGSCs 
centres detected were established in both public and private universities. The total number 
of centres is constantly changing, however. 

20  Savaş, Ertan and Yol 2018, 1540. 
21  The last scan for the existing Women’s and Gender Studies Centres was conducted prior to 

the field research at the end of 2017. 
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There are a few studies reflecting on the foundational period of WGSCs as an insti-
tutional development. Çakr defines the purpose of this initiative as “to produce know-
ledge on women, for women, and with the women’s own perspectives”.22 Sancar associates the 
institutionalisation of WGS at universities with “the entry of feminism into academia”23 
and emphasizes that it was enabled by “the successful coalition of the modernist women with 
a secularist agenda and the feminist women who were in the pursuit of intellectuality within the 
women’s movement, an intellectuality critical of male domination”.24 Kandiyoti approaches 
the development with a more conjectural perspective which stresses the relevance of 
different national and international actors and argues that the growing academic estab-
lishment of WGS in Turkey was: 

[…] the confluence of three mutually reinforcing sets of influences: women’s move-
ments; the epistemological/analytic challenges of feminism to academia; and the 
global institutionalisation of standards and mechanisms for gender equality through 
the workings of the UN and other international financial donors.25  

Starting from the 2000s, several studies explored the presence of the WGSCs and pro-
vided the first descriptions of the institutions based on their precepts and web-site 
info.26 Kerestecioğlu and Özman’s work (2017) based on the document collection and 
semi-structured interviews with the representatives of the selected centres presents the 
first example of a deeper analysis in the field and offers a critical lens towards neolib-
eralism’s intervention at universities.27 Savaş, Ertan and Yol conducted a survey study 
(2018) in which a portion of the centres’ directors, research areas, activities, conditions, 
and their problems were described. The study reports that several directors at the time 
were not experts of WGS; that majority centres are found to be inactive; and most 
centres are suffering both from insufficient financial resources and insufficient number 
of working hours spared by their members due to faculty-based commitments.28 De-
spite the structural issues, Göker and Polatdemir (2019) list the centres in their assess-
ment report as “one of the supportive and most influential mechanisms of gender equality policies 
at universities”, which becomes “a manifestation of dedication to the concept by the universities’ 
managements”.29 

 
22  Çakr 1996, 307. 
23  Sancar 2003, 167, 174. 
24  Ibid.,175. 
25  Kandiyoti 2010, 166-167. 
26  Çilingiroğlu 2001, Özvarş and Akn 2003, Eroğlu 2004, Alptekin 2011, Balc 2016. 
27  Kerestecioğlu and Özman 2017. Authors use ‘neoliberalism’ as an umbrella term referring 

“the transition from Fordism to post-Fordism characterised by mainly flexible labour relations” (2017, 
203). They argue that neoliberal politics weakens and transforms feminist knowledge pro-
duction in line with its own political merits and strategic priorities such as its appropriation 
for regulating the market and industrial relations and thus reducing feminism’s self-trans-
formative effects (2017, 205). 

28  Savaş, Ertan and Yol 2018, 1542-1543. 
29  Göker and Polatdemir 2019, 24. 
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of WGS defines the ‘centres’ as the most opted and wide-spread institutional form for 
the field’s practices. Compared to some hundred centres,19 there are nine master pro-
grams and three doctoral programs in the area of WGS.20 The graph below shows that 
the number of WGSCs in Turkey has mounted up dramatically and steadily since 2008, 
increasing the number of WGSCs by more than 400%.  

Figure 1: The total number of centres into the years between 1989-201721 

 
 
There is a void for an in-depth investigation of WGS in which the research and the 
application centres constitute the main focus. Research conducted by the centres as the 
focal point of WGS in Turkey is necessary for a number of reasons. First, as argued 
above, they are the most adopted, common, and wide-spread institutional form to con-
duct WGS in Turkey. Second, centres are hybrid institutional forms of higher education 
which allow for hosting a diversity of activities like research, education, and public 
events. It is in that sense a more engaging platform for both within and outside univer-
sity actors such as state institutions, local administration units, civil-society organisa-
tions, local residents, student clubs, the rectorates, and other departments. Thus, cen-
tres function as the mirrors of the interaction of multiple actors and political discourses 
on women and gender reflecting the socio-political climate of the era.  

 
founded at Ankara University in 2012 and today turned into a wider and collaborative 
network of academics on the topic (Göker and Polatdemir 2019, 9). 

19  According to the initial count of the centres by the project team in 2017, hundred WGSCs 
centres detected were established in both public and private universities. The total number 
of centres is constantly changing, however. 

20  Savaş, Ertan and Yol 2018, 1540. 
21  The last scan for the existing Women’s and Gender Studies Centres was conducted prior to 

the field research at the end of 2017. 

Walking on Eggshells  

Diyâr, 2. Jg., 2/2021, S. 254–278 

259 

There are a few studies reflecting on the foundational period of WGSCs as an insti-
tutional development. Çakr defines the purpose of this initiative as “to produce know-
ledge on women, for women, and with the women’s own perspectives”.22 Sancar associates the 
institutionalisation of WGS at universities with “the entry of feminism into academia”23 
and emphasizes that it was enabled by “the successful coalition of the modernist women with 
a secularist agenda and the feminist women who were in the pursuit of intellectuality within the 
women’s movement, an intellectuality critical of male domination”.24 Kandiyoti approaches 
the development with a more conjectural perspective which stresses the relevance of 
different national and international actors and argues that the growing academic estab-
lishment of WGS in Turkey was: 

[…] the confluence of three mutually reinforcing sets of influences: women’s move-
ments; the epistemological/analytic challenges of feminism to academia; and the 
global institutionalisation of standards and mechanisms for gender equality through 
the workings of the UN and other international financial donors.25  
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info.26 Kerestecioğlu and Özman’s work (2017) based on the document collection and 
semi-structured interviews with the representatives of the selected centres presents the 
first example of a deeper analysis in the field and offers a critical lens towards neolib-
eralism’s intervention at universities.27 Savaş, Ertan and Yol conducted a survey study 
(2018) in which a portion of the centres’ directors, research areas, activities, conditions, 
and their problems were described. The study reports that several directors at the time 
were not experts of WGS; that majority centres are found to be inactive; and most 
centres are suffering both from insufficient financial resources and insufficient number 
of working hours spared by their members due to faculty-based commitments.28 De-
spite the structural issues, Göker and Polatdemir (2019) list the centres in their assess-
ment report as “one of the supportive and most influential mechanisms of gender equality policies 
at universities”, which becomes “a manifestation of dedication to the concept by the universities’ 
managements”.29 

 
22  Çakr 1996, 307. 
23  Sancar 2003, 167, 174. 
24  Ibid.,175. 
25  Kandiyoti 2010, 166-167. 
26  Çilingiroğlu 2001, Özvarş and Akn 2003, Eroğlu 2004, Alptekin 2011, Balc 2016. 
27  Kerestecioğlu and Özman 2017. Authors use ‘neoliberalism’ as an umbrella term referring 

“the transition from Fordism to post-Fordism characterised by mainly flexible labour relations” (2017, 
203). They argue that neoliberal politics weakens and transforms feminist knowledge pro-
duction in line with its own political merits and strategic priorities such as its appropriation 
for regulating the market and industrial relations and thus reducing feminism’s self-trans-
formative effects (2017, 205). 

