
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 APPROVED: 

 
David Williamson, Major Professor  
Mahmoud Sadri, Committee Member 
Gabriel Ignatow, Committee Member 
Dale Yeatts, Chair of the Department of Sociology 
Thomas Evenson, Dean of the College of Public 

Affairs and Community Service 
Sandra L. Terrell, Dean of the Robert B. Toulouse 

School of Graduate Studies 

AN ANALYSIS OF THE OPINIONS OF UNIVERSITY STUDENTS ABOUT THE 

CURRENT SITUATION OF THE HEADSCARF DISPUTE IN TURKEY 

Dilek Aydemir 

Thesis Prepared for the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 
 

December 2008 



Aydemir, Dilek. An Analysis of the Opinions of University Students about the Current 

Situation of the Headscarf Dispute in Turkey. Master of Arts (Sociology), December 2008, 60 

pp., 12 tables, references, 48 titles.  

This study examined the opinions of university students about the current situation of the 

headscarf dispute on the wearing of headscarves in Turkey. The influence of gender, the level of 

secularism, socioeconomic status and encounter with women wearing headscarves on opinions 

about the wearing of headscarves were analyzed in this study. The sample of this study was 

composed of 400 university students among whom there were 240 female and 160 male students. 

Moreover, the sample comprised university students from 50 universities from Turkey. The 

results indicated that the level of secularism and encounter with women wearing headscarves 

were distinguished as two determining factors of the diverse opinions of the university students 

on the topic. No association was found between the perceptions of university students about the 

issue and the independent variables of gender and socioeconomic status. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The traditional wearing of a headscarf has been one of the most debated issues in Turkey 

since 1984, when some women insisted on wearing headscarves while continuing their education 

(Olson 1985). More than merely being a matter of personal choice or religious conviction, the 

headscarf became a significant topic of debate between the traditional Islamist segment and the 

secular segment of Turkish society. Due to the modernization project conducted in the aftermath 

of the establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923, women were encouraged to take off their 

headscarves and women wearing “European” dress were celebrated in public by the leaders 

(Olson 1985; Mandel 1989). Although there had been no law banning the head covering for 

women in the early years of the Republic, women were encouraged to adopt Western style 

clothing, and unveil their heads. However, women from rural areas of Turkey, most of whom 

were traditional, did not follow this secular standard as it was promoted by the state (Mardin, 

1989). In the late 19th century, the wearing of a headscarf was mostly practiced by women from 

the rural areas of Turkey. Hence, the headscarf has long been considered to be as a practice of 

women of older ages or as a practice of women from rural areas who are in lower economic 

statuses. However, the increased number of women wearing headscarves in the public realm, and 

especially in the universities after the 1980s was not welcomed by the university administrations. 

Considering a woman wearing the headscarf as an emblem, Islamization became visible (Göle, 

1996) and appeared as a matter of concern for the secular party of the dispute. So the Higher 

Education Council (Yüksek Öğretim Kurulu), which regulates universities in Turkey, enacted a 

new law in 1998 banning the wearing of headscarves in post-secondary institutions. Since that 

time, the headscarf has been a matter of public dispute in Turkey.  
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In addition, the current situation of the headscarf dispute poses a dilemma in Turkey.  

The progress of political parties with Islamic inclinations caused a rise in the number of women 

wearing headscarves among the wives of the administrative cadre since the 1990s. Hence, the 

headscarf became visible as it had never been before. The presidential elections in July 2007 

became a milestone for the Turkish Republic, because the Prime Minister’s and President’s 

wives were women wearing headscarves. Although the wearing of a headscarf while pursuing 

education was and still is banned in the universities in Turkey1, the present situation in the 

administrative cadre created numerous concerns about the principle of secularism and 

applications of this principle. The results of the last elections conducted in 2007 showed that an 

enormous number of Turkish citizens supported a party that has Islamic inclinations.2. However, 

current debate and discussions on the President’s wife’s headscarf encouraged me to observe the 

issue in depth.  

In the aftermath of the 2007 elections, people accepted as the representatives of the two 

segments gave speeches defining their concerns about the ongoing dispute on the headscarf 

issue. While the secular party was basically advocated by the army, judiciary and Higher 

Education Council, political parties with Islamic inclinations became the representatives of the 

Islamist segment with high public support. One of the representatives of the secular segment, 

Abdurrahman Yalcinkaya, the senior judge in the Supreme Court of Turkey, stated, “The 

withdrawal of the ban on wearing of a headscarf in the universities will lead the education to an 

antithetic position to secularist and unitary body of Turkey” (“Yargitay da Turban Tartismasina 

                                                 
1 Turkish Parliament passed the law amending the constitution to withdraw the ban on wearing of a headscarf in the 
universities in Turkey on February 2, 2008. However application of the law and restrictions on public sphere are still 
matters of concern. Retrieved from website of Turkish Parliament on 2/20/08: 
http://www.tbmm.gov.tr/develop/owa/kanun_teklifi_sd.onerge_bilgileri?kanunlar_sira_no=60368  
2 Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, AKP) gained 46.6 % of the votes in the last elections 
in July, 2007. This is the highest support that a party reached since 1950s. In the 2007 elections 84.6 % of the 
Turkish voters attended the elections.  
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Dahil Oldu,” 2008) just after a speech given by Prime Minister Erdogan advocating women’s 

right to wear headscarves with a reference to democratic rights of individuals (“Madrid’den 

Turban Mesaji,” 2008) Further comments on the headscarf dispute reached a high tension when 

the leaders of the two major political parties in Turkish Assembly gave controversial public talks 

against each other’s views on headscarf. Deniz Baykal, the long term president of the Republican 

People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi), intimidated the Prime Minister Recep Tayyip 

Erdogan, stating that the parties and leaders advocating the wearing of the headscarf in 

universities may face executions and military coups (“Harsh opposition to scarf freedom gives 

Baykal upper hand over party rivals,” 2008). On the other hand, Erdogan questioned Baykal’s 

democrat position in the parliament by criticizing him for behaving undemocratic on the topic 

and threatening the people with military coup.  

When we focus on public reactions to the headscarf debate further, there had been many 

protests by the university students supporting the withdrawal of the ban on the wearing of 

headscarves in the universities. On the other hand, groups of people organized a significant 

meeting on February 22 in Anitkabir (the mausoleum of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk) to protest the 

withdrawal of the law on wearing of headscarves in the universities. The name of the meeting 

was titled “222A” because it was the 2nd day of the 2nd month at 2 o’clock at Anitkabir. 

However, this meeting was criticized by Bülent Arinç, the previous minister of the Turkish 

National Assembly, for being a reference to the coup d’etat, organized by Turkish army in 1960, 

which was called 555K (May 5, 5 p.m., Kizilay). Arinc commented on the meaning of this 

meeting 222A saying, “expectation of military coup against the public will is backwardness. 

…the Turkish army is a progressive power which does not consider this kind of backwardness.” 

(“Arınç'tan 222A tepkisi: Darbe çığırtkanlığı yapılıyor,” 2008). On the other hand, the chief of 
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the Turkish General Staff of the Turkish Armed Forces, Yasar Buyukanit, replied to reporters’ 

questions about the motion on the withdrawal of the ban on wearing of headscarves in the higher 

education institutions: “The opinion of the army on the topic is evident to all segments of 

Turkish society. Thus, I have no further comment on the issue” (“Düşüncemizi bilmeyen yok,” 

2008). Referring to the army’s oppositional views on the wearing of headscarves in the 

universities, Buyukanit meant that there was no need for further explanations on the debate.  

In the 222A meeting, organized by groups of secularist civil society organizations, many 

women claimed, “They were not against the women wearing headscarves but they were against 

the wearing of headscarves in public spheres” (“Anitkabir’de Turban Protestosu,” 2008). 

However, their anger through government was showed via their protest through the withdrawal 

of the ban on wearing of headscarves in the universities. On the other hand, some other 

organizations held meetings advocating women’s rights to wear headscarves in the universities.  

As it can be observed in the previous instances, public talks dealing with the current 

situation of the headscarf debate mostly focus on the topic of “wearing of a headscarf in the 

universities.” Thus, the universities have been the basic public forum where the concerns of the 

secular and Islamist segments are raised. The headscarf dispute in Turkey has been addressed in 

numerous studies (Çınar 2005; Göle 1996; Mardin 1989), and the dispute’s historical, 

sociological, and political background was the main subject of some detailed studies (Olson, 

1985; Mandel, 1989; Göle, 1996; Özdalga, 1998). In addition, some of these studies about 

secularism in Turkey gave place to the opinions of the Turkish people and especially of 

university students about the ban on wearing the headscarf in the universities as well (Mabokela 

& Seggie, 2006). However, opinions of the university students about the headscarf dispute were 

never taken into primary consideration in any of these studies. Since most of the studies in the 
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current literature focused on the issues of identity formation in Turkish society and on the 

practice of secularism in Turkey, opinions of university students about the headscarf dispute 

have been presented as supportive information or as auxiliary detail for the studies on the 

practice of secularism in Turkey. Under the guidance of previously mentioned discussions on the 

debate, this study aims to highlight the direct opinions of the university students about the 

current situation of the headscarf dispute in Turkey. Moreover, the influence of the diverse 

determinants on university students’ changing views about the dispute will be examined during 

this study.  

 

Rationale 

There is an ongoing change of people’s opinions on wearing headscarves in Turkey due 

to the social, political and economical changes. This is commonly accepted by social scientists 

and is visible through public reactions to the issue. Yet studies in current literature mostly focus 

merely on the measures of religiosity and secularism to understand the increasing public 

tendency towards Islamism (Mabokela & Seggie 2006, Mutlu 1996). On the other hand, people’s 

opinions about wearing headscarves and the determinants of their changing opinions are 

overlooked in these studies. Thus, this study aims to address the gap in the literature by using 

data collected from a survey questionnaire aiming to measure the opinions of university students 

about the wearing of headscarves and determine its correlates. 
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CHAPTER II 

THEORY AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theory 

 An analysis of the perceptions of a collection of individuals should be made considering 

the context within which these perceptions have developed. Since “human nature can not be 

realized without social structure; and human nature can be destroyed by social structure,” 

perceptions individuals have on a specific issue are directly influenced by the society in which 

they emerge (Hoover, 1975, p. 142). In such a mutual relationship, perceptions also affect the 

social environment in response. This complex connection between society and the perceptions 

that people hold make an analysis of this kind difficult. 

