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Abstract 
 
Contemporary sociologists of religion including Nilüfer Göle, 
Olivier Roy, and Jose Casanova successfully bring into light the 
transformed nature of Islamic religiosity from traditional contexts 
to urban zones in Turkey and Western Europe. Despite their 
assertion, however, Islamic modernity cannot merely be rooted in 
readily observable facts and ways of life mostly related to 
urbanization. Modernity is a phenomenon with philosophical 
foundations. Therefore, sociological arguments on Islamic 
modernity must be tempered by the yardstick of philosophical 
modernity, which is rooted in the early modern era thinker’s 
critique of ancient and traditional Christian political thought. In 
parallel, it is a mistake to talk of Islamic modernity without an 
authentic and self-generated critique of the Islamic Civilization. 
Within this context, the contemporary debate on the status of 
women in Islamic communities can be the harbinger of a greater 
philosophical transformation.  
 

 
1. Introduction 
 
Political events in the past decade lead various commentators 
writing on Turkey to a paradoxical conclusion. What was for long 
thought to be the prime inspiration behind reactionary politics 
there is now regarded by many as the best chance for the 
possibility of a liberal polity. Thus, all of a sudden, Islamists are 
carrying the laurels of liberty and appear to be the true 
champions of modernity. In contrast, the secular establishment 
which has been the engine of modernization in Turkey for the 
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most part of the past three centuries is now, by and large, 
frowned upon for its elitist tendencies. At the same time, 
competing evaluations of the degree and extent of the modernist 
credentials of the existing regime and its alternatives gain 
prominence in determining political legitimacy.  
      
Within this context, recently advanced arguments on Islamic 
modernity in Turkey and Europe gain prominence. However, 
arguments on Islamic modernity which challenge the established 
scholarly position on Islamic inadaptiveness are not founded upon 
a sufficiently comprehensive understanding of modernity. 
According to Jürgen Habermas, the notion of modernity 
corresponds to three interrelated traits:  these are the 
rationalization of a given social structure “around the 
organizational cores of the capitalist enterprise and the 
bureaucratic state apparatus”, the development of “patterns of 
socialization that are oriented to the formation of abstract ego 
identities” that result in the individuation of the growing child, 
and “the reflective treatment of traditions that have lost their 
quasinatural status.”2 It is plausible to argue that arguments on 
Islamic modernity neglect the significance of the third 
characteristic trait of modernity, or the reflective treatment of 
traditions. The debate over the status of women in Islamic 
communities throughout the world is a case in point. Within this 
framework, the present study aims to criticize the eminent 
Turkish sociologist Nilüfer Göle’s thesis on veiled modernity 
among Islamic women.  
 
According to Göle, veiled Islamic women are not the relics of a 
tradition that subjects women to servitude but free and 
independent social agents who experiment with innovative 
practices that negotiate between modern life, on the one hand, 
and traditional beliefs and ways of life, on the other. By making 
their own interpretation of modernity instead of slavishly 
emulating the Western paradigm, these women define history. By 
contributing to the making of local or multiple modernities, they 

                                                
2  Jürgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, trans. Frederick G. Lawrence (Cambridge, MA: 

The MIT Press, [1985] 1990), 1-2.  



CEU Political Science Journal. Vol. 5, No. 1 
 

 32 

escape from being the passive outcasts or the soulless followers 
of a rigid definition of Western modernity.  
 
2. The Status Quo Position 
 
The groundbreaking significance of recently advanced arguments 
on Islamic modernity may be judged by way of a contrast with 
the yet dominant perspective on the contemporary state of the 
Islamic civilization. In his monumental article “The Roots of 
Muslim Rage,” Bernard Lewis first spelled out the compelling 
slogan of “a clash of civilizations.”3 The idea was later popularized 
by Samuel Huntington.4 There Lewis stated that Islamic 
fundamentalism has two major targets: secularism and 
modernity. The orthodox interpretation of Islam, its sources, and 
traditions rule out secularism. The union between religion and 
politics in Islamic countries can take two separate courses. Either 
the political and religious leadership are merged in the hands of a 
single authority, as in the case of the prophet and his early 
successors, namely the caliphs; or the political and communal 
leadership is liable to the opinions of the clergy, namely the 
ulema, albeit in varying degrees depending upon the existing 
power configuration between the religious and secular wings of 
the polity. As such, it is unfair to attribute hostile attitudes 
towards secularism in the Middle-East and Islamic diasporas 
throughout the world, ranging from discomfort to outright 
rejection, merely to religious radicalism or a minority group of 
fanatics. “The war against secularism is conscious and explicit…”5 
In contrast, the Islamic reaction against modernity has a veiled 
character to it. “The war against modernity is for the most part 
neither conscious nor explicit, and is directed against the whole 
process of change that has taken place in the Islamic world in the 
past century or more…”6 Lewis cited the perception of a threat 
emanating from the contemporary challenge against the 
patriarchal family structure in Middle-Eastern societies and the 