28  Savaş, Ertan and Yol 2018, 1542-1543. 
29  Göker and Polatdemir 2019, 24. 
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4. The Impacts of the Changing Political Conjuncture on WGSCs 

The expert interviews tagged several nationally and internationally influential actors, 
processes, and institutions that altogether formed and shaped the political setting for 
the institutionalisation processes of the WGSCs. In that, state institutions are regarded 
as the most featured transmitters of the political discourses, generated in national or 
international political arenas, into the universities and the centres. We do not under-
stand state institutions as the independent generators of political impact. There are 
greater and external sources of political influences channelled into national and politi-
cal arenas, which induce state institutions to position themselves in respect to WGSCs 
at universities according to the statements of the experts. We frame and refer to the 
summation of the political influences (both internal and external) as ‘the political con-
juncture’ in the analysis of the data. On one hand, it is possible to analyse the triggering 
points of the political conjuncture as international vs. national. On the other hand, a 
chronological analysis of conjectural developments helps us to gain a more compre-
hensive understanding of how both national and international processes are interlinked 
and have a connection to the (changing) status of WGSCs. 

4.1. CEDAW 

The earliest referenced event by the experts is ‘the Convention on the Elimination of 
all Forms of Discrimination Against Women-CEDAW’. CEDAW, widely described as 
the universal bill of rights for women, was adopted in 1979 and opened to signature in 
1980 by the UN General Assembly.30 Turkey became signatory to CEDAW in 1985, 
but placed reservations on some of its clauses due to the prevalence of patriarchal ele-
ments in the National Civil Code at the time.31 When CEDAW came out in 1979, 
there were no instances of a WGSC in Turkey yet. Its precedence relationship to the 
institutionalisation process of WGSCs is however built by many scholars during the 
expert interviews. Scholars assert that CEDAW, together with the Beijing Conference 
(to be presented in 4.3), prepped the accommodating political frame for the foundation 
processes of WGSCs by providing scholars with the first contact to international dis-
cussions on gender equality in Turkey. Many experts note that they adopted CEDAW’s 
working definition of gender equality in their teaching material used in the courses as 
well as in the activities of the centres.32  

4.2. The Foundation of KSSGM in 1990 

The foundation of ‘the General Directorate on the Status and Problems of Women’ 
(Kadnn Statüsü ve Sorunlar Genel Müdürlüğü-KSSGM, now KSGM) was founded in 

 
30  For more information on CEDAW see: CEDAW, UN Women Watch. 
31  Berik 1990 and Berktay 2003, 57-59. 
32  Interviews: Belks 2017; Ankara Public-1 2018; Erbatur 2017. 
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1990 as the national mechanism to monitor and develop policies on the status of 
women.33 Acuner classifies KSSGM’s main tasks in two folds: (1) regulatory assisting 
legislation in line with principles and demands of the women’s movement and 
women’s rights34 and (2) distributary and organizational allocation and redistribution 
of financial sources from international donors to local and national projects to support 
the foundation of women organisations, women’s services, activities, and women based 
research.35 Several activist, feminist women were critical of the foundation of KSGM 
in the 1990s for it meant acceptance and collaboration with a state authority and a 
weakening force to the existence and strength of the women’s movements.36  

Supportive of the literature,37 interviewed experts establish a relationship between 
international political conjuncture and the foundation of the KSSGM. Several academ-
ics, whose research interests were based on women subjects, were directly involved with 
the development of this governmental institution and held bureaucratic positions 
there. Istanbul Public-1 interprets this as “an openly visible impact” observed in the 1990s 
and states that “the development of the WGS at universities and the governmental institutions 
went hand in hand ”.38 Today, the KSGM is not the flagship institution of women’s rights 
as it used to be in the 1990s and exists merely as a sub-department to the Ministry of 
Employment, Family and Social Policies since 2011. Thus, it functions as a reporting 
office on women’s situation in distinctive areas, such as employment, education, and 
social policies.39 The KSGM’s annual conferences with representatives of the WGSCs 
together with the CoHE in the post-2015 period was reported not to have a strong 
institutional effect in the activities of the WGSCs and limited to the presentation of 
general activities by the centres.40  

4.3. UN Conference on Women in Beijing, 1995 

The Beijing Conference of 1995 was the last in the series of global conventions organ-
ised by the United Nations on the subject of women and points out “the significance of 
the conference for it signalled the coming of age of the gender agenda in development which inspired 
the academic turn to”.41  

On the macro level, the Beijing Conference served as a fitting platform to discuss 
women’s issues and status in a global space and transferred the generated knowledge 
and the tools to ensure gender equality back to the local and national contexts, but 

 
33  KSSGM Publications Series 1993, 52. cited in Acuner 1999, 94. 
34  Acuner 1999, 264. 
35  Ibid., 261. 
36  Ibid., 152-179. 
37  Çubukçu 2004. 
38  Interview: Istanbul Public-1 2018. 
39  For information see: KSGM Website. 
40  Interviews: Irzk 2018; Ankara Public-2 2018; Özkazanç 2017. 
41  Kandiyoti 2011, 170. 
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international political arenas, into the universities and the centres. We do not under-
stand state institutions as the independent generators of political impact. There are 
greater and external sources of political influences channelled into national and politi-
cal arenas, which induce state institutions to position themselves in respect to WGSCs 
at universities according to the statements of the experts. We frame and refer to the 
summation of the political influences (both internal and external) as ‘the political con-
juncture’ in the analysis of the data. On one hand, it is possible to analyse the triggering 
points of the political conjuncture as international vs. national. On the other hand, a 
chronological analysis of conjectural developments helps us to gain a more compre-
hensive understanding of how both national and international processes are interlinked 
and have a connection to the (changing) status of WGSCs. 