Examinations of collective behavior have been a significant topic of discussion in 

sociology and many theories were employed to analyze collective actions. However, people’s 

opinions about one collective action have mostly been examined as psychological rather than 

sociological. Yet, opinions of individuals about one collective behavior can be explained as a 

reflection of the effects of this collective action on that individual. Hence, we cannot fully 

comprehend an individual’s opinions about any one collective action unless we fully understand 

what that collective action is. Whether being aware of it or not, the individuals who share the 

same beliefs and reactions, whether or not as results of different factors (e.g. socioeconomic 

status and cultural backgrounds,) tend to respond to a specific collective behavior in the same 

way. Thus, an examination of collective behavior aids the interpretation of individual’s actions 

through it as well.  

 Erikson examined identity formation of an individual in the context of his/her 

relationship with the society (Hoover, 1975). Putting extensive importance on the environment, 
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Erikson further describes “anatomy, history, and personality” as an individual’s “combined 

destiny.” Since, people do not only create the atmosphere but also “adapt” to it, lack of basic 

toleration of different identities threatens society as a whole. Erikson assesses: 

…once we have learned to reduce ‘the other' --- any living human being in the wrong 
place, the wrong category, or the wrong uniform--- to a dirty speck in our moral vision, 
and potentially a mere target…we are on the way to violating man’s essence, if not his 
very life. (as cited in Hoover, 1975, pp.138-140) 
 

 Erikson criticized intolerance toward ‘the other’ as a basic rejection which does not 

intimidate the other’s life, yet does not give room to its very spirit. Hence, the mutual existence 

of an individual with his/ her environment and with the components of this environment, from 

whose decay he / she will be directly damaged, is not only a personal choice, but also a necessity 

for the survival of the individual in his/her society. A feeling of insecurity by an individual who 

does not feel comfortable with the rules of his / her social system results in a “dissolution” of 

“social mutuality” (as cited in Hoover, 1975, p.143). In such a system, the individual rejects the 

dispositions of this system which underestimates a person’s basic rights. As a result, to reduce 

insecurity, a counter culture occurs as a significant attitude against the “symbols and objects” on 

which the dominate group builds its “life” (Hoover, 1975, p.144). 

 The symbolic interactionist theory emphasizes the active role of agency in describing 

social cognitions and deciding the types of reactions. Individuals give diverse reactions to a thing 

according to the meaning they perceive that thing to have. Through an “interpretative process” 

these meanings of things are shaped and maintained (Buechler, 2000, p.22). As a result of 

numerous processes and interactions between the individual and society, the meanings of things 

develop. Yet, the quality of meaning coincides with the interaction between the individual and 

society. Although symbolic interactionism’s emphasis on the vital importance of arenas for 

interaction is helpful to this analysis, its underestimation of the importance of the social 
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environment narrows its area of application for this study.  

Max Weber defines the role of the individual from a different perspective regarding 

individual’s place in collective action. He defines two types of collective actions: communal 

action and societal action. Communal action depends on the participants’ feeling of unity within 

a group, whereas the societal action is centered upon the interests of the actors. Weber 

comments: 

The degree in which ‘communal action’ and possibly ‘societal action,’ emerges from the 
‘mass actions’ of the members of a class is linked to general cultural conditions, 
especially to those of an intellectual sort [italics added]. It is also linked to the extent of 
the contrasts that they have already evolved, and is especially linked to the transparency 
of the connections between the causes and the consequences of the ‘class situation.’ 
(Weber, 1963, p.46). 
 

For Weber, the collective action of a specific class or status group is fed by the cultural and 

economic conditions of the society, although it is generated by reactions to diverse situations. In 

this analysis Weber not only defines the role of agency in creating and transforming responses to 

things, but also underlines the significance of the cultural and intellectual environment to provide 

necessary interpretations to the individuals. Although Weber positions the analysis into “class 

situation,” this study examines the socioeconomic status instead as a more explanatory 

determinant than the class situation.  

 Weber differentiates status groups from the social classes saying they are more 

determined by the quest for ‘honor’ than for economic interests. Since the status groups are 

determined by factors beyond economy, “both propertied and propertyless people can belong to 

the same status group” (Weber, 1963, p. 49). Here Weber defines a connection between the 

struggle for power and social ‘honor’ since power is determined by social honor. In most 

examples, social honor has been the base for “political or economic power” (p.43). Moreover 
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Weber assesses that the legal order is considered as one of the significant determinants of power 

and social honor.  

In the sociology of religion, religious activities were analyzed by different thinkers 

(Durkheim, 2001; Marx & McAdam, 1994; Weber, 1963). According to Durkheim, religious 

experience has two categories: beliefs and rites. The first category is composed of representation 

and the latter is a form of action. The world falls into two categories: “sacred” and “profane.” At 

this point, systems of representation constitute the “nature of sacred things” and they carry 

“virtues and powers attributed to them, their history, and their relationship with one another as 

well as with profane things” (Durkheim, 2001, p.36). Durkheim describes sacred things as a 

category including more than simply gods and spirits. Thus, for Durkheim, any simple object can 

be sacred with the meanings attributed to it. However, the gap between the sacred and profane is 

deep and these two spheres are not only radically separated but also oppose each other. Focusing 

on the twofold characteristic of the two arenas, Durkheim names any conversion from one to the 

other as a “true metamorphosis.” The transaction of a profane being into a religious one applies 

the concept of metamorphosis, and implies a sharp distinction between the two beings, although 

the changing person is still the same. Thus, these two beings are “separate” as well as “hostile 

and jealous” enemies. The metamorphosis defined by Durkheim symbolically shows man’s 

initiation to another part of the social spectrum leaving the previous one (Durkheim, 2001, p. 

36). Hence, this transference from one arena to another is far from being tolerable and docile, but 

becomes unacceptable and insubordinate.  

 While defining the relationship between collective representations and society, Durkheim 

underlines the strength of that society over individuals in creating the characteristics of these 

representations. Starting with the perspective that collective representations are “produced by the 
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action and reaction between individual minds that form the society,” Durkheim evaluates the 

most typical representations of collective life one of these representations is religious beliefs and 

practices that are enforced upon individual from outside (Durkheim, 1953, p.23). The collective 

representations are separate from the individual, although they are practiced by individuals. 

Thus, they are results of an association between the minds of numerous individuals. 

To analyze another aspect of the collective actions, Randall Collins examines the issue of 

solidarity between groups’ members as “moral solidarity” which can create “love and altruism.” 

However, it also can generate a defense of the “honor of the group” against outside groups. 

Furthermore, this characteristic unity of group members centers on the “symbols and sacred 

objects,” as well as religious or national symbols (Collins, 1990, p.33).  

  Although, most theories which examine Islamism and Islamic headscarves focus on the 

environment’s characteristics to explain the different applications of Islam, most analysis fail to 

comprehend the religion in its “historical and political context” (Göle, 1996). Göle assesses that 

the veiling issue has been considered a “deviation or a pathology” resulted by the failure of 

modernization projects. However, sociology of action examines social movements, which 

extends veiling and Islamism, as the contributors to the “self-production of society.” The role of 

agency becomes central to Göle’s examination of the veiling issue as the shaper of a social 

movement. Moreover, the wearing of headscarves as a social movement implies a counter model 

of modernization as well as a claim on the “control of historicity” (Göle, 1996, p.9).   

Many theorists have interpreted social movements as branches of collective behavior 

(Lang & Lang 1961; Smelster 1962; Turner & Killian, 1986). Although “they differ from the 

traditional forms of collective behavior,” many scholars agreed that social movements share 

numerous similar characteristics with the collective behaviors (Marx & McAdam, 1994, p.72). 
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Marx and McAdam identified social movements as more or less institutional, planned, and 

prolonged actions contrary to other forms of collective behavior. However, they underlined that 

the origin of a social movement should be examined carefully to differentiate a “mature 

movement” from an “emergent movement” (Marx & Mc Adam, 1994, p.73).  

Questioning the emergence of social movements, varying theories have been employed 

by several scholars (Gamson, 1990; Lang & Lang, 1961; McCarthy & Zald, 1973, 1977; 

Smelster, 1962; Turner & Killian 1986). First among the older models were the Strain Theories. 

Strain theories assume that “social movements are a response to some form of strain in society.” 

Among numerous strain theories collective behavior and mass society models were of utmost 

importance to explain the social movements. The collective behavior model defines social 

movements “as a response to a major disruption in the normal functioning of society” (Marx & 

McAdam, 1994, p.78). Underlining the effects of “disruptive and disturbing” characteristics of 

social changes on people, Gulfield defined social movements “as a response to social change” 

(as cited in Marx & McAdam, 1994, p.78). Another strain theory, mass society theory, assumed 

that social movements are the results of “widespread social isolation” in societies which posses 

limited “political, religious or social groups” within them. Individuals who look to the 

community for their differing identities are not represented satisfactorily in society. Most 

individuals in this position tend to feel “alienated, anxious and marginal” (Marx & McAdam, 

1994, pp.79-80). In such a community social movements are more likely to occur to supply 

people’s needs for a culturally, religiously, and politically exhaustive society.  

 New explanations among scholars highlight the shift from psychological or “breakdown” 

models and focus on “political or organizational” aspects of the emergence of social movements 

(McAdam, 1994, p.81). According to McCarthy and Zald some kind of strain in the society is 
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permanent in every society. However, the organizational resources to spark the social 

movements change with time. Because of such changes economic growth becomes central to 

emergence of social movements. Accordingly, flow of resources allows the “disadvantaged” to 

access resources more easily. Political-process theory, as one of the new approaches, advocates 

the view that social movements emerge in harmony with the enlargement of the “structure of 

political opportunities” (as cited in Marx & McAdam, pp.81-84). Thus, social movements tend to 

develop with the increasing quality of political means which give people satisfactory room to 

carry their demands to the public.  

 Increasing tendency towards Islamism and the public support for the conservative parties 

in Turkey carry implications of both psychological or breakdown models and political and 

organizational models of new social movements. The emergence of Islamism in Turkey can be 

examined as a reaction to modernization movement which Islamists found hard to associate. 

According to Erikson, when people feel themselves insecure with the system in which they live, 

they tend to reject the dispositions of this system. Thus, through a rejection of the “symbols and 

objects” of the dominant system a counter culture occurs ( Erikson cited in Hoover, 1975, pp. 

138-140). Moreover, emergence of Islamism can also be explained as a result of the increasing 

organizational resources or political process which give room for the representations of different 

ideologies.  

