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OZET

KIiMLIiK VE AIDIYET:
ISKENDERPASA, iSMAILAGA VE MESVERET CEMAATLERINDE
KADINLARIN OZ-TEMSILI VE OZNELESME BiCIMLERI

Bu tez, Istanbul’daki Ismailaga, iskenderpasa ve Mesveret cemaatlerin de kadilarin 6z-temsili
ve Foucaultcu anlamda o6znelesme bicimlerini incelemektedir. Bu arastirmanin amaci,
Tirkiye’deki dini cemaatler igerisinde kadin kimliginin nasil olustugunu anlamak ve cemaatler
arasinda kadin kimliginin olusumunda herhangi bir fark olup olmadigini incelemektir. Bu
caligma, katilimer gézlem, yari yapilandirilmig miilakatlar, dokiiman analizi ve sfylem analizi
gibi farkli nitel yontemleri kullanmaktadir. Aragtirmanin ilk asamasi olan veri toplama siireci,
agirlikli olarak bu cemaatlerdeki katilimci1 gozlem ve 41 katilimciyla gergeklestirdigim yari
yapilandirilmis miilakatlara dayanmaktadir. Katilimcilarin 15’1 Ismailaga ve Mesveret
topluluklarindan, 11°i ise Iskenderpasa toplulugundandir; katilimcilarin yaslar1 25 ile 65
arasinda degismektedir. Katilimc1 gozlemler, topluluk iiyeleriyle etkilesimlerimden ve
sohbetler ile derslerin gozlemlenmesinden elde edilen verilere dayanmaktadir. Arastirmanin
ikinci agsamasi olan veri analizi siirecinde, sdylem analizi yontemi kullanilarak katilimcilarin
kendilerini tanimlamak i¢in kullandiklar1 ortak ve tekrar eden temalar incelenmistir.
Arastirmanin teorik gergevesi, Bourdieu’niin habitus, alan ve kiiltiirel sermaye kavramlarini ve
Sembolik Etkilesimcilik teorisini igermektedir. Sonug olarak, bu arastirma, Tiirkiye’de cinsiyet
caligmalar1 ve din sosyolojisi literatiirline, li¢ dini toplulugun pratikleri tizerinden habitus ve
benlik kavramlarini inceleyerek katkida bulunmaktadir. Ayrica, bu topluluklardaki kadin
uyelerin kendilerini ve digerlerini — sufi, dini ya da dindar olmayan kadinlar ve erkekler — nasil
algiladiklarina dair derinlemesine bir analiz sunarak tasavvuf antropolojisine de katki

saglamaktadir.

Anahtar kelimeler: Iskenderpasa cemaati, Mesveret cemaati, Ismailaga cemaati, cinsiyet,
kimlik, tasavvuf.



ABSTRACT

NAVIGATING IDENTITY AND BELONGING:
AN ANALYSIS OF WOMEN’S SELF-REPRESENTATION AND MODES OF
SUBJECTION IN THE iSKENDERPASA, iSMAILAGA, AND MESVERET
COMMUNITIES

This dissertation examines women’s identity formation and modes of subjection (in the
Foucaultian sense) in the Ismailaga, iskenderpasa, and Mesveret communities in Istanbul. The
aim of this research is to understand how female identity is formed and whether there are any
differences in women’s identity formation across religious communities in Turkey. In addition,
several sub-questions aid in my analysis of the discursive strategies through which these women
structure their self-representations and their various modes of subjection. The research employs
different qualitative methods, including participant observation, semi-structured interviews,
document analysis, and discourse analysis. The first phase of this research, which involves data
collection, primarily relies on my participant observation within these communities and the
semi-structured interviews conducted with 41 participants — of these participants, 15 are from
the Ismailaga and Mesveret communities, and 11 are from the Iskenderpasa community, with
ages ranging from 25 to 65. Participant observation draws from my interaction with community
members, as well as my observation of sohbets and lectures. In the second phase of my research,
which focuses on data analysis, I utilize discourse analysis to examine the collected data for
common and recurring themes that interviewees use to identify themselves. The theoretical
framework incorporates Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, field, and cultural capital, alongside
Symbolic Interactionist theory. Finally, this research contributes to gender studies and the
sociology of religion in Turkey by examining the conception of habitus and selves through the
practices of the three religious communities. It also adds to the anthropology of Sufism through
an in-depth analysis of how the female members of these communities perceive themselves and

others — sufi, religious, and non-religious women and men.

Keywords: Iskenderpasa community, Mesveret community, Ismailaga community, gender,
identity, Sufism.
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CHAPTER 1

1.1.  Introduction

It is crucial to first delineate the boundaries of this research and clarify its scope,
particularly regarding research’s exclusive focus on women. First of all, this thesis does not
aim to fall within the realm of gender studies; rather, my intention has always been to contribute
to the field of religious sociology by specifically studying religious communities. Although
there is a short section on gender literature, this was done for the sake of understanding the
conservative women literature in Turkey which would shed light into the areas of intrest of this
study. However, the majority of the literature primarily draws from sociology of religion and
previous studies in the field of religious communities. As for the selected theories, the primary
focus was on understanding the identity formation and determining whether environment had
an affect on these women, as it was essential to the study to see the environmental influences
on identity formation. Understanding the environmental factors aided in uncovering the
inctricate ways in which the members’ surrondings shaped their self-conception and communal
roles.

Goffman’s (1965, p. 257) “all the world is a stage” approach, which suggests that
identity formation occurs in relation to social interactions, along with Bourdieu’s emphasis on
habitus—highlighting the unintentional and unconscious internalization of dispositions,
schemas, and ways of knowing—seemed ideally suited to describe the women within their
communities (Swartz, 2002). Additionally, by applying Foucualdian analysis of subjectivaiton
that focuses on the formation of subjects through discourse, I found that the interviews revealed
much more than just the participants’ self formation; they also illiminated what their
community considered an ideal women and of course by relation ideal men. The Foucauldian
approach further highlighted how the discourses within the community significantly influenced
perceptions of the ideal in relation to communal principles. Consequently, it was evident that
the core of this research centered on what these women considered an ideal community, with
everything shaped in relation to this ideal. Thus, the final version of this thesis needed to
include the concepts of the ideal community and the ideal woman and man, all framed through
the perceptions of the women themselves.

The origins of my interest in these communities are more complex and nuanced;

however, it is evident that my engagement with them deepened upon my relocation to Fatih.
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The community presented itself as a distinct and unfamiliar world, one that invited exploration
and understanding. Consequently, when it was time to select a topic for my MA thesis, it was
a quick decision to study the Ismailaga community. This choice presented its challanges, since
the community had always isolated itself and maintained a reserved position —though this has
since changed. I began my research by attending sohbets, which provided me with crucial
gatekeepers. Thus, the interview portion of my research was somewhat easier. However, when
I sought to interview the male members of the community, I faced rejection, as it was deemed
improper for me to engage with men. Consequently, the focus of my thesis shifted to female
identity formation, a topic that was by no means less exhilarating or enriching, despite being a
relatively unexplored area when I began—this field has since expanded. My interest in studying
other communities increased after my MA thesis, and it became clear during my PhD that this
would be my primary focus. The original proposal for this thesis included the Siileymancilar
community. I had identified four communities that, from my perspective, represented a
spectrum of Sufi and non-Sufi groups, ranging from orthodox to modern. However, after about
twelve attempts to secure an interview with the Siileymancilar community, only one responded
positively. As a result, I had no choice but to proceed with the other three communities.
However, as will be mentioned in the Limitations and Further Reaserch section, an ideal aspect
of this research would have included the Siileymancilar community as well as a male
prespective.

Another topic I must address pertains to the concept of "religion." It is important to note
that these communities adhere to a tradition of Sufi customs; however, they are significantly
influenced by the socio-political environment in which they developed. Some of these
communities emerged in response to the secularization of Turkey or following the hijab ban,
adopting opposition roles and somewhat orthodox perspectives. Consequently, the customs of
these communities were shaped by both the broader Turkish context and their interpretations
of religious texts during that period. Marshall Hodgson’s (1974) distinction between Islam as
a religion and Islam as a culture is particularly relevant here. We must apply this framework by
differentiating between the religious interpretations that these communities embrace and what
religion truly dictates. Therefore, all references to "religious" rules adhered to by the
communities should be viewed as part of their cultural context, particularly in terms of women's
roles within the broader Turkish culture. As will be viewed in the text, most of these
communities are heavily influenced by the sheiks and thus this interpertaion of the religion
through him becomes the primary source of religious authority and everything regarded as

authentic is closely assocaited with the communities itself.



Finally, regarding the title of the dissertation a few clearfications need to be made. As
mentioned above this thesis in no way claims to be part of gender studies, its main objective is
to understand the identity formation in religious communities and as male members were not
cooperative the research soelly focused on female members of the communities and their
prespectives. Thus, by focusing on female members the reserach revealed a heavily patriarchial
formation of community and thus gender roles. This was so prominenet that it needed to be
adressed. Thus, the “navigating” within this context is used to identify how female members
both situate themselves and find path and manage stiutaions to both prescribe to the assigned
roles or provide oppourtunites for themselves in regards to the community culture.

Thus, the title encapsulates the complexities of how women in these communities
understand and express their identities while also confronting the structures that shape their
experiences. "Navigating" suggests a dynamic process of exploration and adjustment,
indicating that these women actively engage with both their self-representations and the
external expectations imposed upon them. The analysis aims to uncover the nuanced ways in
which identity and belonging are constructed, negotiated, and challenged within the cultural

and social frameworks of the Iskenderpasa, ismailaga, and Mesveret communities.

1.1.1. The Topic, Scope and Research Questions

The ways in which Turkish Sufi women construct their identities is understudied in the
literature. This thesis will apply discourse analysis to examine women’s identity formation in
three different Sufi communities located in Istanbul. These communities have been carefully
selected to represent both traditional and modern perspectives, which includes both orthodox
Islamic views as well as moderate and modern perspectives in traditional and non-traditional
religious communities to truly capture the influences and provide an in-depth analysis
regarding female identity formation. Worldview for each of these communities is widely
different; Ismailaga community represents more of an orthodox perspective, while
Iskenderpasa and Mesveret community, although quite different from each other, are somewhat
structurally modern. Their distinctive mission, Islamic attitudes, and worldview will reveal
different aspects of identity.

The dissertation will adopt the Bourdieusian theory and Symbolic Interactionism as its
theoretical framework (see below). Thus, this research will contribute to the gender studies and
sociology of religion in Turkey by examining the conception of habitus and selves through the
practices of the community and contribute to the typology of Sufi women through an in-depth

analysis of the Ismailaga, Iskenderpasa, and Nurcular community. The main research question



is: How is female identity formed and what are the differences, if any, in women’s identity
formation and modes of subjection across religious communities in Turkey.

In addition to the main research question, I will also explore the following specific
questions: how do the Sufi women’s activities within their communities affect their identity
formation? To what extent their “sufi values” and tariga duties vs. the exigencies of
(late)modern lifestyle affect their identity formation? Are the female members of each
community willing to subvert to their prescribed roles and to what extent do they resist the
patriarchal hierarchies? To what extent do these roles provide room for agency for women in
their respective communities? Are they mostly influenced by their family or their sufi
environment: medreses and sohbets? Do these women primarily define themselves in
opposition to other communities or in opposition to the Kemalist secular tradition, or something
else? These questions will help identify main characteristics of an Ideal Muslim women as it is
defined in the community as well as these women’s definition of ideal men and of ideal
community. Furthermore, I will also compare the community’s ideal women identity to see the
differences, if any, between these communities.

Therefore, with this research, my main concern is to detect individual and community-
influenced perspectives and trends that shape women’s identity. Based on my previous
research, I hypothesize that women’s identity in Sufi communities are mostly influenced by
their community values as well as their religious views and personal values, which provide a
multifaceted formation of identity. Finally, I will attempt to discover typology of Sufi women

based on my field research, which is based on qualitative methods.

1.2. Methodological Framework

The purpose of this study is to explore and understand female identity formation in
religious groups. My objective is to contribute to Muslim women literature in Turkey, an area
that has, until very recently, mostly neglected the Sufi groups, which constitute a large portion
of the religious female population. Qualitative methods were employed for this research since
it “provides detailed description and analysis of the quality, or the substance, of the human
experience” (Marvasti, 2003, p.7). I have adopted the qualitative approach based on a
constructivist methodology, which is suitable to understand how the subjects of the research
perceive and subjectively construct the social reality they live in (Seaman, 2021). Because my
research aims to reveal and analyze the religious women’s views and experiences in depth, a
constructivist (rather than statistical-positivistic or qualitative-naturalistic) perspective will be

more helpful. Based on this approach, I will discuss the findings of my field research that entails



the three communities in Istanbul. Within this scope, I will briefly explain my (i) data collection
and (i1) data analysis techniques in the following sections. Descriptive data gathering tools were
used, including participant observation, document analysis, and interviews, to attain and
articulate understanding of both the community and its impact on identity formation.

Qualitative research for this thesis is primarily conducted in Istanbul with via three
different data collection methods: semi-structured interviews, document analysis, and
participant observation. These methods have been carefully chosen for this research to acquire
the necessary information. The participant observation portion entails collecting data in each
community’s environment by joining their formal and informal gatherings and interacting with
its members. For the second phase, a Foucauldian discourse analysis is used as the main
technique of data analysis to identify the recurring themes in order to reveal an ideal women
discourse in each community.

The research method — deciding on whether to use qualitative, quantitative, or mixed
methods — was selected based on the scope of the research as it highly affects the research
strategy, data collection, and most importantly data analysis. Qualitative research is a diverse
field that mostly involves the analysis and interpretation of a numerical or textual data in order
to reveal thematical patterns “to uncover meaningful patterns that describe a particular
phenomenon, event, subject or object” (Chigbu, 2019, p. 2). The aim is to discover even the
smallest social and cultural aspects about the subject of the research. It is essential in qualitative
research to use verbal expressions in order “to understand a concept that exists in the minds, to
describe a situation, to reveal the authenticity of a culture, to interpret contexts, to understand
how a process progresses, or to make a causal explanation of the case” (Gokge, 2022, p. 39).
Furthermore, multiple qualitative research techniques can be used accompanied by various
analysis methods; this process can provide a certain level of freedom for the researcher to
incorporate methods that can be best utilized in analysis of the data. Qualitative methods have
often been celebrated since they reveal depth and clarity to a particular subject. However, it has
also been criticized for vague research processes, and unreliable results or weak theoretical
background (Arslan, 2022, p. 396). The indication that the analysis is subjective since it is
contextual, interpretive and researcher centered has been highly criticized. There is no single
approach to the analysis of the data; based on the method selected there can be multiple
interpretations depending on the approach and the technique (Yin, 2011; Ravitch and Carl,
2019). Thus, a systematic approach and an analytical structure to the research is crucial in

achieving reliable results.



1.2.1. Data Collection Methods

The first phase of this research primarily draws on semi-structured interviews with 41
participants, 15 from the Mesveret and Ismailaga communities and 11 from Iskenderpasa
community, between the ages of 25-65. Participants are further selected in four main groups
based on education: middle school, high school and university graduates; occupation (working
women vs housewives), and class position (low and high-income recipients). The interviews
are selected to ensure to include members who are born and raised in the community as well
as those that joined later but have had a long experience with the community’s practices. This
strategy aided in discovering the divergences in experiences of the members based on late or
early affiliation (Kiimbetoglu, 2017, p. 82). Semi-structured interviews and qualitative analysis
are especially suitable in uncovering a complex process or controversial or personal issues.
Semi- structured interview is particularly instrumental in achieving rich results provided by
multi-dimensional nature of lived experiences that offer new possibilities in understanding
complicated phenomena (Galetta, 2012, p. 2). In addition, by allowing the respondents to freely
answer the questions — rather than limiting the answers to certain categories — semi-structured
interviews also capture the emerging themes in their entirety.

