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ABSTRACT This article focuses on the relationship between the socioeconomic 
rights of headscarved women and the political attitude of governments to-
wards the headscarf in Turkey. Taking the 2013 removal of bans against the 
headscarf in the public sphere as the reference point, we attempt to provide 
a before-and-after comparison of the status of headscarved professionals in 
the Turkish labor market, based on factors in the political climate. While fo-
cusing mainly on the changing outlook in the public sector, we also examine 
the consequences of this liberalizing move on the private sector and explore 
the likely futures of the headscarf issue from a labor market perspective. 
Findings from the qualitative research reveal the strong influence political 
attitude has on the headscarf issue, as evident in the employment of head-
scarved women in white-collar occupations. We discovered that the politi-
cal climate is still expected to be the key dynamic in Turkey that shapes the 
future for professionals wearing the headscarf, primarily through the chan-
nel of the state job market. This study contributes to the vast literature on 
women’s social and economic rights by addressing a decades-long, divisive 
issue that concerns a substantial segment of Turkish society.

Keywords: Headscarf, Women, Labor Market, Political Climate, Discrimination, Turkey

ARTICLE

Insight Turkey 2022 
Vol. 24 / No. 1 / pp. 211-227

Received Date: 09/08/2021  •  Accepted Date: 01/05/2022  •  DOI: 10.25253/99.2022241.12



212 Insight Turkey

HATİCE KARAHAN and NİGAR TUĞSUZARTICLE

Introduction

The headscarf has functioned as a major factor in discrimination against 
Turkish women throughout the history of the Republic. The beginning 
of the prohibitions against headscarved women dates back to the 1960s 

when an increasing number of young women wearing headscarves attended 
universities. These women were prevented from attending classes during their 
studies and were denied work in the public sector and state offices. This dis-
crimination was officially sanctioned by the state in the first comprehensive 
legislative ban against them, which took effect after the coup d’état in 1980. 
The military regime that took power right after the coup imposed a ban on 
headscarves at Turkish universities, some of which fully implemented it. In 
addition, women working at public institutions and schools were ordered 
not to cover their hair. Although the civil government that later took office, 
headed by Prime Minister Turgut Özal, made some efforts to remove the re-
strictions, President Kenan Evren, who was also the leader of the 1980 coup, 
vetoed the changes to the regulations. While Özal’s democratization efforts 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s helped mitigate the prohibitive practices at 
universities to some extent, the later, ‘postmodern’ coup of February 28, 1997, 
brought all the bans back even stronger. On the path to the postmodern coup, 
a chaotic climate was created in Turkish society through the so-called ‘Struggle 
against the Islamic Reactionism’ initiative.1 Accordingly, in the period follow-
ing the coup, headscarved women were strictly banned from universities and 
all state institutions, including schools and hospitals.2 As an indirect effect, the 
bans also caused the private sector to hesitate in offering employment to these 
women, or to exploit them by offering substandard conditions and very low 
wages.3 The bans in the public sector were thus reflected in the private sector as 
a spillover effect,4 and the job opportunities provided by private companies for 
this cohort were extremely limited or undesirable. Moreover, particularly in 
metropolitan areas, the practices of the state had serious consequences on the 
social status of women wearing the headscarf, often leading to mistreatment 
and hostility. As a signifier of religion, the headscarf was used as a means of 
discrimination across Turkey.5 The secular segments of society reproduced the 
official state ideology against women wearing religious attire by declaring the 
headscarf as anti-secular, anti-modern, and oppressive.6

The sharp restrictions and discrimination in Turkey against women wearing 
the headscarf continued in the 2000s as well. Although the Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AK Party, Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi), which took office in late 
2002 under the leadership of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, initiated a reform and 
democratization process,7 the headscarf issue was not effectively placed on the 
political agenda until 2008, when the first important step was taken; the AK 
Party collaborated with two other political parties and brought a bill to the 
Parliament to lift the headscarf ban at universities. Although the bill was ap-
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proved by a majority in the Parliament, 
the Republican People’s Party (CHP, 
Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi) had it canceled 
by the Supreme Court. Thus, the head-
scarf issue reached a point of deadlock 
once again, because of the reactions of 
the secular sections of the country.8 