                                                
3  Bernard Lewis, “The Roots of Muslim Rage,” Policy 17, no.4 (2001-2002): 26. Originally published by The 
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rising demand for democracy at the expense of traditional forms 
of political rule. Literary critic Edward Said once remarked that 
Lewis’s work is the culmination of a historically entrenched 
Orientalist tradition in Western scholarship.7  
  
With or without secularization, individual liberties, political 
equality, and democracy, the idea of adopting Western 
technology and science without corrupting Eastern morals has 
been held in vogue among Muslim progressives for the most part 
of the previous two centuries. As Huntington wrote, “Non-
Western civilizations have attempted to become modern without 
becoming Western. To date only Japan has fully succeeded in this 
quest.”8 Indeed, the chief ideologue of modern secular Turkish 
nationalism Ziya Gökalp who carried on a thoroughgoing critique 
of Islam in his Principles of Turkism was wary of corrupt Western 
morals and he promoted Japan as a role model for the emerging 
Turkish nation-state.9 Nevertheless, any defect in the latter’s 
attempt at creating a cultural synthesis would give rise to the 
subsequent identity crises of the Turkish Republic with possibly 
devastating consequences. Indeed, historical experience attests 
to the fact that the progressive Islamic slogan of integrating the 
best of the two worlds—that is forming a synthesis of Eastern 
ethics and Western technology—has not produced the desired 
consequences. Or, it worked in perverse ways, as it happened on 
September 11. Western technology can be employed for the so-
called moral purposes of radical religious interests. 
 
3. A Groundbreaking New Argument 
 
In recent years, several notable sociologists and political 
scientists writing on Islamic communities throughout the world 
have come to question the widely held consensus that Muslims 
are philosophically at odds with the norms, values, and 
institutions that comprise modernity. Their works recall the 
paradigm of multiple modernities. The conclusion they point out is 
advanced as a genuine response to the changing dynamics of 

                                                
7   Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Random House, 1979), 315-321. 

8   Samuel P. Huntington, “Clash of Civilizations,” Foreign Affairs 72, no. 3 (1993): 49. 
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Islamic communities in various parts of the globe. For the most 
part, however, their works exhibit an incomplete understanding of 
what modernity stands for conceptually. Nilüfer Göle is among the 
most influential of these scholars. Göle’s research focuses on 
women's issues and identity politics in contemporary Islamic 
communities in Turkey and the European diaspora. Göle’s 
essential position is revealed in her groundbreaking book The 
Forbidden Modern whose self-translated English version appeared 
in 1996.10 Since the publication of The Forbidden Modern, Göle 
seems to have further clarified her perspective, but her 
fundamental position remains unaltered: rising generations of 
veiled or turbaned Islamic women are essentially modern. The 
impact of her statement has been enormous in Turkey and is still 
a major source of public debate and controversy.  In her more 
recent works, including the Interpénétrations: L’Islam et 
L’Europe, Göle shifts her focus to Europe, in general, and to 
France and Turkey, in particular, in order to counter European 
cultural anxieties aroused by the presence of Muslim immigrant 
communities and Turkey’s bid to join the European Union.11  
 
Göle’s criticism of French universalism and laïcité is related to her 
trademark argument on Islamic modernity. For a long time, 
secularists in Turkey and elsewhere judged that Islamic self-
identification and its representative symbols, including the act of 
veiling for women and growing a beard for men, were a clear sign 
of traditionalist commitments. This traditionalist commitment 
was, in its turn, interpreted as having not yet been assimilated 
into modernity. These people had either not yet encountered 
modernity or they were dealing with culture shock by a reflexive 
attachment to their traditional heritage. In contrast, Göle 
dismisses the modernization theory approach to religious 
traditions. “The underlying assumption of the argument is that, if 
modernization and secularization were successful, such 
‘anomalous reactions’ would not occur.”12  Göle’s criticism is in 

                                                
10  Nilüfer Göle, The Forbidden Modern: Civilization and Veiling (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 
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11 Nilüfer Göle, Interpénétrations: L’Islam et L’Europe (Paris: Galaade Editions, 2005). Similar concerns are 

voiced in Nilüfer Göle, “Islam Resetting the European Agenda?”, Public Culture 18, no.1 (2006): 11-14.  

12  Göle, Forbidden, 9. 



CEU Political Science Journal. Vol. 5, No. 1 
 

 35 

line with a prevalent criticism of the modernization theory which 
distinguishes between durative or chronological time and 
assimilationist time (the time required to produce full 
assimilation). At an earlier time, assimilation worked slowly but 
surely; however, starting with the nineteenth century, improved 
means of communications facilitated further encounters between 
different groups, but these encounters did not lead to an increase 
in the pace of assimilation; on the contrary, they fostered 
consciousness of particular identities and a reactive commitment 
to them. Hence, in the era following the communications 
revolution, the name of the game became differentiation, not 
assimilation.13 On this account, contemporary forms of Islamic 
religiosity and identification are not a deviation from modernity 
and should not be confused with traditionalism; on the contrary, 
they are within the purview of alternately a modern or a post-
modern resistance movement against aspects of the social and 
political environment. 
     