4.1. CEDAW 

The earliest referenced event by the experts is ‘the Convention on the Elimination of 
all Forms of Discrimination Against Women-CEDAW’. CEDAW, widely described as 
the universal bill of rights for women, was adopted in 1979 and opened to signature in 
1980 by the UN General Assembly.30 Turkey became signatory to CEDAW in 1985, 
but placed reservations on some of its clauses due to the prevalence of patriarchal ele-
ments in the National Civil Code at the time.31 When CEDAW came out in 1979, 
there were no instances of a WGSC in Turkey yet. Its precedence relationship to the 
institutionalisation process of WGSCs is however built by many scholars during the 
expert interviews. Scholars assert that CEDAW, together with the Beijing Conference 
(to be presented in 4.3), prepped the accommodating political frame for the foundation 
processes of WGSCs by providing scholars with the first contact to international dis-
cussions on gender equality in Turkey. Many experts note that they adopted CEDAW’s 
working definition of gender equality in their teaching material used in the courses as 
well as in the activities of the centres.32  

4.2. The Foundation of KSSGM in 1990 

The foundation of ‘the General Directorate on the Status and Problems of Women’ 
(Kadnn Statüsü ve Sorunlar Genel Müdürlüğü-KSSGM, now KSGM) was founded in 

 
30  For more information on CEDAW see: CEDAW, UN Women Watch. 
31  Berik 1990 and Berktay 2003, 57-59. 
32  Interviews: Belks 2017; Ankara Public-1 2018; Erbatur 2017. 
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1990 as the national mechanism to monitor and develop policies on the status of 
women.33 Acuner classifies KSSGM’s main tasks in two folds: (1) regulatory assisting 
legislation in line with principles and demands of the women’s movement and 
women’s rights34 and (2) distributary and organizational allocation and redistribution 
of financial sources from international donors to local and national projects to support 
the foundation of women organisations, women’s services, activities, and women based 
research.35 Several activist, feminist women were critical of the foundation of KSGM 
in the 1990s for it meant acceptance and collaboration with a state authority and a 
weakening force to the existence and strength of the women’s movements.36  

Supportive of the literature,37 interviewed experts establish a relationship between 
international political conjuncture and the foundation of the KSSGM. Several academ-
ics, whose research interests were based on women subjects, were directly involved with 
the development of this governmental institution and held bureaucratic positions 
there. Istanbul Public-1 interprets this as “an openly visible impact” observed in the 1990s 
and states that “the development of the WGS at universities and the governmental institutions 
went hand in hand ”.38 Today, the KSGM is not the flagship institution of women’s rights 
as it used to be in the 1990s and exists merely as a sub-department to the Ministry of 
Employment, Family and Social Policies since 2011. Thus, it functions as a reporting 
office on women’s situation in distinctive areas, such as employment, education, and 
social policies.39 The KSGM’s annual conferences with representatives of the WGSCs 
together with the CoHE in the post-2015 period was reported not to have a strong 
institutional effect in the activities of the WGSCs and limited to the presentation of 
general activities by the centres.40  

4.3. UN Conference on Women in Beijing, 1995 

The Beijing Conference of 1995 was the last in the series of global conventions organ-
ised by the United Nations on the subject of women and points out “the significance of 
the conference for it signalled the coming of age of the gender agenda in development which inspired 
the academic turn to”.41  

On the macro level, the Beijing Conference served as a fitting platform to discuss 
women’s issues and status in a global space and transferred the generated knowledge 
and the tools to ensure gender equality back to the local and national contexts, but 

 
33  KSSGM Publications Series 1993, 52. cited in Acuner 1999, 94. 
34  Acuner 1999, 264. 
35  Ibid., 261. 
36  Ibid., 152-179. 
37  Çubukçu 2004. 
38  Interview: Istanbul Public-1 2018. 
39  For information see: KSGM Website. 
40  Interviews: Irzk 2018; Ankara Public-2 2018; Özkazanç 2017. 
41  Kandiyoti 2011, 170. 
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also back to the universities and WGSCs in case of Turkey.42 The delegation of Turkey 
consisted of bureaucrats, NGOs, and academics including some of the interviewed ex-
perts, who stayed in contact post-Beijing to collaborate for the advancement of centre’s 
activities.43 On the micro level, participant experts also highlight the conference’s self-
transformative aspect which motivated them to pursue their academic career further in 
the field of WGS and transformed them into being “activists”44 and “feminists”.45 The 
first half of 1990s was also characterised by the UN’s pro-active stance with the transfer 
of funds to the KSGM to be used on women empowerment related programs. The 
fund was partly used in the foundation of the ‘Gender and Women’s Studies’ depart-
ment at a public university in Ankara in 1993 and for the further development of An-
kara and Istanbul universities’ centres.46 Prior to the Beijing Conference in 1995, there 
were already five WGSCs established mostly in big cities and public universities: Istan-
bul, Izmir, Ankara, and Adana, which shows that Beijing was supportive to expand the 
establishment of these units, but not the starting point. Soon after the conference 
KSGM issued an official letter to the CoHE to be circulated among the university 
rectorates, which recommended: 

to expand the foundation of Women’s Problems Research and Application Centres 
and integrate women subjects into the curriculum of higher education institutions 
for the purpose of training skilled persons (positions) who are sensitive towards 
women’s status and problems for the Turkish society.47  

Within five years the number of centres doubled, several of them being in smaller cities.  
When CEDAW and Beijing are held together collectively marking the period from 

1980s to the 1990s as ‘women friendly’ in the field of policy making, it reinstated the 
institutional landscape on women in Turkey. The first spread of WGSCs at the univer-
sities was part of this process. The period of 1990s is assessed by the scholars as “more 
liberal times in which there was an environment in side with women and that studies could be 
conducted to implement Beijing decisions”,48 during which “the causal link between the institu-
tionalisation of WGS and the political conjuncture was an openly observable process”.49  

4.4. Start of Accession Negotiations with the European Union, late 1990s to early 2000s 

Turkey had been persistently trying to become a member of the European Union (EU) 
throughout the second part of the 20th century. In the early years of the 2000s during 
which Turkey was running access negotiations with the EU (EU process hereafter), the 

 
42  Interviews: Erbatur 2017 and Ankara-1 2018. 
43  Interview: Erbatur 2017. 
44  Interview: Ankara Public-1 2018. 
45  Interview: Erbatur 2017. 
46  Interview: Ankara Public-1 2018. 
47  Directive by the CoHE 1995. 
48  Interview: Erbatur 2017. 
49  Interview: Istanbul Public-1 2018. 
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prospect of candidacy contributed to several national reform packages including de-
mocratisation of law and regulations, improvement of human rights and freedom of 
speech as well as advocating gender equality. Motivated by the EU process, the govern-
ment pushed forward the introduction of the new Civil Code (2001), the adoption of 
gender equality provisions in the constitutional amendments (2001-2010), and the es-
tablishment of a commission on gender equality (2009).50 The influence of the EU 
process was a visible factor, but the reformation processes would not have occurred if 
there were no solid and persistent demands of various women’s organisations in Tur-
key.51 

The expert interviews confirm that the start of the EU process gave an important 
boost to the activities of WGSCs due to the Union’s pursuit of a substantial agenda on 
‘gender equality’.52 With this, we also see a shift in concepts used in the WGSCs from 
‘women’ to ‘gender’. Early period centres report how universities, in particular the cen-
tres, became instrumental in nesting the term ‘gender equality’, not just in higher edu-
cation institutions, but also in the state’s institutions and their policies through their 
training programs for the bureaucrats and policy makers.53 Özkazanç states that “the 
term ‘gender equality’ was not dealt within the framework of the centre’s activities prior to the EU 
process. What scholars used as the guiding concept in classes and activities instead was ‘femi-
nism’”. Özkazanç here distinguishes the concept of ‘feminism’ from the term ‘gender 
equality’. According to her “feminism works with different concepts and political aims such as 
women’s liberation and women’s freedom, which go beyond the understanding of equality that is 
pursued by the institutional and legal systems introduced by the EU process”.54 Gender equality, 
in this context, emerges as a policy-oriented area introduced by an international organi-
sation through its financial schemes, whereas feminism(s) though it, too, produces policy 
related outcomes “bring along a much more conceptual and political emphasis, [...] thus distinct 
itself from ‘gender equality’ in this context”.55 In this sense, the sponsor and the initiator of 
‘gender equality’ is governmental and international bodies, whereas feminism is owned 
and maintained through women’s movements. This points to the first paradigm shift in 
the field triggered by a conjectural dynamic and in this case by an international actor. 