Nonetheless, the quest by the govern-
ment and the religious segments of 
the society for justice for headscarved 
women in Turkey continued. Finally, in 2013, the bans on headscarves for pub-
lic employees were removed by the AK Party government with an amendment 
made as part of the dress code regulation.9 Based on a Cabinet decree dated 
October 8, 2013, the phrase in Article 5 of the relevant regulation requiring 
female public officials to have uncovered hair in the workplace was removed. 
This amendment gave women with headscarves the right to be employed in 
the public sector. With the disappearance of the policy prohibiting the wearing 
of the headscarf in public and state spheres, private firms were also implic-
itly encouraged to employ headscarved professionals. These efforts aimed to 
provide socioeconomic equality for the women throughout the country who 
chose to wear the headscarf. 

In this context, we propose to explore the effects of political endeavors to allow 
the participation of headscarved women in the labor market. While this in-
vestigation concentrates primarily on the recent improvement in public/state 
sector employment, we also note any changes in the private sector since 2013. 
Furthermore, we question the outlook for the headscarf issue from a labor 
market perspective, contingent on the political atmosphere. Thus, our research 
question is “What degree of impact does the political climate in Turkey have 
on the employment of headscarved professionals?” We hypothesize that the 
integration of headscarved professionals into the public sector is closely as-
sociated with the political atmosphere created recently in their favor. Accord-
ingly, we argue that the status of these women in the public sector is vulnerable 
to future changes in the political climate. As for the private sector, we expect to 
find limited political influence, assuming that corporate policies are primarily 
built from Turkey’s ideologically shaped cultural structures. 

The literature on discrimination against headscarved professionals primarily 
includes cases in several Western and non-Muslim majority countries and 
needs to be diversified with an international perspective. It especially lacks suf-
ficient research from Muslim-majority societies. Thus, Turkey is an important 
case to analyze, particularly about outcomes in the labor market since 2013. By 
investigating pertinent developments within this relevant time period, we aim 

Finally, in 2013, the bans 
on headscarves for public 
employees were removed 
by the AK Party government 
with an amendment made 
as part of the dress code 
regulation
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to demonstrate the extent to which 
headscarved professionals have been 
accepted into the labor force and ex-
plore their prospects for the future. 
Therefore, this study is expected to 
make a meaningful contribution to 
the literature by analyzing a note-
worthy social, economic and political 
issue in Turkey that concerns a large 
segment of the female population.

About this Study

This study is part of a body of comprehensive qualitative research investigating 
the position of headscarved, white-collar employees in the Turkish labor mar-
ket through a semi-ethnographic method. The research was obtained through 
face-to-face, in-depth interviews10 with 30 professionals from the financial 
sector in Turkey. The core of our sample consists of 22 headscarved women 
at various levels of seniority, who also had experience in sectors other than 
finance. The headscarved professionals in the financial sector worked in state-
owned commercial banks and private Islamic finance (participation) banks, 
as we –expectedly– could not detect any headscarved professionals at private 
commercial banks. The remaining interviews were conducted with male and 
non-headscarved female managers and executives from all types of banks, i.e., 
private and public commercial banks, and Islamic finance banks. A key crite-
rion for the selection of participants was having experience and/or observa-
tions related to the headscarf issue in the Turkish labor market.

The fieldwork was carried out in 2021. The financial sector is a major and 
female-intensive industry in the Turkish economy; analyzing the workplace 
treatment of headscarved professionals there should provide insight into the 
wider market. While we explored the position of headscarved women in the 
financial sector specifically,11 we also asked the participants questions regard-
ing the general outlook in the wider labor market. This paper presents the 
outcomes obtained from the latter questions. The previous experiences and 
extensive business relations of the interviewees pertaining to other sectors pro-
vided a considerable advantage for us in extending the research beyond the 
financial sector. 

During the interviews, we asked the participating professionals to evaluate 
the current employment policies and practices that affect headscarved profes-
sionals in the public and private sectors. In this regard, participants not only 
described the present situation but also made comparisons with the past, shed-

With the disappearance of the 
policy prohibiting the wearing 
of the headscarf in public 
and state spheres, private 
firms were also implicitly 
encouraged to employ 
headscarved professionals
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ding fresh light on relevant developments. Because the milestone in Turkey 
regarding the employment of women with the headscarf was the amendment 
made by the government in 2013, we particularly asked the interviewees to 
discuss the impact of political support on the increasing number of job op-
portunities for women with headscarves. In addition, we asked them to share 
their views and expectations on the prospects for headscarved professionals, 
depending on the future political context.