In The Forbidden Modern and other publications, Göle focuses on 
veiled Muslim women who are mostly descendants of immigrants 
from the Turkish countryside, which is known for its inborn 
conservatism. The great demographic shift began in the 1950’s 
when immigrants from the countryside started to move into 
urban centers in Turkey and Europe. The process was facilitated 
with the end of a single party system in 1950, the election of the 
populist Democrat Party (DP) the same year and the concomitant 
change in government, the construction of a network of 
motorways which revolutionized the means of communication 
there, and the demand for raw labor in the West. Arguably, the 
peasants of the newly democratized country never felt as free.  
Today, after five decades of continuous population movements, 
the resulting make up of urban Turkey is for the most part 
constituted by immigrant families with a high birthrate. Given 
their metropolitan living experience, these people are not 
unfamiliar with modernity, but, at the same time, as 

                                                
13   Walker Connor, “Nation-Building or Nation-Destroying?” World Politics 24, no. 3 (1972): 343, 344, 350, 
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underprivileged newcomers, they are strangers to it, and some of 
them have been less willing or successful than others in 
integrating into their new environment. Although quite rare, it is 
not impossible to find veiled Turkish women outside recently 
urbanized immigrant families. Nevertheless, Göle dismisses the 
traditionalist country origins of contemporary Islamic religiosity in 
Turkey and the European diaspora. Only by artificially detaching 
her subjects from their traditionalist heritage does Göle effectively 
maintain that outward exhibitions of intense devotion and 
religious identification by Muslim immigrants are alternatively a 
modern or a post-modern response to their environment. Thus, 
the transition from traditionalism to modernity and, then, to post-
modernity is compressed within a few decades. 
 
Although problematic, Göle’s argument on Islamic modernity or 
post-modernity is not based upon arbitrary foundations. If 
economic independence is taken as a yardstick, this change turns 
out to be quite detrimental to the interests of women. Cut off 
from the family plot and devoid of education, a significant portion 
of them are excluded from opportunities for work in the city, 
while others find employment mostly as domestics. In balance, 
however, these women often suffer from a loss of power in the 
nuclear family structure. They become all the more dependent on 
the male members of the family.  
     
Village traditions lose their meaning and become useless in urban 
contexts. Some among recently urbanized populations, however, 
focus their attention to an aspect of their past existence which 
can rather successfully be adapted to their new environment. 
Women give up their traditional country costumes, but not to be 
substituted by Western style clothing which is characteristic of 
urban Turkey in the republican era. Instead, the Islamic veil or 
headscarf, also called turban, is substituted for the loose 
headscarf. Hence, they take up conservative costumes prescribed 
from contemporary centers of religious influence in the Maghreb, 
Arabia, and Iran.  
 
Göle maintains that the re-Islamization of traditionalist folk in 
Turkey and the diasporic community in Europe is an immediate 
consequence of modernity. However, there is a missing aspect in 



CEU Political Science Journal. Vol. 5, No. 1 
 

 37 

Göle’s analysis of contemporary forms of Islamic religiosity and 
identification. The problem stems from an inability or 
unwillingness to distinguish between sociological modernity, 
which is apparently characterized by urban living and alienation, 
and philosophical modernity, which is characterized by a skeptical 
critique of existing norms and traditions. Yet this is not to suggest 
that modernization necessarily entails a loss of religious 
attachments.  
 
Charles Taylor, a contemporary political philosopher, questions 
what is called “the American exception,” or the cohabitation of 
strong religious sentiments and the ethos of modernity. Instead, 
he proposes to call the unity of modernity and loss of faith as “the 
European exception.”14 In parallel, Jose Casanova distinguishes 
among “secularization as religious decline, secularization as 
differentiation, and secularization as privatization.”15 With 
secularization as differentiation, Casanova refers to the modern 
phenomenon of relegating religion to the private realm, thus 
dissociating it from public life. This, he argues, is characteristic of 
modernity, rather than loss of religious beliefs per se. “The 
assumption that religion will tend to disappear with progressive 
modernization, a notion which has proven patently false as a 
general empirical proposition, is traced genealogically back to the 
Enlightenment critique of religion.”16 Casanova criticizes theories 
of modern culture for failing to take into account the proper 
existence of religion in the modern world.17 In addition, Casanova 
observes that in contrast to modern historical trends, religion in 
the West is currently moving away from the private sphere into 
the public realm. He calls this the deprivatization of religion, or 
“the reassertion of old and new forms of ‘public’ religion.”18 
Casanova suggests that when all taken together, these 

                                                
14  Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007), 
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developments can be interpreted as “the coming of 
postmodernity.”19 
 
The theoretical position defended by Taylor and Casanova is 
foundational for sociologists of religion who defend the Islamic 
modernity thesis, including Göle. For these scholars, the 
European tradition of secularism, which is rooted in modern 
philosophy and the Enlightenment, is not a defining characteristic 
of modernity per se.  
 
