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The article analyses the emergence of the “Islamic revival” from a 
sociological perspective. Basically, it examines the Islamic movement with 
the four main components; the Islamic intelligentsia, the Kurds, 
peripheral entrepreneurs and the urban poor and explores the particular 
rationale of each group. However, consistent with the deficiencies in the 
literature, the article focuses mainly on the urban poor and emphasises 
the role of the populist discourse of the Islamic movement, 
transformation of the solidarity networks of the poor into ethnic and 
religious cleavages, and the organizational abilities of the Islamic 
movement, especially the spectacular utilization of the women activists. 
 

 
One of the most controversial issues in contemporary Turkey is the rising visibility of Islam both 

in the public and political spheres. The victory of the religiously oriented parties in the national 

and local elections of the 1990s and the electoral success of the Justice and Development Party 

(AKP) on 3 October 2002 can be taken as powerful indicators of this Islamic rise. However, 

events in the political sphere are only the visible part of the iceberg. Besides, Turkey has 

experienced a sudden increase in the numbers of institutions such as charity organizations, 

NGOs, business corporations and TV channels that employ a predominantly Islamic language. 

Therefore, it is valid to claim that alongside the political achievements, the Islamic movement1 

was able to penetrate into the public sphere. On the basis of this observation, the main objective 

of this study is to explain this claimed “Islamic revival” from a more sociological perspective.  

 



In fact several studies have tried to explain the Islamic rise by following different perspectives. 

For instance, there is the literature that emphasizes the economic basis of the Islamic movement 

by underlining the economic motivation of Islamic entrepreneurs for extending their economic 

power in reference to large-scale industrialist and importers2. In addition, there is a growing 

literature, which considers the Islamic rise within the failure of modernization or in the collapsing 

state hegemony3. Finally, there is the literature of party politics, which directs our attention to the 

clientele relations and political manoeuvres of the Islamic movement4. Indeed, all of these 

perspectives are valid contributions to explain the phenomenon. However, we do claim that in 

order to solve the riddle of Islamic rise, a new standpoint that combines these perspectives is 

necessary. Therefore, the current study proposes a multi-layered perspective, which employs 

these distinctive literatures to explain the particular rationales of various segments contributing to 

the claimed “Islamic revival”. To do this, the article examines the phenomenon vis-à-vis different 

socio-economic groups and aims to explore the particular rationales of the four main groups, 

namely, the Islamic intelligentsia, the Kurds, peripheral entrepreneurs and the urban poor. Within 

these groups the urban poor remains the most frequently mentioned, but least explored. 

Therefore, though the article deals also with the first three, the main focus of the article remains 

on the particular rationale of the urban poor, which enabled the noteworthy electoral successes of 

the Islamic movement by its significant vote potential. In order to demonstrate the peculiar 

rationale of this group for supporting the Islamic movement, the article employs the model 

proposed by Kalaycıoğlu and Rittersberger-Tılıç5, which was originally developed to understand 

the survival strategies of the urban poor, and adopts it to explain the rise of the Islamic 

movement in post-1990 period.   

 

The article claims that due to the economic recession brought by the introduction of neo-liberal 

policies, the solidarity networks of the urban poor evolved into ethnic and religious cleavages, 

which have been successfully utilized by the Islamic movement. In other words, in the 1990s a 
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predicted transformation of the solidarity networks of the poor into ethnic and religious 

cleavages occurred. We argue that the trigger of this transformation is not the political actors but 

the socio-economic context of the 1990s. However, what is crucial to grasp is the Islamic 

movement’s ability to read this transformation properly and develop the required mechanisms to 

benefit from this structural transformation of the networks. At that level the article focuses on 

the organizational model of the Islamic movement, namely the “Model of Rosary”, and the 

spectacular utilization of women’s networks, which enabled the penetration of Islamic movement 

into the networks of the urban poor. To put it differently, the article perceives the women 

activists of the Islamic movement as the keystone in implementing the significant interaction 

between the Islamic movement and the urban poor.  

 

Although it is possible to claim that Islamic movement in Turkey has very deep roots6, the 

current article focuses on the events in the last three decades and conceptualises the 

contemporary Islamic movement as a new political phenomenon. In fact, the improvement in the 

last decades especially supports such an approach. For instance, only in the post-1990 period, the 

metropolises of Turkey, as well as the provinces, faced women veiled in a peculiar way, which is 

by no means traditional7. In addition, several television channels and newspapers, which adopt a 

more conservative and Islamic worldview, emerged8. Parallel to this, the numbers of Islamic 

financial institutions and banks increased, as well as the Islamic entrepreneurs mushrooming in 

inner Anatolia, and these corporations gathered and established the religiously oriented 

MUSIAD, which became the second largest business association in Turkey9.  

 

Two main features distinguish the contemporary Islamic movement from other political 

movements. The first feature is the party-movement amalgamation. In the Turkish context the 

difference between political movement and political party becomes blurred and Islamic parties 

function as a popular movement, operating as a political party10. Indeed, the continuous 
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prohibition and recoveries of the Islamic parties under a new party name indicates this feature of 

the movement. The following statement of an activist of the Islamic movement is illustrative: “If 

they close the party, then a few politicians lose their job; that’s all. It has no effects on us. We’re a 

social movement, not a party”11. The second feature is the trans-class basis of the Islamic 

movement. The Islamic movement emerged from the participation of different social groups 

with their particular rationales. In other words, the “Islamic revival” is a result of the interaction 

between different actors. Indeed, the nouvelle side of the Islamic movement of the 1990s lies in 

its ability to develop a powerful organizational model that was able to combine these various 

actors under the same goal; the pursuit of political power and the succeeding Islamic parties12 

constitute the centre that leads the Islamic movement.  

 

As a result of this complex character of the Islamic movement, partial attempts that focus on a 

particular group within the movement or a single dimension of it fail to grasp the Islamic 

movement as a whole. Therefore, the Islamic movement should be analysed from a holistic 

perspective that considers various segments within the movement and effects of the surrounding 

context, simultaneously. Only through such a perspective a concrete picture of the Islamic revival 

can be constructed. In order to provide a holistic picture, the current study surveys the existing 

literature on the Islamic movement and emphasizes three main axes of deficiency. These are 

totalisation, de-contextualisation and de-concretisation.  

 

Although in analysing the contemporary social movements, various dimensions are discussed and 

the phenomenon is examined comprehensively, there is a general tendency of totalisation, when 

the subject turns out to be the mysterious phenomena islamica13. This tendency becomes observable 

in the conventional literature about the Islamic movement, which conceptualises the emergence 

of the Islamic movement as the natural reaction towards the oppressive-secularists policies or as 

the “return” of the long oppressed (Islamic) subject, under favourable political conditions14. 
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Basically, within this literature the Islamic movement is dealt as if it constitutes an abiding and 

stable monolithic body and consequently, various segments within the movement and their 

distinctive rationales for engaging in the Islamic rise became unnoticed. Moreover, there is also 

another tendency that leads scholars to the totalisation of the Islamic movement. That is, scholars 

generally focus on an easily recognizable group within the Islamic movement and generalize the 

discussion about this group to the whole Islamic movement. For instance, Shambayati15 focuses 

on peripheral entrepreneurs of inner Anatolia and claims that they are guarding their economic 

interest against the state policies via an Islamic language. However, he generalizes this rationale to 

the whole movement and claims that the Islamic movement in Turkey is economically motivated. 

On the other hand, those studies that point out various segments such as women and the Kurds, 

etc within the Islamic movement are unsatisfactory since they do not distinguish different 

segments clearly. For instance, Salt16 mentions several groups supporting the Islamic rise in 

Turkey such as economically disadvantageous groups and Islamic entrepreneurs. However, he 

does not provide precise reasons for explaining their rationales for supporting the Islamic 

movement and consequently the picture presented by him remains imprecise.  

 

Besides the tendency of totalisation, there is a general tendency to discuss the Islamic movement 

as if it is not demonstrating contextual differences and divergences. However, we do accept that 

“[t]here are as many Islams as there are situations sustaining it”17. Therefore, the effects of 

various settings that lead to distinctive Islamic movements should be included in analyses. Such a 

perspective that pays attention to the context could enable us to explain, for instance, why the 

Islamic movement has relative success in inner Anatolia and not in the coastal towns, or why it 

succeeded in the squatter settlements of the metropoles and not in the wealthy suburbs. We claim 

that the Islamic movement has different characteristics in reference to distinctive contexts, such 

as political settings or regional differences, and not taking them into account leads to the 

deficiencies in the analysis. For instance, in analysing the support of the Kurds to the Islamic 
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movement, the strong Islamic sentiment within the Kurdish population is emphasized over the 

political context in the south-eastern Turkey. As a result we are faced with a perception of 

Kurdishness that is totalised within Islam and consequently a perception of the Kurdish subject, 

which is determined solely by the virtues of his/her religion.  

However, it would be unjust to accuse a number of scholars for de-contextualising the Islamic 

movement. There are studies that aim to contextualise, many of which sustain the significance of 

urban conditions, as we do18. However, contextualisation efforts are not supplied with the 

empirical materials that can illustrate the relations, occurring within these settings. Rather, the 

relations are explained through the application of common sense and “foggy” illustrations 

between the actors. In order to clear these de-concrete narrations, it is required to develop and 

use concrete models. This deficiency becomes critical when the discussions on the urban poor 

are considered. Commonly, within the literature the support of the urban poor is explained by 

referencing the debate on party politics and deep-rooted clientele relations in Turkish politics. 

However, this explanation lacks a concrete model that can illustrate the means of the clientele 

relations that are set in the urban periphery. As a result, this contextualisation is lack of a precise 

answer to the question: why was not any other political movement but the Islamic movement 

able to successfully acquire the support of the urban poor, since the clientele relations are seen 

almost in every political movement in Turkey?  

 

 

In order not to repeat these deficiencies, we study the “Islamic revival” by fragmenting it into 

segments, i.e. we deal separately with the layers composing the ‘Islamic whole’. Although in the 

literature several actors are mentioned, contributing to the Islamic movement19, this study 

identifies four main groups: 1) Islamic intelligentsia composed of different elements from the 

university students to the Islamic artists, 2) Kurdish population mainly settled in the southeastern 

Turkey, 3) Peripheral-entrepreneurs of Anatolia trying to take a share from the globalising 
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economy in rivalry of the large-scale industrialists of Istanbul and 4) the urban poor that try to 

increase its ‘life chances’ under harsh economic conditions. In brief, in the Turkish political arena 

we are faced with the ideologically motivated stratum of Islamic intelligentsia; economically 

motivated peripheral entrepreneurs and the supporting masses; the Kurds that are articulated to 

the Islamic movement as a result of the political conditions in the south-eastern Turkey, and 

finally, the urban poor, who are bound to the Islamic movement through a web of clientele 

relations.  

   

The first group, i.e., the Islamic intelligentsia is mainly composed of university students and 

graduates who are dissatisfied with the modernist and progressive ideologies such as Marxism, 

other left-wing paradigms, nationalism, and Kemalism20. Generally, this group has a 

“westernised” outlook and is well educated in the secular institutions. Most commonly, they 

come from middle and upper-middle class origins21. Therefore, they constitute a contrasting 

example in reference to the popular images of religious fundamentalists, who are thought to be 

“illiterate” and “pre-modern”. Due to this contradictory position, scholars working on the issue 

continuously employ views of this group to analyse the Islamic movement. As a result, this group 

is over-represented within the discussions, which led to the habitual application of the identity 

politics paradigm for explaining the “Islamic revival”. We claim that identity politics explains only 

the particular rationale of the Islamic intelligentsia. However, generalizing this discussion to 

explain the whole Islamic movement, would lead to the deficiency of totalization as we discussed 

above.  

 

Keyder22 explains the emergence of identity politics in reference to the modernization process 

and subsequent state policies. He labels Turkish modernization as “modernization from above”. 

According to him, this feature enabled modernizers to initiate a modernization project 

corresponding to their own interest, which deepened the already existing gap between the elite 
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and masses. This increasing gap resulted in the alienation of masses from the modernization 

project and led them to perceive modernization as the instrument of the authoritarian state. Due 

to this disability of Turkish modernization to penetrate into the whole society, different identity 

groups based on ethnicity and religion could not be eliminated as predicted by the Turkish 

modernizing elite. Accordingly, the roots of the Islamic movement should be examined within 

these groups. From a more political perspective, Keyman23 emphasizes the state policies as the 

key factor for explaining identity politics. According to him, due to the legitimacy crises of the 

Turkish state, different identity groups emerged and challenged the hegemonic discourse of the 

national identity. Moreover, in reference to Islam, he underlines the state policies of the post-

1980 period, which promoted Islamic discourse as an alternative to Kemalism, for renovating the 

lost unifying power of the state hegemony.  

 

The second group is the Kurds, mainly settled in the south-eastern Turkey. An investigation of 

the vote statistics of the Islamic parties in Turkey will reveal that, in south-eastern Turkey, where 

the majority of the population is composed of the ethnic Kurds, the vote proportion of Islamic 

parties are significantly higher than any other political party, except pro-Kurdish ones. This fact 

illustrates the importance of the “Kurdish factor” in the success of the Islamic movement24. As a 

result, there is a growing literature that tries to understand the tendency of the Kurds towards the 

Islamic movement.  

 

First of all, it is commonly accepted fact that Islam has always been a defining and unifying factor 

among the Kurds. This view is repeatedly defended by the Kurdish Islamist writers25. However, 

this view must be elaborated carefully since it contains the risk of totalising Kurdishness within 

Islam26. Nevertheless, a deeper analysis of the critical interaction between the Kurds and Islam 

would reveal that the roots of the Islamic movement among the Kurds must be explained in 

reference to the centralization policies of the Ottoman state in the 19th century. The policy of the 

 7



Ottoman state in Kurdish region was to discharge the Kurdish emirates, which had been semi-

independent political bodies throughout the Ottoman history, to consolidate the political power 

in the centre. This policy led to the increasing importance of the Kurdish tribes, micro social and 

political units that were once united under several emirates. However, the insufficiency of the 

centre to further its centralization policy resulted in the creation of continuous conflicts among 

the Kurdish tribes due to the lack of a unifying and regulating body and later on, the local 

religious leaders, Sheiks, who were the only actors that maintained a sphere of influence over and 

beyond tribal cleavages, filled this vacuum. Consequently, these local religious actors became 

mighty political leaders that emerged to represent the Kurds and Kurdishness, through an Islamic 

language27.   

 

In addition to this, since 1984, south-eastern Turkey has faced an armed struggle between the 

PKK (Worker Party of Kurdistan) and the Turkish Armed Forces, which seems to be blocked, 

i.e., neither side could advance step further to gain advantage over the other28. This antagonistic 

condition has undermined the ‘life chances’ of Kurds. In addition to this, due to the continuous 

pressures on the legal pro-Kurdish parties29 and the unconsidered acts of these, the channels for 

a peaceful solution were obstructed. Under these political conditions, the Islamist discourse, 

which promises a common denominator above and beyond ethnic identities, became attractive, 

since Islamic discourse enabled Kurds with the necessary means to integrate to the mainstream 

political and social life without giving up their difference in terms of language and cultural 

practices. To put it differently, Kurds who could not integrate themselves to the republic as 

“Kurds” and who do not sympathize the PKK-KADEK, perceived the Islamic movement as the 

only means of social mobility and integration30. As Cizre Sakallıoğlu31 argues, Islam, today, is 

rather a binding tie between the Turks and the Kurds than a mark of “Kurdish Other” as it was 

in the 1930s.    
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The third group within the Islamic movement is the peripheral entrepreneurs, which have a 

conservative worldview and a long-lasting interest conflict with the large-scale industrialists of 

Istanbul. This group, which seeks to get a larger share from the globalising economy constructed 

alliance with the Islamic parties32. In correspondence to this, Öniş33 emphasizes the role of 

emerging global economy and its cultural impulses for promoting the rise of Islamic parties in 

Turkey. He argues that structural aspects of the economic and cultural spheres provided the 

identity groups and communities with the necessary means to express their differences and 

organize themselves around their particular identities. Similar to Öniş, Shambayati34 underlines 

the economic background of the Islamic groups in Turkey and claims that they are adopting an 

Islamic language for guarding their economic interests against the state policies, which favours 

the Istanbulite capital35. In fact until the 1980s this group was a marginal one within Turkish 

politics, only after this time their importance in terms of political and economic power increased.   

 

During the 1983-1991 period, through the utilization of their ties with the conservative wing in 

the ANAP (Motherland Party)36, peripheral entrepreneurs succeeded in increasing their economic 

resources, which made them in return central actors within Turkish politics. As a result, 

peripheral entrepreneurs, who had been excluded from the governmental circles, articulated 

themselves into the centre and accumulated a great amount of capital37. In the 1990s, this 

economic wealth was utilized in favour of the Islamic movement that developed a discourse, 

defending the interest of provincial entrepreneurs. This alliance is crucial due to the fact that the 

existence of such an independent economic resource became decisive in the 1990s as a result of 

the introduction of the IMF (International Monetary Fund) programs, which took the control of 

the state expenditures from the party in power. Indeed, the importance of the peripheral 

entrepreneurs lies in the fact that they are the major suppliers where the state resources have 

been vanishing. 
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It has to be noted that though the economic resources provided by the peripheral entrepreneurs 

are important, these are not the only resources of the Islamic movement. In fact, the Islamic 

movement utilizes several resources. These are: the increased economic prosperity of the 

religious orders, the income accumulated by the Islamic interest-free banking, increased 

economic activities with the Gulf States (till 1991), and lastly, the money collected from the 

Turkish workers living in Europe38. As a result, the Islamic movement became one of the most 

prosperous political movements in Turkey.  

 

Up to this point, we have defined and explored three groups: the Islamic intelligentsia, the Kurds, 

and the peripheral entrepreneurs. It is clear that each group has a particular role within the 

‘Islamic whole’. To put it clearly, without the ideological guidance of the Islamic intellectuals or 

without the Kurdish votes, it would be impossible for the Islamic movement to extend its sphere 

of influence. Moreover, without the economic backup of the peripheral entrepreneurs the Islamic 

movement could not have been able to gain an institutional strength, which enabled the 

penetration of the Islamic movement into the wider society. However, speaking in terms of 

numbers, the most significant element that made the success of the Islamic movement available is 

the support of the urban poor39. It has to be noted that the support of the urban poor is 

indispensable for electoral success since 1973 as result of its size40. According to the 1990 census, 

there are 5.14 million voters in the squatter settlements, gecekondus, making up the 17 percent of 

the national electorate. Regarding the proportional representational system of Turkish political 

system, this percentage connotes a large voting bloc and Islamic parties utilized this huge 

reservoir of votes in the elections41. Indeed, it is legitimate to conceptualise the urban poor as the 

stem of the Islamic engine. Therefore, in the proceeding part of the article, the particular 

rationale of this group will be analyzed. 
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The literature dealing with the inclination of the urban poor towards the Islamic movement 

emphasizes the economic reasons and clientele redistributions over the ideological factors. For 

instance, Bayat42 claims that the urban poor of Cairo, who are the main supporters of the Islamic 

movement, were not attracted by the “charm” of Islam, but by the indispensable search for the 

economic support, whichever source provides it. Consistently, the support of the urban poor to 

the Islamic movement in Turkey is explained by referring to the clientele redistributions such as 

food and fuel support43. As an example of these clientele relations we can mention the 

distribution of the basic foodstuff, provided by Yimpaş, a business corporation carrying a strong 

Islamic sentiment, during the fasting days in the squatter settlements of Ankara44. In brief, also 

we do claim that as a result of successfully utilized clientele relations, the ‘Islamic whole’ attracted 

the urban poor. However, there is an analytic deficiency in this explanation. That is, since the 

beginning of the multiparty system, clientele relations became one of the defining features of 

party-politics in Turkey45; so, why not any other party but Islamic parties and why not earlier but 

only in the recent decades have the Islamic parties achieved to acquire the support of the urban 

poor? We should note that there is no single explanation or a basic algebra, which can explain 

this support. Rather, we propose a multi dimensional explanation, which emphasizes three crucial 

factors. These are: 1) The vacuum created by the renouncement of the populist discourse by the 

centre left and centre right; 2) Structural transformation of the solidarity networks of the urban 

poor and 3) Organizational strength and talents of the Islamic movement. Nevertheless, the most 

important of all is the conjectural combination of these three factors.  

 

After the initiation of the neo-liberal policies in the 1980s, the centre left and centre right parties 

converged gradually and they gave up their populist discourses. As a consequence, traditional 

supporters of these parties alienated in favour of the Islamic movement46, which remained as the 

only populist movement in the Turkish political arena. This improvement can be best understood 

if we investigate the discourse of Adil Düzen, literally “Just Order”47 and lack of rival discourses 
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in the centre left and centre right. Indeed, several politicians both on the left and on the right 

wing have admitted this fact. For instance, İsmail Cem, a well known left wing politician, on 21 

September 2003 stated that: “… [L]eft [in Turkey] could not claim its own sociological basis [the 

disadvantaged] and lost it. This situation started after the 1980 and continued throughout the 

1990s. [The left] ceased to be a movement of its people anymore”48. It is striking to observe that 

it was in those years in which the right and left ceased to represent “its people”, the 

disadvantaged, and the Islamic political movement started to gain support within this group.  

 

In our point of view, this is the context in which the clientele relations between the urban poor 

and the Islamic movement flourished. In the following sections of the article we focus on the 

other two factors, the transformation of the solidarity networks of the urban poor and the 

organizational strength and talent of the Islamic movement. This will also enable us to provide a 

concrete picture of this alliance.   

 

 

We have already mentioned the importance of the squatter settlers in Turkish politics, which 

constitute a significant block of votes. However, without dealing with the literature on the 

urbanisation and subsequent emergence of solidarity networks in Turkey, the conditions leading 

the urban poor to the Islamic movement cannot be understood. Therefore, the article employs 

the model developed by Sibel Kalaycıoğlu and Helga Rittersberger-Tılıç that proposes a holistic 

picture of the solidarity networks and survival strategies of the urban poor. Basically, they claim 

that the main unit of the survival is the family, which is controlled by a centre, usually a patriarch 

that gathers the inflow and redistributes them according to a complex system of responsibilities 

and needs49. According to this model, the basic survival mechanism, the family pool, is fed by 

various sources such as child labour, kin support and so on. As it was demonstrated in the table 

(see, Appendix 1), there are fourteen interconnected sources that feed the system. A deficit in any 
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one of them strokes the system and creates a subsequent change in the character of it by leading 

to the intensification of the remaining sources or to the search of new ones.  

 

As a result of the economic recession brought by the neo-liberal policies and structural 

adjustment programs initiated by the efforts of IMF, the survival strategies of the urban poor 

lived through a dramatic transformation. Kalaycıoğlu and Rittersberger-Tılıç50 argue that, though 

the significance of the material support of relatives living abroad, child labour, extra income 

provided by woman through labouring in the domestic, and informal sector are preserved and 

even increased to some extent, social benefits such as health support, regular income from formal 

and informal sector, rural support, the provision of house and land, and educational support have 

declined sharply (see, Appendix 1). Any comparison of the relative economic significance of the 

increasing and decreasing resources would reveal that the resources, which are in decline 

provided the most significant support to the family pool. This infers that the shift in the 

availability of the resources is far from promoting upward mobility, as it was the case previously, 

or even maintaining the present economic status. Indeed, there is a clear indication of the fall of 

‘life chances’ of the urban poor as a result of the imbalance between what is lost and what is 

gained. Therefore, the importance of the family pool, i.e. the first circle of the model is loosing its 

importance by leaving the scene to the ethnic and religious cleavages.  

 

In order to develop a framework, in which we can explain the rising importance of the ethnic and 

religious cleavages, a deeper analysis of the outer circles (see, Appendix 2) is necessary. 

Kalaycıoğlu and Rittersberger-Tılıç51 mention several subunits of the model, which are effective 

in the outer circles. These are: townsmen/villager networks (hemşehrilik); neighbours, friends, 

fictive kinships, help from the employers; ethnic and religious networks; political parties/ 

organizations/ networks; support from the NGO’s and finally the social benefits from the state 
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such as free education, health services, infrastructure facilities. These circles of networks are 

deeply interdependent and interpenetrated into each other.  

 

Consequently, the resources, which were previously secondary -ethnic and religious networks, 

political parties, organizations and networks, and NGOs-, have increased their importance52. 

Although the significance of the resources provided by these networks can be neglectable in 

terms of their inputs, in a context where existing resources are vanishing, these are the omni-

important means for the survival of the poor53. To put it clearly, in a zero-sum game, even a 

penny that can contribute to the network becomes crucial for fixing the living expenses. In fact, 

after the introduction of the neo-liberal policies of the 1980s and the recessions brought by the 

programs implemented by the IMF, the family pool system was destroyed and gave way to the 

emergence of ethnic and religious cleavages. Indeed, this is the primary dynamic for the evolution 

of the networks of the urban poor into ethnic and religious cleavages54.  

 

 

We have already discussed the favourable political context, created by the absorption of the neo-

liberal policy and renouncement of populism by the centre-right and centre-left and the structural 

transformation of the solidarity networks of the urban poor. This structural transformation of the 

solidarity networks to the ethnic and religious cleavages is the concrete basis on which the 

alliance between the Islamic movement and the urban poor is constructed. However, claiming 

those who have money can acquire the support of the urban poor; irrelevant of any other factor 

is impossible. Beside the material distributions, the organizational model of the Islamic 

movement should be investigated. Simply, whereas rival political actors lack an organizational 

system, which is able to reach the urban poor, the Islamic movement had already developed the 

appropriate mechanism, in which the women played the key role. The organizational model of 

the Islamic movement is called Tespih Modeli, literally the Model of Rosary. Like the beads, linked 
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by the chain of the rosary, this organizational model is composed of different organizational units 

that are connected by the centralized party organization. The model creates a strong chain-like 

organizational structure from top-to-bottom, which is extended from the administrative 

provinces to districts and villages, city quarters, even to streets and individual apartments55. This 

complex organizational model is described as: 

 
The party maintained a divan (council) in every district comprising 50 
regular and 50 alternate members. In addition, there were neighbourhood 
representatives who maintained a database of information on everyone 
living in that area, including details of each family unit. There was also a 
network of headmasters and teachers (hatipler ve ogretmenler), who engaged 
people in discussion at the local coffee-houses and other gathering 
places56.  

 

In fact, “the party is presided over a network of independent, interlocking support groups that 

was the envy of all other parties.” 57 The chain-like structure of the model connects the individual 

families bound through the neighbourhood ties to the local level organizations that have Islamic 

sentiments and via these organizations to the local level organization such as municipalities or 

NGOs that are active in the districts or in the particular quarters of the cities. The units of the 

Model of Rosary are exactly coinciding with the circles of the model of Kalaycıoğlu and 

Rittersberger-Tılıç. It has to be remembered that the survival of the Model of Rosary is 

dependent to the continuous flow of information from bottom to top, which increased the ability 

of the Islamic movement to adopt to the changing conditions. For instance, White58 mentions 

the existence of a religious endowment, which enables the flow of information between the 

Islamic municipality and squatter settlers. Through the utilization of this network, the 

municipality provides jobs to the prospect sympathizers, who are in need. Such a network spread 

almost into every neighbourhood was not seen in any other party in the Turkish political arena59. 

Within this information network the role of the party organization is central. Only through the 

systematic information stored in the party headquarters, the model guaranteed its survival.  
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In this organizational model, the women activists who have been equipped with the Just Order 

discourse are the primary agents that constructed and maintained the ties with the urban poor. 

This role of women shows a strong correspondence with the model developed by Kalaycıoğlu 

and Rittersberger-Tılıç, which defines the woman as the agent of networking60. (see, Appendix 2) 

Definitely, only through the informal activities of women, Islamic movement became able to 

reach the urban poor. The fundamental strategy employed by the women’s commission is to get 

in touch with the locally influential ‘ladies’ and reach the masses through the network of these 

ladies61. Initially, they get in touch with the outer circles of the neighbourhood network, then 

with the fictive and real kinship, and then to the individual families via the female member. At 

that level, the regular female gatherings, local weddings and meetings of religious orders mainly 

populated by the women constitute the most lucrative fields for penetrating to the local 

community. When such a network is not possible or do not let the party to penetrate to the 

whole district, the members of the women’s commission travel door to door for initiating and if 

possible registering residents to the party. A typical argument employed for charming the 

prospective members to the party is promising material and moral support for the party 

members. This support can be extended from health services to the contributions to their 

daughters’ dowries or to the wedding expenses62. For instance, Secor63 mentions cases of gifting 

gold for registering to the party or for praising the newborn baby. Also it is possible to encounter 

with the cases in which the party member or a close kin of her/him was sent to Germany for 

getting health services paid by the party organization64.  

 

In fact, the women carried the succeeding Islamic parties from the margins of the Turkish 

politics to the centre. Indeed, this role of the women commission can be seen in the cross 

tabulation of the votes gathered by the Islamic movement and activities of women’s 

commissions. To speak in numbers, between 1995 and 1997 female members of the Islamic party 

of the time (RP) increased from 158,287 to 377,888 and within 6 years, the female commission 
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registered more than one million members to the party65. Surprisingly, when the first women 

commission was initiated by the struggles of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in 1987, the head of the 

Istanbul Organization of the Virtue party of the time, he was heavily criticized by the 

traditionalist wing within the party. Paradoxically, after the dramatic defeat of the traditionalist 

wing which is embodied in the SP (Felicity Party) in the last elections, Necmettin Erbakan, the 

leader of SP declared in a speech in a meeting of the women commission of the SP: “To the 

mercy of the God, if you neglect working you will be under great responsibility…The women 

members of the SP has been always the engine of our struggle”66. As a result, it is possible to 

claim that through the activation of women networks within the complex organizational system 

the Islamic movement became able to penetrate into the networks of the urban poor, which in 

return enabled the electoral success of the movement.      

 

 

The phenomenon of the “Islamic revival” in Turkey has been a popular subject among the 

scholars from various disciplines. The increasing political power of the Islamic movement 

indicates that the subject will remain popular in the proceeding years as well. Consequently, there 

is a growing literature that tries to document and explain the riddle of the Islamic movement. 

Although the results and approaches proposed in the literature provide the students of the 

Islamic movement with tools to understand the phenomenon, still, there are prevalent 

deficiencies within the literature. These are:  totalisation, de-contextualisation and de-

concretisation. As a result, there is need for a new standpoint, which considers the societal basis 

of the “Islamic revival”. This study emerged out of an inquiry for such a standpoint. 

 

In line with the deficiencies we discussed above, instead of rejecting the existing literature, the 

article relocated various perspectives contributing to the literature. Basically, we examined the 

Islamic movement by dividing it into layers, which are the macro ideal types for analyzing 
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particular rationales of the supporting segments: Islamic intelligentsia, The Kurds, peripheral 

entrepreneurs and the urban poor. We elaborated different literatures focusing on a particular 

dimension of the “Islamic revival” and applied them to understand the particular rationale of the 

individual layers constituting the ‘Islamic whole’. Simply, we claimed that the intersection of these 

rationales made up the mortar of the Islamic movement.  

 

For explaining the inclination of the Islamic intelligentsia towards the Islamic movement, we 

emphasised the literature on identity politics. Similarly, by following the works of political 

economists, we explained the support of the peripheral entrepreneurs within the convergence of 

the search of the Islamic movement for a powerful financier and the search of the peripheral 

entrepreneurs for an advocate of their economic interest. The tendency of the Kurds was 

explained by emphasizing the historical and contemporary political conditions in the southeastern 

Turkey. Finally, in agreement with the literature, the alliance between the urban poor and the 

Islamic movement was investigated within the clientele relations formed in the context of the 

urban periphery. However, consistent with the deficiency in the literature, the article focused on 

the most commonly mentioned but least explored group, the urban poor. We claimed that the 

support of the urban poor is acquired as a result of three contingent events: the favourable 

ideological ground cleaned from the centre left and centre right parties due to their absorption of 

the neo liberal discourse, the changing characteristics of the solidarity networks of the urban 

poor, i.e., their transformation into ethnic and religious cleavages, and finally, the ability of the 

Islamic movement to read this transformation properly and develop appropriate mechanisms to 

utilize these networks for its own political purposes. However, it should be reminded that the 

utilization of the networks could not be attained without the strong organizational model of the 

Islamic movement and the spectacular utilization of the female networks, which enabled the 

interactive dialog between the urban poor and the Islamic movement that was absent in any other 

political movement. Precisely, the Islamic movement was in the right place; organized within the 
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squatter settlements, at the right time; when the centre left and centre right parties lost their 

populist discourses, with the appropriate means to penetrate into the networks of the poor; the 

Model of Rosary and the women activists. 
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