Since people give meanings to objects after an interpretive process which occur following 

the interaction between individual and society, the quality of meaning is directly shaped by the 

quality of this interaction. The interaction between the secular and Islamist segments creates the 

meanings of the objects that these two segments define themselves with. Hence the different 

reactions of the people towards the headscarf dispute is a result of the different interactions 
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between these two segments. Thus, analyzing the opinions without examining the wearing of 

headscarves as an extension of Islamism would be misleading. However, as one of the two parts 

of this interaction, people’s opinions towards the wearing of headscarves should be considered as 

another collective behavior.  

Considering the discourse which empowered the visibility of Islamism, the new social 

movements theory is helpful not only to analyze the headscarf debate, but also to examine the 

different reactions to the issue by different segments of society.  When we recall the reactions of 

secularists and Islamists to different societal events and national or religious objects, their 

responses can be examined with the help of new social movements theory which analyzes both 

groups as the instances of  collective behavior effecting each other.  Social movements can be 

defined as more or less institutional, planned, and prolonged actions contrary to other forms of 

collective behavior (Marx & Mc Adam, 1994, p.73). The wearing of headscarves as an extension 

of Islamism is examined with the new social movements theory to help this analysis. If the 

headscarf dispute is considered as a critique of modernization it can also be defined as a counter 

movement against modernization, what Touraine defines as “demodernization” (2000). In the 

demodernization process, societies tend to react to the social rules and reforms that have directed 

them to pre-accepted rules of modern society, yet, they incline to give meaning to their lives with 

their early identities before the modernization movement (Touraine, 2000). Public leaning 

towards the Islamic culture and increasing support behind the political parties with Islamic 

inclinations are the basic reflections of demodernization in Turkish society which can be 

examined in context of the new social movements theory.  

 



 14  

Literature Review 

 In the current literature, many of the studies focus on the headscarf dispute’s historical, 

sociological and political background (Çınar, 2005; Göle, 1996; Mandel, 1989; Mardin, 1989; 

Olson 1985; Özdalga, 1998). Since the issue has been popularized in political debates in Turkey 

over the years, it is hard to measure people’s perceptions without politicizing the topic. 

Analyzing people’s opinions regarding the wearing of headscarves is not an easy task, because 

the headscarf dispute has myriad aspects beyond being a matter of personal religious conviction 

or of women’s rights. For instance, some women claim their right to wear a headscarf in public 

places and encourage the government to change the constitution in order to implement a law 

withdrawing the ban on the wearing of headscarves. On the other hand, some secularist women 

organizations protest the government’s action to withdraw the ban as an opponent act against the 

secular system of Turkish Republic.  

Analysis of the influence of numerous determinants on university students’ differing 

views about the headscarf dispute is missing in the current literature. None of the studies in the 

current literature approaches the headscarf dispute regarding the influence of economic and 

social indicators of the respondents’ socioeconomic status and influence of their social 

atmosphere on their differing views about the debate. However, it is obvious that assuming the 

socioeconomic differences as the only reasons behind university students’ differing views on 

their opinions about the headscarf dispute is an oversimplification. Thus, university students’ 

secularism level and influence of their encounter with women wearing headscarves on their 

opinions will be taken as other significant determinants of their ideas on the headscarf dispute. 

 Previous studies on the perceptions about the wearing of headscarves in Turkey give 

place to the people’s opinions about the ban on the wearing of a headscarf in the universities and 
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in public places as auxiliary topics. Mutlu (1996) examined the religious beliefs among the 

university students in Ankara and evaluated the data from a 1991 survey. Along with other 

questions examining the essential elements of Islamic belief, participants were asked to respond 

to a statement about their perceptions on the wearing of headscarves in universities. Sixty two 

percent of the subjects (N=350) agreed with the statement “Female university students must be 

allowed to wear headscarves as a part of their religious beliefs” (Mutlu, 1996 p. 357). The survey 

revealed that the university students were supporting the wearing of a headscarf in the 

universities in 1991 before the Higher Education Council banned the wearing of headscarves in 

universities in 1998. However, until the regulations of 2008 government, the wearing of 

headscarves in universities stayed banned, although there had been obvious public uneasiness 

about the topic. 

 In a qualitative study, Mabokela and Seggie (2006) examined the undergraduate students’ 

perceptions of secularism in Turkey. They interviewed 19 students from four different state 

universities. University students were expected to answer open-ended questions and explore their 

“understandings of and perceptions about secularism” (Mabokela & Seggie, 2006, p.7). While 

stating their concerns about the principle of secularism, most students expressed their confusion 

about the difference between “definition of the concept in textbooks and its implementation” 

referring to the headscarf dispute (Mabokela & Seggie, 2006, p.8). The perceptions of the 

university students reveal different conclusions. For one group of students, the ban on wearing of 

headscarves contradicts the university’s “free, apolitical and contemporary” nature. Yet, for 

another group of students, the ban on wearing headscarves is necessary since “the issue of the 

headscarf is politicized, thus against the principles of secularism” (Mabokela, & Seggie, 2006, p. 

14). Mabokela and Seggie stated that the differing views of students about the wearing of 
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headscarves show the uneasiness between secularists and Islamists (Mabokela & Seggie, 2006). 

Moreover, diverse insights on the headscarf dispute mirror social disparity between the two 

segments of the Turkish society. 

 As it was examined in the previous study, secularism is a significant factor which 

influences people’s opinions about wearing of headscarves in Turkey. One of reasons of the 

influential position of secularism in directing the opinions of people is the peculiar practice of 

the concept in Turkey. In general, the term secularism means “the separation of religious 

activities, groups, or ideas from other characteristics of society” (Sommerville, 1998, p. 250). 

The first definition of the concept by the founders of the Turkish republic was in accordance with 

the general use of the term. Secularism was introduced as the separation between religious affairs 

and state affairs. According to Hamilton, this form of secularism involves a disengagement of 

society from religion (2001). Thus, religion draws off to its own specific arena and cannot 

influence any aspect of social life except religious life. Moreover, it becomes a matter of 

personal life (Hamilton, 2001). The first definition of secularism in Turkey underlined the 

importance of refraining from any interference to personal religious beliefs; however, it has been 

practiced not only by making a separation between religious life and state affairs, but also by 

confining the religious practices to outside of public institutions.  

 Sommerville describes secular societies which involve religious populations. In 

Sommerville’s analysis, the rules of the society can be different from the beliefs of its 

population. Thus, the secularization of a particular society does not always refer to the 

secularization of its population. In other words, this type of secularization does not require the 

neglect of the religious beliefs of the people (Sommerville, 1998). Since the state did not oppress 

them to leave their religious beliefs, the population of the Turkish society kept up their religious 
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practices and beliefs. Although the administrative cadre had a tendency to increase the 

rationalization and secularization, it was not in the form of a pressure upon people to leave their 

religious practices. Thus, the secularization in societal rules does not refer to a lack of religious 

beliefs; however, it shows the dominance of secular rules over religious rules in order to 

maintain the social and political order. As an instance to this characteristic of the secularism in 

Turkey, most Turkish people identify themselves with secularism, although they favor religious 

issues when the meanings attached to secularism are considered. Since, Turkish people believe 

that the secular system is the primary base for democratization and modernization of the Turkish 

state, they do not hesitate to identify themselves with secularism although they favor the 

religious issues at the same time. Moreover, this coexistence of secularism and religion can be 

defined as one of the distinguishing characteristics of Turkish secularism among other types of 

secularisms. On the other hand, contrary to other types of secularisms in the world, Turkish 

secularism favor the modernization movement and view visibility of the religious symbols in the 

public sphere as threats to the secularism principle of Turkish Republic. In such a system which 

is a result of the long term maintenance of the modernization projects, increasing visibility of 

Islamism can be considered as a quest for the previous system or as a backwardness. Hence, the 

secularists’ opposition to appearance of the religious symbols such as headscarves in the public 

arena is not surprising when the long modernization process behind the today’s modern Turkey 

is considered.  

In Göle’s study, a group of women were interviewed to examine the headscarf dispute. In 

this study both in-depth interviews and group discussions were carried out. Within the context of 

sociology of action, Göle’s study was conducted according to the principles of “sociological 

intervention” (Göle, 1996, p. 10). Göle claimed that most analyses about the headscarf dispute 
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depict “veiled women” as a stem of a broader dispute. In such analyses veiled women are 

portrayed as “subsidiary militants of the fundamentalist political movement” or “passive 

transmitters of traditional values.” However, such approaches barely highlight the “determinism” 

of the system and its structure, thus oversimplifying the role of the agency (Göle, 1996, p. 9).  

Diverse social segments in Turkish society approach the headscarf dispute differently 

according to their beliefs or perceptions. To examine the social stratification in Turkish society, 

Göle prefers to use Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of “habitus,” which includes lifestyles, instead of 

employing the concept of “social class” which entails economic exploitation (Göle, 1996, p. 16). 

The differing lifestyles of secular and Islamist segments of society is a significant factor that 

directs their perceptions about the wearing of headscarves. Thus the importance to choice of 

lifestyles outweights the importance of social class in analyzing the issue. With a reference to 

Alaine Touraine’s concept of the “struggle for the control of historicity,” Göle comments further 

on the conflict between secular and Islamist segments of the Turkish society. Göle points out that 

the clash between these two segments is not only about the present domination of one on the 

other, but it is also about creating a “countercultural model of modernization” and a new 

exemplary “self-definition” (1996, p. 18). Hence, claims of both parties are the results of their 

social and cultural demands more than their economic demands. 

Refraining from oversimplifying the role of women wearing headscarves as agency, 

wearing of headscarves can be examined as an extension of Islamism as a new social movement. 

According to Touraine, a harsh critique of modernization created its own antagonists. In the 

Turkish case, Islam has long been considered as a counter movement against the modernization. 

Thus, it can be defined as an element of what Touraine defines as “demodernization” (2000). In 

the demodernization process, societies tend to react to social rules and reforms which have 
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imposed the pre-accepted rules of modern society to them. Yet, they attempt to give meaning to 

their lives through the early identities that they developed before the particular modernization 

movement (Touraine, 2000). Public  identity with the Islamic culture and increasing support 

behind the political parties with Islamic inclinations are the basic reflections of demodernization 

in Turkish society. However, instead of implying a quest for utopian substitutes for societal 

roles, demodernization reflects the demand for more multicultural approaches, and develops a 

critique of modernization in Turkey.  