 
50  Çubukçu 2012. 
51  Arat 2008. 
52  The centralisation of the term ‘gender equality’ in the area of EU’s policy making is gener-

ally known as ‘gender mainstreaming’. The EU defines gender mainstreaming as “an effective 
strategy aimed at achieving gender equality which requires the (re)organisation, improvement, devel-
opment and evaluation of policy processes, so that a gender equality perspective is incorporated into all 
policies at all levels and all stages, by the actors normally involved in policymaking” (European Com-
mission, Gender Mainstreaming). 

53  Interviews: Istanbul Public-1 2018; Özkazanç 2017 and Erbatur 2017. 
54  Interview: Özkazanç 2017. 
55  Ibid. 
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kara and Istanbul universities’ centres.46 Prior to the Beijing Conference in 1995, there 
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When CEDAW and Beijing are held together collectively marking the period from 

1980s to the 1990s as ‘women friendly’ in the field of policy making, it reinstated the 
institutional landscape on women in Turkey. The first spread of WGSCs at the univer-
sities was part of this process. The period of 1990s is assessed by the scholars as “more 
liberal times in which there was an environment in side with women and that studies could be 
conducted to implement Beijing decisions”,48 during which “the causal link between the institu-
tionalisation of WGS and the political conjuncture was an openly observable process”.49  
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prospect of candidacy contributed to several national reform packages including de-
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speech as well as advocating gender equality. Motivated by the EU process, the govern-
ment pushed forward the introduction of the new Civil Code (2001), the adoption of 
gender equality provisions in the constitutional amendments (2001-2010), and the es-
tablishment of a commission on gender equality (2009).50 The influence of the EU 
process was a visible factor, but the reformation processes would not have occurred if 
there were no solid and persistent demands of various women’s organisations in Tur-
key.51 

The expert interviews confirm that the start of the EU process gave an important 
boost to the activities of WGSCs due to the Union’s pursuit of a substantial agenda on 
‘gender equality’.52 With this, we also see a shift in concepts used in the WGSCs from 
‘women’ to ‘gender’. Early period centres report how universities, in particular the cen-
tres, became instrumental in nesting the term ‘gender equality’, not just in higher edu-
cation institutions, but also in the state’s institutions and their policies through their 
training programs for the bureaucrats and policy makers.53 Özkazanç states that “the 
term ‘gender equality’ was not dealt within the framework of the centre’s activities prior to the EU 
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50  Çubukçu 2012. 
51  Arat 2008. 
52  The centralisation of the term ‘gender equality’ in the area of EU’s policy making is gener-

ally known as ‘gender mainstreaming’. The EU defines gender mainstreaming as “an effective 
strategy aimed at achieving gender equality which requires the (re)organisation, improvement, devel-
opment and evaluation of policy processes, so that a gender equality perspective is incorporated into all 
policies at all levels and all stages, by the actors normally involved in policymaking” (European Com-
mission, Gender Mainstreaming). 

53  Interviews: Istanbul Public-1 2018; Özkazanç 2017 and Erbatur 2017. 
54  Interview: Özkazanç 2017. 
55  Ibid. 
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4.5. The Istanbul Convention, 2011 

‘Istanbul Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women and 
Domestic Violence’ is an international treaty which largely regulated national legal 
mechanisms to tackle with gender based violence. It was formulated and opened for 
signature under the umbrella of the Council of Europe on 11 May 2011 in Istanbul, 
Turkey. Turkey was the first country that ratified the convention, which was followed 
by 46 other countries. The Convention was put into force in Turkey in 2012.56 

The Istanbul Convention appears to be the last event in the series of internationally 
triggered impacts reported by the experts. As of the 2010s, scholars start to refer to 
domestic sources of political influences on centres. In this sense, the Istanbul Conven-
tion forms the last resort of a trend, started with CEDAW and continued with the EU 
Process, which established the routine for WGSCs’ scholars to resort to international 
settings and rules for a road map on working with the concept of gender equality. Un-
like the period of CEDAW, during which secularist women’s studies were dominating 
the field, the clauses of the Istanbul Convention were questioned in early 2019 by the 
conservative-religious groups on the grounds that the text was in their interpretation 
not in line with ‘family values’. A campaign led by a cluster of religious media harshly 
criticised the text for placing a dynamite to the ‘unity of family’ due to its non-heter-
onormative references on the term gender and promotion of LGBTQI+ individuals57, 
and Turkey fully withdrew from the convention by a presidential decree on 1 July 2021. 
The end of the field work in 2018 did not allow us to capture the dividing lines on 
which the centres position themselves with regards to the Convention. 

4.6. The Issuing of the Approach Document (2016) and the Establishment of the Unit on 
Academic Women’s Studies (UoAWS, 2015) 

The historical role of the Council of Higher Education (CoHE-YÖK) in the institu-
tionalisation of WGSCs was nuanced by two rounds of official recommendations 
which called for wider expansion of WGSCs at universities. The CoHE issued its sec-
ond directive in 2016, this time naming it the ‘Approach Document’ (Tutum Belgesi). 
The text was formulated as a result of the joint effort of several WGSCs’ scholars, who 
gathered in the workshops organised by the CoHE in Ankara in 2015. Following the 
first centres’ meeting that year, a subsection to the CoHE called the ‘Unit on Academic 
Women’s Studies -the UoAWS’ was established by the WGS scholars. The purpose of 
the Unit was defined as to monitor the implications and the progress of the recom-
 
56  The Istanbul Convention is the first instrument in Europe to set legally binding standards 

specifically to prevent gender-based violence, protect victims of violence and punish per-
petrators (Council of Europe Report, 2012). Legal experts, GREVIO, and feminists in Tur-
key harshly criticised the governments’ lack of initiatives on the full implementation of the 
convention’s rules in the domestic jurisdiction in the previous years (Kuyucu 2017).  

57  News outlets such as Yeni Çağ, Yeni Şafak and Akit are amongst those who criticise the 
convention and argue for its abandonment (Cerav 2019). 
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mendations in the Approach Document as well as to maintain the networking among 
different WGSCs.58 The issuing of the Approach Document was the first action of the 
Unit and it openly asked for a wider spread of WGSCs and further integration of gen-
der courses into the higher education curricula. 