Having tacitly dispensed with the foundational status of secularity 
for modernity, Göle argues that it is not individually felt 
inhibitions or conservative community pressure but the Turkish 
state’s commitment to secularism à la française, or laïcité, which 
excludes the bearers of ostentatiously religious personal identities 
from public life and civil service. It is on this account that Göle’s 
influential study on veiled or turbaned students in Turkey is titled, 
The Forbidden Modern. Nevertheless, in that work, Göle cannot 
escape a certain degree of tension between Islamic modernity 
and modern womanhood as it is understood in the West. “With 
the act of veiling women perform a political statement against 
Western modernism, yet at the same time they seem to accept 
the male domination that rests their own invisibility and their 

                                                
19 Casanova, Public, 33.  Jürgen Habermas recognizes the reemerging status of religion in contemporary 
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confinement to the private sphere.”20 The nature of this 
acceptance has a resigned character to it. Indeed, The Forbidden 
Modern covers a variety of group interviews which reflect the 
discontent of educated and veiled Islamic women who do not or 
are not allowed to work for a variety of familial and political 
reasons (there is no obstacle to their employment in the private 
sector). Overall, however, Göle gives insufficient consideration for 
projections concerning the transition from traditionalism to 
modern womanhood characterized by a gradual approach towards 
moral independence and economic self-sufficiency. 
 
Göle’s reference to the theme of voluntarily engaged imagined 
communities boosts her claim on the modern nature of 
contemporary Islamic religiosity. These voluntary congregations 
contrast with the traditional religious community of the faithful, or 
the ummah. “Islam, which has been traditionally a binding force 
among those who were belonging to a locality, to a particular 
congregation and to a nation-state becomes a reference point for 
an imaginary bond between those Muslims who are socially 
uprooted.”21 In other words, removed from its organic frame of 
reference, the Islamic religious community in modern urban 
contexts finds embodiment strictly as a voluntary engagement. 
Thus, Islamic religiosity is transformed from a patrimonial 
characteristic to an individual preference. The voluntary and 
individualistic nature of membership in the transformed religious 
community fits the pattern imposed by modernity. Indeed, John 
Locke, the pioneering advocate of religious tolerance and 
secularism in the early modern era, had defined religious 
congregations as voluntarily engaged associations.22 However, as 
Göle is keen to observe, despite possible voluntary patterns of 
engagement with the community, Islamic religiosity in 
contemporary settings is not individuating. “Many will join 
powerful religious communities.” 23 

                                                
20  Ibid, 136. 

21 Nilüfer Göle, “Islam, European Public Space and Civility,” in Religion in the New Europe, ed. Krzysztof 
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Indeed, the possibility for change of religion could be advanced as 
a genuine test case for measuring the authenticity of voluntary 
and modern Islamic religious communities. According to the 
traditional Islamic conception, the community must harshly 
punish apostates. At least from a legalistic point of view, Islamic 
communities in secular countries in Europe including Turkey are 
exempt from such limitations. However, this is only partially true 
in practice. Moving across faiths is neither easily said nor done. 
For example, the notion of liberty of conscience is invoked by 
Turkish Islamists in order to express their view that a secular 
society and politics is oppressive for true believers, but the very 
same people are unwilling to express a liberal sense of regret for 
the hardships of unorthodox Islamic practitioners and Christian 
missionaries operating in their country. Most spectacularly, thirty-
seven intellectuals in attendance at a mystic Islamic celebration 
were burnt alive in the provincial city of Sivas in 1993. Only 
recently, in April 2007, three protestant missionaries in the 
Turkish provincial city of Malatya were brutally murdered. This 
was the culmination of a series of similar events directed against 
apostasy, its agents, and its so-called victims within the past few 
years. From a sociological point of view, the murderers might be 
categorized as modern: they were all clean shaven young urban 
males who wore blue-jeans and who apparently had no qualms 
about the so-called moral uses of Western technology and 
products. However, from a philosophical point of view, this is not 
a satisfactory position. 
 