Findings and Discussion

We analyze our findings in two steps. In the first part, we attempt to identify the 
level of freedoms that headscarved professionals have obtained so far and the 
relationship of these freedoms to the political context. In the second part, we 
provide an assessment of future prospects by centering on the issue of the po-
litical climate. Our findings reveal important dimensions of the headscarf issue 
in today’s Turkey by exploring the dynamics of the liberalization trend in detail.

From Past to Present: The Changing Status of Headscarved Professionals
Taking 2013 as the reference point for our research, we first examined the 
overall perception of the degree of participation of headscarved women in the 
Turkish labor market. All the participants agreed that the number of head-
scarved professionals in the economy has been increasing since the 2010s. 
They also mentioned the growing variety of sectors and business departments 
in which headscarved women are employed today. This was naturally asso-
ciated with the increasing visibility of the headscarf in the labor market. For 
instance, a 26-year-old private sector professional said, “Our number in the 
job market is constantly increasing. And this is not restricted to a few sectors 
only. I know many people who work at other firms, and they observe this too. 
This makes me hopeful, and I believe the number will keep going up.” The 
following statement by a 30-year-old female participant is indicative of this im-
provement: “Headscarved, white-collar employees used to be found mostly at 
ICT (Information and Communication Technologies) departments or at units 
where they were assigned paperwork. Now they can also work in sales depart-
ments. Moreover, although rare, they can be seen in managerial positions. We 
clearly see the progress.” In this context, a woman professional (37) with the 
multi-sectoral experience described the changes she had observed, “When I 
graduated from university, I was not allowed to apply to most companies be-
cause of my headscarf. That is why I was not able to consider many options. 
Today, however, some of them are open to employees wearing a headscarf.”

As implied by the excerpts above, interviewees referred to a ‘restricted’ accep-
tance/presence of the headscarved women within the economy. Participants 
found the number of white-collar employees wearing the headscarf to be lim-
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ited. Some participants drew attention to the effects of the bans in the last de-
cades at universities and the job market to explain the relatively small presence 
of this group in the labor force. A 32-year-old woman stated that the involve-
ment of women in the labor market was, in fact, a time-related issue: “After the 
coup d’état in 1997 (February 28), an enormous number of women wearing the 
headscarf could not graduate from their schools, whereas religious men did 
not face a severe restriction. So, there is a lost generation of Turkish women 
for the labor market.” Another female professional from the public sector (27) 
agreed, highlighting the ongoing need for more equal treatment: “The number 
of religious women who hold a university degree keeps rising. This has obvi-
ously required some time because of the university bans in the past. If equal 
opportunities are given to headscarved women in the labor market, the ratio 
will reach much better levels.”

Although all of the participants confirmed the growing involvement of head-
scarved professionals in business life, most of them pointed out the limited job 
opportunities available to this group of women. Their statements stressed the 
minority status of these women and the ongoing discrimination against them in 
the private sector. A 48-year-old woman working in a public bank stated clearly 
that widespread discrimination exists against headscarved women in recruit-
ment in almost all sectors in Turkey. Another female professional from a private 
Islamic finance institution (35) described the situation as follows: “In fact, there 
is still a narrow window in the job market for women with the headscarf. In the 
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at the opening of 
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private sector, we can only apply to 
a restricted number of firms, which 
are ideologically close to the govern-
ment.” All headscarved participants 
reported that, regardless of suitable 
qualifications, they would not be 
employed by certain enterprises in 
Turkey even today. Their statements 
included the names of some major 
Turkish companies, which will be indicated here only by random letters. In the 
words of a woman public sector professional (37), “A bank belonging to Con-
glomerate A will seemingly never employ a headscarved professional. Certain 
other well-known Conglomerates won’t either. Neither in the banking nor an-
other sector that they work in…” A 36-year-old female participant from a pub-
lic bank made a similar statement, also linking the issue to the political context: 