Furthermore, this method offers a great deal of flexibility that ensures precise answers
and non-verbal cues to aid in understanding the validity of the response (Baily, 1982, p. 182).
The interviewer, in this sense, plays a crucial role in asking the questions in a certain way and
maintaining control over the structure of the question and the interview process to ensure that
the questions have been fully answered without probing the participant. Furthermore,
interviewer has the ability to deflect misinterpretation and rephrase the questions for clarity.
The interviewer can add or remove questions during the interview to ensure a response for each
question (Baily, 1982, p. 183). This method also allows the researcher to observe the changes
in demeanour of the participant since their behaviour is not fixed and only occur during the
interview. Furthermore, the contradictions in the answers given can further be explored simply
by additional questions (McIntosh, 2015). The researcher can also direct additional questions
in response to particularly interesting statements that emerge during the interview. Thus, semi-
structured interviews for this research will consist of pre-prepared questions as well as
spontaneous ones to ensure an interactive discussion that will capture subject narratives for
discourse analysis. Although individual interviews are time consuming, labour intensive, and
require additional skills from the interviewer; they, nevertheless, ascertain vast amount of
information from different individuals’ perspectives regarding their experience in the topic of

research.



The anticipated outcome and the main objective of the semi-structured interviews is to
gather as much detailed information as possible from a small sample about the opinions,
thoughts, and experiences of the participants (Seaman, 2021). Thus, the semi-structured
interview method for this research, is employed to reveal members’ perceptions, attributed
meanings, definitions, and most importantly their construction of reality. Based on the
narratives of these women, I identified the recurring and common themes that aided in
discovering how women in religious communities form their identity in reference to their Sufi
and community background.

The interviews were conducted with female disciples and members of each community;
and to incorporate the Sufi aspect, the it includes women who have been following the Sufi
practices for a certain period of time. At least one of these communities —Ismailaga — are
skeptical in terms of trusting modern education system and have opted to educate especially
women within the community. Thus, the interviewees include women who have only received
kurs/medrese education as well as women who have received both formal and kurs education.
I have used personal contacts that I have established in my previous research and the
snowballing method to find my informants.

As for document analysis, I have collected the published texts of the sohbets of current
supreme Sheikhs of Sufi communities, or current leaders of the communities. Brian Silverstein
describes sohbet as “companionship-in-conversation”. He argues that it is through these oral
transmissions of texts and interpretations that followers try to constitute an ideal self, as Sufism
is not necessarily the “mystical union with god” but rather a journey towards an ideal self that
is inclined to follow the commands of God (Silverstein, 2011, p. 135). Furthermore, document
analysis of texts that are considered essential or even symbols of the community, as in the case
of Mesveret group with Risale-i Nur Kiilliyat: (RNK), can provide confirmation or verification
of the evidence collected from interviews (Yin, 2003b). In the Ismailaga community, text
studies primarily centered on the Sohbetler by Mahmut Ustaosmanoglu, a 10-volume collection
of transcriptions from the sohbets he delivered during his lifetime. For the iskenderpasa
community, the texts primarily drew upon the sohbets of both the previous sheikhs and the
current sheikh. Documents play a central role in the way we act and interact and how that can
change over time. Thus, it is particularly vital to understand how a text is read and also received
by the reader. These texts in the context of communities are not just “situated products” —
signifying somewhat a picture of a certain reality in a specific time, situated in a socio-historical
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social life and action” (Wyatt & Davie, 2011, p.151). Thus, it is a crucial part of this research
to understand both the effect of the tradition and the transition of knowledge in the community.

I have also examined the kurs, sohbets and simple gatherings and other events to
identify the patterns and collect data on gender roles and the division of labour within the
community. Thus, participant observation will be used in addition to other qualitative methods
for this research by drawing information from my interaction with the community members as
well as my observation of sohbets and lectures. This method is essential in revealing
information on community’s ritual practices, organizational structure, everyday social
practices, hierarchical arrangement, and political stances. Participant observation is a research
method in which the researcher “takes part in the daily activities, rituals, interactions, and
events of a group of people as one of the means of learning the explicit and tacit aspects of
their life routines and their culture” (Musante and DeWalt, 2010, p.1). Thus, enhances the
quality of the data and quality of the interpretation of the data obtained during fieldwork. I have
attended their sohbet and ders activities as a more or less passive participant, observed their
behaviors, and taken descriptive and analytical notes. I have spent approximately two years as
observer during my fieldwork. Furthermore, joining these gatherings — sohbets and ders’ — also
allow me to understand the certain patterns of actions, ways of being, their everyday
interactions and the nonverbal communication style of the community.

Furthermore, participant observation provided the necessary data to understand how
women perform in certain settings. Close observation of their interactions provided detailed
information regarding the influence of family and community on identity formation. Once
again, the objective is to identify an existing and ideal women discourse, with a sociological
perspective, to further analyze whether there are discrepancies or unanimity in terms of
women’s identity in regards to religious communities. [ will examine the recurring terms and
adjectives used when discussing women’s nature, as well as her roles in the community. Finally,
the second phase of my research will utilize discourse analysis to examine the collected data to

find common and recurring themes that interviewers particularly used to identify themselves.

1.2.2. Discourse Analysis

Discourse is vastly used for different research in various fields as it offers great deal of
fluidity (Mills, 1997, p.3). It primarily focuses on the endeavour to understand social issues
and inequalities. Furthermore, it is essential in understanding how language functions in

“constitution and transmitting knowledge” (Foucault, 1972). This research, as previously



discussed, will predominantly borrow from Foucauldian theory of discourse and methodology
of discursive analysis as emphasized in The Archeology of Knowledge.

Foucault (1972) defines discourse as “the general domain of all statements, sometimes
as an individualizable group of statements, and sometimes as a regulated practice that account
for a number of statements” (p. 80). Thus, discourse as “the general domain all of statements”
refers to all utterances, statements and texts that have meaning and effect. The individualizable
group of statements, on the other hand, refers to the statements or utterances that form a unity
or a group and become discourses. This indicates that we can talk about certain discourses such
as a “discourse of femininity, a discourse of imperialism, and so on” (Mills, 1997, p. 7).
Foucault also references to the particular structures and rules within discourse that form and
also aid in identifying discourses. His final definition “regulated practice which accounts for a
number of statements”, indicates a rule-governed nature of discourse that suggests a particular
structure within discourse that yield particular utterances. Foucault’s main concern was not the
subject but rather the “rules of formation through which groups of statements achieve a unity

as a science, a theory, or a text” (Smart, 2002, p.38).

Discourse, then, is not the signification of what is, and its rules of formation do not
follow the outline of some deeper ontological truth. Yet neither is it grounded in the
speaking subject. All aspects of discourse will instead be regarded as constructions, the
rules of which are the outcome of a complex historical process that is not just found in

discourse but is the very condition of discourse itself (Webb 2013, p. 85).

Discourse than is a grouping of a certain statements that unite with other statements in
expected ways. Discourse is governed by rules and practices which ensure the distribution of
these statements. Although some statements are widely distributed, others are not. This
exclusion indicated that these practices while ensure the distribution of certain statements on
the one hand, they also force other statements out of circulation. This places emphasis

discourses’ relation to power.

We must make allowances for the complex and unstable process whereby discourse can
be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling block,
a point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy. Discourse transmits
and produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines it and exposes it, renders it

fragile and makes it possible to thwart it (Foucault 1978, p. 100-101).



Thus, discourse is the sum of all statements, rules that make up both those statements
and allow for its circulation and through that exclude certain statements. Foucault refers to
terms such as episteme, archive, discursive formation and statement within the theory of
discourse. Discourses are produced through power in the social order, this power entails certain
rules and categories that legitimize the knowledge within the discursive order. Foucault argues
that the existing discourse, relations, and statements need to be treated as merely having a close
relation to each other. By doing that we suspend their continuity and unity which “reveals a
vast field of spoken and written statements, ‘discursive events’, of these it is those that
conventionally define the science of man to which Foucault has devoted attention” (Smart,
1985, p.38). These systems of formation reveal the prediscursive level which identifies the
conditions which made the discourse possible. Discursive practices are historically and
culturally set rules that allow certain statements to be made. Thus, discourse is constructed
upon discursive strategies to form discursive unity.

Furthermore,” discursive formations” refer to the grouping of certain statements that
form a similar effect. Discontinuity indicates raptures and sudden breaks in history which
points to a change in ideas and knowledge. When we suspend unity there appears an “order,
correlations, ‘positions in common space, a reciprocal functioning’” (Smart 2002, pg. 42).
Thus, when we suspend unity, we become aware of the fact that ‘naturally’ formed knowledge
may be the result of the rules of formation, which may indicate that there may exist other
unities. Therefore, in order to reveal whether these unties can be naturally formed, we need to
break them apart to see if they are naturally formed.

Furthermore, these discursive practices are the formation of a particular episteme, thus
with discursive formations meanings are discovered. Thus, through this research, I will try to
compile discursive strategies that combined with discursive techniques will aid in discovering
an ideal women formation in each community. Textual analysis of sohbets, participant
observation, my interaction with the community and semi-structures interviews will yield
discursive strategies that female members of the community use to construct their own
identities.

Foucault looked at continuities and discontinuities between epistemes, and in what
conditions and context knowledge and practice merged as acceptable or changed. In addition,
Foucault focuses on the dynamic relationship between discourse and subject, how subject is
constituted by discourse and how power is exercised through discourse in which individual
subjects are governed. Discourses differ in social practices and institutions in which they are

produced and according to “those who speak and those whom they address” (Mcdonell, 1986,
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p.4). Thus, Foucault’s subject is not the locus of meaning but is the result of discursive

practices.

1.2.3. Modes of subjection and the formation of an ideal women/disciple

Foucault’s focus was mostly on ethical substance, ethical work, mode of subjection and
telos. This thesis will utilize his work to reveal an ideal women subject. The formation of ideal
women subject is a complex process that is constantly changing depending on the context. By
distinguishing discursive strategies and techniques my aim is to identify the differences in
subject formation in Sufi communities through modes of subjection which is the way in which
an individual associates and forms a relation with the rule and is obliged to conduct herself in
reference to it. This thesis will thus examine the discourses that convey conceptions of the self
as well as ethical ideals. Foucault is more interested in genealogy of the subject as a subject of
ethical action. He defines modes of subjection and gives an example on conjugal fidelity in
The History of Sexuality.

The differences can also have to with the mode of subjection (mode d’assujettissement);
that is, with the way in which the individual establishes his relation to the rule and recognizes
himself as obliged to put it into practice. One can, for example, practice conjugal fidelity and
comply with the precept that imposes it, because one acknowledges oneself to be a member of
the group that accept it, declares adherence to it out loud, and silently preserves it as a custom
(Foucault 1990, p.27).

Subjectification entails how individuals see themselves as subjects; the internalization
of the type of subject the individual wants to be and “what the subject must be, to what
condition he is subject, what status he must have, what position he must occupy in reality or in
imaginary, in order to become a legitimate subject of this or that type of knowledge” (Florence,
1998, p. 495). Thus, a mode of subjection is the process in which the individual establishes a
relationship to society’s moral obligations and rules. It is based on these modes of subjection
that people are made subjects. People are made subject through power relations and forms of
knowledge. The circulation of ‘truth’, through ideals of nationality form rules and procedures
that in turn constitute a ‘true’ discourse which legitimizes certain actions. The same can be
argued about these communities. In this sense, the research reveals the ways in which gender
is both constructed within communities and reflective of the communities in which characters
live. The complexity of the community is highlighted in this particular research, as charters are
embedded in multiple often competing, layers of community including social class groups,
friendship circles, and family- that all intersect with the development of gender. Discursive

strategies are small units which structure the discourse, they aid in constructing meaning in
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relation to social, cultural, and political contexts. Discourse defines its own borderlines and
subject in respect to other discourses. Discursive practice on the other defines itself in reference
or opposition to other discourses. Furthermore, people often identify themselves as ethical
subjects in context of subjection to others. Although the process of subjection can entail choices
through speech, knowledge, or action but it also entails submission and subordination to
external others: such as a sheikh. People mostly define themselves with their relation to others

who are “above” them. This ethical formation occurs in the context of subjection.

Thus, a discourse is not a disembodied collection of statements, but groupings of
utterances or sentences, statements which are enacted within a social context, which are
determined by that social context, and which contribute to the way that social context
continues 1its existence. Institutions and social context therefore play an important

determining role in the development, maintenance and circulation of discourses. (Mills,

p.11)

Thus, there is no fixed or definite personal or social identity, it is socially/discursively
determined. Therefore, the Foucauldian theory of discourse and his method of discursive
analysis will assist in understanding the rules of formation that constitute the ideal women
discourse in each community and how they differ from each other as well as how individuals
think and act as they construct themselves as the members of their community. Thus, we can
argue that discourse develops not in separation but through dialogues and in reference to others.
Thus, each community may develop a discourse in reference to group itself but also as a
dialogue between communities and their relation to the state. With regards to identity, the

community’s perception is of the utmost importance. Hence Foucault argues that:

the target of analysis [isn’t] ‘institutions’, ‘theories’, or ‘ideology’ but practices — with
the aim of grasping the conditions that make these practices acceptable at a given
moment...It is a question of analyzing ‘regime of practices’ —practices being
understood here as places where what is said and what is done, rules imposed and
reasons given, the planned and the taken for granted meet and interconnect (1991b, p.

75).

Thus, through interviews, participant observation and discourse analysis, I will try to
identify the recurring themes and strategies that female members of each community use to
construct their identity. This identity construction reflects the attribution of value or meaning
to pre-existing environmental elements. In order to describe the subject formation, we first need

to identify the strategies that interviewees used to refer to themselves and others. Discursive
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strategies will aid in forming a Sufi women discourse which will than enable us to not only
understand the constitution of identity but also of ideal women in each community.

Textual analysis of sohbets, participant observation, my interaction with the community
and semi-structured in-depth interviews will yield “discursive strategies” (Foucault, 1972) that
female members of the community use to construct their own identities. These strategies also
have sub-categories of “discursive techniques”, a term introduced by Nurullah Ardi¢ (2012, p.
35), referring to the subsets of strategies, which support the unique identity formation in the
community and further categorize discursive strategies. These discursive strategies and

techniques further construct the subject formation of the female members of the community.

1.3. Literature Review

For this research I have carefully selected three communities that have strong Sufi
traditions and communal ties. Second, the communities that were picked for this research
represent both modern and relatively “anti-modern” perspective. Furthermore, these
communities were selected in reference to their structure and worldview. In addition, I have
tried to select communities that have large representations in the population. This dissertation
is located at the intersection of the sociology of sufism and gender studies. Thus, this section
will first provide an overview of Sufism, the development of Sufism in Turkey, and continue
by providing a brief information regarding the formation of each community. Finally, the last

section will entail a brief gender discussion.

1.3.1. Origins of Sufism

Sufism or Islamic Mysticism has multiple definitions; it is mostly identified as a path
or journey toward God. “It is related to asceticism, rooted in divine revelation and
comprehended through shari’a” (Saeed, 2006, pg. 74). The term “sufi” originated from the
Arabic term suf (wool), which was worn by the Muslim ascetics. Its clandestine nature ensures
that it is only experienced and disclosed through the progression of the individual. Thus, it is
understood to be more of an indivdual journey towards God by letting go of the worldly
pleasures. Furthermore, Sufism can also be described as “an aspect of eternal wisdom”
(Geoffroy, 2010, pg.1).