Olivier Roy, a French sociologist of religion, further elaborates on 
the concept of imagined Islamic communities in the contemporary 
era. He argues that contemporary Islamists in modern, urban, 
and Western or Westernized diasporas are not bound by an 
attachment to their ancestral communities. This inevitably brings 
about their alienation from traditions and a subsequent quest for 
identity construction. In redefining their identities, however, 
immigrant Muslim youth seek to preserve their differences from 
the community at large. “Without the actual anchors of a 
diasporic community to sustain them… they require an imagined 
community.”24 The adherents of these imagined Islamic 
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communities rely on an authentic and universally applicable 
interpretation of Islam, which is quite distinct from local bound 
traditionalism. Roy coins the phenomenon as de-culturation.25 
“Today’s religious revival is first and foremost marked by the 
uncoupling of culture and religion.”26 No doubt, in terms of 
fostering a sense of community feeling among displaced youth, 
dissociating culture from religion has a unique advantage to it. 
Without the encumbrances associated with a particular locality, 
avenues of access to the religious community are wider than 
before, and the community itself is more comforting. Indeed, 
native culture becomes an obstacle against their quest for a true 
interpretation of Islam. “[E]ither culture belongs to religion and 
therefore culture is not needed or culture is something different 
from religion, and therefore must be eliminated because it 
distracts you from religion.”27 
 
According to Roy, estrangement from traditions and an 
attachment to an authentic imagined community is characteristic 
of radical Islamists today. “Most radicalized youth in Europe are 
Western educated, often in technical and scientific fields. Very 
few come out of a traditional madrassa, and most experience a 
period of fully Westernized life, complete with alcohol and 
girlfriends…”28 Roy likens contemporary Islamism in Europe to the 
radical leftist movements of the 1960’s: it appears to be the most 
attractive protest movement for the dissatisfied youth of its day 
in Europe.29 Taken in this light, radical Islam is a product of 
modernity, or, alternatively, it is a post-modern protest 
movement. However, Roy is at least sober on this account. For 
him the phenomenon is “the modernity of an archaic way of 
thinking.”30 
      
 

                                                
25  Ibid. 
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4. Islamic Women and Modernity, cont’d. 
 
To what extent are Roy’s observations on radical Islamic terrorists 
applicable to Göle’s veiled Muslim women? If male radical 
Islamists’s early lives were complete with girlfriends and booze—
what better proof to their modern credentials—should we be able 
to claim the like for women from at least some of the most liberal 
Islamic communities in Europe: in other words, do they have the 
choice to complete their lives with boyfriends and alcoholic 
drinks? Indeed, the condition of women is a crucial parameter in 
a wider discussion about change and modernity in Islamic 
communities. To put it differently, the prospect for change in the 
overall condition of women is closely associated with the debate 
on what awaits the Islamic world in the future. Beyond the drama 
of a particular community, women’s issues have emerged as the 
battleground between forces of change and conservation in the 
Islamic world. Therefore, arguments on imaginary religious 
communities and post-modern Islamic responsiveness should not 
pass examination without considering the case of Islamic women. 
 
Indeed, much has been said about the plight of young Turkish 
women from immigrant families in Europe. From childhood on 
they are molded in a family structure that implements a 
traditional code of family honor and religious values and norms 
under the watchful eyes of the male members of the family. In 
fact, Turks in the European diaspora are known to be less open to 
change then their compatriots in the homeland. This inclination 
for closing in is explained by a reflex for self-preservation in a 
strange land. Nevertheless, sociologists including Göle, Roy, and 
Casanova have a tendency to neglect the extent and role of the 
external pressures weighing on Islamic women at the expense of 
their individuality. As Göle acknowledges, even secular Turkish 
women who are not from traditional religious backgrounds are 
compelled to give into the ultimately conservative character of 
their secular country.  
 
Interestingly, Göle’s most significant and controversial supporting 
evidence to her argument on the co-existence of religious self-
identification, conservatism, and modernity among Islamic 
women is advanced through her examination of two who at one 
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point or another had taken center stage in the national news and 
the ensuing public debate in Turkey. These are Merve Kavakçı, 
who was Turkey’s first turbaned MP-elect, and Fadime Şahin, who 
had gained notoriety as the sheikh’s discreet mistress. 
 
Merve Kavakçı is the one and only turbaned woman to be elected 
to the Turkish General Assembly. However, she was never able to 
assume her post in the legislative because upon her entrance to 
the assembly hall in defiance of the dress code which bans 
religious symbols including the turban, she met with vehement 
protests from other members of the assembly. “Her presence 
enraged secular public opinion as well as members of 
parliament.”31 Soon afterwards, Kavakçı was stripped of her 
Turkish citizenship because she had not given official notification 
of her American citizenship.32 For some, a de facto attempt at 
altering the republican dress code had failed. For others, it was 
an example of double standards imposed upon the people by the 
secular republican establishment. 
 
Kavakçı’s expulsion could have been regarded as an act of 
intolerance by secularists and, thereby, could have taken away 
from their moral authority, which is partially derived from the 
modern and liberating credentials of the republic. The moral 
authority of the secularists is particularly elevated when taken in 
contrasts with the Islamic alternative, which is associated with 
gender inequality and repression. Why, then, were the secularists 
risking their moral capital? 
 