According to Gülalp, new social movements theory assumes that new social movements 

mostly advocate post-materialistic values (Gülalp, 2001). In accordance with Göle’s 

examination, Gülalp argued that traditional Muslim’s increasing visibility and their desire to 

support their representatives in politics are the reflections of the demand for “status.” Göle 

explained this increasing visibility of Islamism as an effort to create a “counter cultural model of 

modernization” (1996). Islamic discourse in Turkey emphasizes individual rights and promises 

for future success for freedom and welfare of the people (Turunç, 2007). Especially in the last 

decade, representatives of the traditional Muslims favor the open market and emphasize the 

importance of strengthening the ties with global networks to provide equality for all individuals 

without distinguishing traditional Muslims or secularists. Turunç stated that the AKP, the most 

significant of the political parties with Islamic inclinations, sees secularism as an indispensable 

characteristic of the Turkish state. According to Turunç, AKP believes that secularism helps to 

maintain fundamental rights and freedoms, and provides agreement between the different 

segments of society (2007). Moreover, an evaluation of the traditional Muslims’ most common 

perspectives suggests that Islamist segment’s demands are mainly status oriented rather than 

political power or economic success oriented. Touraine suggests that the modern social 
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movements should evolve as collective actions which emphasize the equality, rights and freedom 

of the subject (2000). In such a discourse, instead of attempting a “cost benefit ratio,” a social 

movement underlines “freedom, life projects and a respect for basic rights” which goes beyond 

“material or political rights” (Touraine, 2000, p. 95). The characteristics of the Islamization in 

Turkey coincide with Touraine’s definition of a social movement. Thus, Islamization in Turkey 

can be defined as an “ethical movement” more than merely a religious, political or economic 

movement like it was in the past (2000).  

Based on results from a qualitative study that was conducted with ten headscarved, 

university aged women who lived in the city of Istanbul, Genel and Karaosmanoğlu stated that 

Islam has been changing with the increasing number of young Muslims who are tolerant in their 

beliefs and in their relationships with the other segments (2006). Their demands are centered on 

a quest for “recognition by the modern system” rather than a change in the system. Instead of 

following “isolated lifestyles,” these young people may actively participate in politics to claim 

their rights, expect tolerance, and favor communication with other segments of the Turkish 

society (Genel & Karaosmanoğlu, 2006, p. 475). One of these young women commented on the 

underpinnings of the disparity between the different segments of society: 

Actually, the ordinary people have no problems; they can communicate with each other. 
But definitely there are people who are on the extremes, and it is a small, yet influential 
group who discriminates. Nowadays, people have begun to talk to each other. One can 
see that this division will become history. I look at the people around me; various groups 
of friends. I have friends from every segment of society. (Genel, & Karaosmanoglu, 
2006, p.480) 
  
Contrary to public claims and discussions that occupy people’s minds, this study revealed 

that ordinary individuals are more favorable toward each other. None of the participants, all of 

whom are women wearing headscarves, underlined political expectations as a public discussion 

claim. On the other hand, most women commented on their expectations about equal 
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participation in the social life. Instead of feeling marginalized or feeling inferior to their bare 

headed counterparts, most women shared their demands for enjoying the same rights in daily life.    

In another study, Marshall examined the feminist and Islamist women’s approaches to 

head covering (2005). In this study 40 women were interviewed from the two groups among 

them were activists, academicians, and university students. In this study, most feminist women 

stated that they see Islamist women as tools of Islamist men to put forward an Islamic agenda in 

the state. Moreover, most feminists believed that Islamist men’s favor for head covering is not 

about their sensitivity on women’s activation in social life, but a hidden aim to pressure all 

women to wear headscarves. In accordance, most feminists who accuse Islamist women of not 

“being critical to roles of men and women” defined themselves “pro-secular” (Marshall, 2005, p. 

109). On the other hand, although they opposed the very concept of head covering, which they 

think is a reflection of men’s suppression on women considering women as sexual objects, some 

feminists favored women’s right to cover their heads. Islamist women, however, favored the 

wearing of headscarves and believed that the head covering allows women to participate in social 

life without being judged merely by their sexuality (Marshall, 2005, p. 111).  

People’s differing opinions on the wearing of headscarves in diverse arenas implied the 

difficulty of reaching clear-cut examinations about the topic. However, considering several 

factors behind people’s differing perceptions on wearing headscarves, this study aims to clarify 

four basic assumptions on the opinions of university students about the wearing of headscarves 

in Turkey.  

In the previously mentioned study, Genel and Karaosmanoglu reported that Islamic 

women tend to think, “they did not gain sufficient support from (Muslim) men” (Genel & 

Karaosmanoglu, 2006, p. 482). Since some of the women in Turkey at this time were the primary 
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actors in the problems related to wearing of headscarves in the public arena, women were 

expected to favor wearing headscarves more than men. On the other hand, men were not directly 

affected by the problems about wearing of headscarves since wearing of headscarves is a 

women’s practice in terms of religion. Furthermore, according to Genel and Karaosmanoglu, 

women believe that the “men of ‘their camp’ behaved only as opposed to the state and not in 

support of them and they failed to see them as individuals” (Genel & Karaosmanoglu, 2006, p. 

482). However, since this study focuses on opinions of all students in one university, men are 

included in this study along with women. 

The wearing of the headscarf has long been considered an element that increased the 

visibility of Islamization (Göle, 1996) and it has been interpreted as a threat to the existing 

secular system (Arat, 1998, p. 124). According to Gokcek (1999), “secularists socially define the 

headscarf as a tolerable personal civil right in the social life.” However, the secularists’ concerns 

rise when social life intersects with public places. Since the university is one of the most 

important public places for both Islamists and secularists, the level of secularism will be a 

significant determinant on students’ differing views on wearing of headscarves.  

For decades, the most noteworthy difference between the secular and Islamist segments 

was their distinct socioeconomic statuses. Higher socioeconomic status has been one of the 

distinguishing characteristics of the secular segment of the Turkish society for decades (Mardin 

1989, Göle 1996). In contrast to the secular elites, who are in higher socioeconomic statuses, the 

traditional Muslims were mostly coming from lower socioeconomic statuses. However, the new 

social movements theory assumes that new social movements tend to reject “the productivist 

deal and advocate post-materialist values” (Gulalp, 2001, p. 443). Although the rise in support 

behind the parties with Islamic inclinations carries a desire to have equal distribution of the 
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capital, the conflict between the secular and Islamist segments shows that this conflict is also a 

result of the demand for “status.” (Gulalp 2001, p. 443). Although studies emphasize that the 

socioeconomic status and concerns of the Islamist segment has a lot changed during recent 

decades, the socioeconomic status of the people is still assumed to be a significant determinant 

on people’s differing views about the dispute.  

Since there is a deficiency of communication between secularists and traditional Muslims 

in social, cultural and political arenas in Turkey (Genel & Karaosmanoglu, 2006, p. 481), young 

people’s previous experience of encounters with women wearing headscarves in their families or 

among their close friends will affect their opinions about the topic. Moreover, Hyman, 

Payaslioglu and Frey reported in a study in 1958 that Turkish students become “more cynical 

and realistic about life” abandoning central values such as “nationalism and militarism” during 

their university education (p. 285). Thus, encounter with women wearing headscarves may result 

significant relationship with the opinions about the wearing of headscarves.  

According to the issues and theories discussed above the hypotheses of this study are as 

follows: 

H1: Female university students are more likely to favor the wearing of headscarves than the male 
university students. 

H2: There is an inverse relationship between the university students’ level of secularism and 
whether they favor the wearing of headscarves. 

H3: There is an inverse relationship between the university students’ socioeconomic status and 
their favor for wearing of headscarves.  

H4: The university students who had previous encounters with women wearing headscarves in 
their families or among their close friends are more likely to influence favoring the wearing of 
headscarves than the university students who did not have previous experience of encountering 
women wearing headscarves in their families or among their close friends. 
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CHAPTER III 

DATA AND METHODS 

Sample 

The sample in this study consists of 400 undergraduate students who are currently 

enrolled in universities in Turkey. The sample includes both female and male undergraduate 

students who are over the age of 18. Among the respondents 240 were female, and 160 were 

male. Although no specific name of the universities were disclosed in this study, my sample is 

composed of university students from 50 different universities. The socioeconomic variation of 

this sample was very similar to general socioeconomic statuses of the population of university 

students in Turkey, and most students (193) fell into the category of “middle socioeconomic 

status” regarding their annual family incomes. As self reported by students the socioeconomic 

stratification of my sample was as follows: Lower socioeconomic status was 35.5 %, middle 

socioeconomic status was 48.3 % and higher socioeconomic status was 16.3 %. The mean age of 

the participants was 23 years (22.81). 

 

Research Design and Data Collection 

The data of this quantitative study was obtained through a survey- questionnaire, which 

was administered to a sample of students enrolled in the universities in Turkey. 

The survey was limited to 400 university students due to the limited time. To provide the 

diversity in the sample the participants were obtained from different universities. Using 

purposeful sampling, the interviewer contacted to participants via personal contacts first. Then, 

using the snowball sampling technique, the interviewer asked participants to refer more 

participants who might be willing to take part in this survey. Thus, the interviewer tried to 
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provide the diversity of the sample. Prior to conducting the survey, participant’s consent was 

requested. I, Dilek Aydemir, as the principal investigator, contacted my participants via an e-

mail, that had an IRB (Institutional Review Board) approved “Informed Consent Notice.” The e-

mail contained all the required information of a consent form (see Appendix A). The participants 

were simply informed that to complete and return the questionnaire constituted their consent, and 

they should be over 18 years old to take part in this survey. Each participant was involved in the 

study for approximately 10 minutes.  

The e-mail survey questionnaires from respondents were maintained in researcher’s 

personal e-mail account. Thus, it was only available to me through entering a self administered 

personal password. As completed questionnaires were returned, each was assigned an 

identification number to separate the participants’ names from research data. Personally 

identifiable data will be retained in my research records for 3 years as IRB regulations require.  

 

Survey Instrument 

The survey instrument is composed of 13 items that were separated into 4 groups. In this 

instrument the first 3 items measured the respondent’s secularism level. The second group of two 

items measured students’ opinions about wearing of headscarves in the universities. The third 

group of 3 items measured students’ opinions about wearing of headscarves among the wives of 

administrative cadre. The last group of five items gave the demographic information about the 

participants, and showed the respondents’ number of encounters with women wearing 

headscarves within their families or among their close friends (see Appendix B).  

In this study, “opinions of students about the wearing of headscarves in the universities,” 

and “opinions of students about the wearing of headscarves among the wives of administrative 
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cadre” were examined as the two dependent variables. The first dependent variable “opinions of 

university students about wearing of headscarves in the universities,” was evaluated depending 

on the respondents’ answers to two questions. In these questions the participants were asked if 

“they see the wearing of headscarves as an oppositional act against secularism,” or if “they see 

the wearing of headscarves as the legal right of women who chose to wear it while pursuing their 

education.” The response categories were very similar for the two questions. They were coded as 

follows: strongly disagree = 1, disagree = 2, unsure = 3, agree = 4, and strongly agree = 5. 