The origins of Sufism can be traced back to the 8" century, although its
institutionalization did not happen until 12" century. The popularity of Sufism stems from the
direct and immediate connection to God without a mediator. Mecca, Medina, Basra and Kufa
were the initial centers of ascetic life. Next, Iran and Khurasan had become popular as their
inhabitants embraced Sufi tradition (Mir and Ghosh, 2017, pg.77). The term tasawwuf

(mysticism) originated as a derivative of the word sufi. In the early sufi tradition the emphasis
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was placed upon “ritual observance and legalistic morality” (Trimingham, 1971, pg.2). These
sufi orders are mostly based on the system of master/leader (murshid) and disciple (murid).
Murshid (or sheikh/veli/dervish) represented those who had traversed the stages of the Sufi
path and were chosen by the previous murshid. The lineages (silsile-i sadat/golden chain) of
these orders can all be traced back to the Prophet Muhammad. Sufi orders form brotherhoods
that are grouped in to tariga (path). Each individual sufi order is in itself a distinct spiritual
discipline (van Bruinessen, 2009, pg.127). Sufism in its essence teaches “the practices of adab,
dhikr, and muragaba passed down by its masters, with the aim of experiencing the destruction
(fana) of the lower-self (nefs), that leads to survival (baqa) of the higher-self (ruh)” (Green,
2012, p.9). This spiritual awakening is achieved through dhikr (recollection).

Sufism gained recognition and popularity when well respected scholars such as al-
Sulami (d. 4124/1021), al-Qushayri and Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111), have also started
following the sufi path. Many sufi convents had been established by the eleventh century and
by the thirteenth century tarigas took todays form; established by a single sheikh who is
permission was handed down through the golden chain (Saeed, 2006, pg. 76). These lodges

(zawiya, khanagah, tekke) gained large fallowers.

Sufism in Turkey

Islamic Mysticism or Sufism had become a crucial part of Ottoman society. Several
Sufi orders gained prominence in Ottoman Empire, including Bektashi, Halveti, Mevlevi,
Rifa’i, Qadiri, Nagshbandi and Bayrami. Sentiirk (2015) argues that Bektashi order specially
played a vital role in the establishment of the Ottoman government. Later most Janissaries were
all disciples of the Bektashi order. Furthermore, Mevlevis sometimes became as important
actors as Bektashis in their prominent positions in the palace. In addition, it was the Mevlevi
sheik who presented and oversaw the ascension and sword girding ceremonies after Mahmud
IT (2015, p. 94-5). Ceyhan (2015) argues that from its formation to development, the close
relation of the Sultan’s with the sheikhs, such as Osman Gazi with Sheikh Edebali, Orhan Gazi
with Davud-i1 Kayseri, Yildirim Beyazid with Emir Sultan, and Fatih Sultan Mehmed with
Aksemseddin, encouraged to maintain a friendly relationship with the sufi lodges throughout
the empire (p.37).

The Turkish modernization period painted a different picture. Starting in the 19™
century, Sufis (like the ulema) faced a decrease in influence. Although most religious
communities showed an overwhelming support during the “war of independence” and Sheikhs
still held political authority as they were present during the first formation of the Turkish

parliament, this changed relatively quickly in the following years. In the early years of the
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Turkish Republic the laws and reforms were implemented brought an end to certain institutions,
including all sufi orders. Specifically, a law enacted in 1925 rendered religious affiliations and
ranks illegitimate and closed down lodges. These new laws indicated that state and religious
affairs are fundamentally different, and religious involvement in government issues was no
longer permitted. Saatg¢i (2005) interprets this as “the subordination of Islam to state objectives,
and active management of religious institutions and affairs by the state” (p. 234). A significant
indication of this was the formation of the Presidency of Religious Affairs (Diyanet) in 1924.
Sufi Lodges were assigned to the Department of Religious Affairs after its formation. After the
Sheikh Said riot in 1925, Sufism was banned, and most fekkes and tombs were closed. The
1938 Law of Associations, furthermore, put further restrictions on associations with any
religious relation. “Turkey was the only Muslim country to ban all orders and close the tombs
and shrines that were objects of popular veneration, but most other states have also attempted
to bring the orders under some degree of control and curtail ‘excesses.” (van Bruinessen, 2009,
p. 125). The opinion was that Sufism was the source of ignorance and superstition. This was
also part of his power struggle against actual and potential oppositional power centers in the
country.

However, this did not with certainty indicate an end to any forms of religiousity; rather,
communities and organizations found different ways to cope with the system. There were new
internal and external connections developed by the religious communities. The gathering
places had now changed from public spaces to privacy of homes. Moreover, Mevleviye and
later Bektashiye orders, had managed to regain a little public presence. In fact, the first
officially approved Mevelevi “whirling” ceremony took place in 1953. Although organizers
had emphasized that this was not a religious but rather a cultural ceremony, it nevertheless
carried religious codes (Saglam, 2017).

Other sufi orders however went underground and continued their activities in secrecy
for a long period. The communities studied in this thesis have had similar reactions during the
early periods of the republic. Ali Haydar Efendi, the murshid of Mahmud Ustaosmanoglu, who
would later establish the Ismailaga community, continued their activities in secrecy. Said Nursi
as well as Suleyman Hilmi Tunahan, although had to discreetly continue on with their activities,
today both communities have become one of the largest in Turkey. Said Nursi especially wrote
and published his Risale-i Nur collection during this time. Although, his books were mostly
written by hand by his students due to close scrutiny, there was, nevertheless, about 600 copies
in constant circulation (Sentiirk, 2015, p. 158). The next part of this section will provide a brief

overview of each of these communities.
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1.3.2. The iskenderpasa Community

For this section, I will briefly examine the literature on the iskenderpasa community.
Since my objective for this study is to discover differing practices in Sufi and non-sufi
communities to detect various identity formations, I have selected iskenderpasa community,
after through research and based on several criteria, as one of the four communities to be
examine in this research. Iskenderpasa community is one of the most widespread Naksi
formations in Turkey and is fundamentally different compared to other communities based on
their attitude towards modernity and community structure, and their knowledge and progress
driven nature. The community is not nearly as reclusive as others, mostly operates within their
own “economic, educational and communicative webs”, has a large political presence and
influence; strong media connections and economic power (Yavuz, 2015). Thus, it sets as a great

contrast to Ismailaga and Siileymancilar community as a modern Sufi order.

Iskenderpasa is relatively well studied as a community —compared to others mentioned
in this research- as it is visible and relatively open to outsiders. There are two studies solely
dedicated to the community, which will be examined below, and also several articles and books
that partially mention the community, its structure and function. The Iskenderpasa community
is mostly studied in terms of its modernization practices that largely differ from other Naksi
communities. Most of the research regarding the order is written specifically through Mehmed
Zahid Kotku and Mahmud Esad Cosan; two of the most prominent Sheikhs in community’s
history. Most of the research mentioned in this section falls into the sociological approach

category with one exception.

Hakan Yavuz in Islamic Political Identity in Turkey (2003), outlines a typology of
Islamic social movements in Turkish context; he argues that Iskenderpasa fits into both
categories first “as a case-study of a society-oriented Islamic movement and a model of
horizontal Islamic identity building”. Furthermore, he indicates that “Society-oriented Islamic
movements seek to transform society from within by utilizing new opportunity spaces in the
market and media to change individual habits and social relations” (p.30). Prominent research
that briefly examines the community is that of Mustafa Kara. In his book Metinlerle Giiniimiiz
Tasavvuf Hareketleri (2002) he analyses various contemporary states of Sufi communities and
religious movements in Turkey starting from Tanzimat to today. The Iskenderpasa Community
is also examined in this book with a particular focus on the socio-political evolution and stances
of the community by focusing on the two of the most prominent sheikhs: Mehmed Zahid Kotku

and Mahmud Esad Cosan. These sources provide vast information about the structure of the
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community, its formation and in Yavuz’s case the community’s relation with politics throughout

the years.

Compared to Kara’s and Yavuz’s multi-perspective approach, Cakir’s provides in Ayet
ve Slogan (1990) a more skeptical attitude towards communities in general. He examines
several communities and provides description of their structure, ideology and political
presence; and in Iskenderpasa’s case, he specifically outlines the community’s modernization
process. This analytical study also describes in detail the evolution of the relationship between
the political parties in Turkey and the religious communities since the 1970s. Cakir argues that
although Kotku’s sohbets were widely known; there was no interference or preventative
measure taken by the state when most other communities were forced to shut down. This was
both due to Kotku’s ability to acknowledge progress by accepting modernization practices; and
also states over all acknowledgment of defeat against Sufi and religious movements in Turkey.
Kotku’s approach as a sheikh differed in terms of his methodology. It was his ability to maintain
a mystic and poetic discourse that provided hope in times of “despair and insecurity” for the
conservative youth. Moreover, he argues that this poetic dialogue was closely associated with

the sheikh and reproduced through murids.

Furthermore, Cakir also examines the Islam periodicals published by the community
and suggest that the content from even the earliest publications advise the readers on every
aspects of their daily life. Cakir argues that it would be ignorant to simply look at these writings
as “trying to Islamize every area of life”; he argues that these publications encouraged the
reader to question politics, economy, and cultural authority in Turkey by contributing
significantly to the development of civil society (pg. 36). Finally, Cakir argues that the biggest
threat the community is facing today is maintaining the balance between modernity and
tradition. The community will either remain as a political Sufi movement or become a political
movement with Sufi characteristics (p. 49). Finally, regarding the future of the movement Cakir
argues that the Iskenderpasa community mostly appeals to a highly educated urban youth.
These individuals will mostly become government officials, engineers, economists, etc. which
indicate that the community will continue to be led by and mostly consist of conservative

educated “elites” (p. 44).

The community’s emphasis on education is stressed by various sources. Hulusi Sentiirk,
for instance, in Islamcilik: Tiirkive'de Islami Olusumlar ve Siyaset (2015) argues that
Iskenderpasa’s emphasis on modern education beyond/alongside figh and agidah separates the

community from others; this emphasis produced great number of scholars within the
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community (p. 344). Silverstein stresses, community’s progressive nature, since it experienced
increased rationalization, bureaucratizing, and disciplining effects of state power during the
late empire. Thus, compared to other communities studied in this research, Iskenderpasa’s
emphasis on progress through “modern” education is unparalleled. Furthermore, Efe, in similar
fashion, argues that Kotku’s message appealed to university students, academics, technocrats,
bureaucrats and politicians; thus, fundamentally transforming the order by drawing a
“modernized group” of people. Biiylikkara (2015), similarly adds that the community was
known as a lodge for university students (p. 270). Sentiirk, also emphasizes that the
Iskenderpasa mosque was no longer a place for the “old man to sit and pray”, it was a gathering
place for young students (p.342). Silverstein (2011) also acknowledges community’s emphasis

on education by stating that:

Knowledge per se is, in fact, something Esad Cosan has cultivated almost as a virtue,
and many observers have commented on the disproportional percentage of members
who have completed a university education. Indeed, in the eyes of many other orders,

the Iskender Pasha group is quite intellectual and scholarly. (p. 152)

One of the only studies purely dedicated to Iskenderpasa community is Y1lmaz’s thesis,
which provides detailed information on community’s rabita practices. Yilmaz’s (2017) thesis
is unique in a sense that it explores the notion of Rabita “as a technology of self-care” in Sufism
specifically focusing on the discourse of Iskenderpasa community’s sheikhs and disciples.
Yilmaz’s thesis provides a sociological approach by providing a Foucauldian conceptualization
of subjectivity to better understand how Rabita functions as a technology of self in Sufism. She
builts on this research with further discursive strategies and modes of subjection that for Sufi
members both disciples and sheikh to becoming ethical subjects. The most notable study
regarding the Iskenderpasa community is Brian Silverstein’s analytical approach where he
discusses the continuities and raptures in Turkish Islamic tradition starting from the final
decades of the empire to today. He focuses on two primary questions: the transformation of
Islam from a community to personal sphere; and why this practice has been widely and
relatively quickly accepted by the society rather than treating is a foreign aspect. He argues that
Turks are highly satisfied with Islam being a private matter. Silverstein by using Foucauldian
genealogy, argues that scholars of Ottoman Empire already had secular inclinations toward
religion and politics; thus it is important to study Islamic practices by taking into account their
institutional origin and history. Furthermore, Silverstein focuses on Discipline of Presence to

illustrate why Sufism is relevant in Turkey. He argues that Sufi institutions are crucial in
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building personal networks and most importantly “certain Sufi groups (and other that are
offshoots of Sufism, like the Nurcus) have had significant impact on the formation of Muslim
sensibilities in the country, especially regarding engagement with characteristically modern
social forms, practices and regimes of knowledge and power” (p. 98). Sohbet’s (which he
translates as “companionship-in-conversation”), according to Silverstein, are key in
understanding the true Islamic practices in disciples’ lives. Sohbets he emphasizes mostly focus
on “the good (iyilik) and morality (ahlak)”, thus it is imperative to approach the Sufi practices
not as a “mystical experience” but “rather through an analysis of the relationship between
traditions of discourse and practice and the kinds of the ethical selves associated with them”
(p. 135). He argues that it 1s during sohbets, through oral transmission of texts or face-to-face
interactions that Muslim subjects are constructed and sustained since these practices are
“effective means for cultivating an ethical self” (p. 135). “Participating in these Sufi orders is
a way for people to become the kinds of Muslim selves they want (or believe they are supposed)
to become and gives them techniques for understanding, defining, and reproducing a certain
kind of ethical self” (p. 99) Although they widely differ in terms of context and structure;
sohbets, nevertheless, are essential aspects of Sufi orders. The Iskenderpasa community’s
reliance on mass communication tools such as radio, TV, and periodicals to reach as many
people as possible is unparalled.

During 1990s the community established their own radio channel and by the end of
1990s with the advancement of internet, the community no longer relied on face-to-face
interaction with its members; thus was able to reach a larger audience which vastly increased
its numbers (Efe, 2013, p. 168). Furthermore, Kotku due to his character and political interests
has transformed the order to a “tasavvufi sembolleri kullanan dini bir cemaat”. Efe argues that
it is community’s reliance on mass communication tools that sets it apart from others. Thus,
Kotku was able to adapt to the changes and renew the community based on the needs of the
progressive world and a modernized society. Cakir (1990) argues that this move towards
publication was due to the inadequacy of traditional Sufi structure in now the modern world;
the move to publication acted as a way for the sheikh to address disciples in various different
locations and to consolidate control over them (p. 27). The community, although, overtly
established their negative position against western civilization; they were aware that the
positive science and technology could not be overlooked. Thus, Pala argues that the community
chose “critical participation” (elestirel katilim) rather than outright rejecting or accepting the

western style modernization.
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Pala (2016) also argues in her thesis, which examines the 1980s religious movements
in Turkey by focusing specifically on Esad Cosan and consequently Iskenderpasa community,
that the single most distinctive aspect of the Iskenderpasa is their non-dismissive approach to
modernity. The “rational” approach urged the community to not only benefit from
technological advancements, but to acquire factories, publication houses, companies and
become highly involved in politics, which all aided in community’s success and impact in civil
society as well as political sphere. The community become safe haven to those, especially
young people, who struggled in adapting to the new modern lifestyle, after the disintegration
of traditional ties. However, this transformation also effected the community. Efe explains that
the community transformed from a congregation to a religious community in four phases:
starting with a political party influence, establishing a foundation for the community, starting
a publishing house, and finally launching a company. Furthermore, S6zer, with an analytical
approach, examines the modernization of the community and argues that there is a discrepancy
between Nureddin Cosan’s image of the community and the community itself. The
overwhelming opinion with the community is to preserve its traditional form while Cosan’s
attitude is that of change. Society is in constant transformation; thus, the community cannot
sustain itself without progress. Sozer argues that the community will either take the form of a
non-governmental organization or will remain in its Sufi form and reserve its traditional
community status.