The call for the first centres’ workshop by the CoHE in 2015 was announced shortly 
after the incident known as ‘the Özgecan Case’. Özgecan Aslan was a female university 
student who was raped and murdered on a public vehicle in Mersin, Turkey in 2015. 
The incident caused public outrage and became the primary agenda of the Turkish 
public as well as that of higher education institutions, for it triggered the necessity to 
take pro-active initiatives on sexual harassment and attack against women. The issuing 
of the Approach Document is often associated with the Özgecan incident in the liter-
ature.59 The document bore its fruits almost instantly and the number of WGSCs 
jumped up to a 100 from 77 by the end of 2017. 

Most experts during our fieldwork assessed the Approach Document positively. 
Many of the pro-arguments centre around the belief that “it leads to the wider spread of 
gender equality courses at universities”60 and that “it creates overall support for scholarly work 
on gender issues again at universities”.61 Erbatur also stresses the symbolic importance of 
the CoHE’s involvement as “it has become an intimidating factor for the perpetrators of sexual 
attack at universities”.62 

The issuing of the Approach Document by the CoHE was indeed a result of a deep 
wave created by the efforts of many WGSCs’ scholars. In fact, the production of a 
policy document was already independently attempted by a smaller group of WGSCs’ 
representatives in 2014, when an exclusive centres’ meeting without the presence of 
any authority was organised at the Aegean University in Izmir. When the two texts are 
compared, we see many similarities with that of the Approach Document: 

Table 1: Comparative display (created by the authors) of the Approach Document (2016) to the 
centres-initiated First National Women´s Research Centres Congress Declaration (2014) 

Final Declaration of the First National 
Women’s Research Centres Congress, 
25.04.201463: 

The Approach Document by the Council 
of Higher Education, 08.03.201664: 

The establishment of Women’s Research Cen-
tres at all universities shall be promoted. 

(CoHE promises) to promote the opening 
of the Women’s Problems Research and Ap-
plication Centres at the universities that do 
not have such units. 

 
58  For more information on the Unit see: UoAWS Website. 
59  Göker and Polatdemir 2019, 7 and O’Neil in O’Neil, Bencivenga and Göker (eds.) 2018, 

212. 
60  Interviews: Sancar 2017 and Erbatur 2017. 
61  Interview: Akgül Yilmaz 2018. 
62  Interview: Erbatur 2018. 
63  Final Declaration of the First National Women’s Research Centres Congress, 2014. 
64  Approach Document (Tutum Belgesi), Council of Higher Education, Ankara, 2016. 
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Universities shall open elective gender courses 
in the curriculum of all the departments. 

(CoHE promises) Gender Equality courses- 
with this or another name and in line with 
the decisions of the authorised committees- 
shall take place in the programmes as elec-
tive or obligatory courses and there shall be 
informative activities provided for this initi-
ative. 

Joint activities shall be developed to achieve 
gender equality at the universities. 

(CoHE promises) to work for the monitor-
ing of gender equality 

Universities shall produce a joint directive fol-
lowing an oversight and investigation of all 
other related directives on the prevention of 
sexual harassment and discrimination. This 
shall be shared with all public and foundation 
universities and prompt necessary changes in 
the disciplinary regulations. 

In order to maintain a safe life in campuses, 
(CoHE promises) to inform on sexual har-
rassment and attack, to make reporting sta-
tions accessible, and to carry out its respon-
sibilities on other structural facillities (such 
as transportation and lightening). 

 
In this table, we see that while some of the statements on both documents are almost 
identical, some others have similar orientation, but propose different solutions. For 
example, the Congress’ declaration clearly asks for a production of university-initiated 
directives on the prevention of sexual-based discrimination and harassment, whereas 
the Approach Document suggests more basic adjustments such as improving the light-
ing in university areas. Already a couple years before the centres’ own declaration in 
2012, WGS scholars at the University of Ankara had initiated a network of academics 
to collectively fight against ‘sexual harassment and attack’ (CTS)65 following a collabo-
rative workshop organised at the university. What started with a network of 10 univer-
sities has now grown into a collaborative group of at least 33 universities in 2016.66 
With this case, it becomes evident that the state (in this case through CoHE) claims a 
strong presence for the field of WGSCs in the post-2015 period. 

4.7. The President’s ‘Men and Women are not Equal’ Discourse and Its Navigating Role  

In this section we present an underlying change in dynamics to the line of chronolog-
ical events, which had a political impact on WGSCs. The emerging role and the dis-
course generated by the President Erdoğan (and taken up by the AKP policies) display 
a shift in gender narratives and discourses, which started to be prevalent from 2010 
onwards.67 From the perspective of WGCSs’ experts, we see that this period is associ-

 
65  More information on the network see: CTS Network 2016, Inter-universities Report. 
66  XIII. CTS Çalştay Raporu [13th Workshop Report of Sexual Harassment Attack- SHA] 

2018. 
67  Mutluer 2019, 103. 

Walking on Eggshells  

Diyâr, 2. Jg., 2/2021, S. 254–278 

267 

ated with Turkey’s gender regime being influenced and directed by domestic political 
factors versus the international ones in comparison to the 1990s.  

A specific incident which marked this era as the ‘turn of direction’ is the discourse 
generated by Erdoğan against men-women equality.68 Giving the key note speech in 
the first International Conference on Women and Justice organised by the GONGO, 
Association of Women and Democracy (KADEM)69 on 24 November 2014, Erdoğan 
infamously stated that: “Women and men are not equal. This is not in their nature. I do not 
believe in this”.70 Erdoğan’s statement sparked public debates among intellectuals, schol-
ars, state’s personalities, and civil-society organisations on the status of women in Turk-
ish society and within both scholarly and activist gender discourses. Some academics 
used Erdoğan’s statement to re-interpret and transform the analytical concepts govern-
ing WGS and introduced the concept of ‘gender justice’ to compete with ‘gender equal-
ity’. One of the advocates of the term ‘gender justice’, who also presided a WGSC in a 
private university in Istanbul (at the same time an influential figure at KADEM) defines 
the concept on biological terms:  

(Justice) is a perspective that is one step further than equality. It originates from the 
physical roles of woman and man; from the biological roles they are in… It is the 
woman who goes through pregnancy, not the man! Now imagine a woman heavily 
pregnant, sitting on an office chair for eight hours long… This might seem like 
equality; to sit under the same terms with a male colleague, but this is not justice; 
this is not the only thing. This is putting women at a disadvantage which is brought 
by ‘equality’ and based on her biological characteristics.71  

The contestation of these two terms is often associated with the rise of political con-
servatism both in the literature72 and in the interviews. Sancar defines the discussion 
on ‘justice vs. equality’ as “an open political positioning”73 and interprets this introduction 
as an additional “fault line embedded in ideological categories”74 along with the discussions 
on women vs. family, women’s sexual independence, and women’s care responsibili-
ties. On the point of rising conservativism, Belks states that she observes “people in 
general being more resistant to transformation under conservative political climate”75, while Uy-

 
68  Erdoğan’s discourse on the impossibility of men and women equality is assessed as a shift 

in the gender regime of Turkey by several scholars as well as the interviewed experts (Kan-
diyoti 2016 and Durakbaşa 2019; Interviews: Erbatur 2017 and Sancar 2017). 