However, in the fist question respondents were expected to respond to a negative statement about 

the wearing of headscarves in the universities, and in the second question the respondents were 

expected to respond a positive statement about the topic. On the one hand, higher scores from the 

first question showed the respondents’ negative perceptions on wearing of headscarves in the 

universities, on the other hand, the higher scores from the second question showed respondents’ 

positive views about the wearing of headscarves in the universities. In addition, there was a high 

correlation between these two questions and the independent variables on secularism level and 

on encounter with women wearing headscarves. A lesser correlation was found with the 

remaining independent variables gender and socio-economic status. Cronbach’s alpha for the 

secularism level was .892 and showed that the secularism level was the most affective variable to 

explain the changes in the opinions about wearing of headscarves.  

The second dependent variable of this study is the “opinions of university students about 

wearing of headscarves among the wives of administrative cadre.” It was evaluated with 

participants’ responses to four questions in which they were asked if they see wearing of 

headscarves among the administrative cadre wives to be in contradiction with secularism, its 

effects on Turkey’s international image and its relation with the increasing power of the 
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conservative parties. In this part of the survey, respondent answers were coded as strongly agree 

= 5, agree = 4, unsure = 3, disagree = 2 and strongly disagree = 1. The respondents’ scores from 

each question were defined as 5 being the lowest score and 25 being the highest score. 

The independent variables of this study are gender, secularism level, socio-economic 

status, and encounter with women wearing headscarves. Gender is a nominal variable and was 

coded female as 1, and male as 2.  

To measure the level of secularism, which is an interval-ratio variable, a secularism index 

was developed from the university students’ responses to these three statements: 1) I consider 

secularism as a basic principle in my life;  2) I would attend protests to defend secularism;  3) I 

would support the activities of secularist organizations fully. In these statements the respondent’s 

support of the activities of secularist organizations and secularist protests are taken as supportive 

elements to determine his/her level of secularism. According to the secularism index the lowest 

score was 3, whereas the highest score was 15. In this part of the survey, higher scores indicated 

a higher level of secularism, while lower scores presented a lower level of secularism among the 

participants. In addition, the Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to be .892 which shows a high 

correlation between the secularism index and the dependent variables.  

To measure the independent variable of socio-economic status, which is an ordinal 

variable, respondents were classified into three categories: higher socioeconomic status, middle 

socioeconomic status, and lower socioeconomic status. Referring to data released by the Turkish 

Statistical Institute, the limit of poverty for a four person family was 549 YTL per month3 (New 

Turkish liras) in the year 2006. Considering this information, the levels of socioeconomic 

statuses were classified with approximate values. Lower socioeconomic status was defined with 

                                                 
3 0.921 YTL was equal to $1 for the year 2006.  
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the annual income under 10000 YTL. Middle socioeconomic status was defined with the annual 

income between 10000 YTL and 30000 YTL. Lastly, the higher socioeconomic status was 

defined with the annual income 30000 YTL and higher. The data on family income helped me to 

analyze whether socioeconomic status has a significant influence on people’s opinions about 

wearing of headscarves.  The categories for this variable were coded as follows: The higher 

socioeconomic status was coded as 3, and the middle socioeconomic status was coded as 2, and 

the lower socioeconomic status was coded as 1. 

For the independent variable of encounter with women wearing headscarves, which is an 

ordinal variable, the respondents were asked to choose their answers among the categories none, 

some or many to the following two questions about the social encounters with women wearing 

headscarves: “Do you have any women wearing headscarves with religious intentions in your 

family?” and “Do you have any women wearing headscarves with religious intentions among 

your close friends?” The answers to these question were coded as none = 1, some = 2 and many 

= 3. 

 

Data Analysis 

To test my research hypotheses, the data obtained from the survey-questionnaire was 

coded and analyzed using SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Science). The statistical tests 

were applied to the variables of this research depending on their levels of measurements and the 

research hypothesis tested. Descriptive statistics (the values of the mean and the standard 

deviation) were calculated for all independent variables. An independent t-test was employed to 

examine the statistical significance of the changes in the dependent variables by gender. The 

variation in the opinions about wearing of headscarves by secularism level and the 
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socioeconomic level were examined with the help of correlation tests. Reliability tests were 

applied for the variable of secularism level. The ANOVA (analysis of variance) was used as an 

appropriate test to calculate the variance between the categories of the independent variable of 

encounter with women wearing headscarves which is an ordinal variable. 

 

Limitations 

Since it is very hard to conduct survey questionnaires with all university students in 

Turkey, the sample of this study was limited with 400 university students who were chosen with 

snowball sampling to provide a reflective sample of the population of university students in 

Turkey. Although, university students’ opinions about the wearing of headscarves in more areas 

could be measured in an extended study, this study only examined their opinions within the limit 

of two arenas and related questions.  
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

The influence of the independent variables on the opinions of university students about 

the wearing of headscarves will be examined throughout this chapter. The opinions of the 

university students were analyzed with the help of two dependent variables: 1) opinions of the 

university students about wearing of headscarves in the universities, 2) opinions of the university 

students about the wearing of headscarves among the wives of administrative cadre.  

The sample of this study was comprised of 400 university students among whom there 

were 240 female, and 160 male students. Moreover, the sample is comprised of university 

students from 50 universities from Turkey. The mean age of the respondent was about 23 years 

(22.81).  

Table 1 shows a description of the responses for each statement about the wearing of 

headscarves in the universities. Only 33 participants (8.3%) strongly agreed with the statement 

“The wearing of headscarves is an oppositional act against secularism”; on the other hand, more 

than half of the respondents (60.3 %) strongly disagreed with the same statement. For the second 

statement “The wearing of headscarves is the legal right of women who chose to wear it while 

pursuing their education,” more than half of the participants (63.0 %) strongly agreed with the 

statement, while nearly 10 % of the respondents strongly disagreed.  

When the means and standard deviations for each statement were compared, although 

values for standard deviations did not represent any significant variations between the two 

questions, first question in the scale had a lower mean score (1.92) than the second statement 

which had a mean score of 4.09 from a possible minimum score of 1 and a maximum of 5 (Table 

1).  Hence, the higher mean score for the second statement demonstrated that most of the 
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participants strongly agreed on the statement “Wearing of headscarves is the legal right of 

women who chose to wear it while pursuing their education.”  

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for Opinions of University Students about Wearing of Headscarves in the 
Universities  
 

 
Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Unsure Agree 
Strongly 
Agree 

M / SD 

The wearing of 
headscarves in 
the university is 
an oppositional 
act against 
secularism 

60.3 
(241) 

14.5 
(58) 

6.8 
(27) 

10.3 
(41) 

8.3 
(33) 

1.92/1.35 
(400) 

The wearing of 
headscarves is 
the legal right of 
women who 
chose to wear it 
while pursuing 
their education 

9.8 
(39) 

9.3 
(37) 

6.3 
(25) 

11.8 
(47) 

63.0 
(252) 

4.09/1.39 
(400) 

Note. Values are shown in percentages (%); parentheses show n values. 
 

Table 2 shows the responses to the questions about the wearing of headscarves among the 

wives of administrative cadre. More than half of the respondents (59.5 %) strongly disagreed 

with the statement “Do you think President Abdullah Gul’s and Prime Minister Tayyip 

Erdogan’s wives wearing of headscarves contradicts the principle of secularism?”  Nonetheless, 

about 9 % of the participants strongly agreed with the statement assessed in the first question. 

For the statement “Do you think President Abdullah Gul’s and Prime Minister Tayyip Erdogan’s 

wives’ wearing of headscarves negatively affect Turkey’s international image?” about half of the 

respondents (51.5%) strongly disagreed, while 46 respondents (11.5%) strongly agreed. For the 

third statement “Do you think the number of women wearing headscarves has increased in 

Turkey as a result of conservative parties’ gaining power in recent years?” nearly 40 % of the 
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participants strongly disagreed with the statement, while 15 % of the participants strongly agreed 

with it. Considering the mean and standard deviation values, Table 2 shows that there were slight 

differences in the standard deviation values of the responses to three questions.  

Table 2 
 
Descriptive Statistics for Opinions of University Students on Wearing of Headscarves among the 
Wives of Administrative Cadre  
 

 
Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Unsure Agree 
Strongly 
Agree 

M / SD 

Do you think 
President Abdullah 
Gul’s and Prime 
Minister Tayyip 
Erdogan’s wives’ 
wearing of 
headscarves 
contradicts the 
principle of 
secularism? 

59.5 
(238) 

17.8 
(71) 

5.3 
(21) 

8.8 
(35) 

8.8 
(35) 

1.90/1.334 
(400) 

Do you think 
President Abdullah 
Gul’s and Prime 
Minister Tayyip 
Erdogan’s wives’ 
wearing of 
headscarves 
negatively affect 
Turkey’s 
international image? 

51.5 
(206) 

19.0 
(76) 

8.3 
(33) 

9.8 
(39) 

11.5 
(46) 

2.11/1.420 
(400) 

Do you think the 
number of women 
wearing the 
headscarves has 
increased in Turkey 
as a result of 
conservative parties’ 
gaining power in 
recent years? 

38.8 
(155) 

18.0 
(72) 

14.8 
(59) 

13.5 
(54) 

15.0 
(60) 

2.48/1.483 
(400) 

Note. Values are shown in percentages (%); parentheses show n values. 
 

Moreover, although there seemed no significant variations among the mean scores for all 
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three questions, the mean score for the first question in the scale was 1.90 from a possible 

minimum score of 1 and a maximum of 5 and the standard deviation for this question was 1.33. 

All other questions in the scale had higher mean scores than this question with the highest of 

2.48 for the third question. Thus, students were more likely to strongly agree with the third 

statement than the other two statements. Although the number of the participants who “strongly 

disagreed” with this statement were about more than twice (155) of the participants who strongly 

agreed with the statement (60), the closest numbers among the categories of dependent variable 

were reached with the third statement.  

Controlling for the independent variable gender the percentage distributions and the 

values of the means and standard deviations are shown in the Table 3.  