This community most importantly was chosen due to its a large educated female
presence in almost every capacity within the community. Efe (2013) argues that this was largely
due to Cosan’s advocacy to encourage women to undertake social responsibilities and improve
their education. Sozer (2019), on the other hand, argues that Cosan responded favorably to
female member’s aspiration to “join” and become “visible” in the public space. It was not solely
his vision to promote female public visibility but rather the outcome of several reasons.
Primarily, compared to other communities, the female members of Iskenderpasa was — and still
is- highly educated. Secondly, there was a universal shift in regards of women joining the work
force. Finally, the impact of the development of Islamist feminism during 1990s was highly
effective in the community. Conservative women especially with hijab protest have begun
building “Muslim Women” (islamci Kadin) identity. However, there was still a strong emphasis
on traditional gender roles within the community by the sheikh (p. 123-28).

Compared to other communities that were selected for this research, Iskenderpasa
community is less marginal and maintains an accommodationist approach to modern Turkish

state. One downside to this aspect of is that capitalism might undermine the community’s
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culture and identity. When compared to other communities Iskenderpasa branch has adapted to
the changing circumstances of Turkish society and politics by assimilating the modern tools,
something which other communities have opted out of doing in lieu of maintaining their
traditional heritage.

The literature on Iskenderpasa community, although substantial compared to other
communities, still lacks an analytical research on female identity formation and overall female
presence in the community. In this analytical study, I aim to contribute to Sufi women typology
in Turkey by analysing four different religious communities in comparison. This research will
provide an in-depth information on community’s influence on women’s identity formation and
reveal an “ideal women” typology in the Iskenderpasa community and compare to discover

whether there are differences or similarities in communities based on their Sufi heritage.

1.3.3. The Ismailaga Community

Compared to other communities studied in this research, the literature on Ismailaga
order is limited, relatively new and mostly consists of dissertations. The community for a long
period maintained its reclusive attitude by sustaining its collective and traditional disposition.
The Ismailaga community’s distinctive worldview, mission, orthodox Islamic attitudes, and
scepticism towards governmental institutions aided in creating a well-preserved community.
Its strong devotion to Islamic law and determination to resist ‘modern’ characteristics will
enrich this research in discovering the differences between identity formation in religious
communities.

After careful deliberation, I have opted to study the literature section of this research
based on three categories: descriptive, analytical, and ideological. However, there are currently
no ideological sources written on the Ismailaga community; thus, the Ismailaga section of the
literature review will solely focus on analytical and descriptive sources.

Overwhelming literature on the ismailaga community is fairly descriptive. The sources
were categorized as such based their brief description regarding the nature, structure, position,
and\or the formation of the community. Based on the data collected by Consensus poll, the
community accounts for 7.2% of the 4.5 million people who are associated with a religious
community in Turkey (Pricky, 2012). Isolation is encouraged in the community, from both the
society at an individual level to weaken the connection to the secular state and culture; and to
maintain the spiritual and functional control over its members. Yavuz (2003), argues that
communities ruralism and conservatism sets them apart from other communities (p. 140).

Furthermore, the community demands a strict and complete devotion from its disciples.

The members refer to themselves as the Age of Bliss (Asr-i Saadet) and believe in the revival
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or continuation of the lifestyle, traditional dress, and practices of the Prophet Muhammed.
“Although the Ismailaga community is representative of the most traditionalist (gelenekgi),
“authentic” and conservative (muhafazakar) communities in Turkey, it is at the same time
marginal, elders-dominated and one of the weakest (en zayif olanlardan biri), as best
characterized by following its own traditions, and remaining aloof from the power struggle”
(Priciky, 2012, p. 64). There was very limited literature on the Ismailaga community due to its
reclusive nature, wary attitude towards outsiders, and their less than favorable depiction in
media. However, recent research indicates that this trend is changing. Piricky (2012), argues
that the community is now more compliant, recent developments indicate such as allowing
press, television, things that were not permissible before, are now very much a part of everyday
life (p. 62). However, he argues that the community is apolitical, since any political association
could mean a departure from Sufi principles (p. 66).

The community is mostly defined as an orthodox Islamic branch of the Naksibendi
order (Ozyagli, 2018). In fact, Cakir (1990) argues that the Ismailaga community is much more
conscious in carrying out religious orders than any other community (p. 61). Giinay and Ecer
(1999) indicates that the most differentiating aspect of the community is their pure devotion to
Hanafi figh. It is important to mention here that the community mostly consists of and appeals
to the lower strata of society (Cakir, 1990; Giinay and Ecer, 1999 & Weismann, 2007).
Furthermore, Houston (2001) characterizes the community as an Islamist caste (p. 53-9). Genel
and Karaosmanoglu (2006), argue that the community’s ahistorical identity is “representative
of a cultural rapture in Turkey. Whether through ignorance of their Ottoman heritage or
determination to introduce a new orthodoxy, Islamists succeeded in inducing a historical
rapture” (p. 457). Bulut (1995), on the other hand, indicates that the community’s ideas,
practices and their isolation confirm the community’s “reactionary faction” status (p.438). In
similar fashion, Cakir (1990) argues that this anti-modernist stance and the reactionary attitude
is Islamic ghettoization (p. 62). Genel highlights the community’s isolated nature and argues
that the community draws it roots from before the republican project. Its mythical nature and
adherence to the traditions, she argues is evident of folkloric Islam. “The community, with a
historical consciousness, continues the tradition of the Ottoman system, while at the same time
giving priority to catching up with the changes in today’s “modern” Turkey” (p. 476).

There are several researches solely devoted to the Ismailaga community. Baynal and
Yaman (2015) examines women’s inclination in joining and adhering to religious groups. Their
research reveals Ismailaga community to be much more formalist (sekilci), compared to other

religious communities. Furthermore, there is a strong emphasis on Mursid being ehl-i slinnet
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(followers of the Sunnah). And similar to other communities such as Menzil and
Suleymancilar, the community mostly benefit from authors and publisher that are affiliated
with the community. Furthermore, Baynal and Yaman argue that although the sohbets differ in
terms of sources and methods; they mostly resonate sensibility and are crucial in preserving
loyalty in every community.

Tastan (2021) studies the effects of Ismailaga community on identity formation. His
research reveals that the main aspect in collective identity formation within the Ismailaga
community is (i) medreses. Current sheikh’s (ii) charismatic influence is also another
contributing factor in identity formation. His lifestyle and emphasis on following the (iii)
Sunnah highlights his devotion and advocates for “proper” Islamic education. Members stress
that following Sunnah aids in overcoming their daily hindrances. These teachings are
reinforced within the community through sohbets. Weekly gatherings aid in producing and
reproducing identity while encouraging socialization, unity and solidarity. Moreover, Tastan
argues that much of identity building in the community is emphasized through symbols. Sarik,
clibbe, ¢arsaf, etc. are indicative of these symbols, since they are widely visible and distinct.
Finally, members of the community embrace affirmative role models, such as the Miirsid, to
imitate in order to improve themselves.

Isik’s (2021) research also reveals the strong emphasis on clothing in the community.
She examines forms of women'’s religiousity in Ismailaga community under five main themes:
(1) the connection process to their community, (ii) their psycho-social evolution, (iii) their view,
perception and lifestyle, (iv) their attitudes towards modern life and popular culture, and (v)
their attitudes towards the current discussions regarding women’s place in Islam. The research
reveals that female member of Ismailaga community place ¢arsaf at the center of their belief
system. The significance of ¢arsaf transcends its community indicative nature as a decisive
aspect that shapes everyday lives of these women. The emphasis placed on ¢arsaf'is evident in
sohbets, although almost all members of the community wear ¢arsaf, overwhelming subject of
sohbets still consist of encouraging women to don “the only right form” of tesettiir. Carsaf also
acts as a barrier to all the aspects of modern life and restricts most of their activities. Finally,
Isik argues that ¢carsaf is also at the center of women’s role and position. Women, based on
their dress style can only attend medreses and their only employment opportunity is hocalik.

However, Kafadar’s (2019) thesis reveals ¢arsaf’s relatively new history; in fact, the
color and the shape became prominent with the current sheikh. Kafadar also argues that
women’s status in the community is based on three categories: sohbet goers, students, and

hocas. Regular sohbet attendance is important as a member for the community. She also argues
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the main motivation for women to become a member is socialization. Ege (2020), on the other
hand, argues that that women usually position themselves within the community by identifying
themselves as: “falebe”, “hoca”, “dhikr”, “sohbet halkalari”, “Arap¢a hafizlik egitimi”,
“rabita”, and “carsaf’. The research revealed that the most valued tittle in the community is
“medrese hocalig1”. The women within the community still preserve their cultural gender roles
but emphasize hocalik as an indicative of an ideal Muslim women.

Ozyagh (2018) revealed similar findings in her thesis. The thirteen interviews with
female members of the community revealed that women mostly identify themselves with the
most valued profession in the community: hocalik. The research by employing Foucauldian
discourse analysis established five discursive techniques — hocalik, tasawwuf, self-sacrifice,
storytelling, and Tagwa- that form the Ismailaga women typology. As mentioned earlier,
hocalik, however, was the single most used attribute to describe women in the Ismailaga
community. Hocalik did not carry distinct male or female characteristics; women when
defining hocalik never attributed any female or male adjectives that were used when describing
an ideal female. However, interviewees argued that women were naturally inclined to be
teachers, since mothers are children’s first educators. Furthermore, hocalik meant a devote life,
thus a divine profession.

However, community’s values have since started eroding against
modernization/secularization. Unlike other communities, the Ismailaga community has
rejected, as long as it possible can, any aspects of modernization; thus, is unable to cater to the
needs of modern Muslims. Efe (2012) argues that Ustaosmanoglu’s figh teachings are
imitations rather than inquisitions in search for modern problems. The sheikh has relatively
very little to offer to the life of modern Muslims. He also constantly emphasizes “patience,
tawakkul and contentment”, and the idea that this life is fleeting the salvation is acquired
through worship. However, in recent year the community have parallel the modernization trend
by partially adjusting their strong views on “bid’ah, waste and vanity” (Efe, p. 181). Efe also
indicated that the main difference between Iskenderpasa and Ismailaga is the latter’s adherence
to Hanafi figh rather than hadith and Sunnah.

Although, I would argue based on my research that Ismailaga’s devotion to Sunnah —
as much as their devotion to Hanafi figh- is highly evident in their everyday life aspects
including their clothing and rituals. Furthermore, Aviv also argues that, the “community
members take their affiliation with Sunni Islam so passionately, they call themselves “ehli

Stinnet ve cemaat” (people of tradition and community)” (p. 4).
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Aviv argues that ismailaga community, insisted on following their traditions rather than
going through the process of modernization and closed itself off, unlike other Naksi
communities, during the first decades of Turkish republican era (Aviv, 2018, p.2). Aviv argues
that 1997 coup and the AK Party’s (Justice and Development Party) triumph in 2002 were the
two main defining moments in Ismailaga’s history. The former event, ended any support from
the government towards community’s medreses (and any other religious community’s
institutions) that did not officially operate under the Religious Affairs Ministry. AK Party, on
the other hand, after their victory in 2002, tried to work with various religious groups and
incorporate and benefit from their large social and political presence in the state. Aviv while
defining the community, emphasizes their “friendly” approach towards the state. “In this
context, the Ismailaga community seeks to synthesize Islam, Turkish nationalism, and Ottoman
heritage in order to establish a strong new ruling elite in Turkey, based on Muslim moral
values” (p.3). Aviv argues that AK Party’s support of the religious communities also lies in this
ideology.

Aviv also argues that Ismailaga community “strictly follows the writings of Sayyid
Qutb”. However, the community has always been and continues to only read and support very
few selected sources that are mostly written by the members themselves and are fully in support
of Sufi heritage and teachings. The community continues to emphasize its apolitical stance,
and their devotion and objective is only “to explain religion to people” (p.7). However, on
several occasions Ahmet Mehmet Unlii has rallied for Welfare Party. Cakir (1990) emphasizes
that Ismailaga’s various support for different party’s is due to financial opportunities they have
to offer. Aviv argues that today the community is divided between AK Party and Felicity Party;
although they mainly lean towards AK Party. Aviv lastly argues that “Ismailaga community can
never become an acceptable replacement for the FGM, contrary to the suggestions of some
scholars”. This is due to FGM’s size and influence both at a national and international level.
The Ismailaga community lacks the necessary political and economic investment to have a vast
impact on the political climate in Turkey. Finally, same as Aviv, Priciky argues that “one is
tempted to conclude that the Ismailaga community can only be classified as a pseudo-threat to
the secular order” (p. 66).

Finally, the Ismailaga community offers a great contrast to the Iskenderpasa, but also
carries similarities to the Siileymancilar community with its devotion to religious education,
thus will enrich this research. The aim of this research is to broaden the modes of sufi and non-
sufi women’s identity in the city; I plan to extend and even transform the existing discourse by

providing new identity formations and dismantling outdated categories. Instead of mere
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assimilation and integration into one of the existing discourses, this new identity has the
potential to transform the existing stereotypes and clichés of both Sufi and non-Sufi
conservative women. The communities in Turkey make up a large portion of conservative
identity in Turkey. However, there is still limited research regarding Sufi women in Turkey.
Thus, this research will to contribute to the gender studies and sociology of religion in Turkey
by examining the conception of habitus and selves through the practices of the community and
contribute to the typology of Sufi women through an in-depth analysis of the Ismailaga,
Iskenderpasa, and Mesveret communities. Therefore, with this research, my main concern is to
detect individual and community-influenced perspectives and trends that shape women’s

identity.
1.3.4. The Mesveret-Nurcu Community

The Mesveret group is one of many sub-branches of the Nurcu community in Turkey.
This section will provide a brief study of the relevant literature on Nurcu Community. The
community founded by Nursi (1873-1960) has amassed a large fallowing by offering a distinct
approach to Islam. His conceptual framework provided a map to those that were challenged by
the new modern practices, by reformulating Islamic concepts for the new secular society.
Nursi’s teachings offered an alternative, not only to the ongoing Kemalist modernization, but
provided a rational course of action compared to other religious movement or communities, in
terms of facing everyday-life challenges of Muslims, brought forth by new conditions of
modernity. “By studying the Nur community, one can understand the dynamics of religious and
state on the one hand and modernity and identity on the other” (Yavuz, 2003: 151). The
movement, as mentioned earlier, seeks to provide a written religious culture rather than an oral-
based one and operates on “textual reading circles”, which meet at least by-weekly in various
apartments. Sentilirk (2015), argues that there were over 1000 medreses with thousands of
students (p. 241). “The text-based nature of the movement makes it unique; since Nursi’s death
in 1960, no one has succeeded him, and the movement remains very much centered around his
writings. This focus has resulted in a new idiom of communication and a new message of moral
and ethical renewal of the society” (Yavuz, p. 151). Furthermore, Zubeyir Nisanci (2015) in
his doctoral thesis argues that secularization and revivalism should be examined through the
lens of movement-countermovement dynamics. He further goes on to study the progress and

mobilization strategies of the secularist movement in Turkish history, alongside Said Nursi's

! “The word dershane in modern Turkish refers to a special apartment floor or one-floor building and a
congregation of people who meet there to read and discuss the writing of Nursi” (Yavuz, 2003, p. 307)
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counter-mobilization efforts against it. He primarily centers his study on understanding how
both sides mobilized around issues related to the construction of reality, identity, and society.