69  Association of Women and Democracy was founded in 2013 with the co-chair of Erdoğan’s 
daughter, Sümeyye Erdoğan. Several academics label the organisation as GONGO for hav-
ing close ties with the AKP government (Dursun 2018 and Diner 2018). 

70  BBC News Turkish 24 November 2014. 
71  Interview: Istanbul Private-1 2018. 
72  Kandiyoti 2016; Diner 2018; and Dursun 2018. 
73  Interview: Sancar 2017. 
74  Ibid. 
75  Interview: Belks 2017. 
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gur draws attention “to the lack of clarity and confusion in WGS units created by the unprece-
dented turn of direction and enforced changes in basic concepts”.76  

In the light of the emerging polarisation, the CoHE eventually took on a stand and 
made a move to reinstate the fundamental structure of WGSCs. In early 2019, after the 
term ‘gender equality’ was opposed in the framework of the Istanbul Convention, the 
CoHE removed the Approach Document from its web-site. The director of the CoHE 
announced at a press interview that they would soon finalise their efforts to remove the 
concept of ‘gender equality’ from policy documents “due to its undesired connotations” and 
instead “would work towards the promotion of ‘women’s studies based on justice’ in order to put 
forward the distinguished values of the Turkish society like the concept of family”.77  

In this period, we clearly see an emerging polarisation in the field of WGSCs, not 
just over the statements of the President, but also in terms of fundamental working 
concepts developed by WGSCs’ scholars who stand on different ideological lines.78 
Fed by this fraction, the field witnesses much more drastic measures and outcomes 
during the post-2015 period, which shook the fundamentals, structures, and the work-
ing conditions of the WGSCs with the additional processes of Peace Petition and the 
Emergency State (OHAL). 

4.8. Processes of Peace Petition, Emergency State (OHAL), and the Governmental Decrees 
(KHKs) in the post-2015 Period 

In January 2016, more than eleven hundred academics signed a petition called ‘We will 
not be party to this crime’ (‘Bu Suça Ortak Olmayacağz’), criticising the state’s revitalised 
military operations in the Kurdish populated areas of the country after the breakdown 
of peace negations in 2015. The petition was subjected to harsh criticism by President 
Erdoğan, calling the signatory academics traitors and putting them at target for legal 
actions and punishment by the state. Initial criticisms and disciplinary proceedings 
initiated by the CoHE against academic-signatories evolved into a major purge process 
“with many of the petitioner-scholars being subsequently suspended, dismissed, forced to retire, or 
otherwise denied work when the Emergency Rule (OHAL) was established half a year later in 
2016”.79 OHAL was introduced following the coup attempt on 15 July 2016 to initially 
locate and prosecute the plotters of the coup and lasted for two years ending on 18 July 
2018 following a series of extensions of the rule. Not only were politicians and military 
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officials prosecuted, representatives and members of several civil-society organisations, 
think-tanks, journalists, and academics were also the target of investigations, under the 
claim of finding the perpetrators of the coup.80 81 

Having a research centre at a university is not the sole indicator to the existence of 
research and education in the field of WGS. The interviewees reflect upon wider but 
still WGS relevant impacts, which enable us to link the outcomes of the political pro-
cesses with the losses and changes occurring in WGSCs. When taking a closer look, 
one realises that many of the expelled women academics are either feminists; or had 
close relations with WGS departments at universities.82 As a result, several WGS centres 
and departments were faced with leadership and policy changes following the dismis-
sals.83 The key actors which were instrumental in transmitting the effects of these two 
political processes into the WGS centres and scholars were the universities’ manage-
ments. Some instances of university managements’ intervention on the practices of 
WGSCs included objections against posters for activities, canceling campus-based start-
ing point of the ‘pride parade’ and initiating parallel platforms on women with the 
participation of women scholars who were close to the university’s administration.84 
Özkazanç points out that “the friction between the department and the university’s manage-
ment accelerated as the campus was becoming home to queer groups and activities in recent 
years”.85 

The effects of the Peace Petition and OHAL processes were not limited to the cen-
tres. The Women’s Studies MA and PhD programme at Ankara University alone suf-
fered from the loss of three professors who used to carry a major load in teaching. 
Doctoral supervision of PhD candidates was disrupted; teaching in post-graduate de-
grees was stalled. By the rectorates’ decision, Women’s Studies MA programme at An-
kara University was limited to accepting five students in year 2018 instead of the usual 
annual intake of 15. The university also disabled the possibility for external instructors 
to teach the curriculum. Sancar from the same university defines the situation as a 

 
80  Başer, Akgönül, and Öztürk 2017. 
81  In the course of OHAL fifteen universities were shut down; 1427 administrative personnel 

and 6081 academics were dismissed from their jobs without explanation or due process of 
law. According to the data of Academics for Peace initiative, so far 517 academics who 
signed the petition were removed, or banned from public service either through decree 
laws, or dismissal, or forced to resignation or retirement. In 2018, 14 academics who de-
fended freedom of speech and academic liberties in their defences during trial were sen-
tenced to 15 months in prison with suspension of the pronouncement of the judgement. 
After some academics carried their sentence to a higher court for objection, the Constitu-
tional Court out ruled the decisions as ‘violation of right’, which forced national courts to 
publish acquittal orders starting from 2019 (Pişkin 2020). 
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gur draws attention “to the lack of clarity and confusion in WGS units created by the unprece-
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“rough ride” and marks the Peace Petition as the “starting point of the hardship”.86 As a 
result of the purges, the group of scholars who founded and co-directed Ankara 
KASAUM (Kadn Sorunlar Araştrma ve Uygulama Merkezi, the WGSC at Ankara Uni-
versity) and the post-graduate programme since the 1990s was dissolved. Relations be-
tween colleagues became strained as the process created a group of ‘insiders’ vs. ‘out-
siders’.87  

The effects of this period were not felt evenly at all institutions. Irzk from SU Gen-
der, a WGSC established at the private Sabanc University, provides us with a different 
case in dealing with the interventionist policies of the university managements in the 
post-2015 period. As reported by the interviewee, “the centre has faced no dramatic impact 
of the political kind88, thanks to the supportive attitudes of the rectorate towards the centre and its 
predefined mission”.89 Irzk adds that “they had to stop collaboration with state institutions due 
to the rapid re-cycle of the personnel in state offices under OHAL, which contributed to the centre’s 
strategy of isolation from state directed discourses and interventions”.90 Erbatur from Çukurova 
University centre argues that “the real target during this period was women’s groups and or-
ganisations; and to reach this target the state exerted pressure on universities”.91 This, she thinks, 
is “due to the fact that the universities are seen as the driving force behind the civil front on women 
and gender issues opposing the government. That is why the government uses instruments like 
OHAL and KHKs in order to weaken the leading force behind the existing women’s organisa-
tions, which is the universities, and create space for its own civil-society foundations”.92 

5. Findings, Analysis and Conclusion 

In conclusion, an overall assessment of the expert interviews and institutional material 
collection gives us the following results on the wider effects and the political implica-
tions of the national and international conjectural events having an impact on WGSCs.  