I have 11 years of experience in the Turkish job market, and I can clearly say 
that although the AK Party has been in power for years, we (those who voted 
for it) have not been powerful in the business world. I am saying this, especially 
for women with the headscarf. What we have experienced is heartbreaking. 
Why can’t I work at Conglomerates A and B? Why wouldn’t a headscarved 
professional like me be given a chance to work at these companies? I can hon-
estly say that if they opened their doors to women like me, I would gladly work 
with them. It is ironic that I grew up abroad in a non-Muslim society and I had 
many non-Muslim friends and colleagues there. What we need here in Turkey 
is respect for each other. I do not care about the lifestyles of others, and mine 
should not interest anyone either.

Another woman professional (35) whom we interviewed described the limited 
nature of opportunities for women wearing a headscarf, based on various sto-
ries from her personal network:

Today, it is not like the past when women with headscarves were forbidden 
to enter university campuses. Now, many women with headscarves study at 
prestigious universities, not only in Turkey but also abroad. I know some 
women who have graduated from Harvard and Oxford. Yet, you see them 
working only at certain firms or participation banks (Islamic finance in-
stitutions). They deserve much more prestigious companies and positions, 
but the opportunities offered to them are still limited.

The interviewees who wore a headscarf predominantly addressed the covert 
discrimination against them when applying for positions in the private sector. 
They conveyed both their own experiences and other women’s stories about job 
applications and interviews. Although their resumés were accepted and given 

Participants also shared stories 
of professionals who decided 
to wear a headscarf at some 
point during their career, and 
who were either mistreated or 
forced to leave the job
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consideration by employers, to begin 
with, these women were not able to 
proceed with further assessment at 
a number of companies. Although 
most of them were not told the rea-
sons for the rejections, participating 
women described this practice by 
private firms as an unspoken pol-
icy of discrimination against head-
scarved applicants. A relatively se-
nior professional (48) described this 
situation as a very troubling problem: 
“We are exposed to serious discrimi-
nation and polarization. I believe this 
is about the issue of political beliefs.” 
A younger headscarved employee 

(30) defined these policies as the hidden recruitment rules of those companies, 
“When you send your resumé without a photo, you can pass certain stages of 
applications successfully, but when it comes to the interview and the employers 
learn that you cover your hair, they quickly reject you. And you are not even 
given a proper reason for rejection.” The personal story conveyed by a female 
professional (32) in human resources (HR) offers a good example of this practice:

Most of the big companies that I applied to rejected my application right away, 
despite my excellent qualifications and compatibility with the job require-
ments. Also, a few years ago, I was invited by Company C for a job interview. 
They had reached me via LinkedIn, where they had seen detailed information 
on my background (without a photo). A few weeks before the interview, they 
repeatedly called me, asking to send them my photo. And right after I sent 
it, they canceled the interview without mentioning a cause. What is more, I 
learned that they later hired a woman without a headscarf for that post, some-
one who had less experience than me.

Headscarved female professionals also talked about their negative experiences 
in the workplace. Some of these women had worked at several Turkish com-
panies, where there were only a limited number of professionals wearing the 
headscarf. In other words, these companies were different from those that 
completely rejected headscarved women, but they recruited only a small num-
ber. Headscarved employees in these enterprises not only felt like a minority, 
but they were also exposed to hostile workplace treatment. The following de-
scription by a 37-year-old participant is representative of this mistreatment:

Conglomerate D has been a big disappointment for me. And this was all be-
cause of my attire. In normal circumstances, this business group loves hiring 

With regard to this widely 
observed discrimination, 
most of the headscarved 
interviewees pointed out the 
existence of two completely 
different cultures in the Turkish 
labor market. According to 
them, the dominant culture 
strongly discriminates against 
professionals with religious 
values and lifestyles
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people who graduate from my university, which is very prestigious. I guess 
this was the main reason why they considered my application in the first place. 
However, they started to mistreat me on my first day of work there. The man-
ager of the Brand Management department, the unit for which my application 
had been accepted, objected to working with me. I heard him say to someone, 
“Where did they find her?” I was later transferred to the Foreign Trade depart-
ment, where the manager was known to be a relatively moderate man. During 
my work at Conglomerate D, I always felt something like racial discrimination. 
And I also noticed very clearly that women like me did not have a chance to be 
promoted to prestigious positions at such companies.