Table 3 
 
Percentage Distributions and Descriptive Statistics of Opinions of University Students on 
Wearing of Headscarves in the Universities by Gender 
 
 

 Gender 
Strongly 
Disagree

Disagree Unsure Agree
Strongly 
Agree 

M / SD 

Female 
59.2 
(142) 

16.7 
(40) 

6.7 
(16) 

10.4 
(25) 

7.1 
(17) 

1.90/ 1.307 
(240) 

The wearing of 
headscarves in the 
university is an 
oppositional act 
against secularism Male 

61.9 
(99) 

11.3 
(18) 

6.9 
(11) 

10.0 
(16) 

10.0 
(16) 

1.95/1.413 
(160) 

Female 
7.9 
(19) 

8.8 
(21) 

7.5 
(18) 

11.3 
(27) 

64.6 
(155) 

4.16/1.329 
(240) 

The wearing of 
headscarves is the 
legal right of women 
who chose to wear it 
while pursuing their 
education 

Male 
12.5 
(20) 

10.0 
(16) 

4.4 
(7) 

12.5 
(20) 

60.6 
(97) 

3.99/1.479 
(160) 

Note. Values are shown in percentages (%); parentheses show n values. 
 

The mean value showed the weighted average scores of participants by gender. The findings did 
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not reveal any significant differences in opinions about the wearing of headscarves in the 

universities by gender. Contrary to my first hypothesis “Female university students are more 

likely to favor wearing of the headscarves in the universities more than male university 

students,” study strongly suggested that there was no significant relationship between student’s 

gender and his/her opinions on the topic. 

Independent t-test results also did not indicate any significant difference in opinions by 

gender as showed in the Table 4. This analysis yielded an observed value of  t =  -.393, df = 398, 

and p >.20 for the first question and an observed value of  t = 1.203, df = 398, and p > .20 for the 

second question. The results showed that the level of significance is more than .20, and the 

obtained t falls under the .05 alpha level. Thus the opinions did not change significantly by 

independent variable of gender. 

Table 4 
 
Independent t-Test Results for the Independent Variable of Gender 
 

 t df Sig. (2-tailed) 

The wearing of headscarves in the university is an 
oppositional act against secularism 

-.393 398 -.695 

The wearing of headscarves is the legal right of women 
who chose to wear it while pursuing their education 

1.203 398 .230 

p > .20  
 

The analysis of the opinions about wearing of headscarves among the wives of 

administrative cadre by gender also did not reveal any significant effect of gender on opinions. 

Percentage distributions and descriptive statistics (Table 5) implied that gender did not have a 

significant effect on students’ opinions. Moreover, Table 5 also shows that there were no 



 35  

significant variances among the mean and standard deviation values of female and male 

participants. 

Table 5 
 
Percentage Distributions and Descriptive Statistics of Opinions about Wearing of Headscarves 
among the Wives of Administrative Cadre by Gender 
 

 Gender 
Strongly 
Disagree

Disagree Unsure Agree 
Strongly 
Agree 

M / SD 

Female 
58.8 
(141) 

19.2 
(46) 

5.4 
(13) 

10.0 
(24) 

6.7 
(16) 

1.87/1.277 
(240) 

Do you think 
President 
Abdullah Gul’s 
and Prime 
Minister Tayyip 
Erdogan’s wives’ 
wearing of 
headscarves 
contradicts the 
principle of 
secularism? 

Male 
60.6 
(97) 

15.6 
(25) 

5.0 
(8) 

6.9 
(11) 

11.9 
(19) 

1.94/1.417 
(160) 

Female 
49.2 
(118) 

21.7 
(52) 

9.2 
(22) 

10.8 
(26) 

9.2 
(22) 

2.09/1.357 
(240) 

Do you think 
President 
Abdullah Gul’s 
and Prime 
Minister Tayyip 
Erdogan’s wives’ 
wearing of 
headscarves 
negatively affect 
Turkey’s 
international 
image? 

Male 
55.0 
(88) 

15.0 
(24) 

6.9 
(11) 

8.1 
(13) 

15.0 
(24) 

2.13/1.514 
(160) 

Female 
44.2 
(106) 

17.9 
(43) 

8.3 
(20) 

14.6 
(35) 

15.0 
(36) 

2.38/1.524 
(240) 

Do you think the 
number of 
women wearing 
the headscarves 
has increased in 
Turkey as a 
result of 
conservative 
parties’ gaining 
power in recent 
years? 

Male 
30.6 
(49) 

18.1 
(29) 

24.4 
(39) 

11.9 
(19) 

15.0 
(24) 

2.63/1.413 
(160) 

Note. Values are shown in percentages (%); parentheses show n values; percentages are within gender. 
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Independent t-test results (Table 6) showed no significant relationship between the 

gender and students’ opinions, the same as the previous tests. The t-tests revealed an observed 

value of t = -.520, df = 398, and p > .20 for the first question, an observed value of t = -.273, df = 

398, and p > .20 for the second question, and an observed value of t = -1.599, df = 398, and p 

>.20 for the third question. The results showed that the level of significance is more than .20, and 

therefore the obtained t falls under the .05 alpha level. Thus, the statement opinions on wearing 

of headscarves among the wives of administrative cadre did not change significantly by gender. 

Table 6 

Independent t-Test Results for the Independent Variable of Gender 

 t df Sig. (2-tailed) 

Do you think President Abdullah Gul’s and Prime 
Minister Tayyip Erdogan’s wives’ wearing of headscarves 
contradicts the principle of secularism? 

-.520 398 .603 

Do you think President Abdullah Gul’s and Prime 
Minister Tayyip Erdogan’s wives’ wearing of headscarves 
negatively affect Turkey’s international image? 

-.273 398 .785 

Do you think the number of women wearing the 
headscarves has increased in Turkey as a result of 
conservative parties’ gaining power in recent years? 

-1.599 398 .111 

p >.20 

A secularism index was organized to analyze the influence of the independent variable of 

the level of secularism on about the dependent variable wearing of headscarves in the 

universities (Table 7). The secularism index showed that around 33 % of the participants had 

scores above 9 in a continuum of scores from 3 to 15 and considered agreed or strongly agreed 

with the statements in the secularism index. On the other hand, around 18 % of the respondents 

had a score of 3 which corresponds to lowest level of secularism. Moreover, 9 % of the 

respondents had a score of 15 which refers to the highest level of secularism in this index.  
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Table 7 

Secularism Index 

Secularism 
Score 

Frequency (f) Percentage (%) 
Cumulative (C%) 

Percentage 

3 73 18.3 18.3 

4 33 8.3 26.5 

5 23 5.8 32.3 

6 56 14.0 46.3 

7 23 5.8 52.0 

8 30 7.5 59.5 

9 31 7.8 67.3 

10 21 5.3 72.5 

11 25 6.3 78.8 

12 19 4.8 83.5 

13 16 4.0 87.5 

14 13 3.3 90.8 

15 37 9.3 100.0 

Total (N) 400 100.0 100.0 
 

Three questions were employed to measure the effect of the level of secularism on 

opinions. The reliability test results revealed a Cronbach’s Alpha of .892 which showed a high 

reliability of the secularism index to measure the opinions. The correlation tests showed a strong 

significant positive linear relationship between the level of secularism and the opinions about 

wearing of headscarves in the universities (R1 = .62, p ≤  .01, and R2 = -.65, p ≤  .01). Thus, level 

of secularism explains 38.4 % of the variation in the opinions for the first question, and 42.3 % 

of the variation in opinions for the second question about wearing of headscarves in the 

universities. The results showed that the correlation was significant at .01 level. Furthermore, the 

results supported the hypothesis and showed that students with higher levels of secularism are 

more likely to oppose the wearing of headscarves in the universities. 
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Considering the effect of the level of secularism on the opinions of the university students 

about the wearing of headscarves among the wives of administrative cadre, Pearson’s 

Correlation coefficients were compared. The correlation test results showed that level of 

secularism explained 43.6 % of the variance in opinions about wearing of headscarves in the 

universities with an R1 = .66 for the first question. The correlation test explained 45 % of the 

variation with an R2 = .67 for the second question. Finally the correlation test disclosed 28.7 % of 

the variation with an R3 = .53, indicating a strong, positive, and linear relationship between the 

opinions about the wearing of headscarves among the wives of administrative cadre and the level 

of secularism. Moreover, the correlation was significant at the .01 level (2-tailed) for this test (p 

≤ .01).  

The frequency distribution of the sample by socioeconomic status is shown in Table 8.  

The distribution showed that nearly half of the participants (48.3 %) fell into the category of 

middle socioeconomic status with an annual family income between 10.000 YTL and 30.000 

YTL. However, only 65 participants (16.3%) fell into the category of higher socioeconomic 

status with an annual family income higher than 30.000 YTL.  

Table 8 

The Frequency Distribution of Respondents’ Socioeconomic Status  

 
Lower 

Socioeconomic 
Status 

Middle 
Socioeconomic 

Status 

Higher 
Socioeconomic 

Status 

Total 
(N) 

Frequency (f) 142 193 65 400 

Percentages (%) 35.5 48.3 16.3 100.0 

 

The relationship between the opinions about the wearing of headscarves and university 

students’ socioeconomic levels was examined through the application of correlation tests (Table 
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9). The correlation tests for the independent variable of socioeconomic level and the two 

dependent variables revealed similar results. The Pearson’s correlations on opinions about 

wearing of headscarves in the universities were calculated first. The result of the test found a 

positive, weak correlation (.031) between the first question and the socioeconomic level. 

Correlations found a negative, weak correlation (-.073) between the second question and the 

socioeconomic level. A negative correlation indicated that when the socioeconomic level 

increased then the positive views on the second question tended to decrease. The relationship 

was significant at .01 level.  

Table 9 
 
Correlation Test Results for the Opinions about Wearing of Headscarves in the Universities and 
Socioeconomic Status 
 

 
Socio-

economic 
level 

The wearing of 
headscarves in the 

university is an 
oppositional act 

against secularism 
 

The wearing of 
headscarves is the 

legal right of women 
who chose to wear it 
while pursuing their 

education 
 

Socio-economic Level (Sig. 2-
tailed) 

1 
.031 

(.534) 
-.073 
(.146) 

The wearing of headscarves in 
the university is an oppositional 
act against secularism (Sig. 2-
tailed) 

.031 
(.534) 

1 
-.758** 
(.000) 

The wearing of headscarves is 
the legal right of women who 
chose to wear it while pursuing 
their education (Sig. 2-tailed) 

-.073 
(.146) 

-.758** 
(.000) 

1 

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  
 
Moreover, the correlation tests between the opinions about the wearing of headscarves 

among the wives of administrative cadre and socioeconomic level gave parallel results with the 

previous tests (Table 10). The Pearson’s correlation coefficient was .66 for the first question, .67 
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for the second question, and .53 for the third question. Thus the hypothesis “There is an inverse 

relationship between the university students’ socioeconomic status and their favor for wearing of 

headscarves” was rejected. The results found that there were no significant relationships between 

the socioeconomic level and opinions about the wearing of headscarves in the universities or 

about wearing of headscarves among the wives of administrative cadre.  