First and foremost, the empirical data show that several international but also na-
tional political developments and documents on the issue of women’s rights, women’s 
status and gender equality have produced important implications for the institutional-
isation and transformation processes of WGSCs at universities in Turkey. The immense 
importance of the international network that Turkey is situated in and the changing 
domestic political climate for the establishment and further development of these aca-
demic entities could be thereby proven.  

 
86  Interview: Sancar 2017. 
87  Interview: Özkazanç 2017. 
88  After the end of the field research in 2019, Ayse Gül Altnay from SU Gender at Sabanc 

University was sentenced to 2 years and 1 month in prison on the charge of “knowingly and 
willingly helping a terrorist organization without being a member” for her signature on the Peace 
Petition (Pişkin 2019).  
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Second, we witness from the late 1980s to the early 2000s that the international 
conjuncture was the dominant political factor in the institutionalisation processes of 
the centres. This period was shaped by the influence of significant global organisations 
as it is theorised in Kandiyoti’s work93- and marked with the flagship events, such as 
the CEDAW (1985), the Beijing Conference of UN (1995), the start of EU accession 
negotiations (late 1990s to early 2000s), and finally with the signing of Istanbul Con-
vention (2011). The influence of these events was not limited at the institutional level, 
but they also formed important benchmarks in the professionalization of the WGSCs’ 
scholars and strengthened the link between policy and academia, especially during the 
EU accession negotiations. The EU process is used as a ‘bargaining chip’ by WGSCs 
and the scholars to convince university managements in the pursuit of gender equality 
courses and training programmes.  

What we see in the post-2010 period is that the influence of international conjunc-
ture was gradually replaced by the conjuncture shaped by the developments in domes-
tic politics of Turkey. During this time, the state institutions stopped taking interna-
tional conventions and summits as the main reference point in the formation of the 
national women’s agenda in Turkey. Halting progress in the EU negotiations together 
with international criticism on gradually increasing authoritarian character of Turkey’s 
political regime induced Turkey to focus and rely on the internal dynamics more often 
than the outer ones. The unifying force generated by the public resentment against 
Özgecan’s murder brought several centres and academics to stand on a common 
ground. The formation of joint-action against sexual attack proves to be a momentary 
‘coalition’94 among the diverse groups of WGSCs’ scholars. In the spirit of a common 
action, the CoHE established the ‘Unit on Academic Women’s Studies’ and issued the 
Approach Document. Further analysis of institutional materials reveals that the 
CoHE’s initiatives can be seen as the expropriation of the centres’ independent  prac-
tice by a state authority at a time when the national agenda was calling for a substantial 
action to combat sexual harassment and attack against women.  

A conceptual polarisation between different groups of WGSCs’ scholars surfaced 
during a women’s conference organised by KADEM considered to be a government-
oriented NGO (GONGO) when men-women equality was contested by the statements 
of President Erdoğan in 2014.95 Never before was such a strong position taken by a 
Turkish political authority with regards to the status of women, which had no interna-
tional correspondence like the Beijing Conference, or CEDAW. The equality agenda 
was built as result of not only widely implemented instructions and initiatives of inter-
national organisations, but also by the life-long dedication and the labour-intensive 
efforts of activists and the founders of the first WGSCs in Turkey. One of the founding 
directors of the first period-centres, Erbatur, names the period starting by the shift in 

 
93  Kandiyoti 2011, 166-167. 
94  In a similar way, Polatdemir (2017) describes the topic of violence against women as the 

common denominator of many women’s movements leading to coalitions based on the 
field research on women’s movements in Turkey conducted during 2016. 

95  Kandiyoti 2016, 100, Diner 2018, and Koyuncu and Özman 2018, 12. 
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discourses “as the end of the positive political conjuncture”.96 Sancar states that “this is not 
merely a scientific introduction, but a ‘consciously given political instruction’ and ‘a forceful and 
spiteful direction’, which attempts to leave behind much of the gains of women’s rights and to 
repudiate the institutional existence and success of WGSCs reached by the principle of gender 
equality”.97 The president’s narrative was based on biological differences of the two het-
eronormatively defined genders and openly challenged the concept of equality. 

With the leading political figures’ clear hinting, the religious-conservative counter 
narrative on ‘gender equality’ paved the way to the generation of a new concept, which 
was ‘gender justice’. The concept of ‘gender justice’ was constituted by hijacking the 
term ‘gender’ and removing the ‘equality’ from the understanding of inter-sex relations. 
We interpret this as an attempt of religious-conservative protagonists to introduce a 
new school of thought to be planted into the existing institutional landscape of 
WGSCs, where the ‘equality’ was the prevalent paradigm. On the whole, the support 
for the term ‘gender equality’ provided by the international political conjuncture surely 
did not stop due to the president’s remarks, or the re-study of the term by religious-
conservative academics. However, it simply found no more institutional ground in the 
field. 

Third, the expert interviews signal us a new institutional landscape of WGSCs on 
the horizon under the auspices of the Peace Petition and OHAL processes. This period 
is characterised by the intellectual shrinkage of Women’s and Gender Studies despite 
the numerical expansion of the centres. The shrinkage takes place both in terms of 
personnel and in terms of knowledge production and academic freedoms. The dismis-
sals of WGS academics with significant roles at the centres and post-graduate pro-
grammes, imposed reduction of incoming students to women’s studies programmes, 
and interventions to the area of WGS based activities are some examples of the shrink-
age. The bottom line here is that the shrinkage is not an impulse by the field, but rather 
a top-down process. Sancar calls this a “contra-attack” and that “WGS is being stripped of 
its feminist perspectives and instead filled with antifeminist, conservative content of family issues 
or any subject with the word ‘women’ on it”.98 Supportive to her assessment, we see an 
increase in the number of ‘Women and Family’ centres established at universities start-
ing from 2017. These examples, in its very essence, prognosticating the ‘transformation’ 
of the field.  

Another outcome of this period is that remaining scholars are now working to main-
tain the current status quo of the centres. In that sense, WGSCs are in ‘retreat and 
preserve’ (mode), to protect the field and its institutional space from further shrinkage. 
The retreat action has seemingly produced its own split among the colleagues, who 
collaboratively built up and developed the WGSCs along the years. ‘Insiders’, who 
managed to keep their positions within the universities, continue their struggle in re-
aligned institutions under strict control of university managements and in the waning 
of academic freedoms. SU Gender at Sabanc University presents us an exceptional 
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case, in which the original foundation of the centre could be sustained thanks to the 
support of and resistance by the university management against the state’s intervention, 
which created a ‘safer space’ for the field’s original maintenance.  