Participants also shared stories of professionals who decided to wear a head-
scarf at some point during their career, and who were either mistreated or 
forced to leave the job. A woman with a multisectoral career (40) said that she 
was obliged to quit her job when she decided to wear the headscarf. The expe-
rience of a 32-year-old professional is an illustration:

I started my career at Conglomerate D in 2010. At that time, I was not wear-
ing a headscarf. Everything was fine until I decided to cover my hair in 2014. 
After that point, I was treated like a totally different person by the very same 
company and the very same managers/colleagues. Despite my good work per-
formance, I experienced unfair treatment and realized there was a formal bias 
against headscarved women.

Similarly, another woman (30) noted:

My friend was working in the IT department of Conglomerate E. She decided to 
change her lifestyle and cover her hair. Because of that decision, she was forced 
by the company to quit her job. Similarly, another friend of mine, who was work-
ing at a well-known multinational company (MNC) in Turkey, had to resign af-
ter starting to wear the headscarf. The weird thing here is that nobody, including 
the women themselves, questioned this situation. I guess it is all about percep-
tions created, and this discrimination seems to be internalized by headscarved 
women too. In such an environment, how can people talk about equality?

While the mistreatment of headscarved professionals mostly came from their 
managers and colleagues, headscarved interviewees also mentioned certain 
negative attitudes from clients. As an example, a banking professional (35) re-
ported the following experience:

One day, I visited a client with my director. The client pointed at me and said 
to my director, “How can your employee wear a headscarf?” In another visit, 
another client spoke directly to me and said, “Look, my daughter is religious 
and prays but does not cover her hair. You think about it, too!” I faced many 



220 Insight Turkey

HATİCE KARAHAN and NİGAR TUĞSUZARTICLE

similar situations like this. I always tried to be patient, but such behavior was 
not acceptable.

With regard to this widely observed discrimination, most of the headscarved 
interviewees pointed out the existence of two completely different cultures in 
the Turkish labor market. According to them, the dominant culture strongly 
discriminates against professionals with religious values and lifestyles.12 The 
participants put a great deal of emphasis on this exclusionary ideology, which 
is widespread in Turkey. Most headscarved professionals also referred to some 
positive examples in Western countries and drew attention to the difference 
that exists in the Turkish private sector. For example, a female manager (49) 
pointed out the wide adoption of a diverse culture around the world at many 
MNCs and international institutions, where people from different nations and 
religions can easily work together: “In these companies, employees do not care 
about each other’s faith or lifestyle. In fact, this is a quality standard for compa-
nies. However, when you look at Turkish companies –and even the MNCs lo-
cated in Turkey– you can find only a few enterprises that reach this standard.” 
This issue was addressed by a younger woman (26) as follows: 

Many major firms in the U.S. employ Muslim and religious people, who can 
also be promoted to managerial positions. Those companies do not care about 
the clothing or lifestyle of their employees. However, this is not the case in Tur-
key. At the London branch of Company F, which is one of the leading consul-
tancy firms in the world, headscarved professionals are employed. Ironically, 
the Turkish branch of the same company never hires a female professional 
wearing the headscarf.

A headscarved professional (48) with the multinational experience offered this 
criticism:

As a headscarved professional, I worked abroad at (the well-known) Company 
G for five years. I was working directly with C-level managers, and I was the 
only Muslim professional there. There was mutual respect. They respected my 
religious practices like daily prayers and Ramadan fasting. I was never exposed 
to discriminatory behavior during those years. However, it is completely differ-
ent here in Turkey. I would not even be allowed to work at the same company 
in Turkey now.

Most participants emphasized that as long as headscarved professionals hold 
the required qualifications, they should be considered for jobs without res-
ervations. A woman (40) said, “If the resumé of a headscarved woman is top 
quality, the company should be able to say without any reservations that ‘this is 
the employee I have been looking for, no matter what.’ However, this is not the 
case in the Turkish private sector.” 
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Another mid-career woman (37) agreed 
and touched upon the social impacts of 
business life: “If Turkish people from dif-
ferent backgrounds/cultures are given the 
chance to work together, they will eventu-
ally notice that they also have similarities. 
Prejudices can be broken down in time if 
people get in touch with each other in the 
workplace.”

While the majority of the headscarved in-
terviewees confirmed the prevalence of 
discrimination in the private sector against white-collar professionals with 
the headscarf, they touched upon noteworthy progress in the public sector 
and in state-affiliated companies in this regard. A male director in HR (45) 
talked about the rights given to these women by making a comparison be-
tween the past and the present, “Today, headscarved professionals prefer to 
work at certain large state-affiliated companies such as H, I, J. In old Turkey, 
people with religious affiliations were not allowed to work at these firms. But 
now they are… And they really want to. They are proud to be a part of these 
important companies.” A female manager in the public financial sector (45) 
described the changes in regard to the employment of headscarved women 
as follows: 

Once the ban in the public sector was removed, everything proceeded as it 
should have. We started to work with headscarved professionals. Some served 
customers directly and some dealt with operational transactions in the back-
ground. As the number of women with the headscarf increases in the work-
place, people get used to seeing them and change their misperceptions in time. 
This was initiated only in the last decade in Turkey.

In describing these trends, participants particularly mentioned the positive 
influence of the AK Party governments on the promotion of rights for head-
scarved women and their status in the state labor market. A young professional 
(27) talked about her friends working at state-affiliated companies like I and 
K, “When I think about their presence at those firms, I find there has been 
quite a change, because of the freedom given by the AK Party governments to 
these women in terms of jobs.” A 35-year-old female participant concurred: 
“Several companies, including H and I, which are close to the government, 
employ white-collar professionals with the headscarf. The managers at these 
companies are comfortable with the headscarf issue.”

Despite this progress, the state’s efforts in the last decade have not been re-
ciprocated in the private sector. The words of an early-career woman (29) 

Headscarved participants 
linked their concerns to 
the traumas experienced 
in the past and the 
root cause of this 
mistreatment, which 
is the state’s secularist 
ideology
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summarize a common view among the 
participants: “The government has cre-
ated a positive atmosphere for the em-
ployment of headscarved professionals 
at public institutions. Yet I cannot say 
the same thing for the outlook in the 
private sector. Even in this support-
ive political context, Conglomerate A 
never considers employing a woman 

wearing the headscarf for a white-collar position. This is about the secular cor-
porate culture of such companies.” Several participants mentioned the reluc-
tant recruitment practices (just for visibility purposes, or tokenism) that they 
observed at some private companies. A woman (37) who had experience in 
three different sectors noted:

The employment of women wearing the headscarf at state-owned or affiliated 
enterprises today is all about the political atmosphere. I notice that there are 
also some private companies that employ women with a headscarf for the pur-
pose of looking good to the government. These firms hire only a few head-
scarved women but make them visible just for effect. In this respect, there is 
a group of employers in Turkey whose recruitment behavior varies with the 
political climate. They shut the doors (in the past) against headscarved women 
after February 28 and they can do it again in the future.

Stories shared by other participants supported this view. A young professional 
(28) offered a relevant example:

When I was recruited in 2017 by Company L, which is one of the major firms 
in its sector, I was the very first white-collar employee with a headscarf in the 
company’s history. I guess they thought it would be good to finally hire a head-
scarved professional in the new political climate (which promotes the working 
rights of religious women) and they decided to choose me because of my re-
markable academic success.

Future Prospects for Headscarved Professionals

Considering the participants’ predominant views on (i) the impact of gov-
ernment encouragement on the status of headscarved women and (ii) the 
existence of an ongoing exclusionary ideology in the labor market, we asked 
participants about their expectations based on future political prospects. The 
following words of a 27-year-old professional from the public sector clearly 
expressed the ambiguity regarding the future status of women wearing the 
headscarf: “Today we can work, thanks to the current political support, but we 

Most of the managers that 
we interviewed agreed on 
the negative implications of 
a potential political change 
for the status of headscarved 
women in the public sector
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are worried about our future. People like me were not able to get these jobs ten 
years ago and it can be the case again after ten years.”