Although there is an overwhelmingly large literature on Said Nursi’s life, texts,
teachings, and advocacy; there is, however, a very limited literature that solely focuses on the
foundation and the development of the community itself. This movement is greatly
understudied and the few available sources in the form of articles, dissertation and books
provide little detail for anything other than its formation and make-up. There are however
several articles and books written in various languages that mostly focus on the formation and
development of the group. Some of these are written by sympathizers in appreciation of the
movement, some criticizes its divisive nature and grandiosity. I have opted to divide the
literature based on two epistemic approaches: literature stemming from a theological
perspective by emphasizing the clandestine nature of the message and those that opt for a more
sociological approach.

The nature of the Nurcu movement have been long disputed since its formation. Tunaya
classifies the movement as an “ekol”. While Mardin identifies it as Islamic “revitalization

99 ¢¢

movement” “to stop the inroads into Muslim culture of what he (Nursi) saw as the materialism
of the West” (Mardin, 1989, p. 8). Furthermore, the movement partly owes its success to the
failures of the Republican project (Isikli, 1998). Mardin adds that Kemalist intellectuals solely
focused on responding to it as a threat to the secular republic ideology that they have entirely
overlooked its social dynamic (Mardin, 1992, p.12).

Muzaffer Sencer in his book Dinin Tiirk Toplumun Etkileri (1999) briefly recounts the
Nurcu community as effective as Naqshibandis and Tijanis “in aggression against the Turkish
Revolution and especially against the secular state” (pg. 212). The community’s strong anti-
revolutionary attitude and immense prevalence due its overarching disposition that
encompasses factions and sufi communities have encouraged its popularity. Deeming it “the

most dangerous movement”, he argued that Nurcu community had become a representative of

anti-revolutionist movement by attracting different Islamist resistance groups.

Although it lacks a systematic doctrine, Nur movement operates on the principle of
opposing revolution as a whole and aims to revert to a theoretical system that entirely
rejects the secular state order. Since it does not base itself on a specific religious
perspective, Nurcuism encompasses various sects and orders, making it the most

dangerous of Islamic movements. (Sencer, 1999, p. 213)

Yavuz (1999), on the other hand, in his article titled Towards an Islamic Liberalism?:

The Nurcu Movement and Fetullah Giilen, describes the movement as an identity- seeking.
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“The Risale-i Nur movement (henceforth referred to as the Nur movement) has responded most
effectively to the search of identity that has been a salient characteristic of Turkish politics
since the collapse of the Ottoman Empire” (p. 307). Furthermore, Biiylikkara (2015), defines
Nur community as “cultural reformists”: as movements that aim to reform the society from
bottom-up, and ultimately changing the whole structure. These movements by utilizing student

organizations, associations, cultural functions, etc. try to penetrate society.

On the other hand, the phrase attributed to Nursi, "I seek refuge in God from Satan and
politics" (e’iizii billahi mines’seytan ves-siyase), indicates that he did not adopt a
reform movement that utilized politics as a means, as "Old Said" had done. Instead, it
shows his embrace of a cultural reformism that envisioned a long-term process of
transformation through knowledge, morality, and spirituality at the grassroots level.

(Biiytikkara, 2015, p. 146)

Erkan claims that Nurcu movement can partially be categorized under New Social
Movements; since it is a collective undertaking and contains the motivation to morally and
spiritually influence\change society. There is also a strong sense of collective identity in Nur
movement, which recounts as a defining aspect of any Social Movements; however, it refrains
from establish a sense of “us” and “others”. Therefore, Erkan argues that it would be misleading
to classify the movement as by-product of social tensions; and to approach it with a single
theory and method; rather, multiple perspectives are needed to comprehensively understand the
intention behind the foundation and the expansion of the movement (pg.36).

Nurcus however mostly argue that their main objective is to adhere to the needs of the
public, which cannot be fulfilled by tarigas as they do not cater to the need of a twenty-first
century Muslim. Thus, Nurcus mostly see themselves as a movement rather than a sect or an
order; their perpetual goal is to actively defend the faith against the enemy that is secularization.

Mardin’s book Religion and Social Change in Modern Turkey: The Case of
Bediiizzaman Said Nursi provides a great vantage point for this literature review, since it is one
of the earliest accounts of research in this particular subject; and although Said Nursi has been
vigorously studied, Mardin presents a distinctive sociological approach by utilizing social
science methods and techniques to explain Nurcu movement as a social change. He criticizes
intelligentsia for the lack of research in this area claiming that, although they have largely
argued that the movement poses a great threat to Kemalist ideology, they nonetheless ignored
its “sociological dynamic” (1989, p.41).

Mardin claims that Islam is more than a simple religious belief but rather a relevant

social practice, “that it structures the social life of Islamic societies, that it provides the
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foundation for political obligation and that, in short, it penetrates the smallest interstices of
daily life and of social and political organization” (p.3). Furthermore, the reproduction of these
societies is linked to common usage of Islamic idiom by its members. He defines “idiom” as a
root paradigm, acting as a cultural guide for the individual as well as a reference point for an
ideal society. Thus, in this sense religion is the idiom and the discourse becomes the Nurcu
rhetoric, providing the necessary tools in examining the social change. Thus, Mardin describes
discourse as “the way in which the idiom is used depends on the social position of the user (in
this case a cleric trained in Naksibendi seminaries) the selection made from a large inventory
of possible themes, the particular slant of the message and the way in which the meanings
carries by themes selected are transformed to suit current purposes”. (p. 7)

Nursi’s success is based on several strategies (1) his efficient usage of religious idioms
that were still prominent and prevalent across localities that were highly used in everyday
Ottoman life by modifying them to cater to the modern world; thus, the modern society.
However, the success of Said Nursi was due to his understanding of the necessity to “enrich”
and modify these idioms to combat the process of modernization. Nursi understood the
disruptive effects of modernity; In fact, Mardin indicates that “Nursi appeals to a large number
of persons for whom ‘customs and rules’ are either deficient or have been impoverished or have
been proclaimed to be illegitimate” (Mardin, 1989: pg. 3). Said Nursi aided in the transition
“from an earlier normative to a later cognitive phase. Thus Nursi provided the necessary
paradigm drawn from the Qur’an and already evident and embedded in the everyday life of the
Ottoman man but rearticulated to accommodate to the struggles of the new society that was not
build on “emotional bonding with person, or with myths or religion but one that was based on
cognitive skills (Mardi, 1989, p. 218). Furthermore, the Islamic idioms also had internal effects
on both Said and his followers; it provided an “unconscious process of identity-building and
accommodation with the ambient world” (p.16). Nursi argues that the popularity of movement
was partly due to the its democratic nature that allowed for the laymen to construct their own
versions of the religious message (p 221). Said discarded the practice that only the few elite
was sufficiently capable and intellectual enough to understand, interpret and spread the
contents of the Qur’an (p. 221).

Hakan Yavuz, much like Mardin, identifies the movement as identity seeking. His book
Islamic Political Identity in Turkey (2003) focuses on several religious communities in Turkey
to study rethinking of religious movement in new political and cultural environment. The top-
down state imposed reforms of Kemalism, failed to penetrate in constituting and regulating

everyday life of the layman. Yavuz, argues that Islam served and still serve as “a site of
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counterstatist discourse” in providing a basic framework for the majority in dealing with the
stress and inconsistency — caused by the clash of the alternative life styles and practices- of
modernization (p. 31). Although, the earlier modernization in Turkey intended to
reduce\eliminate religious aspects, it instead led to religious revivalism (p. 4). Yavuz argues
that the Nur movement had three main impact in Turkish society based on Nursi’s idea of self,
God and community. Nursi’s teachings undermined the hegemony of the ulema. Traditionally
ulema had acted as an informal but vital bridge between state and society, concerned by
interpreting and implementing Islamic knowledge and ensuring state’s legitimacy. The power
and authority of the ulema shifted with the print based discourse. With access to print and
communications technology the new Islamic intelligentsia emerged, ending ulema’s hegemony.
The mass communication also ended state control of the ulema. Thus Islamic knowledge was
democratized by the formation of competing interpretations (p. 106). “Nursi realized that in
the modern era, dominated by the empiricism of the Enlightenment, faith could be sustained
only if believers actively attempted to understand and interpret Islam” (p. 158). Second, Nur
movements “print based discourse challenged hegemonic voices and opened up public spaces
for dissent and emancipation” (p. 178). The ulema previously had hegemonic control over the
text, with the dissemination of knowledge the text could amass large readership, allowing
people to rely only on themselves to interpret religious text. Finally, Islam once again gained
prominence in the public sphere. Nursi had created a new interpretation that catered to the
needs of the modern day problems. Thus, a new moral discourse people —Muslims- could
identify with had emerged. Thus Nursi “brought textual or print-based discourse to the forefront
and laid out the framework for others to follow, stressing the importance of interpretation,
tolerance, and open discussion” (p.178).Yavuz argues that Nursi understood the deep rooted
impact of Islam in Anatolia. Therefore, employed this “spiritual potential” (which Mardin
discussed as the idiom that was still relevant and persistent as a legitimization tool for the
majority of the population) in his writings to bring forth a sense of identity that was based on
both Islamic ethics and science.

Nursi argues that religion may still carry the necessary tools to reassess modernity. It
also provides a sense of motivation and optimism necessary for personal and societal
transformation. The pessimist climate based on the uncertainty induced by modernity, can only
be combated with the utilizing old but familiar concepts to conform and obtain recognition
within the changing society. Thus, Nursi revives the old religious ethos - “the old motivation
source of Turkish society”- in order to promote a new meaning and a proactive culture (Yavuz,
2003, p.306).

30



Furthermore, in his article Nur Study Circles (Dershanes) and the Formation of New
Religious Consciousness in Turkey”, he examines “the intersection of public sphere, public
space, morality, and social practice in the formation of Nur Community” (Yavuz, 2003, p.297).
He emphasizes that the structure of dersahanes allow for Nurcus to be both “modern and
Muslim at the same time”. The main objective of these gatherings is to vernacularize modern
attitudes such as self, time, space, society and politics by addressing these issues in their new
public spaces: dershanes. Thus, “Dershanes are central to Nur identity and facilitate the
formation of multifaceted close networks of relationships among followers, who are able to
form a bond of trust and civility among themselves” (p. 307). These institutions through
sohbets and prayers break down the modern attitudes by creating an ascetic environment.

Yavuz (2003) extensively writes about dershanes, as an identity building reading circles
for Nur community “through religiously rooted and socially shaped networks, the Nurcus have
sought to establish a sense of community within a secular state” (p. 307). He argues that the
Nur movements aim is not to revive an old Islamic state but rather to redefine and Islamicize
the modern state, he believes that this is only possible through a shared language and text with
the RNK. “Nursi helped to create and nurture an oppositional and insurgent consciousness
within the limited public sphere under the domination of the Kemalist state” (Yavuz, 2003, p.
208). Dershanes have encouraged the ‘evolution and pluralization of Islamic movements’ in
Turkey by creating counter elites and an Islamic bourgeoisie. They are the heart of the
movement, since they not only act as reading circles but center for economic and social activity
for the community. Dershanes construct and preserve the collective Nurcu identity. In
following with the teachings of Nursi, dershanes still maintain the intimacy of everyday life
and religion, by providing Islamic idioms (reference, practices and modified teachings) to cope
with and offer solutions to modern-day problems of Muslims: “a peaceful regulation of social
issues” (p. 308).

Much like Yavuz, Efe argues that desrshanes played a crucial role in building a
community consciousness. Karabasoglu suggest that in order to understand the importance of
dershane culture within the community; we first need to examine the vital importance of
“reading” —RNK- in Nurcu Community. He equates “reading” to that of dhikr in farigas.
Reading RNK constitutes a certain attachment and the organized, regulated and more
importantly scheduled readings institutionalizes the act. The members are encouraged to read
both individually and within small groups to provide a collective interpretation. However,
individuals mostly read to find solutions to their everyday problems as they believe that each

reading provides a new meaning and that RNK holds answers to all contemporary social
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problems. Furthermore, the print- based discourse allows the individual to interpret their own
meaning and is specifically geared towards overcoming the contemporary challenges.
Karabasoglu also argues that, Nur community established a new alternative public sphere
through dershanes. These dershanes become a communication network since they are open to
all regardless of socio-economic background. They become “socio-economic, cultural and
political interaction and communication networks” (pg. 283). Eickelman (2003) also argues
that Risale is a prime evidence of “emerging public sphere in Muslim societies”; since it
encourages creative environment which individuals are able to “take part in discussions and
debate on civic and religious values and responsibilities, and on the role of religious
intellectuals in contemporary societies in general” (p. 52). Readers are encouraged, up to a
certain point, to delve in and draw their own conclusions. The Nurcu community constantly
emphasize that there is no final reading of the texts, rather each reading provides the individual
with a new sense of self and offers new perspectives.

Memer’s thesis titled “Aspects of Religious Identity: The Nurcu Movement in Turkey
Today” is the first study to have portrayed in detail the Nurcu movement in its —than- current
form. The research still carries much significance in terms of understanding the formation,
structure, and motivation of the movement. Mermer places the movement in a religious
revivalist camp, and argues its reactionary approach to secularism, and to an extent accepts it
limited success, by emphasizing that they have not been able to make a meaningful contribution
“to enrich the faith of ordinary people” (p.420). Furthermore, Mermer argues that the
movement is passive in its nature as it seeks to transform society through “peaceful persuasion”
(p. 421). She emphasizes that Nurcus view themselves not as a threat to the overall stability of
the country, but rather a boulder standing against both outside —communism- and inside —
anarchy- threats and still maintain a keen formation against the secularist vision of Kemalism.
Mermer, in similar fashion, criticizes the movement’s devotion to the writings of Said Nursi.
The communities attempt to legitimize RNK by arguing that its referenced in Quran further
acts as a source of tension within religious movements, since it denotes any other equal
counterpart to RNK and places the community in a chauvinistic light.

Furthermore, Nurcus have refrained from making any substantial changes to the main
principles of the religion, rather fought to resolve the issues between religion and science.
Nursi’s teaching have attracted students from technical and scientific subject, it has yet to

influence theology students.

Our study has shown that Nurculuk, the movement inspired by Said Nursi and his

writings, came into being as a defensive response among certain groups in Turkish

32



society who felt alienated by the secularist policies adopted by the government of the
Republic and were therefore sympathetic to Said Nursil’s stance even though their

understanding of his actual teachings may have been hazy. (Mermer, 1984, p. 416)

Mermer (1984) argues that this is due to movements refusal to provide any substantial
changes to “mainstream Islamic theology or practice” (p. 419). “Nurculuk is essentially a
movement not of professionals in religion but of enthusiastic amateurs”, she argues that the
writings would lose their appeal if they were to be studied alongside other Islamic sources.
Bora (2017), on the other hand, although brief, provides a different sociological perspective
that views the community as a source of alternative accumulation of social power placing it
outside the scope of any direct political influence. He discusses the life of Said Nursi, Nurcu
Community, and the Gulen movement in Cereyanlar: Tiirkiye’de Siyasi Ideolojiler (2017). In
his approach, he argues that Nursi’s teachings have exceeded the conventional Islamic
discourse and evolved into a new religious source and a movement that advanced well beyond
a simple subject of Islamic religion in modern Turkish history. The community created an
alternative public space and abstained from any form of competition against the state during
its earlier composition, as to refrain from contributing to states legitimacy (p. 228). Bora also
emphasizes that although Said Nursi stresses his followers to “serve their faith” (imana hizmet)
it is actually synonymous with “serving the Nurcus” (Nurlara hizmet). Furthermore, he
emphasizes that the ‘“anti-communist” stance of the community allowed for it to gain
legitimacy by aligning themselves with the “anti-communist and nationalist-conservatists”
(Bora, 2017, p. 430). Furthermore, he emphasizes community’s peaceful nature and its success
in amassing a large fallower base mostly consisting of rural middle class.