According to Göle’s analysis, Turkish secularists’ discomfort and 
anxiety at the time was not due to Kavakçı’s attempt at 
challenging Turkey’s secularist tradition, but her very modern and 
individualist credentials. Kavakçı was born to the family of a 
Texas imam. She became a computer engineer there, and was 
later divorced from a Jordanian-American. To boot, she was 
elected to the Turkish national assembly while only at her early 
thirties. Taken in this light, Kavakçı truly escapes any attempt at 
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categorization. According to Göle, she was different from other 
Muslim women in the Islamic movement and was “socially closer 
to the Western-oriented secular elites of Turkey.”33 But, for all 
involved, “she was both a local and a ‘stranger.’”34 Paradoxically, 
Kavakçı was excluded by that portion of the society which derived 
its self-justification from the threat of a traditional, quasi-
theocratic, and illiberal society. 
 
There is, of course, a symbolic gravity to the case of a female 
challenger to the republican model of a secular citizenry, one that 
cannot be matched by the example of a male Islamist. This might 
partially explain the extent of the reaction against Kavakçı. After 
all, women were the clear beneficiaries of a secular revolution in a 
traditionalist Islamic country. “Turkish modernization was an 
outcome of the Westernism and secularism of reformist elites for 
whom women’s emancipation from the traditional Islamic way of 
life would pave the way to Westernization and secularization for 
the larger society.”35 Indeed, the withering away of the traditional 
headscarf from ordinary life since the early twentieth century is a 
token of the secular republican accomplishment. Beyond the 
symbolism of costume, however, fostering the role of women as 
public citizens and the development of women’s rights required 
compulsory education for girls, civil rights for women including 
suffrage and public service, and the abolition of Islamic family law 
which demands a submissive role from women. All of these 
reforms were imposed in a top to bottom manner with the 
expectation that an undemanding traditional society would 
eventually catch up with social and political change. 
 
Then, given the historical evolution of modern womanhood in 
Turkey, the rejection of secular republicanism by a portion of the 
regime’s female citizenry comes up as a source of grave concern. 
Göle seems to suggest that the republican elite must develop a 
more pragmatic approach for dealing with political Islam. 
However, she recognizes the historical and emotional burden 
which makes it difficult to accomplish such a feat. Modern and 
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34 Ibid., 28. 

35 Göle, Forbidden, 11. 
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secular Turkish women “are products of an historical, emotional, 
corporeal fracture with Muslim identity, a fracture with the past 
which made it possible for them to access modernity,” and adds 
that, “redeeming the past, renegotiating Islam, would mean for 
those women losing their rights of freedom and ‘going 
backwards.’”36 The prevalent influence of Enlightenment ideas 
among Turkish modernists, their consciousness of the past, and 
their ensuing wish and present ability to maintain their historical 
rights make it next to impossible for them to develop a 
sympathetic eye towards the Islamist demand for a reinvention of 
the country’s religious and cultural heritage. For secularists in 
Turkey, the possibility of modernity without secularism does not 
stand on convincing grounds.  
 
Göle’s second example of a modern and individualized Islamic 
woman is that of Fadime Şahin. When the scandal broke out, 
Fadime Şahin was an undergraduate in her early twenties. As the 
Istanbul police broke into the house of the Aczmendi sect sheikh 
with a crew of reporters and television cameras, she had 
attempted to hide herself from the gaze of strangers. Later on, 
the sheikh sought to legitimize the affair by claiming an Islamic 
law marriage between them. (Although widely practiced by 
religious conservatives in Turkey, sharia marriages do not have a 
legal standing.) However, as Göle narrates, “the girl denied that 
he had a religious marriage with her and accused the sect leader 
of abusing her”.37 This was an opportunity for the mainstream 
media to reflect upon the hypocritical morality of Islamic 
extremists in the heavily charged political climate of the mid-
1990’s, which ended up with the resignation of the Islamist PM 
Necmettin Erbakan under pressure from the army and the rest of 
the secular establishment in 1996. What fascinated Göle was the 
manner in which Fadime Şahin made her case to the public. She 
had appeared almost daily on a different television channel. “The 
public was amazed by her shameless confessions, ranging from 
speaking while in tears to outbursts of anger.”38 This was a far cry 
from the ideal of a traditionally modest Turkish damsel.  

                                                
36 Göle, “Contemporary,” 28. 

37 Ibid., 25. 
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The case illustrates well the new profile of a Muslim girl 
and the blurring contours of traditional and modern. The 
act of speaking up for herself, deciding to become visible 
to the public eye and voicing her experience, can all be 
considered as features of a modern individual’s conduct…39  
 

However, Şahin’s story does not end here. In another article 
published the same year on a similar theme, Göle once more 
refers to the case of Merve Kavakçı, the turbaned deputy, but this 
time she completely ignored the case of Fadime Şahin, the 
sheikh’s mistress. One might make sense of this omission with a 
further look at Şahin’s life. As it turns out, soon after the incident, 
which had gained her nationwide notoriety, Şahin shed the 
Islamic turban and dyed her hair blond. The latter cosmetic 
preference is an ultimate symbol of Turkish women’s desire to 
look modern, and it is very common among urban Turkish women 
of all ages. On this occasion, then, Göle’s trademark example 
came to haunt her argument and it was summarily dropped. 
Turbaned modernity turned out to be a temporary phase on the 
way to a deeper cultural and moral transformation. (The 
liberating effect of Şahin’s status as a national celebrity might 
have been a factor. With all the spotlights on her, she had 
become virtually immune to family pressure.) Şahin’s 
transformation can be interpreted according to the historical 
pattern of gradual modernization in Turkey: it is quite an ordinary 
occurrence in urban settings to observe older women of the 
nuclear family holding on to their traditional roles and costumes 
but not the younger. Notwithstanding the overall rise of Islamic 
religiosity in Turkey and the diaspora, a prevalent category of 
cases like this one remains to be further examined by the critics 
of the secularization theory.  
 