Given such concerns, we asked the participants what they foresee for the 
white-collar headscarved group in the labor force in the event of a political 
change in the country. Their answers indicated a strong concern among women 
with the headscarf for the future of their careers. A majority of them expressed 
negative expectations concerning the employment of headscarved profession-
als in the public sector, in the event of a change in political power in the coun-
try. The following excerpt quoted from a mid-career professional in a state 
bank (37) is quite indicative of this common view: “The current encouraging 
situation is supported by the ruling government. If the government changes in 
the future, everything in the labor market will be upside down for us.”

Headscarved participants linked their concerns to the traumas experienced in 
the past and the root cause of this mistreatment, which is the state’s secularist 
ideology that rejects this female segment. The statement of a public sector em-
ployee (28) briefly described the associated expectations: “A possible change in 
power will surely affect the status of headscarved women in the labor market. 
Just as in the past, the attitudes of governments will keep shaping the decisions 
regarding our participation. For example, such a scenario would affect all the 
state-owned banks.” Another young woman (26) expressed her expectation as 
follows: “In my opinion, the day this government changes, everything for us 
would change. At the present, we comfortably work in the public sector, but 
in case of a political change, the ruling ideology will shift. Accordingly, such 
a change will negatively affect our working status.” The words of a senior pro-
fessional (58) revealed how strong the marks of the past are for these women:

In fact, my biggest concern is for the new generation. After all, I am a woman 
over 50. If the government changes one day, I believe that religious young 
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women will have big troubles. What happened in the past will be repeated. 
We have a huge young female population and the job opportunities for them 
(headscarved women) will considerably narrow.

A 35-year-old interviewee particularly emphasized the potential outcomes 
that would be produced by a left-wing government, “If, for example, a leftist 
government comes into power one day, we will see a speedy change in terms 
of our rights and place at public institutions. Because they would appoint as 
managers the people who comply with their worldview and this will spread 
downward.” Likewise, a banker (34) and an HR professional (32), respectively, 
shared the following thoughts:

With a government change, I do not think that we (headscarved women) will 
be able to keep our jobs at state-affiliated institutions. Years ago, when I passed 
the exams with high scores and was appointed here, a woman colleague told 
me, “When the government changes, you will not be allowed to work here with 
your headscarf. Keep this in mind!” As long as such people exist, we will not be 
welcomed in the public sector without governmental support.

Yes, we will get aggrieved if political power changes one day. The tolerant atti-
tude toward the headscarf today stems from the government’s positive view of 
our involvement in the labor force. The current government is impartial and 
does not create any obstacles based on religious values. On the contrary, if a 
left-wing government takes office, it will. It is quite possible for them to say, 
“Women covering their hair cannot work at public institutions any longer.”

Most of the managers that we interviewed agreed on the negative implications 
of a potential political change for the status of headscarved women in the pub-
lic sector. Participating professionals referred to certain risks not only at state 
offices but also at public banks and state-affiliated enterprises. According to a 
47-year-old male executive from the public banking sector, “Political climate 
significantly matters. After all, the managers that will be appointed to state-af-
filiated companies will be those who comply with the views of the government.” 
Another male director with experience in both public and private sectors (45) 
supported this opinion, noting that there could be an unfavorable effect on 
state-affiliated jobs: “In case of a political change, the situation for headscarved 
professionals would adversely change in the public sector. Things would mainly 
change at state-affiliated companies, not much at the private ones.” Similarly, a 
female executive (49) asserted that a different political setting would affect the 
position of headscarved professionals in the public sector, adding, “Women at 
relatively higher ranks can be expected to suffer in particular.”

While most interviewees mentioned their expectations about undesirable 
policies that could be implemented by a government led by another party, a 



POLITICAL CLIMATE AND THE HEADSCARF ISSUE IN TURKEY: A PERSPECTIVE FROM THE LABOR MARKET

2022 Wınter 225

few participants conveyed additional 
thoughts. Although they agreed on 
the likely challenges that would be 
encountered by headscarved profes-
sionals, they thought that the social, 
educational, and economic rights 
given back to headscarved women by 
the AK Party governments could not 
be totally ignored in the future. They 
stated that disrespecting or excluding 
headscarved professionals would be 
politically and socially costly after this point. A mid-career female professional 
(45) stated her thoughts as follows: “Considering that ruling governments 
appoint us (in the public sector), we would inevitably see some negative re-
flections. However, such a scenario would be damaging for society. Therefore, 
political parties would not dare to ban the headscarf again.” 