Albayrak, on the other hand, argues that compared to Cemalleddin Efgani and
Muhammed Abduh, Nursi was able to appeal to all segments of society. In his book titled
Sosyal Degisim Siirecinde Risale-i Nur Hareketi, he examines the Nur community within the
context of Turkish modernization; and places the movement in a revivalist camp arguing that
the community was formed as a reaction to the threat of a Kemalist top-down modernization
enforced by the state. Nursi recognized the modernization process as a threat to Islamic core
values, and in order to combat, he tried to modernize and reform Islamic thought by advocating
that Islamic sciences are compatible with positivist method.

Furthermore, Albayrak argues that we cannot simply approach the movement from a
purely “Islamist political perspective”, but need to examine it from a religious standpoint; since
Nursi’s message was intended to save peoples faiths through peaceful social advocacy rather

than through political means. Finally, he argues that the Nurcu community is still unaware of
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the real “social, economic, political, cultural” issues produced by modernity and is hindering
Islamic movements. Finally, the community, according to Albayrak (2002) ceased generating
theories to enrich Islamic life —the very foundation of the movement and the goal of Said Nursi
(p. 154).

Karabasoglu (2003) criticizes the reductionist approach in dealing with the movement
and provides a different perspective based on three main aspects of the movement: ontological
aspects of Risale-i Nurs, the social implications of the written text and finally the development
of Nur movement after the death of Said Nursi. His approach, unlike his counterparts is not
solely focused on examining the movement in modernity axis, rather he emphasizes that this
reductionist view will often depreciate “Islam to an ‘ideology’ or ‘condition’ opposed to
modernity” (p. 263). This reductionist view according to him overlooks the idea that Muslims
simply act based on permitted manners and thoughts stemming from their devotion to their
faith and God’s approval. Thus, Karabasoglu argues that, Mardin and others implement a
secularist approach in terms of defining the movement a stemming from the modernization
process rather than as it is: acting on religious pertinence. This secularist view identifies the
movement as the by-product of “modern Islamic thought and practice and Kemalism”, but
Nursi’s main concern was the spiritual lives of Muslims (Karabasoglu, 2003, p.264). Instead,
he insists Kemalist ideology as the antithesis —rather than Islam- in Anatolia. He basis this idea
on what he calls chronological reasoning. He also disregards the idea that highlights Nursi as
a mere activist.

Erkan’s work Nur Hareketi: Sosyolojik Bir Coziimleme (2015) provides an in-depth
study of the formation of the community from a theological perspective. He studies the
formation and evolution of the Nur movement, the motivation for its formation, thematic
keywords in understanding the nature of the movement, its relation to the state, and why it
resonated with the population, and why is it still resonates today. Erkan’s approach is befitting
of the Islamic studies camp, since it supports the premise that although the movement was
effected by the circumstances; it was not, however, a simple product of modernization process,
but rather a revivalist campaign with its origins deep rooted in the transcendental and divine.
Thus, it is not a local but a global message that was modified to provide answers and meaning
to new issues born out of Turkish modernity. The main argument emphasized in the book is the
charismatic character of Nursi which was one of the main determinant in the movements
success. Erkan argues that Nursi benefited from the Mahdi ideology in his legitimacy and
motivation. Although, Nursi explicitly refuted the idea that he was Mahdi, it is still a popular
and widespread belief among his followers (Erkan, 2015, p.78; Efe, 2015, p.54). Erkan thus
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argues that the success of the Nur movement was partially embedded in the claim that Nursi
could have been a part of this traditional and sacred lineage that was highly recognized and
prominent in Turkish culture. Finally, Nursi’s message provided motivation and hope for the
future for conservative Muslims during a time of conflict and tension. Thus, Erkan (2015)
argues that it is this sense of hope for the future that motivated to community and still does
today (p. 79).

Furthermore, Efe in Dini Gruplar Sosyolojisi, argues that it is not the charismatic

character of the leader that ensured its success but the idea that the Risales were miraculous
composed. Nursi also emphasizes this by assigning charismatic characteristics to his writings
rather than himself. This according to Efe, aided in the success and the continuation of the
movement. In fact, Nursi constantly advocated his follower to become Nur Talebesi; rather
than pledging allegiance to the leader (as Murids in Tarikas would to Murshids), the followers
of Said intended to become the students of Risales.
Furthermore, Efe (2015) classifies the movement as a community that stems from a Sufi
heritage but does not necessary maintain Sufi traditions; such as rituals and concepts (murid,
murshid, etc.) but still benefit from certain Sufi aspects (Tarikat Formunu Kaybetmis
Cemaatler). These “communities” have opted to embrace modern tools to ensure their survival
and progress. These groups, whether Sufi or non-Sufi pertain both unique components of their
community such as communal reading of Risale-i Nur but at the same time are involved in
several social functions. They have evolved from traditional groups and tarigas to modern
configurations. The Nurcu community is categorized as a non-sufi community based on their
hierarchical formation, easy membership (sans ritual), and extravert character (Efe, 2013,
p-196-7).

In this section, | have briefly provided an overview of the prominent research conducted
in this particular field. The current literature on this topic mostly focuses on the formation and
the structure of the community, with an overwhelming collection on the life and ideologies of
Said Nursi. Although, the subject of the research is the Nurcu Community, it is not my objective
to discuss Said Nursi’s ideologies, but the community as whole. This indicates that, the
interpretation of the Risales after the death of Nursi along with dersahanes as identity building
spaces have produce and reproduced identity discourse to mold it into its current form. Thus,
my objective is to unearth the components of an “ideal female Nur talebesi”; since there is lack
of research in female members of the community. Because this thesis focuses on Sufi women’s

identity formation, it might be useful to briefly review the gender literature in Turkey as well.
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1.3.5. Gender in Turkey

There are two prominent female typologies in Turkey that also varies within itself:
modern/secular and religious/conservative. Although the typology of the 'modern woman'
emerged earlier, the establishment of the Republic in 1923 brought new policies regarding
education and women's status, leading to significant changes that ultimately paved the way for
further change. In fact, Agduk (2016) emphasizes this by stating: During the reform movements
spanning the late 19th and early 20th centuries, women who would later be referred to as
"Republican girls" were assigned significant roles as carriers of Westernization and
modernization” (p. 299). The new “Kemalist Feminism”, according to Kandiyoti, witnessed
the incorporation of feminist movement into the new state policy. The idea with this new
women typology was to create a modern woman with reference to the “westernist” ideology.
This “state feminism” (Tekeli, 1993; Berktay, 1996) established the “modern Turkish women”,
but the modern women’s main role hadn’t changed much, as their main responsibility was to
their family; woman was still first and foremost a mother and now she was also a loyal subject.
The feminist movement in Ottoman environment had turned into a national feminism
movement, that was geared towards Turkish women. The national feminism opted for a
“national fashion” against the traditional carsaf (Bora, 2018, p. 751). Bora also argues that
Anatolian women’s image was created as a control mechanism to maintain the patriarchal
discourse that emphasized women’s identity based on motherhood and a housewife (Bora,

2018, pg. 759).

The village woman, with her self-sacrificing, hardworking, dignified character, and
devotion to motherhood, was the essence of the 'correct'—ideal Turkish femininity.
Republican women, while teaching the village women literacy and providing education

that imparted modern skills, were also expected to draw inspiration from them. (Bora,

2018, p. 759).

This new typology was not inclusive, it rejected the conservative women. These
changes were not necessarily made due to an over whelming increase in gender equality; there
were top-down changes enacted by the government in reference to the Turkish modernization
project. Tekeli (1993) argues that these changes were to put a distance between the Ottoman
ideology and political views to move forward with the Europeanization of Turkey. During this
process, women were the most visible tool of modernity, thus they “became the bearers of
Westernization and carriers of secularism, and actresses gave testimony to the dramatic shift of
civilization” (Gole, 1996, p.14). Thus, the new regime gave women the role of symbolizing the

secular, Turkish-type modernity.
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Islam had become obsolete in the national discourse of the new Turkish state. Ideal
citizen/women was no longer religious rather secular and modern. Women’s body was the most
visual depiction of modern, since they were the most visible change in the Turkish society. This
change was achieved, during the early years, by restricting religion to private sphere. Gdole
(2001) argues that, Turkish reformation promoted a genderless women image to incorporate
women in to the workforce (p. 109). This genderless trend continued in the 1970’s; women
were encouraged to abandon their femininity and dress as men would (Caha, 2001). This was
to promote women to enter into the workforce for the solidarity of the country. Durakbasi
(1998), also, argues that women were expected to develop a professional identity; they were
mostly depicted as modest and respectful in a way that it would not threaten the established
patriarchal stcuture (p. 148)

In opposition to this, some conservative women intellectuals defended the “old women”
image (e.g. Munevver Ayasli and Semiha Ayverdi). This ideology called for women to return
to their rightful place: their home. During the 1970s, new educated and employed conservative
women class began to appear. On the other hand, in the 1980s there was also a “radical Islamist”
group emerging. Magazines geared towards conservative women began publishing. In fact, in
1985, the Iskenderpasa community began publishing Kadin ve Aile (Women and Family, 1985-
1998) magazine that highlighted women’s traditional role stating: “In our view, you are either
the pious mother or aunt, with a white prayer veil, a prayer bead in hand, and a mouth full of
prayers, or the serious, compassionate, and self-sacrificing housewives, loyal to your husbands
and homes; or you are the sweet, tidy, cheerful, and skilled little sisters”. However, conservative
women became much more active through Milli Gorus platforms during the late 1980s. The
headscarf became a symbol of the now visible, modern Muslim women. The headscarf ban
following the 1997 military memorandum disheartened the conservative women.

The emergence of the new conservative middle class in early 2000s paralleled a change
in the image of conservative women. The AKP government initially approached the women
issue in Turkey in a positive light by improving legal rights, encouraging societal
empowerment, increasing the quality of education, and employment. The headscarf ban was
also lifted in 2008. Nevertheless, the primary “role” of women which was being a housewife
and mother did not change during this time as well (Capcioglu, 20016, p.288). However, the
conservative secular women divide that emerged during the Republican period is no longer
able to address the current environment. There is a new, “hybrid” formation and diversity that
began in late 2000s, where secularism and conservatism are intermingled. Thus, we can argue

that there are those that identify as religious but not conservative, but there are also conservative
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secular women. These new typologies will be further discussed in detail in later chapters of the
thesis. Let us now turn to the theoretical concepts and perspectives that will inform my

empirical analyses.

1.4. Theoretical Framework

This thesis adopts Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts of habitus and capital,
alongside other notable concepts, and integrates Symbolic Interactionist theory as a framework
to investigate the construction of religious identities among women in diverse religious
communities. The application of Bourdieu's concept of habitus, which refers to the set of
dispositions inscribed in the individual’s mind and body, is useful for examining how women
in diverse religious communities shape their identities over time through socialization and
accumulation of experience. This is because habitus proposes that an individual's
understanding and interpretation of the world, along with their actions and practices, stem from
an ongoing process of socialization, which commences in early childhood and persists
throughout their lifetime. Specifically, habitus can reveal how the accumulation of experience
over time leads to the internalization of unconscious behaviours that are manifested in every
action, gesture, and mimic.

In contrast, Symbolic Interactionist theory will facilitate in uncovering the daily routine
and interactions among the members and their contextualized experiences within their religious
communities. Moreover, it aids in understanding and interpretation of symbols and meanings
and how these attributed aspects aid in shaping religious identity. Additionally, this theory will
be useful in understanding how individuals navigate their identity in relation to others within
their community, as well as how their identity is influenced by broader cultural and social
factors. The flexibility offered by the Symbolic interactionist theory, which allows useful in
studying day-to-day interactions of the community members, complements the more structured
concept habitus, elucidating the ways in which cultural, social, and historical facts contribute
to the formation of individuals’ dispositions and practices.

The integration of Symbolic Interactionism and habitus theory provides a promising
avenue for exploring the discursive strategies utilized by Muslim Turkish women to construct
their self-representations and navigate modes of subjection. The combination of Symbolic
Interactionism and Bourdieu’s concepts act as a foundation for comprehensive analysis of the
discursive strategies employed by the female members of each community to establish their

self-representation modes of subjection.
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1.4.1. Pierre Bourdieu: Habitus, Capital, and Field

The concept of habitus, introduced by Bourdieu, and its influence on identity formation
specifies the significance of social and cultural contexts in shaping individual behaviour. The
complex interplay of structure and agency is further highlighted to emphasize the fact that
identity formation is not solely based on individual choices and preferences, but also influenced
by social structures and cultural values. Thus, the concept will aid in understanding the intricate
and multi-faceted process of identity formation by exploring how the disciples or members of
each community navigate, negotiate, and internalize social structures, cultural norms, and
religious practices in religious communities. Furthermore, the notion of habitus not only allows
for a valuable perspective in understanding the complex overlay of culture, social structure,
and individual agency, but it can also aid in understanding how certain social inequalities
persist across generations and how we can further promote change and diversity.

Bourdieu builds upon the Aristotelian notion of Aexis — “the incorporated and quasi
postural disposition” — to develop his concept of habitus (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 2014, p.111).
It is important to acknowledge that habitus has a rich intellectual lineage, originating from the
works of Hegel, Weber, Mauss, and Durkheim. The earliest mentions of this concept can be
traced back to Durkheim’s “Pedagogical Evolution in France” course in the 1900s. In particular,
Mauss, in his 1934 essay “techniques of the Body” employs the concept of habitus to explain
the intricate relationship between the individual and the broader social environment. Bourdieu
similarly utilizes habitus as a powerful instrument to navigate and transcend the challenges
posed by subjectivism and objectivism in understanding social phenomenon. As such habitus
“calls for moving to a conception of action and structure that breaks with and transcend the
traditional dichotomies of subjectivism and objectivism” (Swartz, 1998, p. 35). Furthermore,
the concept can be viewed as an analytical tool to understand the human behaviour and how it
is influenced by discourse. Thus, within this research, the concept of habitus reveals the
amalgamation of inherited, environmentally, and educationally acquired dispositions within
religious communities. The focus is to investigate how habitus influences the process of
identity formation in women by examining their dispositions that shape their behaviours,

attitudes, and choices.

Bourdieu’s primary objective revolves around transcending structure and agency
dichotomy. In contrast to classical dualism, Bourdieu states that social reality is not confined
solely to external structures but also resides within individuals. Rejecting the notion of a rigid
separation between the internal and the external domains, he emphasizes the active role of

individuals in shaping the social world through action. Although structures are prominent,
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actors often move through these structures not by understanding their formal and rational
functions but rather through “habits” and experiences accumulated over time. He suggests that
agents employ their “cognitive construction” and “embodied instruments” to actively construct
their understanding of social reality. However, it is important to mention that Bourdieu
emphasizes that these cognitive constructions themselves are not purely autonomous but are
products of the socialization process. In other words, the very tools individuals utilize to
construct the social world are the products of the social relations embedded within that world.
Thus, “the socialized body (which one calls the individual or person) does not stand in

opposition to society; it is one of its forms of existence” (Bourdieu 1980c, p.29).