Table 10 
 
Correlation Test Results for the Opinions about the Wearing of Headscarves among the Wives of 
Administrative Cadre and Socioeconomic Status 
 

 

Q1) Do you think 
President Abdullah 

Gul’s and Prime 
Minister Tayyip 

Erdogan’s wives’ 
wearing of 

headscarves 
contradicts the 

principle of 
secularism? 

Q2) Do you think 
President Abdullah 

Gul’s and Prime 
Minister Tayyip 

Erdogan’s wives’ 
wearing of 

headscarves 
negatively affect 

Turkey’s 
international image? 

Q3) Do you think 
the number of 

women wearing the 
headscarves has 

increased in Turkey 
as a result of 
conservative 

parties’ gaining 
power in recent 

years? 

Socio-
economic 

Status 

Q1 1 
.853** 
.000 

.598** 
.000 

.051 

.307 

Q2 
.853** 
.000 

1 
.649** 
.000 

.052 

.304 

Q3 
.598** 
.000 

.649** 
.000 

1 
.049 
.332 

Socioeconomic 
Status  

.051 

.307 
.052 
.304 

.049 

.332 
1 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
  

Correlation test results showed that the level of encounters with women wearing 

headscarves explained a moderate amount of the variance in opinions about wearing of 

headscarves in the universities. Encounters with women wearing headscarves in family revealed 

an R = -.508; and encounters with women wearing headscarves among close friends gave an R = 

.589 for the first question. Moreover, encounters with women wearing headscarves in the family 
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revealed an R = .478 for the second question, and encounters with women wearing headscarves 

“among close friends” yielded an R = .535 for the same question.  

Pearson’s multiple correlations (R) for the level of encounters with women wearing 

headscarves indicated that the encounter with women wearing headscarves was strongly 

associated with the opinions on wearing of headscarves among the administrative cadre wives. 

The correlation test results for the three questions were as follows: For the first question the 

encounters with women wearing headscarves in family revealed an R = -.512 and encounters 

with women wearing headscarves among close friends yielded an R = -.623. For the second 

question encounters with women wearing headscarves in family revealed an R = -.509 and the 

encounters with women wearing headscarves among close friends yielded an R = -.618. Lastly, 

for the third question encounters with women wearing headscarves in family revealed an R =  

-.331, and the encounters with women wearing headscarves among close friends yielded an R = 

-.401. The correlation tests indicated a strong, negative, linear relationship between the level of 

encounter and opinions about the wearing of headscarves in universities and the wearing of 

headscarves among the wives of administrative cadre. A negative relationship explains that when 

the number of encounters with women wearing headscarves increased, the negative opinions 

about the wearing of headscarves tended to decrease. Thus, the results were supporting the 

hypothesis “The university students who had previous encounters with women wearing 

headscarves in their families or among their close friends are more likely to favor the wearing of 

headscarves than the university students who did not have previous experience of encountering 

women wearing headscarves in their families or among their close friends.” The different 

correlation tests also showed that the encounters with women wearing headscarves among close 
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friends had a stronger association with the two dependent variables more than the encounter with 

women wearing headscarves in family.  

 The ANOVA (analysis of variance) was used to examine if there was any statistical 

difference among the categories of encounter with women wearing headscarves in explaining the 

variance in opinions. Table 11 displays the ANOVA results for the independent variable 

encounter with women wearing headscarves. The results of the ANOVAs indicated that 

statistically significant differences existed between the mean scores of the three categories of 

encounter with women wearing headscarves.  

Table 11 

Results of Analysis of Variance for the Encounter with Women Wearing Headscarves in the 
Family 
 

Questions 
Source of 
Variation 

Sum of 
Squares 

df 
Mean 

Squares 
F 

Between Groups 202.913 2 101.456 76.960

Within Groups 523.365 397 1.318  
The wearing of headscarves in the 
university is an oppositional act 
against secularism Total 726.277 399   

Between Groups 190.915 2 95.457 65.132

Within Groups 581.845 397 1.466  

The wearing of headscarves is the 
legal right of women who chose 
to wear it while pursuing their 
education Total 772.760 399   

Between Groups 193.293 2 96.646 74.315

Within Groups 516.297 397   

Do you think President Abdullah 
Gul’s and Prime Minister Tayyip 
Erdogan’s wives’ wearing of 
headscarves contradicts the 
principle of secularism? Total 709.590 399 1.300  

Between Groups 223.991 2 111.995 76.608

Within Groups 580.387 397   

Do you think President Abdullah 
Gul’s and Prime Minister Tayyip 
Erdogan’s wives’ wearing of 
headscarves negatively affect 
Turkey’s international image? Total 804.378 399 1.462  

Between Groups 117.447 2 58.723 30.659

Within Groups 760.393 397 1.915  

Do you think the number of 
women wearing the headscarves 
has increased in Turkey as a result 
of conservative parties’ gaining 
power in recent years? Total 877.840 399   
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Considering the questions about the wearing of headscarves, the ANOVA revealed that 

there were statistically significant differences between the mean scores of the various categories 

of encounters with women wearing headscarves in family. The test results were as follows: for 

the first question, F (399) = 84.601, p = .001; for the second question, F (399) = 65.132, p = 

.001; for the third question, F (399) = 74.315, p = .001; for the fourth question F (399) = 76.608, 

p = .001; for the fifth question F (399) = 30.659, p = .001.  Since the all obtained F values were 

greater than the critical F values, the mean scores of the three categories of encounters with 

women wearing headscarves in family (none, some and many) changed significantly. The first 

category, none,  had the highest mean score for all five questions showing that students who had 

no previous encounters with women wearing headscarves in their families tended to have more 

negative views about the wearing of headscarves than the other groups, supporting the 

hypothesis. 

The ANOVA also revealed similar results for the categories of encounter with women 

wearing headscarves among close friends (Table 12).  The test results were as follows: For the 

first question, F (399) = 117.440, p = .001; for the second question, F (399) = 89.816, p = .001; 

for the third question, F (399) = 145.390, p = .001; for the fourth question F (399) = 133.083, p =  

.001; for the fifth question F (399) = 39.770, p = .001.  All obtained F values were greater than 

the critical F values, and the mean scores of the three categories (none, some and many) of 

encounter with women wearing headscarves among close friends changed significantly. The first 

category, none, had the highest mean score for all five questions showing that students who had 

no previous encounter with women wearing headscarves among their close friends tended to 

have more negative views about the wearing of headscarves than the other groups as stated in my 

hypothesis. 
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Table 12 
 
Results of Analysis of Variance for the Encounter with Women Wearing Headscarves among 
Close Friends 
 

Questions 
Source of 
Variation 

Sum of 
Squares 

df 
Mean 

Squares 
F 

Between Groups 269.969 2 134.985 117.440

Within Groups 456.308 397 1.149  
The wearing of headscarves in the 
university is an oppositional act 
against secularism Total 726.278 399   

Between Groups 240.730 2 120.365 89.816 

Within Groups 532.030 397 1.340  

The wearing of headscarves is the 
legal right of women who chose 
to wear it while pursuing their 
education Total 772.760 399   

Between Groups 300.001 2 150.001 145.390

Within Groups 409.589 397 1.032  

Do you think President Abdullah 
Gul’s and Prime Minister Tayyip 
Erdogan’s wives’ wearing of 
headscarves contradicts the 
principle of secularism? Total 709.590 399   

Between Groups 322.842 2 161.421 133.083

Within Groups 481.536 397 1.213  

Do you think President Abdullah 
Gul’s and Prime Minister Tayyip 
Erdogan’s wives’ wearing of 
headscarves negatively affect 
Turkey’s international image? Total 804.378 399   

Between Groups 146.520 2 73.260 39.770 

Within Groups 731.320 397 1.842  

Do you think the number of 
women wearing the headscarves 
has increased in Turkey as a result 
of conservative parties’ gaining 
power in recent years? Total 877.840 399   
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

This study examined the opinions of university students about the current situation of the 

headscarf dispute on the wearing of headscarves in Turkey. Gender, the level of secularism, 

socioeconomic status and encounters with women wearing headscarves were the variables 

analyzed in this study. The results of this study will be discussed in the following sections.  

 

Opinions of the University Students about Wearing of Headscarves 

The opinions of the university students were examined with the help of two different 

dependent variables. “The opinions about wearing of headscarves in the universities” was 

analyzed as the first dependent variable of this study. “Opinions about the wearing of 

headscarves among the wives of administrative cadre” was examined as the second dependent 

variable. The findings suggest that the overall opinions of Turkish students were positive toward 

the wearing of headscarves in Turkey. Moreover, the findings were very similar to Mutlu who 

found that 62 % of the students included in his study were favorable toward the wearing of 

headscarves in the universities (1997). Since Mutlu used the data that was collected before the 

ban on wearing of headscarves in the universities in 1998, the present findings showed that the 

opinions of the university students have not changed since the ban.  

In addition to providing a comparison with the results of Mutlu’s study, the findings also 

showed the opinions of university students about the wearing of headscarves among the wives of 

administrative cadre. The data did indicate that the opinions of the university students toward to 

each dependent variable were parallel. Thus, students who favored the wearing of headscarves in 
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the universities also favored the wearing of headscarves among the wives of administrative 

cadre.  

 

Gender and Opinions about Wearing of Headscarves 

The study did not reveal any significant differences between the opinions of men and 

women about the wearing of headscarves. The results are inconsistent with Genel and 

Karaosmanoglu’s study that found Muslim women thought that they did not gain significant 

support from men (2006). Although, this study assumed a difference between the opinions of 

men and women, which was estimated to be a result of some women’s direct roles in the 

headscarf dispute, the findings on the relationship between gender and opinions are either weak 

or inconsistent within the literature.  

 

Level of Secularism and Opinions 

A significant correlation was found between the level of secularism and the opinions 

about the wearing of headscarves. The correlation tests for two dependent variables and level of 

secularism indicated that the level of secularism was a significant factor in explaining the 

variation in dependent variables. As hypothesized earlier, a positive, strong relationship between 

the level of secularism and students’ opinions suggested that as the level of secularism increases 

then the negative opinions about the wearing of headscarves tend to increase. When the students 

define themselves as more secular then their opinions about the wearing of headscarves in the 

universities and among the wives of administrative cadre become less favorable.  

In accordance with Gokcek’s interpretation, this study found that the secularists were 

uneasy about the increasing visibility of wearing headscarves in public places such as 
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universities (1999). The findings also found that the visibility of headscarves is not welcomed 

when the representative positions of the Turkish state are at stake. Thus, the wearing of 

headscarves among the wives of administrative cadre is not favorable for the university students 

who identify stronger with secularism. As Hamilton assumes, the type of secularism found in 

Turkey tends to accept religious issues as a matter of personal life (2001). Hence, the wearing of 

headscarves in public places is still a problem for secularist students and they are less favorable 

to it than their less secular counterparts.  

Since previous studies have not examined the effects of the level of secularism on 

people’s opinions about the wearing of headscarves this is a unique contribution of this study to 

the research data. However, the effects of the different features of secularism in Turkey should 

be examined further. This study showed that the more university students identify themselves 

with secularism then the they hold less favorable perceptions about the wearing of headscarves.  

 

Socioeconomic Status and Opinions 

The findings did not reveal any significant change in opinions by socioeconomic status.  

The findings falsified my hypothesis and therefore no significant relationship was found between 

the socioeconomic status and opinions about wearing of headscarves. However, my findings are 

in harmony with the assumptions in Gulalp who claimed that the expectations of the traditional 

Muslims in Turkish society have changed a lot during the years (2001). Having a lower socio-

economic status has long been identified with the traditional Muslims in the past studies and 

secular people have been assumed to come from a higher socio-economic status (Mardin, 1989). 

Yet current studies indicate that the concerns of traditional Muslims have changed during the 

years significantly (Gulalp 2001, Genel & Karaosmanoglu 2006).  
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The findings also found that although most students’ perceptions are positive toward the 

wearing of headscarves, their socioeconomic statuses did not affect their opinions directly as the 

past studies assumed. Thus, my findings make an empirical contribution to the examination of 

the effects of socioeconomic status on people’s opinions about the wearing of headscarves. 

Moreover, the findings indicated that the socioeconomic status is no longer a significant 

determinant of the opinions about the headscarf dispute as it was in the past. Future studies can 

analyze the diverse reasons behind the decreasing role of socioeconomic status on opinions and 

may examine its substitutes.  

 

Encounter with Women Wearing Headscarves and Opinions 

The correlation tests indicated a strong, negative, linear relationship between the level of 

encounter and opinions about the wearing of headscarves in universities and wearing of 

headscarves among the wives of administrative cadre. Thus, when the number of encounters with 

women wearing headscarves increases, the negative opinions about the wearing of headscarves 

tend to decrease. As hypothesized earlier, the findings indicated that university students who had 

more previous encounters with women wearing headscarves in their families or among their 

close friends were more likely to favor the wearing of headscarves than university students who 

did not have previous experience of encountering women wearing headscarves in their families 

or among their close friends. According to my findings the encounter with women wearing 

headscarves explained a large portion of variation in the opinions.  

The different correlation tests also found that the encounter with women wearing 

headscarves “among close friends” had a stronger association with two dependent variables more 

than the encounter with women wearing headscarves “in family.” This difference between the 
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effects of diverse arenas of encounters found that the encounters with women wearing 

headscarves were more effective on students’ opinions when the encounter is among close 

friends.  

Although previous studies have not addressed the effects of social encounters on people’s 

opinions about the wearing of headscarves, Genel and Karaosmanoglu’s study is helpful to 

analyze the issue. Genel and Karaosmanoglu stated that there was lack of communication 

between the secular and Islamist segments of Turkish society (2006). Similar to this 

examination, the findings found that one of the significant reasons behind the social disparity 

between the secular and Islamist segment of Turkish society may be explained by lack of 

encounters with each other.   

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the findings from this study showed that most undergraduate students held 

positive perceptions toward the wearing of headscarves. The perceptions of men and women did 

not differ significantly. The data indicated that the socioeconomic status was not a significant 

factor on the perceptions of university students about the issue. However, the level of secularism 

and encounters with women wearing headscarves were distinguished as two determining factors 

of the diverse opinions of university students. Students with higher levels of secularism were 

found to have more negative perceptions about the wearing of headscarves. On the other hand, 

students with previous encounters with women wearing headscarves were found to have more 

favorable perceptions toward wearing of headscarves than those without.  

The secularism’s interesting contradiction with wearing of headscarves can be examined 

as an implication of the different features of Turkish secularism. Differing from other types of 
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secularisms in the world, the Turkish secularism favors the modernization movement and views 

visibility of the religious symbols in the public sphere as a threat to the secular system. The 

secularists’ opposition to appearance of religious symbols, such as headscarves, in the public 

arena is not surprising when the long modernization process behind the today’s modern Turkey 

is considered. In such a system which is a result of long term modernization projects, increasing 

visibility of Islamism can be considered as a quest for the previous system or as a backwardness.  

However, as stated in some of the previous studies (Mutlu, 1996; Genel & 

Karaosmanoglu, 2006), Islamization or secularization among young people occur in democratic 

manner. More sensible and individualistic forms of secularism and Islam were observed among 

the university students. Although a negative relationship was found between secularism level and 

the opinions about wearing of headscarves, more students were examined to be tolerable towards 

the wearing of headscarves identifying themselves with secular principles at the same time. 

Future studies can examine the specific features of Turkish secularism which affects 

people’s opinions about wearing of headscarves. Moreover, future research can also discuss the 

different arenas of encounters between the different segments of society which may go beyond 

family and friends.  
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Before agreeing to participate in this research study, it is important that you read and understand 
the following explanation of the purpose and benefits of the study and how it will be conducted.   

Title of study is ‘An Analysis of the Opinions of University Students about the Current Situation 
of the Headscarf Dispute in Turkey’. 

Principal investigator Dilek Aydemir is a graduate student in the University of North Texas 
(UNT) Department of Sociology.  

Purpose of Study: 

You are being asked to participate in a research study which aims to analyze the opinions of the 
university students about the current situation of the headscarf dispute in Turkey.  

Study Procedures: 

You will be asked to answer questions from a survey questionnaire that will take about 10 
minutes of your time. To participate in this survey you should be over 18 years old. 

Foreseeable Risks  

No foreseeable risks are involved in this study.  
 
Benefits to the Subjects or Others 
 
This study is not expected to be of any direct benefit to you. However, this study is expected to 
help the researcher to analyze the opinions of the university students on the topic and contribute 
the research field by this way.  
 
Procedures for Maintaining Confidentiality of Research Records:  
 
In this study you will not be asked for your name. Your e-mails will be kept in the researcher’s 
personal e-mail account and will not be reviewed anyone other than the researcher. The 
confidentiality of your individual information will be maintained in any publications or 
presentations regarding this study.  
 
Your participation to this study is voluntary and you can withdraw from this study at any time. 
Your choice to answer and return this survey questionnaire constitutes your consent to 
participate in this study.  

Questions about the Study: 

If you have any questions about the study, you may contact Dilek Aydemir at telephone number 
(xxx) xxx.xxx.xxxx or the faculty advisor, Dr. David Williamson, UNT Department of 
Sociology, at telephone number (xxx) xxx.xxx.xxxx.   
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Review for the Protection of Participants: 

This research study has been reviewed and approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board 
(IRB).  The UNT IRB can be contacted at (940) 565-3940 with any questions regarding the 
rights of research subjects.   

Research Participants’ Rights: Your signature below indicates that you have read or have had 
read to you all of the above and that you confirm all of the following:  

 Dilek Aydemir  has explained the study to you and answered all of your questions.  You 
have been told the possible benefits and the potential risks and/or discomforts of the 
study.  

 You understand that you do not have to take part in this study, and your refusal to 
participate or your decision to withdraw will involve no penalty or loss of rights or 
benefits.  The study personnel may choose to stop your participation at any time.  

 You understand why the study is being conducted and how it will be performed.   
 You understand your rights as a research participant and you voluntarily consent to 

participate in this study.  
 You may print a copy of this notice for your records.  

            

______________________                

Date 
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The following questions are statements about “secularism.” Please mark whether you agree or 

disagree with each statement using the given choices: (5) strongly agree, (4) agree, (3) unsure, (2) 

disagree, (1) strongly disagree. 

  

 Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Unsure Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

1) I consider secularism as a 
basic principle in my life. 
 

5 4 3 2 1 

2) I would attend protests to 
defend secularism. 
 

5 4 3 2 1 

3) I would support the 
activities of secularist 
organizations fully.   
 

5 4 3 2 1 

 

The following questions are statements about wearing of a headscarf in the universities. 

Please mark whether you agree or disagree with each statement using the given choices: 

(5) strongly agree, (4) agree, (3) unsure (2) disagree, (1) strongly disagree.  

 
 Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Unsure Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

1) The wearing of a 
headscarf in the 
university is an 
oppositional act 
against secularism. 
 

5 4 3 2 1 

2) The wearing of a 
headscarf in the 
university is a legal 
right of women who 
choose to wear it 
while pursuing their 
education. 

5 4 3 2 1 
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The following questions are statements about the wearing of headscarves among the 

wives of administrative cadre of Turkey. Please circle whether you agree or disagree 

with each statement using the given choices: (5) strongly agree, (4) agree, (3) unsure, 

(2) disagree, (1) strongly disagree.  

 

 Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Unsure Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

1) Do you think 
President Abdullah 
Gul’s and Prime 
Minister Tayyip 
Erdogan’s wives’ 
wearing of headscarves 
contradicts the principle 
of secularism? 

5 4 3 2 1 

2) Do you think 
President Abdullah 
Gul’s and Prime 
Minister Tayyip 
Erdogan’s wives’ 
wearing of headscarves 
negatively affects 
Turkey’s international 
image? 
 
 

5 4 3 2 1 

3) Do you think the 
number of women 
wearing headscarves 
has increased in Turkey 
as a result of 
conservative parties’ 
gaining power in recent 
years? 

5 4 3 2 1 

The following set of questions asks for information to help the researcher to get general 

data about the university students who participate in this survey. This information will not 

recognize you personally. Only group data will be presented.  

 



 57  

Gender Female Male 
Age   ............ 
 
What is your 
estimated annual 
family income? 
 

Under 10.000 YTL  Between  
10.000 -30.000 YTL  

Over 30.000 YTL  

 

Do you have any 
women wearing 
headscarves in your 
family? 

None Some Many 

 

Do you have any 
women wearing 
headscarves among 
your close friends? 

 None Some Many 
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