A male manager (45) also talked about the undesirable consequences of such 
a change: “Yes, it could happen if a government with a stance against religious 
values comes into power, but if the state goes back to a prohibitive ideology 
again, it could be catastrophic.” In this context, a senior male executive from 
the private sector (63) stressed the need for a permanent transformation with 
regard to the rights of women wearing the headscarf.

As the excerpts above clearly show, the participants particularly emphasized 
prospects for state-affiliated jobs. For the private sector, expectations were pri-
marily based on prevailing (discriminatory) corporate policies. Given that a 
sizable segment in the private sector still does not hire headscarved women for 
white-collar positions, participants evaluated the impact of a change in polit-
ical climate only for companies that are currently open to employing women 
with the headscarf. Whereas some participants thought that these enterprises 
would not change their neutral or positive policies towards the headscarf in 
the future, others touched upon the possibility of intervention by the state. On 
the whole, the main finding obtained from this research is the general expec-
tation of a loss of status for headscarved professionals, particularly in the state 
job market, in the absence of political support.

Conclusion

Prohibitions in Turkey against headscarved women at universities and state 
institutions have fluctuated over time based on the political climate. In fact, the 
long-standing headscarf issue is a significant example of how certain govern-
ments have utilized the law to unlawfully exclude an extremely large segment 

While the liberalization efforts 
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of society.13 Whereas military regimes 
and various coalition governments 
have taken action to prevent women 
with the headscarf from participat-
ing in the labor market and attending 
universities, only several right-wing 
governments/parties have attempted 
to restore the social, educational, and 
economic rights of these women. The 
prohibitive policies and practices 
lasted until 2013 when the AK Party 
government succeeded in making an 

amendment in the dress code regulation (for personnel in public institutions) 
that finally provided a way in for women wearing the headscarf to participate 
in higher education and more equitable employment opportunities. Accord-
ingly, this large group was granted entry to white-collar jobs in the public sec-
tor, improving their participation in the labor market over the years. While the 
liberalization efforts of the Erdoğan governments have improved the public 
sector job opportunities for headscarved women, progress in the private sector 
has remained limited. Within this scope, we argue in this paper that the labor 
market status of Turkish women wearing the headscarf has recovered in the 
last decade mainly because of robust political support, and through state-af-
filiated jobs. Given this outlook, we attempted to shed light on prospects for 
headscarved professionals based on the dynamics of the political climate.

The findings of this study indicate that the workplace culture at public insti-
tutions in Turkey has long been shaped by the ideologies of ruling political 
parties. Consequently, it can be said that Turkish governments have played a 
critical role for decades in determining the level of integration of headscarved 
women into society and the economy. In this context, political power has been 
the principal factor for the restoration of the social and economic rights of 
headscarved women in the country during the 2010s. In contrast, the employ-
ment of these professionals in the private sector has been primarily dependent 
on the ideologies of the companies’ shareholders, managers, and clients, which 
shape their corporate cultures. In such a setting, the positive political attitude 
toward the headscarf issue has not significantly affected the presence of these 
women in the private sector.

The in-depth interviews we carried out indicate that the political climate will 
continue to be the primary factor in shaping the future of headscarved profes-
sionals in the Turkish public sector. In this respect, we found a strong expec-
tation among participants that headscarved women would lose their jobs and 
status in the public sector to a large extent in the event of a future change in 
political power. Participants voiced their concerns over a possible resurgence 

Unless political and economic 
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of discrimination and mistreatment in such a scenario. As for the private sec-
tor, they did not forecast a significant change, noting the ongoing and exten-
sive discriminatory practices that currently exist. Consequently, this study’s 
findings imply that unless political and economic agents in Turkey strongly 
support equal treatment for headscarved professionals, genuine diversity and 
integration in the labor market cannot be achieved sustainably. This diagnosis 
sheds valuable insight into the future of social dynamics from the perspective 
of democratization, freedoms, and equality. 
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