This perspective acknowledges the process through which individuals internalize their
surrounding environment, resulting in the formation of dispositions that shape their actions and
behaviours in particular ways (Wacquant, 2005, p.316); thus, building upon the premise that
habitus is a “system of circular relations that unite structure and practices; objective structures
tend to produce structured subjective dispositions that produce structured actions which, in turn
tend to produce objective structure” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, p. 203). By recognizing the
reciprocal relationship between objective structures and subjective experiences, it becomes
evident that individuals and society are intricately intertwined and mutually dependent, existing
in a relational framework.

Therefore, Bourdieu conceives of habitus as a “mediating construct”, arguing that
socio-symbolic structures of society are internalized forming enduring disposition, ways of
thinking, behaving, and feeling, which Bourdieu famously expresses as the “internalization of
externality and the externalization of internality” (Bourdieu, 1988, p. 72). These internalized
patterns of behaviour than act as a reference for individuals to creatively respond to the social
environment based on its opportunities and limitation (Wacquant, 2018, p. 2). Furthermore,
Bourdieu portrays “the social agent as a physical, embodied actor, subject to developmental,
cognitive, and emotive constraints and affected by the very real physical and institutional
configurations of the field” (Lizardo, 2004). In this regard, he defines habitus as the
“correspondence between social structures and mental structures, between the objective
divisions of the social world...and the principles of vision and division that agents apply to
them” (Bourdieu, 1996b [1989], p. 1).

Building upon this understanding, Bourdieu believes that individuals rely on practical
assessments in their everyday activities, utilizing the structures as instrumental resources to
navigate and comprehend social realities. The structures at play serve as instrumental resources

for individuals to negotiate and make sense of social realities, rather than solely determining
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the entirety of their experiences. As a result, habitus emerges as a dual phenomenon,
encompassing both sociation and individuation. Through sociation, individuals internalize
shared categories of judgment, conduct, and sensibility that are shaped by the environment to
which they are exposed. Individuation, on the other hand, emphasizes the unique perspectives
that individuals develop based on their specific circumstances and positionalities within the
social field. As such, individuals become a combination of "structuring structures," wherein
they internalize structured meanings from their past social milieus, which subsequently
influence their perceptions, emotions, and actions. Individuals do maintain agency in
exercising their own actions and choices as they actively engage in constructing their subjective
realities. However, once again it is important to acknowledge that these actions are guided by
the internalized dispositions that individuals have accumulated over time. In regard to this,

Bourdieu’s last and seemingly most definitive statement regarding habitus, defines it as,

A system of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to
function as structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and organize
practices and representations that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without
presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations
necessary in order to attain them. Objectively “regulated” and “regular” without being
in any way the product of obedience to rules, they can be collectively orchestrated
without being the product of the organizing action of a conductor (Bourdieu, 1990, p.

53).

Furthermore, individual behaviours can also be understood from the perspective of
pursuing interests rather than mere compliance. However, actors' everyday practices can be
viewed as attempts to navigate the social structure characterized by constraints and
opportunities, drawing upon their accumulated experiences over time. Thus, it is important to
recognize that actions should not solely be interpreted as navigating the social order for the
purpose of compliance, but rather as intention driven. This does not imply that agents' actions
based on their interests defy normative constraints, but rather that they introduce an element of
uncertainty. Furthermore, the strategic actions taken by actors are not necessarily "conscious"
actions in the traditional sense, as these behaviours also stem from internalized dispositions
that are deemed appropriate in certain situations. “Actors are not rule followers or norm
obeyers but strategic improvisers who respond dispositionally to the opportunities and
constraints offered by various situations” (Swartz, 1998, p. 100). Wacquant makes the

b 13

comparison between Chomsky’s “generative behaviour” suggesting that, habitus is similar to
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(194

language produced unconsciously, based on shared rules and proper speech patterns, “in
inventive yet predictable ways” (2018, p.3).

Bourdieu argues that there is a class-based socialization as well. The unconscious
internalization of socio-economic position brings forth particular characteristics that are
common to members of certain status groups and social classes. Thus, it ensures the
internalization of expectations and opportunities and individuals limits based on the place they
occupy in society. Thus, habitus allows individuals to develop internalized dispositions that
shape their understanding of the broad parameters and boundaries of what is deemed possible
or unlikely within a particular social group in a given context. These dispositions emerge
through the process of socialization, whereby individuals acquire and internalize the prevailing
norms, values, and beliefs within their social milieu. This phenomenon is particularly
pronounced in Sufi Islamic communities (as status groups), which involve immersive practices
that, in the words of William Connolly, "embodiment in repetitive practices that help to
consolidate the dispositions, sensibilities, and ethos through which meaning is lived,
intellectual beliefs are settled, and relations between constituencies are negotiated" (2005, 56).
Habitus serves as a lens through which individuals perceive and navigate their social reality,
influencing their thoughts, behaviours, and choices within the constraints and possibilities
shaped by their socialization experiences (Bourdieu, 2002, p.27). Thus, it encourages or
discourages individuals to pursue behaviours actions that are appropriate within their social
conditions of existence.

Bourdieu suggests that school serves as the institutionalized environment in which the
intellectual habitus of a culture is cultivated (Swartz, 1998, p. 102). Although less formally
structured, meaning that these particular organizations may not adhere to a government-
prescribed curriculum, within the context of this thesis, we can extend this notion to include
kurs’/medreses that are highly operational and play a significant role within the Ismailaga and
the Siileymancilar community. We can even further extend this to sohbets, gatherings, and, in
the case of Nurcu Community, okumalar. Since 'habitus faithfully reflects, by definition, the
objective conditions under which it was initially formed' (Swartz, 1998, p.110), the internalized
knowledge derived from accumulated experiences manifests as unconscious behaviour,
providing insights into the codes and norms prevalent in these communities. These codes and
norms are transmitted to individuals through a process of socialization, which is established
and enforced by agents such as family, school, and media. In the case of this study, the
sohbets/okumalar serve as enforcers, facilitating the acquisition of new dispositions through

constant exposure to a combination of familiar and novel experiences. As a result, these norms
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and behaviours are often reproduced across generations, creating a continuous cycle where
individuals actively contribute to the very environment that has shaped them.

As suggested in the methodology section of this thesis, the construction of subjectivities
is inherently relational, and this holds significant implications within the context of religious
communities. Particularly, subjectivities within these communities are constituted in relation
to a diverse range of other subjectivities. For instance, the conceptualization of a "woman" is
always contingent upon its relationship with additional subjectivities such as gender, class, and
race. As a result, women within each community, whether they are disciples or members,
exhibit unconscious and internalized behaviours and cues. These behaviours, such as their dress
code, speech patterns, and mannerisms, serve as reflections of their respective communities.
Through these manifestations, women establish and maintain a profound connection to the
communal fabric in which they are deeply integrated, embodying the enduring essence of their
communities. Bourdieu emphasizes that “the possibility of collective existence depends on
both shared life chances and their symbolic representation” (Swartz, p.186). Furthermore,
female members of each community possess preconceived notions or schemas regarding
female members of “other” communities. These “schemas” are often reinforced and
perpetuated during social gatherings or sohbets, further accentuating the distinction between
each community while simultaneously (re)producing and consolidating “us” and the “other”
perspective. This, distinction is also extended to include secular and conservative women who
are not affiliated with any community. For instance, in almost every interview, it has been
observed that the interviewee (belonging to one of the communities studied in this research)
often accuses other communities of imposing rigid but distinct dress codes and exerting peer
pressure, which subsequently enforces an implicit normative expectation regarding the attire
adopted by individuals in each community. This dynamic of "us" versus "them" is further
reinforced by the pursuit of embodying the ideal female kul within a modern context, a pursuit
largely shaped by the ideologies cherished by each group. Consequently, it can be argued that
each community promotes an ideology grounded in the belief that their interpretation of the
Qur'an and hadith represents the most accurate and valid perspective, rendering alternative
interpretations and meanings void. This collective habitus, formed against the backdrop of
“other” — including secular, conservative, and community women — is due to a collective
socialization experienced by the members. Furthermore, the collective basis of habitus ensures
that individuals in similar environments experience and share the same habitus. This is in fact

more prominent in religious communities.
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Moreover, examining power dynamics and the role of cultural capital provides insights
into how individuals navigate their relationships with authority figures such as hoca, sheikh,
book, and abla, as well as the division of labour between genders within these communities. It
also sheds light on how individuals position themselves within these communities, influencing
the development of their identities. Furthermore, individuals are subjected to power relations
and forms of knowledge that shape their identities. The dissemination of "truth" within these
groups establishes norms and procedures, creating a sanctioned discourse that validates specific
behaviours. This phenomenon extends to religious communities as well. Therefore, this study
not only highlights the intricate interplay between gender and these communities but also
emphasizes the reciprocal influence between them. It is argued that the habitus becomes evident
through the influence of activities such as sohbet and ders, which play a significant role in
shaping one's sense of self and laying the groundwork for identity construction. These practices

also contribute to the process of "cultural" reproduction within the community.

The utilization of habitus as a framework offers valuable insights into the intricate and
multifaceted nature of identity formation. By examining how individuals within religious
communities navigate, negotiate, and internalize social structures, cultural norms, and religious
practices, this approach illuminates the complexities inherent in the process. With its emphasis
on the internalized dispositions and socialization of individuals, habitus is closely intertwined
with the notions of capital and field, which further illuminate the dynamics of power, resources,

and social interactions within a given context.

Field and Capital
Bourdieu contends that society consists of many social spaces, or “fields” (e.g., fields

of culture, art, religion, education), which he conceptualizes as a hierarchical and structured
arena where individuals and groups engage in competition for resources such as wealth,
prestige, and power (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 2014, p. 81). Within the field, struggles for
dominance occur due to disparities in the distribution of power, leading to a constant pursuit of
control over specific forms of capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 2014, p. 81). This struggle for
capital within the field shapes its limitations, boundaries, and historical trajectory. Hierarchies
exist in every field, as capital are not equally distributed, including symbolic forms of capital,
which are unevenly shared among members (Swartz, 1996, p. 79).

Emirbayer and Johnson (2008) argue that the field can be viewed as an ongoing struggle
for domination, with power relations constantly in flux (p. 6). Each field operates relatively
autonomously and is organized around its specific form of capital, with either economic or

cultural capital often being the most prominent. When considering religion within the
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framework of the field, various perspectives emerge. One perspective views religion as a
dominant institution, where power is concentrated in the hands of sanctioned individuals who
have the authority to define roles and behaviours within the community (Diantielli, 2003).
Another perspective emphasizes shared power between religious professionals and the laity
(Dillon, 2001). A third perspective portrays the religious field as a marketplace, where different
religiously oriented fields compete for the allegiance of the laity (Bourdieu, 1991; Emirbayer
& Johnson, 2008; Verter, 2003).

Bourdieu's concept of the "field" encompasses a range of power dynamics that are
encapsulated by the notion of "capital," which refers to the accumulation of resources in either
materialized or embodied forms. Bourdieu (1997) identifies three fundamental forms of capital:
symbolic, economic, social, and cultural, with several other forms such as religious and
bureaucratic ones. These forms of capital become significant when they are desired or valued
by individuals, leading to struggles for their acquisition. In this pursuit, individuals aim to
secure finite resources that establish or reinforce their positions within the social order.

By acknowledging the existence of multiple forms of capital, Bourdieu challenges the
primacy of economic capital as the sole determinant of social status. He highlights the
contextual nature of capitals, recognizing that their significance can vary depending on the
specific social environment. Additionally, Bourdieu emphasizes the interchangeability of
capitals, as they can manifest in diverse ways within different fields of social activity.
Resources transition into capital when they become objects of desire and subject to struggles
for acquisition.

Bourdieu's conceptualization of capital allows for an analysis of the various hierarchies
and power structures within social orders. By examining the accumulation and distribution of
capital, we can gain insights into the structures of social hierarchies and how they are
influenced by the dynamics of capital. Bourdieu asserts, "It is in fact impossible to account for
the structure and functioning of the social world unless one reintroduces capital in all its forms
and not solely in the one form recognized by economy" (p. 15). Thus, a focus on the different
forms of capital enables us to explore how the accumulation and distribution of capital shape
social hierarchies.

Cultural capital, “which is convertible, in certain conditions, into economic capital and
may be institutionalized in the form of educational qualifications”, includes tastes, manners,
skills and credentials. This suggests that individuals who can accumulate cultural capital by
virtue of their upbringing and environment have a greater likelihood of acquiring more

esteemed skills and capabilities. These acquired attributes can subsequently be exchanged or
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leveraged to secure higher economic positions, perpetuating social disparities and stratification
based on the possession and utilization of cultural capital. Thus, cultural capital in some
specific concrete situations may be of immense value to perpetuate social differences and
hierarchies.

In addition, cultural capital has three distinct forms. Firstly, it exists in the embodied
state, which refers to the internalization and incorporation of cultural norms, values, and
practices within an individual’s manners and body. “Most of the properties of cultural capital
can be deduced from the fact that, in its fundamental state, it is linked to the body and
presupposes embodiment”. In other words, it refers to external wealth which becomes a crucial
part of a person’s habitus as it is deeply intertwined with the developmental process of the
individual. This form of capital cannot be instantaneously transmitted such as money, titles,
and rights since it is uniquely formed based on person’s history and socialization.

Secondly, cultural capital can manifest in an objectified state, which encompasses
tangible cultural goods that pertains cultural value and contributes to one's symbolic repertoire.
Cultural capital in an objectified state can only be defined in relationship to embodied form,
such as art, books, jewellery, diplomas, and other artifacts that bear symbolic meaning and
relay status within a particular culture. Thus, objectified cultural capital serves as an
emblematic representation of educational or professional achievements and is frequently linked

to elevate social standing.

Thirdly, cultural capital, also assumes an institutionalized form that encompasses
culturally specific qualifications, including titles and degrees (1986, p.47). These qualifications
serve as markers of social recognition and privilege within society. The institutionalized state
of cultural capital is established upon a framework of rules and regulations, which can grant
individuals access to specific privileges and social networks. Institutionalized cultural capital
assumes a distinct role in conferring a sense of respect and legitimacy upon individuals.
University degrees, licenses, and other forms of recognition possess the capacity to bestow
upon individuals a certain level of social standing that cannot be attained solely through
objectified cultural capital. The exclusivity and privilege associated with institutionalized
cultural capital stem from the fact that such credentials cannot be readily acquired or
transferred. This form of cultural capital is characterized by its selective nature, granting
individuals unique access to resources, opportunities, and social networks that contribute to
their perceived status and recognition within society. Moreover, cultural capital serves as a

foundation for the development of social capital, which involves the networks, relationships,
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and social connections that individuals cultivate to enhance their social and economic
opportunities.
Social capital indicates individuals’ social position and status that enables person to

exert power over the group or individual. It is the:

...aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a
durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance
and recognition — or in other words, to membership in a group — which provides each
of its members with the backing of the collectively owned capital, a “credential” which

entitles them to credit, in the various sense of the word (Bourdieu 1986, p. 241-58).

The concept of social capital indicates that the networks and relationships are not
necessarily coincidental but are formed through intentional and strategic investments by
individuals or groups. These strategies formed through dispositions can be conscious or
unconsciously aimed at forming social connections that provide either immediate or long-term
benefits as well as recognition and status. Bourdieu emphasizes that these associations or
meaningful connections need to be turned into durable ties through obligations — based on
gratitude, respect, and friendship — or institutional guarantees. Therefore, social capital
suggests cultivating chosen relationships that benefit individuals with access, resources, and
opportunities within their social environment.