The case of dismissed academics was not the only form of isolation from the insti-
tutional spaces we have detected in the field. In the preparation of the field research 
and the formulation of the sample, we attached importance to embracing all elements 
of different ethnic, religious, and gender identities and discourses. It is an additional 
finding that this particular institutional landscape, namely the ‘application and research 
centres’, is not a complete reflection of the social and ethnic dimensions within the 
field of WGS in Turkey and that centres, as institutional forms, are intersectional ex-
clusionary.99 Despite the sizeable Kurdish population in Turkey, there is a visible void 
on the mention of Kurdish women, Kurdish women’s studies, Kurdish women’s move-
ments and other minority women’s subjects, such as non-Muslim, or other linguistic 
minorities and indigenous people in the institutional documents and the interviews of 
the experts as well as institutional materials relating to the activities of WGSCs. The 
void of mentioning of Kurdish Women’s Movement and Studies by the interviewed 
experts could also be interpreted as (1) the outcome of different hierarchies and para-
digmatic dominions within Turkey’s women’s movements100 and thus its reflection 
onto the academic outlets; and (2) that centres as institutional forms are not independ-
ent of the dominant political environment and the ideology surrounding them. 

All findings considered, we conclude with the following observations. The tenacious 
attacks against WGSCs actually show us the significance of the institutionalisation of 
WGS. Istanbul Public-1 notes: 

Women’s Studies in this respect is something like a borderline. Once this area is 
destroyed, this will spread everywhere. On the other hand, this also shows that how 
effective spaces are seen, what type of potential they carry, and the political rulership 
is aware of this. So, this is used here as a political lever, to start from here it is seen 
both as a threat, namely dangerous, but also as the ‘soft spot’. […] The university 
management and the academic community in general may not see this (WGS) as so 
important, for this reason it is (considered) a soft spot. We need to be aware that 

 
99  Exception to this are two universities in our sample: Ankara University and Sabanc Uni-

versity, in which we see mention and evidence of LGBTQI+ studies and support to queer 
activities within the university environments and their activities. 

100  In a field-based research project conducted at the University of Bremen (2014-2016), Az-
izoğlu-Bazan reports that the Kurdish Women’s Movement is not considered ‘feminist’ by 
the feminist movement and that ‘the feminist movement neither speaks for, nor represents Kurdish 
women, who are seen as ‘subaltern’’ (2017, 6-7). Similarly, Polatdemir reports that “demands on 
equal citizenship rights together with ethnic, social, cultural, and linguistic rights raised by the Kurdish 
Women’s Movement are considered to be a ‘racial struggle’ and that their demands were listed as ‘di-
visive topics’ by various members of different women’s movements during the expert interviews” (2017, 
5). 
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discourses “as the end of the positive political conjuncture”.96 Sancar states that “this is not 
merely a scientific introduction, but a ‘consciously given political instruction’ and ‘a forceful and 
spiteful direction’, which attempts to leave behind much of the gains of women’s rights and to 
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the numerical expansion of the centres. The shrinkage takes place both in terms of 
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sals of WGS academics with significant roles at the centres and post-graduate pro-
grammes, imposed reduction of incoming students to women’s studies programmes, 
and interventions to the area of WGS based activities are some examples of the shrink-
age. The bottom line here is that the shrinkage is not an impulse by the field, but rather 
a top-down process. Sancar calls this a “contra-attack” and that “WGS is being stripped of 
its feminist perspectives and instead filled with antifeminist, conservative content of family issues 
or any subject with the word ‘women’ on it”.98 Supportive to her assessment, we see an 
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of academic freedoms. SU Gender at Sabanc University presents us an exceptional 

 
96  Interview: Erbatur 2017. 
97  Interview: Sancar 2017. 
98  Interview: Sancar 2017. 
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both as a threat, namely dangerous, but also as the ‘soft spot’. […] The university 
management and the academic community in general may not see this (WGS) as so 
important, for this reason it is (considered) a soft spot. We need to be aware that 
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these two sources of enforcements get together and response the attack (against 
WGS).101 

Dismissals have proven to the WGS academics how much they actually needed the 
institutional spaces in the first place. The ‘outsiders’ continue their professional agen-
das through varieties of ‘off-university’ options and informal academies established 
outside the walls of the campuses. Also, many have found refuge through international 
funding programs such as SAR (Scholars at Risk), CARA (Council for At-Risk Academ-
ics), and the PSI (Philipp-Schwartz Initiative, Humboldt Foundation, Germany) to con-
tinue their academic work and join into the newly established transnational solidarity 
networks. 
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A Bridge with Multiple Faces: Competing Identities in Turkish 
Parliamentary Debates (1988-2016) 

Abstract 

This article examines how Turkish parliamentarians continuously (re)shape Turkey’s identity and 
geopolitical role by using the metaphor of a bridge in parliamentary debates from 1988 to 2016. 
First, the article argues that parliamentarians use this metaphor in identity-formation processes 
to mediate between competing identities, thereby constituting Turkey’s liminal identity. Second, 
it illustrates how the bridge metaphor remained a dominant discourse even though parliamen-
tarians constantly challenged and refilled the meaning of it. This constantly (re)shapes Turkey’s 
geopolitical role to function as a bridge between the West and East.  

Keywords: geopolitical discourses, identity formation, bridge metaphor, geopolitical role, Turk-
ish parliament 

1. Introduction 

When looking at Turkey you will notice its unique multifaceted geographical loca-
tion. Turkey is an Asian country, a European country, a Balkan country, a Middle 
Eastern country, a Black Sea country, a Mediterranean country, and is even closely 
related to the Caspian Sea. It is, therefore, obvious that Turkey cannot neglect these 
regions. When facing a problem in the Middle East we [Turkey] need to act as a 
Middle Eastern country. It could be, therefore, also necessary that we [Turkey] some-
times act as a European country or a Caucasian country.1 

Former Turkish prime minister and minister of foreign affairs Ahmet Davutoğlu 
claimed with this quote Turkey’s diverse identity by referring to the country’s geograph-
ical location. According to him, Turkey was part of several regions and, therefore, had 
the ability and responsibility to approach and understand all these. Turkish political 
elites have continuously constructed Turkey’s exceptionalism by drawing on the coun-
try’s geographical location and its historical and cultural legacy. They argued that Tur-
key was neither European nor Asian, but was rather both – and, therefore, had an in-
between, a liminal or a hybrid status.2 Moreover, these elites frequently used metaphors 
to strengthen Turkey’s exceptionalism; the one of a bridge seemed to be especially pop-
ular in geopolitical discourses.3 Some academics argued that the bridge metaphor was 

 
1  Davutoğlu 2011, 428. 
2  Rumelili 2007; Rumelili and Suleymanoglu-Kurum 2017; Yank 2011. 
3  Rumelili and Suleymanoglu-Kurum 2017; Yank 2009. 
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