5. Islamic Women and Modern Political Thought 
 
No doubt, the condition of women in Islamic communities is only 
a single parameter in a wider discussion about change and 
modernity. However, the debate on the status of women occupies 
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the publics of the modernizing Middle East and the Islamic 
diaspora.  
 
Women in Islamic societies have been for the most part 
suppressed, and this observation rests on undeniable supporting 
evidence. The most noteworthy is the practice of polygamy, which 
is legitimized through sacred religious traditions. To boot, 
polygamy is promised for devout believers in their afterlives. 
However, if worldly morality is modeled on the superior ideal of 
the eternal, then it is impossible to conjecture that more than one 
angel servant is intended for women (despite religious arguments 
to the contrary). The Islamic dress code for women, which 
provides for feminine modesty and seclusion through ordering 
them to cover up with the exception of their faces, hands, and 
feet, is according to some commentators another outstanding 
token of the derogatory attitude towards the female figure, and a 
symbol of the obstacles on the way of attaining gender equality. 
In contrast, from the start of the movement for modernization in 
the contemporary Middle East, Muslim men have been more 
comfortable with adopting Western styles. Thus, one can 
routinely encounter Muslim men wearing short pants and t-shirts 
in the company of their wives walking behind them virtually 
covered from head to toe. In addition, according to Islamic law, 
testimony by females in the law court has a limited applicability. 
It takes at least two female witnesses in order to counter the 
conflicting testimony of one man alone. Leaving traditional 
religious norms and customs aside, one might as well approach 
the matter with an eye to contemporary studies on the gender 
gap: women in Islamic communities are remarkably deprived. 
Then, whichever perspective is taken, it becomes apparent that 
Islamic women are the natural audience of the liberating call of 
modern political thought. 
 
The influence of modern political thought can be liberating for 
Muslim women in at least two levels. First, for the most part, 
modern philosophers sought to liberate human passions from the 
influence of traditional morality. In other words, the moderns’ 
vindication of human passions in the West was an essential part 
of their critique of ancient and Christian morality. For example, 
Niccolo Machiavelli, a pioneer of modernity, promoted an amoral 
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political man who sought to fulfill his desires by any means. “And 
truly it is a very natural and ordinary thing to desire to acquire, 
and always, when men do it who can, they will be praised and not 
blamed; but when they cannot, and wish to do it anyway, here lie 
the error and the blame.”40 In turn, Thomas Hobbes who laid the 
foundations of the modern understanding of social and political 
equality (built on the universality of human passions) promoted a 
new morality, which was based on rights and law derived from 
nature and accessible to all reasonable beings. Of crucial 
significance, Hobbes derived his sense of good and bad, and, 
right and wrong through the guidance of passions rather than 
through an innate or abstract conception of reason which is 
completely free from material influences.41 Although, for the most 
part, modern thinkers were not occupied with the notion of 
gender equality, they set the stage for the ultimately triumphal 
progress of human equality and the liberation of human passions. 
There is no doubt that in contradistinction to Christianity, 
asceticism is not an Islamic value. Historically, Western travelers 
into the Orient were intrigued by Muslim women, or the hidden 
wonders of the harem (the part of a Muslim house reserved for 
the residence of women, including the mother, sisters, views, 
concubines, daughters, entertainers, and servants). In their eyes, 
Oriental women were associated with lust and pleasure. However, 
women in Islamic societies have been for the most part 
suppressed and sexuality is no exception. Second, from an 
overtly political perspective, freedom, equality, individuality, and 
a sense of rights and duties define modernity. The traditionalist 
ethos of contemporary Islamic societies, which is characterized by 
authoritarian politics, an emphasis on obedience to the demands 
                                                
40 Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince, 2nd ed., trans. Harvey C. Mansfield (Chicago: The University of Chicago 

Press, 1998), 14-15. 

41 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Revised Student Edition, ed. Richard Tuck (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
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(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1987) 73-79] and John Stuart Mill between high and low pleasures [John Stuart 

Mill, “Utilitarianism,” in The Basic Writings of John Stuart Mill: On Liberty, The Subjection of Women, and 

Utilitarianism (New York: Modern Library, [1859] 2002), 242]. There were unqualified exceptions to the 
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of public or religious morality, and the concomitant emphasis on 
duties to the community as opposed to individual rights contrasts 
with modernity as it is understood in the liberal or democratic 
West. Yet, women in Islamic societies bear the brunt of the 
burden. They are less free and less equal. Whether they accept 
the prevailing status quo voluntarily or involuntarily is not by 
itself a sufficient criterion in order to define Islamic women as 
modern.   
 
The modern philosophers’ critique of the suppressive attitude 
towards human nature in the West may have an appeal for the 
advocates of women’s rights in contemporary Islamic 
communities. However, the similarities between the 
circumstances preceding the philosophical revolt called modernity 
in the West and the established characteristics of the Islamic 
tradition may be limited, and they should not overshadow a 
fundamental wisdom: just as modernity in the Occident came 
about through an acute criticism of the Western tradition, 
thoroughgoing modernization in the Middle East inevitably 
depends upon a critical inquiry directed at native cultural 
traditions. Such an effort aimed at established mores and 
traditional dogmatism can be no other than an authentic and self-
generated intra-civilizational enterprise. For such an endeavor to 
fulfill its historical mission and potential, it must no doubt reach 
beyond the vicissitudes of a single gender group.  
 
6. Conclusion 
 
In the end, contemporary sociologists of religion who conduct 
research on Muslim immigrants in urban Turkey, Europe, and the 
North American diaspora, including Nilüfer Göle, Olivier Roy, and 
Jose Casanova, have come to question the long standing scholarly 
verdict on Islamic inadaptiveness. Their hypothesis about Islamic 
modernity is for the most part based upon ongoing waves of 
immigration from traditional communities in the East to the West. 
Their uprooted subjects enter into an individualized search for 
new sources of loyalty and identification, commonly referred to as 
the quest for an imagined community. In some cases, they end 
up joining radical religious communities. However, contemporary 
sociologists of religion fail to convincingly authenticate the actual 
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possibility of an independent quest for spirituality and 
identification for their subjects.  
 
Indeed, Göle’s relative ease in associating non-individuating ends 
with modern Islamic individuality contrasts with John Stuart Mill’s 
exposition on the fallacy of an argument in favor of selling oneself 
to slavery. If individual liberty is justified in terms of being the 
best means to pursue one’s well-being, then the liberty to 
alienate one’s own liberty must be self-defeating. “The principle 
of freedom cannot require that he should be free not to be free. It 
is not freedom to be allowed to alienate his freedom.” 42 
 
There are partial and paradoxical aspects to Islamic modernity. 
William Shepard notes that if taken as an ideology, Islam should 
be considered modern by its very existence because the notion of 
ideology is in itself a product of modernity.43 However, Olivier Roy 
best captures the paradoxical character of Islamic modernity in 
politics. He sees it as “the modernity of an archaic way of 
thinking.”44   
 
Something has to be said about the traditional connection 
between modernity and secularity, and its critics. Above all, there 
is the question of the relationship between immigration from 
traditional communities to industrial and post-industrial urban 
zones, adaptation to a modern economy, and the possibility of 
further social and political modernization. Is it possible to 
conceive of modernity as anything other than a multifaceted 
process? Will conservative communities who are readily 
experimenting with change, social upheaval, and the products of 
modern science and technology in the service of the masses, 
eventually themselves become noteworthy partners to the 
modern investigative and creative process? In this context, what 
is the future of modernity, with its commitment to such basic 
liberal principles as gender equality and democracy, within 
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Islamic communities that have not hitherto contributed to its 
historical and philosophical evolution? 
 
In recognition of the incomplete theoretical grounding of the 
argument about Islamic modernity, I argue that urbanization and 
the appearance of related consumption patterns in Islamic 
communities is the beginning of sociological modernity. However, 
the foundations of modernity go beyond a readily perceptible 
sense of urban alienation; modernity is the outcome of a deep 
current of intellectual transformation. Indeed, the social, political, 
and technological innovations that have evolved in the West and 
are now referred to by contemporary sociologists in defining 
modernity cannot be isolated from the modern philosophical 
project, which is characterized by a distinct critique of past moral 
traditions and religious dogmatism. It is, therefore, a mistake to 
group secular Muslims, their pious co-religionists who do not have 
much room for individual choice and unhindered personal 
development, and well-groomed radical Islamists who believe in 
the political uses of terror, into the category of people who have 
managed to achieve an unproblematic synthesis of their high 
ethical ideals and modernity. 
 
In the end, modernity is not a phenomenon without intellectual 
foundations. Therefore, sociological arguments in favor of Islamic 
modernity must be measured by the yardstick of philosophical 
modernity. Ultimately, a reliable evaluation of the various 
arguments for and against Islamic modernity must be built upon 
an endeavor that brings out competing theoretical definitions of 
modernity. So far, this last perspective has been decidedly 
lacking and its recovery cannot be left to sociologists alone. Thus, 
an ineluctable task awaits the students of political thought and 
philosophy in the future. 
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