Economic capital (Bourdieu 1986, p.242) encompasses possessions with an immediate
and direct potential to be converted into monetary value. These assets can be institutionalized
in the form of property rights. They include various forms of financial resources and assets that
hold economic value and have the capacity to generate wealth, income, or other monetary
advantages. This capital plays a pivotal role in an individual's ability to accumulate wealth and
seize economic opportunities. Moreover, it grants individuals’ access to goods and resources
that were previously unattainable, thus contributing to social differentiation and distinctions.
Bourdieu further suggested that the acquisition of economic capital is facilitated by the
possession of social and cultural capital, which can be utilized as leverage in economic
endeavours.

Symbolic capital, on the other hand, pertains to the recognition of the value attributed
to capital in social context. A “degree of accumulated prestige, celebrity or honour and is
founded on a dialectic of knowledge (connaissance) and recognition (reconnaissance)”’
(Bourdieu, 1993, p. 7). In his work “Distinction” (1984), Bourdieu describes symbolic
capital as: “the acquisition of a reputation for competence and an image of respectability and

honourability...” (1984, p. 291). Furthermore, symbolic capital might be acquired with the help
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of knowledge capital (cultural capital) by way of prestigious education. Thus, it could be argued
that symbolic capital is the overarching and most coveted form of capital—it is a form of
“metacapital” (Swartz, 2013, p. 112). In other words, this suggests that all other forms of capital

can also function or fed into the volume of symbolic capital agent possess.

1.4.2. The Theory of Symbolic Interaction

Although the concept of habitus allows a framework for analysing the agent-structure
dichotomy within social system, Symbolic Interactionism (SI) provides a micro perspective by
focusing on the everyday interactions of individuals. SI studies how individuals use symbols
to construct meaning in their daily interactions, and how societies are constructed and sustained
through these recurring actions and interactions (Carter and Fuller, 2015). It is dynamic in
nature, as participants constantly negotiate the meanings and definitions of their positions. This
negotiation implies interpreting and evaluating behaviours to align with societal expectations.

Symbolic Interactionism incorporates both symbolic and interactional dimensions,
which includes verbal and non-verbal communication. It posits that meanings are created and
assigned via language and symbols, which allows individuals to make sense of their social
environment. Rather than merely reacting to events, individuals actively interpret and assign
meaning in an ongoing process. This constant negotiation and interpretation of meanings offers
a deeper understanding of the complexities of social life, specifically how people navigate their
social world and construct their realities. Since SI focuses on subjective viewpoints and
meaning making through interaction, it offers valuable information regarding how individuals,
such as disciples or members of religious communities, create meaning and identity through
their social exchanges within their own settings.

Herbert Blumer outlines three key elements of the theory: individuals attribute meaning
to things and engage with them based on these meanings, the meanings are shaped through
interactions with others, and these meanings are interpreted within specific contexts (Blumer,
1969). He finalizes by stating that this is a dynamic process which ensures that these meanings
are continuously shaped and reshaped through ongoing interactions and interpretations. Thus,
Blumer argues that all studies of human behaviour should begin by examining how individuals
interact with one another, rather than viewing the individual and society as entirely separate
entities (Maltzer and Petras, 1970; Carter and Fuller 2015). Furthermore, the theory suggests
that by observing others and empathizing with their experiences, individuals gain a better
understanding of both themselves and others. Therefore, individuals continually shape and
express themselves in response to the reactions and interpretations of others (Blumer, 1986).

Based on this understanding, society is ever evolving; it's an on-going process of debating and
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reinventing meaning through interaction. Actions can widely vary and mean something
different from one interaction to another. Blumer also argues that every interaction an
individual has with an object is prone to change depending on the situation and the interaction.
Thus, members assign meaning to social interactions and continuously navigate the social
order. In religious communities, feedback is continuous. In the Ismailaga community, for
example, women have frequently noted that outsiders often comment on specific aspects of
their appearance, such as wearing sheer socks or not covering their faces. Symbols, in this case
clothing and appearance play a key role in social communication within the community.

The members of each community, guided by the shared meanings attributed to symbols
within that community, act in accordance with these collective understandings in order to elicit
favourable reactions from others. This dynamic reflects a deeper social contract, wherein
individuals align their behaviours with the symbolic codes that are valued and recognized
within their social group. For example, the ¢arsaf acquires specific connotations within certain
communities. Rather than being perceived merely as a piece of clothing or a modesty garment,
the carsaf becomes imbued with symbolic significance, representing status, piety, and devotion
to religious principles. In this context, the ¢arsaf serves not only as a marker of personal
modesty but also as a visible symbol of adherence to community values, signalling the person’s
commitment to faith and moral integrity. Thus, the act of wearing the ¢arsaf is not solely an
individual choice but a communal expression of identity, reinforcing the wearer’s place within
the social fabric of the group. The individual either consciously accepts or unconsciously forms
a self-image based on society's perspectives and approval (Yeung & Martin, 2003). Charles H.
Cooley (1902) highlights that this social mechanism leads to a kind of “selective
reinforcement” that influences our “developing selves”. He further explains the impact of social

processes on these “developing selves” by stating:

In imagination we perceive in another’s mind some thought of our appearance,
manners, aims, deeds, characters, friends, and so on, and are variously affected by it

seeing ourselves as we imagine others see us.” ([1902] 1998).

The theory also suggests that personal identity and identity salience are also shaped and
reshaped through these interactions. Therefore, Cooley, for example, asserts that an individual's
self-awareness and sense of identity develop through interactions with others. His theory of the
"looking-glass self" (1902) outlines this developmental process in three stages: 1) individuals
perceive how others respond to them; 2) they interpret these responses; and 3) they form a
sense of self based on these interpretations of others' reactions. Other people serve as a mirror

or looking glass, allowing us to evaluate ourselves by reflecting on their perceptions or looking
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in the mirror. Individuals can react to others' opinions about them and internalize these views
and emotions. Therefore, self-concept is not built in isolation but rather through socialization.
However, not all interactions carry the same weight, individuals may take those in authority or
people they trust more seriously than others or strangers.

The process ultimately revolves around alignment, where individuals constantly try to
either create or preserve their internal and external world in equilibrium. Thus, we can posit
that members of the chosen communities shape their self-concept through interactions both
with fellow community members and with individuals they identify as "others," including
members of other religious communities or secular women. They interpret these interactions
to understand how their behaviours and beliefs are perceived by their group. The symbols and
practices within the religious community, such as specific clothing or rituals, play a central role
in shaping this identity. For instance, women dress in certain ways in order for them to be
perceived as modest, Mead for instance contends that individuals are part of a community
before developing their own sense of individual consciousness (Joas, 1985). The degree of
individual consciousness can influence how strongly a person identifies with their community.

Furthermore, self is closely associated with social interactions and the influence of
others on our identity. In the context of religious communities, this framework of “us” and
“others” is highly valuable in understanding how women in each community draw boundaries
and position themselves in reference to other groups and how they in turn define and
differentiate themselves against those groups. The collective identity formed in these groups
are often done in reference to others. Such as the Ismailaga associating themselves as having
the most authentic figh and the Iskenderpasa community associating itself as the most educated
religious group amongst others. This is in reference to the field in which these religious
communities operate. The competitive nature of the religious field is often reflected in the
perspectives of the members of the community thus while describing themselves in reference
to other communities they tend to include views that deems other communities as not as
authentic as themselves.

Dramaturgical Analysis developed by Ervin Goffman on the other hand, argues that
people’s interactions show patterns of cultural “scripts” (1959). Thus, The Presentation of Self
in Everyday Life details the analysis of the processes and meanings in everyday interactions.
His work explores individual identity and impact of the environment. He underscores that we
occupy several different roles in any given day which can encompass student, daughter, mother,
employee, etc. and one has to act according to that role and also improvise as the situation

unfolds. Self-presentation motives involve attempting to achieve personal goals, portray a
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consistent and positive image of ourselves to others, and adhere to social norms. Through this
aim we perform much like an actor in a play where individuals (actors) perform and present
themselves to others/audiences to create a particular impression. Goffman furthers the theatre
analogy by establishing concepts such as front and backstage. He argues that the front stage is
where the performances occur when we interact with others in public settings and perform
according to societal expectations. And most backstage behaviours occur in a private
environment, often at home, where no one is watching, and people can often act in socially
unacceptable manners without worrying about impression management. “Here the performer
can relax; he can drop his front, forgo speaking his lines, and step out of character” (Goffman,
1954, p.112). Thus, the front stage is where we perform for the public while the backstage
indicates a more private and less controlled environment. The individual develops a persona
through the interaction with others. Thus, identity is closely associated with the “front stage”.
The interaction with others ensures the standardization of behaviour thus allowing others to
understand the individual’s behaviour on the basis of normative meanings. Thus, Goffman
argues that the props we use provide clues as to how we want people to perceive us. Appearance
and attire can also act as props to indicate the values the communities adhere to. Specifically
in the case of the Ismailaga community attires are associated with fagwa, such as wearing
carsaf, or wide clothes that does not show any silhouette is considered higher taqwa thus is
associated with status.

For this research, symbolic interactionism (SI) will provide a framework for examining
how individuals shape their identities through the feedback they receive from interacting with
their community, as well as through comparisons with other religious women and, by
extension, men. Both looking-glass self and Goffman’s theories are heavily used in this thesis.
This approach examines the symbolic meanings associated with religious practices, roles, and
symbols within the community, offering insights into how individuals interpret and internalize
these social cues to shape and reinforce their self-concept in a religious context. Now, let us

examine these communities in greater detail.
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CHAPTER 1T
MODES OF SUBJECTION:
DISCURSIVE STRATEGIES AND TECHNIQUES IN FORMING AN IDEAL
COMMUNITY

The process of subjectivation, integral to the formation of individuals as subjects,
encompasses the adoption of specific beliefs, ideals, and practices that adhere to the regulatory
norms prevailing in their immediate milieu. In this sense, there is a close connection between
ideals (or idealizations) and identity. Thus, a comprehensive understanding of the archetypal
subject within religious communities necessitates a profound exploration of the communal
structures to which these subjects conform since, it is within these communities that individuals
acquire and embody specific practices, thereby actively participating in the construction of
their subjectivity. Notably, Silverstein (2011) posits that these communal practices, such as
gatherings like sohbets, play a pivotal role in nurturing an ethical self. The discourse used
during these gatherings subtly enforce certain ideologies that constitute the way of thinking
within the community. These communal practices perform a dual purpose within religious
communities: they not only contribute to the formation of ideal subjects but also offer a
blueprint for what constitutes as an ideal religious community. By engaging in the discourses,
rituals, sohbets, and discussions, individuals internalize the communal ethos and strive to
embody the ideals upheld by the community and become ethical subjects. In other words, the
ideals of community (and its members) inform members’ identities and their selves as subjects
— of discipline, ethics, knowledge as well as of their bodies and experiences.

The comprehension of these idealized communities is imperative, given their
significant impact on individuals. Members of these communities exhibit a commitment to
preserving what they perceive as the authentic elements of an ideal community. This
underscores the impact of shared beliefs, values, and cultural markers on shaping the
dispositions and practices of community members. The conscious effort to align with perceived
ideals highlights the dynamic relationship between individual agency and the constructed ideals
within these communities. By examining what participants consider an ideal community and
its practices, this study aims to uncover the relationship between discourse, practice, and modes
of subjectivation, reflecting the environment that produced them. This analytical framework
will elucidate the complex interplay between individual agency, communal structures, and the

perpetuation of ethical and religious ideals.
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2.1. Outline of the chapter: Reimagining the ideal community

As explained in the methodology section above, this thesis covers two overarching
themes: community and gender formation; and four categories that correspond to each
individual chapter: attributes of an ideal community, ideal women and ideal men. Identified
through the content analysis of interview transcripts and the texts examined, these themes
denote distinct areas of inquiry pursued within this dissertation based on the research questions
that aim to understand women’s self- perceptions vis-a-vis their communities, thereby
elucidating their perceptions of the community itself. Codes in this instance act as building
blocks of single concepts facilitating the systematic organization of data to extract pertinent
information. Through hierarchical structuring, codes establish relationships between distinct
elements. Additionally, they facilitate the identification of patterns and correlations, thereby
yielding valuable insights. These codes of content analysis are further reinforced by discursive
strategies and techniques consistent with discourse analysis. As previously mentioned, the
research is conducted in this manner to underscore the notion that subjects or identities are
produced within and through discourse and are socially and historically situated. Therefore, to
explore what these women deem to be an ideal religious community, it is imperative to examine
the techniques and strategies they employ to identify such community. These strategies will
subsequently unveil a discourse on the ideal community, revealing the ways in which women's
identity—comprising both their worldviews and their approaches to gender and community—
is constructed within and reflective of the communities to which they belong.

The discursive strategies my interviewees used are listed in Tables 1, 2 and 3 in which
they are arranged in the order of their frequency of occurrence during the interviews. This
ranking reflects the sequence in which they were emphasized, with the most frequently
mentioned strategies appearing first and those mentioned less frequently following thereafter.
Discourse not only establishes its own parameters and subjects but also defines itself through
its relationship with other discourses —a condition called “interdiscursivity” (Fairclough 1992).
Thus, discursive practices are articulated either by referencing or contrasting with other
discourses, a phenomenon observed in this research as well. Consequently, participants
frequently highlighted positive aspects of their communities by pointing out deficiencies in
other communities. With this in mind, the chapter was crafted in a comparative nature,
intending to present the discursive strategies in relation to each other rather than adhering to a
strict ranking based solely on frequency of mention. This relational approach enables a more
nuanced analysis of the interactions between different strategies and their implications within

the context of the study.
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The strategies and techniques that contribute to the formation of an ideal community
are reflective of the perceptions of the interviewees regarding what constitutes an ideal
community. This thematic focus, and consequently the overarching chapter, emerged during
the interviews when participants were asked to describe what they consider an ideal
community. Responses frequently involved comparisons with their own community as the
epitome of such an ideal or simply described their own community as the ideal. Therefore, the
strategies and techniques identified for the discursive construction of an ideal community in
this research are indicative of the communities to which the interviewees belong.

Considering that two of the communities under study are Sufi communities and one is
a derivative or offshoot of Sufism, it is notable that the coding and strategies employed in the
analysis often exhibit overlap. This overlap can be attributed to the shared heritage and
ideological underpinnings of these communities, rooted in Sufi tradition. As a result, some of
the discursive formations across these communities reflect common themes, practices, and
values that maybe inherent to Sufism and its branches. However, it is observed that there are
only a few overlapping categories, and the instances of overlap predominantly occur between
the Iskenderpasa and Mesveret communities. This observation underscores the distinctiveness
of the Ismailaga community, which appears to be relatively isolated in terms of discursive
formations. Nevertheless, this interconnectedness underscores the complex interplay between
the discursive strategies employed within these religious contexts, contributing to a nuanced
understanding of the construction of ideal communities within the Sufi tradition and its
variants.

Based on the comparative analysis conducted in this chapter, it was deemed more
appropriate to divide the chapter into three main subheadings, each accompanied by smaller
sections. Upon close examination of the data presented in the tables, it became evident that the
composition of the communities could be categorized into three distinct groups: the foundation
of the community, which encompasses the core essence of the community, including coding
such as sharia and sunnah, progression, and the text (RNK); the mission of the community,
whether it is tasawwuf or faith-oriented; and the structure of the community, which exhibited
significant variation across each community.

Through the analysis of sohbets in the Mesveret and Ismailaga communities, combined
with engagement with community members and semi-structured in-depth interviews, six
different strategies were identified within the Ismailaga and Iskenderpasa communities, and
seven strategies within the Mesveret community, each accompanied by multiple techniques.

These discursive strategies and techniques reflect the inherent qualities attributed to an ideal
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community, mirroring the pre-existing characteristics and values of the respective communities
to which they belong. