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ABSTRACT

GENDERED MIGRATION, GENDERED AFFILIATIONS:
A CASE OF WOMEN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS FROM CENTRAL ASIA
IN THE HIZMET MOVEMENT IN TURKEY

Marhabo Saparova
Cultural Studies, MA Thesis, 2014

Supervisor: Associate Professor Ayse Giil Altinay

Keywords: Gender, the Hizmet community, migration, Central Asia, women university

students

This thesis focuses on the experiences of migration, education and affiliation of the
women university students from Central Asia in the Hizmet community in Turkey.
Based on semi-structured, in-depth interviews, personal experience and participant-
observation with the women students from Central Asia within the Hizmet housings in
Turkey, this research explores how women students from Central Asia become
affiliates of the transnational Hizmet community and how this affiliation shapes their
experience of gender, education, migration, and belonging. How do young women from
Central Asia become part of the Hizmet community and how do they experience and
articulate their affiliation with the movement? How do the migration to Turkey and their
involvement in the community affect their lives? How do they define and describe being
a woman affiliate of the community? Asking these questions and others, this thesis aims
to conduct a critical gender analysis of the experiences of women students from Central
Asia and to fill this gap in the literature on the Giilen community.

The ethnographic data of this research reveals the gendered daily practices of
socialization and the role of family concepts in the migration path. The thesis aims to
contribute to the existing literature on gender and the Hizmet community as well as to
the literature on mobilization of women in religious and political movements in Turkey.



OZET

CINSIYETLENDIRILMIS GOC, CINSIYETLENDIRILMIS ILISKILER:
TURKIYE’DE HIZMET HAREKETI’NDE ORTA ASYA’LI KADIN
UNIVERSITE OGRENCILERI

Marhabo Saparova
Kiilttirel Calismalar, Yiiksek Lisans Tezi, 2014

Tez Danigmani: Associate Professor Ayse Giil Altinay

Anahtar sozciikler: Toplumsal cinsiyet, Hizmet hareketi, go¢, Orta Asya, kadin

tiniversite 6grencileri

Bu tez, Tiirkiye’deki Hizmet Hareketi’'nde kalan Orta Asya’li kadin iiniversite
ogrencilerinin gog, egitim ve iliskilenme deneyimlerine odaklanmaktadir. Calisma, yari-
yapilandirilmis, derinlemesine miilakat, kisisel deneyim ve katilimci1 gézlem teknigine
dayanarak Orta Asya’li kadin 6grencilerin nasil uluslardtesi Hizmet hareketine dahil
olduklarmi ve bu iliskilenmenin cinsiyetlendirilmis gog, egitim ve aidiyet tecriibelerini
nasil sekillendirdigini incelemektedir. Bu gen¢ kadinlar nasil Hizmet hareketinin bir
parcast oluyorlar? Hizmet hareketine katilimini nasil deneyimliyor ve nasil anlatiyorlar?
Tiirkiye’ye goc etmeleri ve Harekete katilimlart hayatlarini nasil etkiliyor? Harekette
kadmn katilimc1 olmay1 nasil tanimliyorlar ve anlatiyorlar? Bu sorular gergevesinde, bu
tez Orta Asya’li kadin Ogrencilerinin deneyimlerinin elestirel toplumsal cinsiyet
incelemesini yapmay1 ve Gililen hareketi lizerine yazilan literatiire katkida bulunmay1
amaglamaktadir.

Bu etnografik arastirma sosyallesmenin cinsiyetlendirilmis giinliik pratiklerini ve go¢
icin kullanilan aile kavramlarmin roliinii inceler. Bu tez hem Giilen hareketi ve
toplumsal cinsiyet konulu literatiire hem dini ve siyasi hareketlerde kadinlarin katilimini
inceleyen arastirmalara katkida bulunmay1 hedeflemektedir.



To my family



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to express my great appreciation to many people who enabled the research
and writing of this thesis. I would like first to express my deepest gratitude to my thesis
advisor Ayse Giil Altinay. She was always very encouraging and supportive from the
very beginning through the whole process of writing my thesis. Her academic and
intellectual counselling, her excitement and enthusiasm about my thesis and her patient
guidance at every stage of this work inspired me and gave strenght to complete this
project. I would also like to extend my thanks to Ayse Parla and Fabio Vicini for their
sincere support and insightful comments for my work. I am also grateful to Pinar Uyan

for her initial advice about my thesis proposal.

This research would not be possible without all women who opened their houses and
their personal stories to me. I am truly thankful to them as they accepted me as their

friend and a researcher.

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my dearest friends Pinar and Dilara for
always being there for me, for their help and support from the very beginning till the
final stage of my thesis. Special thanks to my friends Irem and Dilara in thesis
cooperation group. This thesis would be much more difficult without a solidarity of this
group. Last but not least, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my family who
supported me and believed in me. I felt their encouragement and help despite the long

distance.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ...cucovivinsunsennnisuissessessessesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssons 1
1.1, MethOdOIOZY ..ottt ettt s eeaaeenbeennnas 2
1.1.1. Ex-Member or Still Abla: Being an Insider or Outsider..........cccccceeveveeniencieeneennen. 2
1.1.2. Research Methodology........oouviniiinii e 5
1.2. Background of the Hizmet mOVEMENt............coeiiuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e eeennns 7
1.2.1. Transnationalizing the Movement: Turkish Schools in Central Asia.................... 10
1.3, Literature REVIEW . ......uitit it 14
1.4. Research PartiCipants..........o.oeuiiiiiiiii e 17
1.5. Outline 0f the TheSIS. ... .ouuuiie i e 25

CHAPTER 2: BECOMING RAYET: STUDENT MIGRATION FROM
CENTRAL ASIA TO ANATOLIA FOSTERED BY THE HIZMET
COMMUNITY coceieiiinennnnnennesnessesssessnessessasssssssssssessassssssasssssssssssessasssassasssassssessassasss 27

2.1. “The Mind of a Small Child is not the Same with the Mind of an Adult”: An

Occidentalist Perception of TUrkey ........ccccoeviiiiiiiiiiiiiieee e 30
2.2. Trust and Reliability: Turkey “is a safe place”.............ccooiiiiiiiiiiii i, 38
2.3. A woman with a Cigarette: A Refracted Image of Turkey.............................. 42
2.4. Developing Nationalist Muslim ConsCioUSNESS. ... .....ouvvuiitiiiiniiiiiiiieneaeenan. 48
CONCIUSION .ttt ettt ettt et s bttt et s bt e bt et e sbeenbeeaee e 53

Chapter 3: “SHE IS LIKE OF YOUR BLOOD”: HIZMET HOUSING AND

CONSTRUCTION OF FICTIVE KINSHIP.....ccccctiuiiiiiiniiiiiiiiniiiininineiacnnnn 55
3.1. Brotherhood or Family?..........ccccooiuiiiiiiiiiiiieee e 57
3.2. Networking and Socializing in the Hizmet HOUSING..........cccerveirieneriiiniiniiiienne 58
3.3. Empowerment through the Socialization.............cccceevuieriiiiiiiniiiiieie e 61



3.4. “Girls, girls, girls, everywhere girls”: homosocial space and limited

COMIMUNICATION. 1.ttt ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt sbe et s bt e bt esteebeesbeeatesbee bt entesbaenbeenseee 64
3.5. Hizmet houSing as HOME.........c.cociiiiiiiiiiiiiecieeiteee ettt 67
3.6. Learning through HiZmet..........c..cccuvevieeiieiiieeieeiieee ettt 72
3.7. PrfOrMING HIZIEL.........occuveeeiieiieeiieciieee ettt ettt ettt e ense e e 74
CONCIUSION. ...ttt ettt ettt et et e e te s et e et e e et e s eseese s eseebeseesesseseesesesessansesesseneas 78
CHAPTER 4: GENDER AND THE HIZMET MOVEMENT .....cccccccernvnnriccssnnneces 79
4.1. Women, Gender and the Hizmet MOVEMENT ......coocvvvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeee e 80
4.1.1.“Where are all the women in the movement?”............cccceevierieniienieeieeie e, 81
4.2. Gender:Crossing the Boundaries.............ccoevieiiienieiiiienieeieecie e 84
4.2.1. AeNCy OF RESISTANCE?......ccciieiiiiiieiieeie ettt ettt e ebeeseeeareens 84
4.3. Commitment to the Traditional Roles: “Mothering” the Movement....................... 86

4.4. Universalizing Women’s Oppression: “Everywhere Men are Freer than

4.5. “They can not hold them tightly; they have lots of places to go if they

4.6. Veiling as Performance and Gendered Practice: “You have to unveil here. Do it

keeping this i1 MINA” ...........cocooueeiuieiieeie ettt ettt et ae b e saaeebeesnbeeseens 99
4.7. Nameless “heroes”: Leadership.........cccooveeiieiiiiiiinieeiieieceece e 104
L070) 1 1ed LT3 10 113
CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION ...cuuiiinuinnicisessessessesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssons 114
BIBLIOGRAPHY ..ot 120

Vi



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

“Are you an ex-affiliate of Cemaat? We were expecting a man?” These were the
first words of the university students who approached me at the event that aimed to
bring people from different social groups and backgrounds to communicate with and get
to know each other. The sights of surprise on the faces of these students prompted me to
think not only about my affiliation with the Hizmet community' as a woman and a
university student from Central Asia but also about the perception of the movement as a
male-dominated and male-oriented domain. This thesis derives from the aspiration to
understand and discuss my experience and the experience of other women affiliates in
the movement.

In the course of my research, I always felt the need to revisit my positioning in the
field as well as my involvement with the Hizmet community’. Based on semi-
structured, in-depth interviews, personal experience and participant-observation, this
research explores how women students from Central Asia become affiliates of the
transnational Hizmet community and how this affiliation shapes their experience of
gender, education, migration, and belonging. How do young women from Central Asia
become part of the Hizmet community and how do they experience and articulatetheir
affiliation with the movement? How do the migration to Turkey and their involvement
in the community affect their lives? How do they define and describe being a woman

affiliate of the community?

"' The movement is referred as the Giilen movement in the academic literature and as the
Hizmet movement or Miispet Hareketi (Constructive Movement) among the followers. |
will use both Giilen community and Hizmet movement in my thesis.

*This notion will be discussed in detail in coming parts.
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Asking these questions and others, this thesis aims to conduct a critical gender
analysis of the experiences of women students from Central Asia and to fill this gap in
the literature on the Giilen community. My interpretation of their narratives is informed
by a critical gender analysis that seeks to understand the ways in which the structures
of the community and the experience of women students are gendered. I use the term
“critical” to differentiate my approach from analyses that “normalize” gender
differences. A critical gender analysis problematizes a naturalized understanding of
gender differences and discusses the implications of such naturalization. I argue that the
gendered structures of the Hizmet community play a significant role in the formation of

female Muslim subjectivities.

In this chapter, I first introduce my personal experience as a former woman
affiliate of the community while at the same time questioning my positioning in the
field as a researcher and discussing my experience during fieldwork, focusing
particularly on the tensions and the difficulty of access. I also narrate the starting point
and the reformulation of my thesis questions and research after entering the field. In
addressing these issues, I also interrogate my research methodology and data analysis.
This research has been shaped by every interviewee’s narrative and would not have
been possible without the personal input of every participant that triggered me to ask
more elaborate and comprehensive questions. Every interviewee’s account inspired me
to re-think my individual experience and re-assess my positioning in the fieldwork.
After introducing my research participants, I analyze the socio-historical background of
the community from a feminist perspective and situate my research in the literature on
the community. In the last section, I provide the outline of the thesis, briefly discussing

the structure of the following chapters.

1.1. Methodology

1.1.1. An Ex-member or Still Abla?: Being an “Insider” and an “Outsider”

Once during my participant-observation, I visited one of my friends who was my
gatekeeper and witnessed her conversation with my next interviewee. While introducing

me, she constantly mentioned my activities as an abla in the movement and put stress
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on how “helpful” I was for other students. This short introduction made me think about
how my participants situated me and how I positioned myself in the field. Due to my
former affiliation with the movement I was perceived as abla by some of my
participants or as a sympathizer’ by other followers I met. Although, like my research
participants, I had stayed in the dorms of the Hizmet community during part of my
undergraduate studies in Turkey, at the time of my research, I had not been affiliated
with the movement for a few years. In the course of my research, I tried to clarify the
blurriness of my position and felt the necessity to accentuate on my identity as a

researcher rather than an insider.

The similarities of my experience and the experience of each of the participants
made this task more difficult and challenging for me. In time, I recognized the
irrelevance of my approach to reproduce the dichotomy of insider-outsider and accept
my positionality in this gray area of inside and outside. Being a former “insider” made
my access much easier and gave me insight on their experiences. In the course of my
research, I dealt with the notions of being insider versus outsider, participant and at the
same time observer, trying both to be involved and detached from the environment I

researched in.

Throughout my undergraduate and graduate studies, I have always been interested
in gender issues and post-Soviet cultures and societies. My personal history enabled me
to add the Giilen movement among these interests. Initially, drawing on my personal
experiences of gender inequality and gender-based discrimination, I was planning to
research on the women university students specifically from Turkmenistan focusing on
their perceptions of gendered violations in education in Turkmenistan. However, when I
realized that most of the students coming to Turkey from Turkmenistan are directly or
indirectly related to the movement and stay at the movement’s student housings after
their arrival, my focus shifted towards their experiences in Turkey and in the movement.
Furthermore, after a few interviews with the students from Turkmenistan, I recognized
the limits of country-specific analysis and broadened my sample to the women students
from Central Asia. Along with my personal and academic interest in the experiences of

women followers, to do ethnographic research with women students was practically

? Basically, the Giilen movement develops informal networks and does not require
formal affiliation with the movement. Because of that it is impossible to count the exact
number of the affiliates.



easier due to the gender-segregated structure of the movement. It would have been
much more difficult for me to find and interview male followers or to attend meetings
organized by male affiliates. The same limitation is valid for male researchers as well:

they can conduct the research only in male housings (Vicini 2013: 383)

During my undergraduate studies in Turkey, I was affiliated with the movement
for several years and stayed in their student housing. Although I got acquainted with the
movement in Turkmenistan, I realized that I became part of the Giilen community when
I arrived in Turkey. From the interviews with my participants, I learned that my
situation is not unique; most of the students — even the alumnis of the Turkish schools in
Central Asia— were not aware of the transnational activities of the movement until they
came to Turkey. During the first year of my arrival, I was appointed as a tutor and
continued tutoring for the most part of my involvement. The movement played an
important role in my educational life in Turkey as well as my socialization. It was not
only a place where I could freely practice my religion but also a place where I met a lot
of people from different cultures and became friends with a lot of women. The warm
and friendly attitude of the affiliates of the movement surprised me and attracted my
attention. When I became part of the movement in Turkmenistan, I felt the caring and
protecting attitude of ablas who constituted a role model of an “ideal” person for me.
Yet, after my arrival to Turkey, my interactions with the “outside” world affected my
perceptions of the movement. I started questioning the structure of the movement and
decided to distance myself from the movement’s activities. However, the movement’s
discourse of goniil bagi (ties of affection) and goniil borcu (debt of affection/gratitude)
created anxiety and confusion while I was trying to disconnect from the movement. My
participants’ narratives provided me with the opportunity to reevaluate this experience
and to further scrutinize it. One of the main factors that affected my decision to detach
from the community was the Women’s Studies course that I took as an undergraduate at
the university and that triggered me to question not only the general hierarchical

organization of the movement, but gender inequality within the movement in particular.

After a preliminary literature review, I realized that the affiliates who contribute to
the movement and are active agents mostly referred in numbers in the literature on the
movement. Though the boundaries of the movement are constantly renegotiated, one of
the main obstacles of doing ethnographic research in the Giilen movement continues to

be the problem of “access”: the academic world is also considered to be an “outside”
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world that has to be protected from. Although I tried to reach my participants through
personal contacts and shared with them my familiarity with the movement, it was not
easy to find students willing to talk. It is also very important to note that the time I
started my fieldwork played a significant role in my difficulty of finding research
participants. The recent major split between the movement and the ruling party in
Turkey that occurred in December 2013 has caused the tightening of the boundaries of
the movement. During my fieldwork I had an opportunity to have a conversation with
one of the “outliers” — a woman university student from Turkey. As she stressed the
tensions between the government and the movement were the reasons she left the
movement. Most of my research participants did not start talking about their experience
in the Giilen movement until I asked or until I started to narrate my experience as a

student in the movement.

1.1.2. Research Methodology

Between January and April 2014, I attended various meetings in dormitories and
student houses for women students in the Giilen movement. It would be inaccurate to
limit my fieldwork to three months as my previous affiliation with the movement
inaugurated my interest in studying gender and women followers. However, these three
months were the period when I was able to step back to analyze and observe the

movement with questions arising from my studies in the social sciences.

I conducted semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 14 women university
students discussing their experiences of migration, education and affiliation with the
Giilen movement. Our conversations were not limited to Turkey and the Giilen
movement but also included their stories about their romantic affairs, comments and
thoughts on their families, their plans about the future, and their disappointments with
the education system back in their home countries. All of my interviews were one-to-
one in a friendly atmosphere. My young age and background in the movement made
this atmosphere less formal. I conducted my interviews in Istanbul and one of the
Central Anatolian cities. I interviewed 8 women university student from Turkmenistan,

3 from Kyrgyzstan, 2 from Kazakhstan and 1 from Tajikistan. The reason for the



majority of the students being from Turkmenistan in my research is again due to the

difficulty of finding research participants.

The ages of my interviewees ranged from 22 to 29 years old. Four of my
interviewees graduated from the universities and started working; one of them is
working in her home country and I had an opportunity to interview her when she came
for the holidays to Turkey. Three of the participants were the graduates of Turkish
schools in their home countries and were motivated to study in Turkey by their teachers.
Four of my interviewees had their relatives (brothers or sisters) or acquaintances
studying in Turkey and started their education following them. Three of the
interviewees got acquainted with the movement in Turkey while residing in either
private or state university dorms. Four of the students attended courses in the
institutions of the movement — apart from the Turkish schools — in their home countries.
Three of the participants left the movement while being university students. Only one of
the interviewees is married. All of them are either graduates or students of the Faculty
of Education (five of them; one of five is a graduate) International Relations (two),
Accounting Programs (two; one of them is a graduate), the Engineering Faculty (a
graduate), Chemistry (a graduate), Midwifery (one) and Textile (one). Four of the
interviews were conducted in Russian upon the request of my interlocutors, while the

rest took place in Turkish.

Along with the interviews, I used participant observation as a method to obtain
detailed knowledge from the field and attempted to situate this knowledge from the field
within a wider context (Clifford 1983). Due to my personal background in the
movement, I was able to recognize and grasp terms and concepts informing the daily
lives of the followers in the field. I attended celebrations (like Nevruz or birthday
parties) organized by the followers and had an opportunity to conceptualize these
gatherings from an outsider’s perspective. Besides these gatherings, I also tried to spent
time with my interviewees outside the student houses or stayed in their housings
overnight. The gatherings helped me to conceptualize and discuss the effects of being
affiliated with the community for these young women from Central Asia. Participant-
observation helped me to explore the abla system and integrate it into the discussion of

adaptation and perception of Turkey as well as the construction of fictive kinship ties.



My knowledge of the Turkish and Central Asian contexts and my former
experience in the community enabled me to achieve diversity that I had planned from
the very beginning of my work. I started all of my interviews by explaining the
principles of confidentiality and ethics. In the thesis, I have changed all the names to
pseudonyms . Most of the personal information about my interviewees has been
modified or omitted so as not to reveal their identities. I transcribed the interviews that
were digitally recorded with the permission of my research participants. The interviews
lasted from one to two-and-half hours. Though each interview began with the same set
of open-ended questions, my participants’ stories shaped the conversation and different
questions emerged in the course of our interviews. I did not follow questions strictly as
they were prepared on the list but tried to add new ones and cross out the ones that
seemed irrelevant to the research participant I was interacting with. Revising the
questions from time to time and note-taking during the interviews contributed to a

dynamic reformulation of the framework of my research.

Identifying my research participants just as affiliates of the movement or as
Muslim women would be very simplistic and inadequate as it would ignore the multiple
and fluid identities and practices within the movement and outside. To avoid such over-
simplification, it is important to explore some other facets such as class, ethnicity,
religious identity and in some cases, family’s practice of religion. I provide background
information on education, family, affiliation with the movement and current occupation
of my participants in the following sections, after introducing the community and

providing an overview of its sociohistorical background.

1.2. Background of the Hizmet Movement

The Giilen community that mainly identifies itself as Hizmet Hareketi’ or Miispet

Hareketi’ is one of the widely recognized Islamic groups in Turkey and internationally.

* Hizmet means service and by defining itself as a movement of service, the movement
imlpies three kinds of service: first, it is a service to Allah, second is a service to
humanity, and third is a service to nation, Turkish nation. The followers and the
sympathizers of the movement refuse to call it the Giilen movement, as the calling of
the leader by name is considered to be rude , and oppose labels such as Fethullah¢ilar
or Giilenciler.



Scholars writing on the Hizmet movement underline the attempt of the community to
define and legitimize itself as a civil society (Turam 2007) or as a social network
(Ozdalga 2005); rather than a tarikat or Sufi fraternity, hence distinguishing itself from
other religious communities. Whether it is a successor of a Nurculuk movement led by
Bediiizzaman Said Nursi or an extension of this movement is debatable. However, it can
be argued that Nursi was one of the influential figures who shaped Giilen’s thoughts on
Islamic revivalism. Still accentuating on the revitalization of faith, the current leader of
the movement, Fethullah Giilen who has been residing in the USA since 1999,
appropriates a modernist discourse. Different from other Islamic movements and other
Nur groups, the Hizmet movement constantly negotiates and engages with the official
nationalist discourse and with the “secular” state, while at the same time expanding its
activities internationally (Turam 2007; Yavuz 2003). Since the early 1990s, the
movement has extended its networks across Turkey and globally (to more than 130
countries) mostly through its educational institutions. The decentralized organization,
informal membership and lack of transparency of the community makes it impossible to
provide the exact number of the followers and sympathizers of the movement (Turam

2007, Yavuz 2003, Ozipek 2009, Agai 2002).

The Hizmet movement has been evolving throughout its history that dates back to
the 1960s. Researchers distinguish three crucial periods in the formation and
enhancement of the movement in the context of Turkey: 1) religioconservative
community-building period (1970-1983); 2) loosening of the boundaries of the religious
community and transition to a religio-education movement (1983-1997); 3) 28 February
1997 period (Military Ultimatum)® (Yavuz 2003, Tittensor 2012, Karatop 2011). Rusen

Cakar argues that the movement has changed dramatically since the 1990s; at that time

5 . .. .
Miispet means positive or constructive.

% In the first period, a core group of motivated students who attended Giilen’s sermons,
organized summer camps and opened the first dershanes and 151k evleri (lighthouses).
The second period marks the transition from the strict religiosity to a more market-
friendly religioeducation movement and the decentralization of the movement as it
started to enroot its educational institutions outside Turkey. The third period reveals the
contradictory ideas of Giilen supporting the military crackdown against Refah Party and
remaining silent on the oppression of other Sunni Islamic groups in the country. For a
detailed analysis see: Yavuz, H. 2003. The Giilen Movement: The Turkish Puritans.
Turkish Islam and the Secular State (eds. M. Hakan Yavuz & John L. Esposito)
Syracuse University Press. (19-47)



the movement’s presence seemed to be limited to the magazine Sizinti and some low-
profile foundations (2014: 18). Giilen himself was not known except for a few
videocassettes of his sermons (ibid.) However, it should be noted that the recent split
between the ruling party (Justice and Development Party) in Turkey and the movement,
that were in informal coalition for a decade, can be analyzed as a new period in the
history of the movement.Abrief overview of the events that shape this split will shed

light on the context in which I conducted my ethnographic research.

In November 2013, the Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan announced the
government’s plans to close down preparatory courses for university entrance
examination — dersanes. This event can be marked as a breaking point in the alliance of
the current government and the movement. About 40 percent of the 4,000 dersanes in
Turkey are established by the movement and constitute a considerable source of income
and recruitment for the movement. Following this event, 51 suspects, including the sons
of three Cabinet Ministers, were detained in “dawn operations” on December 17, 2013.
While the pro-JDP facet accused the movement for setting up a “parallel state” within
the judiciary and the police force, the pro-movement camp blamed the government for
corruption. On the other hand, these events and operations are not the starting point of
the split between the movement and JDP. There are variety of opinions on the points of

the divergence between the JDP and the movement’.

For the purposes of my research, I will not go into more details about the split and
the controversies in the alliance of the movement and the ruling party, but rather discuss
its background and implications. In agreement with Cakir that the movement’s visibility
in the international arena increased in the last five years, I also suggest that the
heightened tension between the movement and the JDP increased the visibility of the
movement even more in Turkey and globally. The scope of this visibility should also be
questioned. Who became visible and how? And more importantly, who is left out in this
framework? I will return to these questions later in discussions of the existing scholarly

literature in this chapter and in the following chapters of my thesis. In short, together

7 Cakar argues that the alliance was behind not only the success of the court cases known
as “Ergenekon” and “Balyoz” but also their controversial aspects (2014: 18). Kurdish
question and the attack of Israeli troops on flottila led by Turkish aid agency are also
claimed to be among the points of controversy between the government and the
movement.



with shaking the image of the movement as a civil society organization that promotes
and aims at interreligious and intercultural dialogue, the tensions between the
movement and the JDP crossed the boundaries of Turkey. After the Prime Minister
Erdogan made statements like : “This organization has to be exposed. Responsibility for
it is on the shoulders of every one of our ambassadors™ in January 2014, the t the
movement’s international activities came under further scrutiny. Bayram Balci, who
extensively writes on the activities and positioning of the movement in Central Asia and
the Caucasus, argues that the divorce of the alliance might put the movement’s activities
and even its presence in the region and in other countries at risk (Balc1 2014). I find
these macro-political changes significant for my research as I conducted the
ethnographic research with the subjects of the movement from Central Asian countries
studying in Turkey in the context of this rapidly shifting ground. In the following
subsection, I would like to briefly discuss the transnational activism of the movement

with the specific focus on the Turkish schools in Central Asia.

1.2.1. Transnationalizing the Movement: Turkish Schools in Central Asia

The transnationalisation of the Hizmet movement sets it apart from other religious
movements in Turkey, as well as internationally (Balci 2014; Pandya 2012). Recruiting
and including the host society into the community has been one of the main purposes of
the movement’s followers migrating to different countries. It must be remembered that
the success of the movement within Turkey and globally has been accomplished via
educational institutions. The movement invests the significant part of its human and
financial resources into the establishment of educational facilities: schools, preparatory
courses, universities and dormitories. Turkish schools has become famous all over the
world and become more visible in Turkey due to the International Turkish Language

Olympiads’ organized annually in Turkey since 2003. The schools were called “Baris

% In his visit to Baku, the Prime Minister Erdogan targeted the movement’s schools
abroad in his speech.The news was retrieved from: http://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/04/international-schools-abroad-suffer-gulen-
conflict.html##ixzz3829zukdw

? The International Turkish Language Olympiads is a big and significant event not only
for the Turkish schools abroad but also for the movement’s institutions in Turkey. At
the first stage, the students (who can speak Turkish) mainly from the Turkish schools
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Kopriileri” — “The Bridges of Peace” (Ates, Karakas & Ortayli 2005) by the scholars
affiliated with the movement. Balci states that the reason for the schools being famous
and favored by the wider audience in Turkey, beyond the affiliates of the movement, is
that the movement succeded to “tap into a sense of Turkish nationalism” by promoting

Turkish language and “culture” globally (2014: 3).

On the other side, the movement succeeded in “adapting” to almost every country.
The movement has paid significant importance to the local customs and needs of the
host country. In the same line, Turam asserts that the most distinguishing feature of the
Hizmet movement is not the interfaith dialogue that it advocates for but rather the
engagement relationship of the movement with the state in different national contexts
(2007). Building educational institutions and organizations and appealing to the cultures
of the host society have been the reason for the welcoming attitude from the side of the
host countries. Even though it is not a simple matter of success or failure, looking at the
number of the educational institutions the movement established in about two decades it
can be said that the Hizmet movement has been successful in spreading its word in

most parts of the world, including Central Asia.

Since the 1990s Central Asia has been one of the first — and most important —
regions for the transnational educational activism of the Giilen movement. After the
collapse of the Soviet Union, Fethullah Giilen motivated his disciples to enroot in
Central Asia not only recalling the “common” past and “similar” cultures but also
underlying the importance of economic and cultural investment for Turkey in this

region for its future potentials in the global arena'’.

abroad compete in different titles such as general culture, reciting poems, singing songs,
etc. in their own home countries. Afterwards, the finalists are invited to a grandiose
ceremony in Turkey to participate in the contestation there. The celebrities and the
authorities from the government (ministers, prime minister and the president) attended
the event in the previous years in Turkey. The first Olympiad was held in 2003 with the
participation of 11 countries. Last year, Turkey hosted students from 140 countries
where Turkish schools are run.

"“In November 1989 in his preach in Siileymaniye Fethullah Giilen urged his followers
to pay special attention to Central Asia. A year later a group of 37 followers left Turkey
to Azerbayjan and Georgia where the base for the primary schools were laid. (Kemal
Karpat in “Barig Kopriileri: Diinyaya Acilan Tiirk Okullar1” eds. Ates, Karakas, Ortayl
2005: 62)

11



Now, it is our turn to return to our Homeland and pay our debts with
gratitude by performing our duties. (...) Our entepreneurs, industrialists,
merchants familiar with the international trade and even tradesmen and
workers as soon as they have a chance should go to Asia and invest in
agriculture and industrial spheres to solve the problems related to
unemployment. Currently, when our domestic market is at the saturation
point, we need more new sources and new markets to enter into competition
with the world. At this very moment Central Asia is a golden opportunity
for us. If our investors at cleverly and use this opportunity by evaluating
such dynamics as common religion, language, culture and history, we will
be able to pull through economic blockade and join the number of rich
countries in the world. (Giilen 2001'")

Long-term nation-building projects were launched in all of the five countries
(Kazakhstan, Kirgizstan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan) soon after the
collapse of the Soviet Union. These projects aimed at constructing the nationalist
consciousness conveying an ethnic and Islamic characteristics in the Independence
years. The economic and political transformations in the region resulted in the
deterioration of various systems, including the educational sphere (Silova, Johnson &

Heyneman 2007).
According to Turam (2007),

[T]he secular Turkish Republic has come to be seen as an obvious
candidate to fill the power vacuum in the Turkic region. In this secular
corner of the Muslim world, Turkey and the Central Asian countries were
expected to opt for regionalization in order to establish an unshakeable
buffer zone against the Islamic threat that Afghanistan and Iran posed. (91)

Nonetheless, the Soviet secular past of these states and their economic and
political ties to Russia have prevented them from completely turning their faces towards

neighbouring Muslim countries (Iran, Afghanistan, Turkey). These states have

! Giinlimiize gelince; simdilerde yeniden ata yurdumuza giderek, vefa ve kadirsinashk
hisleri i¢inde vazife yapma sirasi bize gelmistir. [...] Miitesebbislerimiz, sanayicilerimiz,
Bati ile entegrasyon neticesi dis diinyayr bilen tiiccarlarimiz, hatta esnaflarimiz ve
iscilerimiz, imkanlar1 Olgiisiinde mutlaka Asya’ya gitmeli ve oradaki istihdam
problemini de halletme yolunda, smai ve zirai yatinmlarda bulunmalidirlar. [...] I¢
piyasanin doyum noktasina ulastig1 giiniimiizde, bizim yeni yeni mahreglere ve diinya
ile rekabete girebilecegimiz dis pazarlara her zamankinden daha ¢ok ihtiyacimiz var.
Iste tam bu asamada Orta Asya bizim i¢in bulunmaz bir firsattir. Sayet yatirrmecimiz
akilli davranip, aramizdaki din, dil, kiiltiir, tarih birligi (my italics) gibi dinamikleri de
degerlendirerek bu firsati kullanabilirse, i¢inde bulundugumuz ekonomik ¢ikmazdan
kurtulmamiz ve diinyanin sayili zengin devletleri arasina girmemiz isten bile degil...
Retrieved  from:  http://tr.fgulen.com/content/view/11666/3/.  Giilen, M. F.
(2001). Prizma-2 (Vol. 2). Isik Yayncilik Ticaret.
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approached religious organizations or religious formations very cautiously, tried to
control them and very often defined them as threatening and potentially separatist.
Interestingly, despite the hostile attitude towards religion and authoritarian control of
the governments, the faith-based Giilen Movement succeeded in building strong ties
between Turkey and Central Asia by stressing/appealing to the same ethnic root
(Turkic) and the same religion (Islam). Additionally, according to Clement (2011), who
conducted ethnographic research in Turkish schools in Turkmenistan, the schools and
the teachers of the schools - namely the disciples of the movement — introduced a
secular curricula and strong moral framework (terbiye) which did not threaten the state

(77).

The recent major split between the government and the movement once again has
brought the discussion about the Turkish schools abroad into Turkish and foreign
media. It is important to mention that the educational transnational activities of the
movement have also streghtened the positioning of the movement in Turkey. While the
movement is well-known for its religious activities and religious structure in Turkey,
the Turkish schools outside the country exhibit a more secular profile. As of July 2014,
the movement runs 30 high and secondary schools in Kazakhstan, 15 schools in
Kyrgyzstan, about the same amount in Azerbaijan, and around 10 schools in Tajikistan
(Balc1 2014'%). There were more than 15 schools in Uzbekistan until they were shut
down in 2001 due to the deterioration in Turkish-Uzbek relationships'®. In
Turkmenistan about twenty schools were expropriated by the government and re-named
as Turkmen schools in 2011'* with the change of the president and the government.

Only two of the schools endured their existence since the government’s decision to

12 Retrieved from: http://www.cacianalyst.org/publications/analytical-

articles/item/13006-what-future-for-the-fethullah-g%C3%BClen-movement-in-central-
asia-and-the-cauca%E2%80%A6

" The tensions between the states affected the presence of the movement in Uzbekistan.
Uzbek government put a lot of restrictions to prevent the development of the movement
and presence of Turks in the state. (Balc1 2010: 156-157)

'* According to Horak the schools were closed “for the allegedly spreading the Islamic
doctrine in the curriculum” (2013: 3). The second president of Turkmenistan
Berdimuhammedov ordered to expropriate Turkish schools in 2011. The curricula, the
textbooks and language of the lessons changed: the schools become Turkmen high
schools with national curricula. The vast majority of teachers from Turkey had to fly
back to Turkey.
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make changes in the national public education system. Apart from these schools, there
are universities in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan and private teaching
institutions affiliated with the movement, that offer either language education (English
and Turkish) or provide university exam preparation courses. The natural sciences and
information technologies are mainly taught in English, while social sciences are taught
in Russian, Turkish and vernacular language. The success of the schools is widely
recognized in the region. The students of Turkish schools in the region win not only
medals in the international olympiads mainly in natural sciences, but also scholarships
from different universities abroad. The vast majority of the alumni of these schools

enter universities outside their countries.

1.3. Literature Review and Situating My Research

Due to the role of the Hizmet movement in Turkey and its transnational nature, the
movement drew considerable attention of the scholars in Turkey and abroad. Some of
the existing academic studies on the Hizmet movement explore the movement from a
sociological point of view focusing on the collective action and mobilization, on the
civic activism, and on the movement as a social organization (Cetin 2005, Ergene 2008,
Ozipek 2009, Toguslu 2007). There are a number of studies that explore theoretical and
philosophical ideas of Fethullah Giilen with specific focus on his educational
philosophy and ethics (Agai, 2002) on the synthesis of diverse ideas in science and
religion (Bakar 2005, Kurtz 2005, Unal and Williams 2001, West II 2006), on
modernity (Kuru 2003) and on his views of piety and influence of Sufism in the

movement (Michel 2005, Yavuz 2003, Ozdalga 2009).

There are also studies concentrating on the ideas and practices of the movement in
the realm of politics and economics (Gulay 2007, Gézaydin 2009, Koyuncu-Lorasdagi
2007, Baskan 2006, Ebaugh&Koc¢ 2007). For instance, Gdzaydin explores the
movement in the light of relationship of the movement to the democratization process in
Turkey (2009). Similarly, Koyuncu-Lorasdagi approaches the movement in her
discussion of whether Islam, modernity and democracy can co-exist and whether this
co-existence may offer prospects for democratization in Turkey (2007: 154). In the co-

edited volume by M. Hakan Yavuz and John L. Esposito Turkish Islam and the Secular
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State: The Giilen Movement, various chapters analyze “the significance of the
movement in the shaping of the contemporary Islamic sociopolitical scene in
Turkey”(Yavuz and Esposito 2003: vii). In the words of its editors, the academic works
in this volume also “examine the intervening role of market forces in the interaction

between the secular Turkish republic and Turkish Islamic sociopolitical movements”
(ibid).

Most of the above-stated works conduct a macro-analysis of the movement
primarily concentrating on the historical background of the movement within the
context of Turkish political history. These works also expose the dynamic relationship
of the movement with politics. There are scholars who explore the transnational element
of the movement as well (Park 2007, Hunt&Aslandogan 2007, Pandya&Gallagher
2012). The co-edited volume by Pandya and Gallagher The Giilen Movement and Its
Transnational Activities: Case Studies of Altruistic Activism in Contemporary Islam
aims to scrutinize the transnational extension of the movement, focusing on the activism
of the participants at the international level and the interfaith dialogue that the
movement promotes (2012). The chapters in the book discuss international activism of
the movement, its organization and institutionalization of the movement abroad in cases
of different countries from Australia to Kosova and Nigeria. Some researchers have
written extensively on the educational activities of the movement in different countries
as well (Balc1 2003, Clement 2011, Polat 2012, Aydin&Lafer 2012, Mehmeti 2012,
Silova 2007, Hallzon 2008). For example, the scholarly literature on the movement in
Central Asia mainly discusses the consolidation of the movement in the region, its
influence in the nation-state building projects and the formation of the national
consciousness, as well as the role of the movement in the education and formation of
new “elites” (Balc1 2003, 2014, Clement 2011, Turam 2007, Balci, Akkok & Engin
2000). The accounts of my participants do not only support these findings but also
reveal the deterioration of educational systems in their home countries and the gendered

practices in the educational systems both in Turkey and in Central Asian states.

Despite the abundancy of academic literature on the movement, there is a dearth
of ethnographic research on the movement. One reason behind this gap in the literature
is the difficulty of doing research on the movement. The movement constantly redraws
and negotiates its boundaries with the outside world. In some contexts, the academic

world remains outside the boundaries of the movement making ethnographic research
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very difficult for the outsiders of the movement. Interestingly, the international
scholarship constitutes more ethnographic work than the scholarship in Turkey. The
movement established several platforms for the interfaith dialogue both in Europe and
US (The Platforme de Paris in France, Fethullah Giilen Chair for Intercultural Studies at
the University of Leuven in Belgium, Turkic American Alliance in Washighton, etc.).
These organizations regularly host cultural and educational activities and conferences.
The Rumi Forum is also one of the establishments that regularly organizes lectures and
debates on religious, cultural and political topics (Balci 2014). This Forum organizes
major conference on the Gililen movement annually (ibid.). These conferences are
prepared with the collaboration and assistance of other institutions that support the
movement, for example, Center for Muslim-Christian Understanding at Georgetown
University. One can argue that that the boundaries of the movement’s organizations
outside Turkey are more flexible and open to the academic world due to these
platforms'”. The movement attempts to gain credence from the society and the states

where they establish their institutions through these platforms as well.

Though every work conducted on the movement is valuable, I recognize several
limitations in the scholarship on the movement. As I already stated above, one of the
main voids in the scholarly literature is the deficiency of ethnographic research. The
participants and their daily lives and experiences remain understudied in the
scholarship. Berna Turam is one of the scholars who conducted an in-depth
ethnographic research on the movement in Turkey, Kazakhstan and US. Her book Islam
and the State explores “how Islamic actors and the state transformed each other within
the last decade” basing her arguments on the ethnographic work she conducted since
1997 (2007: 13). The experiences of the students who constitute the vast majority of the
movement is also not sufficiently integrated into the scholarship. My study aims to
contribute to this void by analyzing the everyday experiences of the women students
from Central Asian in the movement in Turkey. In the scholarship that examines the
transnational activism of the movement and the schools in Central Asia the incoming
educational migration to Turkey from Central Asia fostered by the movement is missing

as well. I believe that my research attempts to narrow down this gap by focusing on the

"> There are also similar platforms in Turkey as well such as Abant Platform tied to
Journalists and Writers Foundation, the renowned organization of the movement or
Diyalog Avrasya, Medialog Platform, etc.
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lived experiences of the students and their perceptions. Basing my arguments with the
specific focus on the women students, I aim to conduct gender analysis of their
experiences, which also remains understudied. Adopting Scott’s conceptualization of
gender as “a useful category of historical analysis” (Scott 1999) I attempt to trace the

gender formations and processes that establish them within the movement.

The gender segregation of the movement constitutes one of the reasons behind a
lack of research on gender; the movement draws “shifting” boundaries between not only
the outsiders and the participants but also between men and women members. One of
the examples to this notion would be Berna Turam’s experience of gendered attitude of
the followers. She faced with the over-protective attitude of male participants of the
movement, especially when she was outside Turkey, and related this to her gender.
Furthermore, she contacted some of her women interviewees through their husbands
and intervieweed them in their apartments. The male participants who met with Turam
in public space and were very friendly became “invisible” in their own houses, in their
private sphere (Turam 2003: 117-119). I will discuss the literature on gender in detail in
Chapter III and Chapter IV. Additionally, I would like to mention that my study aims to
add up not only to the literature discussing gender issues and women’s participation in
the movement (Rausch 2008, Hallzon Pandya 2012, Stephenson 2006, Andrea 2007,
Ozdalga 2000, Curtis 2005) but also to built into the existing literature on women’s
mobilization in religious movements in Turkey (Arat 1999, Cakir 2000, Aktas 2001).
The particular contribution of my case study is its focus on the transnationality of the
movement through the case of recruitment and mobilization of women university

students from Central Asia.

1.4. Research Participants

Selvi, 25, Turkmenistan

Selvi studied in one of the Turkish high schools in Turkmenistan. She entered the

examination'® for foreign students in Turkey. At the moment of my interview with her,

"The examination is called YOS (Yabanct Ogrenci Smavi) which is designed
specifically for the foreign students to get into Turkish universities. Most of the
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she had graduated from the university and was looking for a job in Turkey. I met with
Selvi in one of her friends’ house; she was very welcoming and talkative. The two
reasons for her choice of education in Turkey were her friends in the school and the
economic conditions of her family — as Selvi says, Turkey is considered to be
economically more available. In her account, Selvi mentioned her brother working in
Russia and her parents residing in Turkmenistan. According to Selvi, her parents
supported her in acquiring higher education abroad and did not put any restrictions on
her decisions. The moment I asked about her affiliation with the Giilen movement, Selvi
ardently started to express her anger and dissatisfaction with the movement. Selvi
identified herself as Christian and Russian. She talked very negatively about the
movement and constantly referred to the oppression and discrimination that she was
exposed to in the movement since her high school years. Selvi believed that her
religious and national identities were the reasons of discrimination in the movement.
She left the movement after a year of stay in Hizmet housing and moved to one of her
friend’s flats; however, after a while she wanted to return back to the movement and
was not accepted. She narrated her hardships and blamed the movement for some of her
problems. Selvi described her migration experience as a story of empowerment. She
stressed that she was not willing to return back to her home as she felt free and
independent in Turkey. Though Selvi reflected very negatively on the movement and its
effects on her life, she also felt gratitude to some of the ablas who influenced her and
served as examples of decency. I intervieweed her in Russian but when it came to the
specific terms used in the movement Selvi did not hesitate to switch to Turkish and

demonstrated her familiarity with the language and discourse of the movement.
Gaye, 23, Turkmenistan

Gaye became acquainted with the movement via the courses she took in one of the
institutions of the movement in her home country. She was a senior student at a
university at the time of the interview. Though Gaye became affiliated in Turkmenistan
and was almost already familiar with the structure of the movement upon her arrival,

she became aware of the transnational activism of the movement in Turkey. She defined

applicants are the students from the post-Soviet countries. Until recently the students
also could apply for the state-funded scholarship TCS (Tiirkive Cumhuriyetleri Sinavi).
However, Turkmenistan opened the quota only for male students; thus, female students
can apply only for YOS.
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herself as a dedicated follower. She was the only person I asked about Fethullah Giilen
and his role in her life. The uneasiness of Gaye at this question made me erase this
question from the list. I assume that both the recent events of 17th December 2013 and
the hostile attitude of Turkmenistan’s government towards any religious organizations
were the main reasons of this silence. In her reply to this question she stated that her
loyalty and devotion to the movement and to Giilen will continue despite all the smear
campaigns. Though she was planning to work in state institutions after her graduation,
Gaye underlined that she will continue her affiliation with the movement. On the other
hand, she also expressed her unsatisfaction with the hierarchy in the movement and
opposed some of the rules by breaking them. She was offered posts of abla several
times but she refused them due to her busy schedule at the university. Strikingly, when I
was inquiring about the effects of the movement on her life, Gaye continuously objected
to the idea that the movement has changed her. She believed that her family already
inflicted her the values that were identical with the movement’s principles; thus, she
narrated that her adaptation to the movement’s environment was very quick. While, on
the one hand, she was familiar with so/bets — as her father listened to them on the radio
— and was fasting before she met with the followers, on the other hand, Gaye stressed on
the broader impact of the movement on her life: she started to organize her life
according to the movement. I will discuss this point in the coming chapters. According
to Gaye, although her family does not know the movement very well, they share similar

ideas.
Yagmur, 24, Turkmenistan

She arrived to Turkey following her relative. Her relative was an alumni of
Turkish school in Turkmenistan and advised Yagmur to apply to the university after her
unsuccessful attempts to get university education in Turkmenistan. Yagmur told me that
her parents did not hesitate to send her to foreign country to get higher education . I
interviewed Yagmur at the student housing and from her flatmates’ attitude I understand
that she was abla of the house; however, she was very unwilling to talk about her
affiliation with the movement. The interview with Yagmur was the most challenging for
me and can be considered as a turning point in my fieldwork. It was also the most
embarassing moment in my fieldwork, as I insistently asked her about the reasons of her
silence. Her harsh response about the irrelevance of my question made me question my

approach as a researcher. Yagmur defined herself as a very ambitious person and
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perceived Turkey as a place of opportunities. She has been very active in the activities
organized at university. Yagmur was very careful in choosing her words and answering
my questions; she did not use word Hizmet or Cemaat throughout her story at all or did
not tell anything about her relevance to and activism in the movement. However, she
consistently underscored that “the environment she lives in” — namely the Hizmet

movement— did not constrain her from anything.
Karanfil, 25, Turkmenistan

She was the third year student and was planning to continue her job in the
movement’s institution in Turkmenistan after the graduation. The aspiration of Karanfil
to get education and her altruistic dedication — “to be useful to humanity” — impressed
me and reminded me about Giilen’s messages on selflessness. She learned about the
examination in Turkey in the educational centre of the movement in her home country
and decided to apply. She demonstrated awareness about the gendered bias of her
family and the state and expressed her disappointment with it: while her younger
brother could apply for the state scholarships to study in Malaysia, China or Russia, she
could not enter the exams as they were only for boys. Moreover, she was not as much
encouraged by her family to study abroad as in the case of her younger brother: she
applied and failed university examinations in Turkmenistan seven times and considered
to study abroad only after her brother. Differently from her brother, she had to consider
the economic situation of her family and act accordingly. “Turkey is the best chance for

women students”!’

, says Karanfil. She openly talked about the (gendered) political
violence of the state against students in her home country. Her narrative made an
important contribution to my research as she reminded me about the diversity of the
experience of the students according to their countries as well. The students from
Turkmenistan whom I interviewed, except two, mainly remained silent about the gender
discriminatory practices of the state and sometimes even legitimized these practices.
Students from other Central Asian countries did not refer to the gender restrictions of
the scholarship programs and were surprised at this information. Moreover, Karanfil

was the only participant who made me comfortable while I was asking questions about

the movement and the dynamics within it. She serves in the post of abla in the

'7 Karanfil: kontenjan ¢ok az. kontenjan ¢ok az oldugu icin o da zaten erkeklere var.
bayanlara hi¢ yoktu. zaten bayanlarin yurtdisinda okumasi i¢in en uygun bir yer daha
dogrusu Tiirkiye oldugu i¢in burayi sectim.
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movement. She used movement’s discourse and movement’s language extensively in

her account.
Aylar, 26, Turkmenistan

My interview with Aylar was the most lively as she had a very humorous style of
telling her story. She had come back to Turkey for a couple of days and I had an
opportunity to interview her in one of the student houses. We spent about two and half
hours sharing stories and enjoying our dialogue. Aylar graduated from the Anatolian
Turkish school in Turkmenistan. At the moment she is working outside Turkey. One of
her friends studying in Turkey persuaded her to apply for the examination in Turkey
and assured her family to allow Aylar to come to Turkey. Aylar already experienced the
state violence when she was not permitted to cross the border when she got accepted in
one of the universities in another Central Asian country. After several unsuccessful
attempts to learn the reason of this intervention, she had quit the idea to study abroad.
As Aylar narrated, she was not aware of her friend’s affiliation with the movement. She
was placed in one of the dormitories of the movement upon her arrival. Throughout her
story Aylar mentioned about the hardships she had due to shortage of finances and
thanked Hizmet for both the moral and the financial support. Currently, her ties with the
movement are loose as she started working in a company. She served in Hizmet for a
year and shared with meher experience of becoming an “unconventional” abla. 1 found
her narrative very illuminatingas it also breaks the homogeneity of representation of
ablas that will be explored later. On the other side, she discussed the changes the
movement brought to her life such as “modest” dressing or becoming more caring about
other people. Aylar stressed that through her involvement in the movement her
perceptions of justice and altruism have changed. Her mother and other members of her
family were at first afraid at the quick changes but then were delighted with these

changes as they did not seem to pose any danger.
Nergiz, 25, Turkmenistan

She had graduated and was working in Turkey at the moment of the interview.
She was planning to return home in several months. Nergiz has five sisters and is the
only child with higher education in her family. She considers herself very lucky and
encourages her youngest sister to apply to Turkish universities. Nergiz met the affiliates

of the movement in Turkmenistan and was motivated by them to apply to universities in
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Turkey. Her father was against this idea and favored the education in Russia instead of
Turkey. Nergiz convinced her father in reconsidering his decision by giving examples
of the affiliates from Turkmenistan who were already studying in Turkey. At the
beginning of her interview she tried to avoid talking about her experience of affiliation
in detail. She changed the subject to me the moment I asked about the movement: she
reminded me that [ was one of the first-comers and that my experience would be more
interesting to listen. I did not object and shared some of my experience with her. After a
while Nergiz herself started to comment and share her story, at least partially. She had

been appointed to a post of abla for a year.
Giilnur, 26, Turkmenistan

Giilnur graduated from the university several years ago and started working in
Turkey. Her relative was a graduate of Turkish schools and encouraged her to study in
Turkey. She married when she was a university student and has a child. She stayed in
the movement for about three years. We met with Giilnur several times outside in a cafe
and spent time together during her lunch breaks. In a long and friendly conversations
she told me about her family and her future plans and dreams. Her narrative was
overloaded with the comments and thoughts related to her family, her family-in-law and
her home country. At the time of the interview, she and her husband were on the verge
of deciding whether to leave Turkey and establish their life in Turkmenistan or to stay
in Turkey. Glilnur’s narrative prompted me to think about these students’ perception of
Turkey in relation to their home country. She classified two countries in opposite
binaries and attributed certain adjectives and images to both of the destinations. In
addittion, I observed the similar impulse in my other participants’ narratives and started
to question these binaries. When I asked questions about Hizmet, Giilnur explicitly
talked about her distanced attitude and unpleasant memories related to the movement.
As she claims, she had to leave the movement because she was dating her current
husband. Through her story, I also traced the generational differences between the

newcomers and the first-comers.
Derya, 30, Tadjikistan

Derya arrived in Turkey several years ago. She graduated from the university and
started working in Turkey. She also had contradictory ideas about whether to return

back to home country or to stay in Turkey. Similarly, most of the students I interviewed

22



expressed their anxiety and confusion. She was critical about the education system and
gender-biased discrimination in her home country but excluded her family from the
society she was talking about. As she narrated, her family was very supportive of her

education.
Melisa, 26, Turkmenistan

Melisa is a senior student and is planning to graduate this year. She invited me to
her flat for the interview and told her story during dinner and tea. As Melisa narrates,
her family, especially her mother was very encouraging of her university education. She
learned about the university education in Turkey from the institutions of the Hizmet
movement in Turkmenistan. Melisa is very active in the extracurricular activities at the
university and helped me in reaching the women university students from Kazakhstan
and Kyrgyzstan. Even though she invited me to several activities organized by the
movement, that involved international students, in our conversation she barely
mentioned her activities in the movement and instead was very eager to talk about her
life at the university. She plans to go back to Turkmenistan and work there. Melisa
excitedly shared her experience and continuously stressed how busy her life in Turkey
is. She is one of the members of committee in the student club which aims to raise
“national” consciousness. Her interview made me consider the ethno-nationalist

subjectivities shaped within the movement after the arrival of the students in Turkey.
Cemile, 22, Kyrgyzstan

I met Cemile at one of the Hizmet movement’s activities and asked her to
participate in my thesis research. She did not hesitate and invited me to her flat for the
interview. Cemile is a graduate of the Turkish school in Kyrgyzstan. As she states, she
is the youngest child in her family and her parents were not very willing to let her study
abroad; however, she adds, after failing to get a scholarship in her country, she decided
to apply to Turkey. Conversely, her teachers at the Turkish school favored the idea and
encouraged her to apply to the universities in Turkey. For Cemile, moving to Turkey
and becoming part of the Hizmet movement in Turkey was a “normal”(ized) process as
she had already spent several years in the boarding schools of the Hizmet movement in
Kyrgyzstan. Her reply to the question whether she is planning to stay in Turkey or go
back to her country challenged my assumption that almost every student would want to

stay abroad due to various reasons (unemployment, instabile economic condition,
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different system, etc.). Although she did not talk about her position and post in the

movement explicitly, she implied that she had responsibilities in the movement.
Ceren, 22, Kyrgyzstan

Ceren was very shy and not very talkative at the beginning of the interview. After
sharing some of my personal experience both in my home country and in the movement
in Turkey, Ceren was less anxious and started to tell her story. She came to Turkey right
after she graduated from the Turkish school in Kyrgyzstan. As she states, her parents
registered her to the Turkish school so that she could get university education abroad.
She was curious about my application to the university and the program I was enrolled
in. When I asked Ceren about her future plans related to her affiliation in the movement
and to going back to her home country, she replied that she was very undecisive and
caught in-between her aspiration to get a Master’s degree and the urgency of performing
Hizmet in her home country. Her account reminded me of my own hesitations and fears
of putting “worldly” ambitions before the sacred duties. As she claims, she is very
dedicated to the movement and perceives it as her family. When I asked whether she
regards it as a second family, she immediately replied that she does not want to place it

below her “biological” family.
Arzu, 22, Kazakhstan

Arzu’s case is different from any other participant’s case. She applied to the
university in Turkey without having any connection to the Turkish schools or other
institutions of the movement in Kazakhstan. Her ambition to study in Turkey emanated,
as she says, from her desire to know many languages and to be “as smart as the alumni
of Turkish schools”. She identified herself and her parents as atheists. Despite her
parents’ unwillingness to send her to a“Muslim” country, she entered university in
Turkey. Arzu moved to the dormitores of the movement with her friend after several
months from her arrival. In a short time she and her friend were offered to move to the
Hizmet housing to which they agreed. There she spent almost a year and moved back to
the university dormitory. Arzu’s story enabled me to observe the experience of
becoming a part of the movement for the person who is totally unrelated to the

movement and has different religious identification from the rest of the affiliates.

Nazl, 24, Kyrgyzstan
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Nazli graduated from the Anatolian high school in Kyrgyzstan. She applied to
Turkey with the encouragement of her teachers in the school. She met with the affiliates
of the movement in the university dormitory in Turkey. After becoming friends with
them she moved in the student housing of the movement. At the time of our interview
Nazli1 was a seniour student. For her, Turkey is a place where her Muslim identity has
been shaped. Additionally, her narrative extended my discussion on the formation of the
nationalist and “Muslim” subjectivities. At my surprise, after the interview Nazli asked
about my opinion on the coming regional elections in Turkey and what my stance
towards the ruling party was. This question did not only surprise me but also triggered
me to think about the politicization of the subjects within the private space in the Hizmet

movement.
Feride, 25, Kazakhstan

Feride identified herself as Meskhetian Turk. During her interview Feride mostly
narrated her family and did not mention much her affiliation with the movement. As
she says, her family is very supportive of her university education. According to Feride,
her migration to Turkey helped her to find her family roots and realize the importance
of national identity. Her insights are very valuable to my research in terms of adding

new questions to the construction of national imaginaries.

1.5. Outline

In the following chapter of my thesis I will discuss how the students’ perceptions
of Turkey mainly constructed by their acquaintance with the movement have effected
their choices of university education. While problematizing the modernist discourse
reflected in the narratives of my participants with a specific focus on the occidentalist
perceptions of Turkey, I will explore how the movement and the relationships
constructed within it assist in forming a holistic image of Turkey. I focus on how
images of “safe” and “modern/civilized” Turkey have gone through -certain

transformations after the arrival of the students in Turkey in the following chapter.

The third chapter mainly concentrates on the Hizmet movement’s conceptualizing

and practice of transnational relationships and on the role of kin terms in these
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conceptualizations. I examine Hizmet housing as one of the central sites where fictive
kin relations are consolidated. In this chapter, I also focus on the gender segregated,
homosocial characteristic of this site of communal living and interaction. The chapter
aims to underscore the significance of gender in my analysis of the Hizmet movement

and community.

In the fourth chapter I explore the perceptions of my participants regarding gender
inequities and leadership in the movement. Approaching the experiences of my
participants through a gender lens, I question how these perceptions overlap with 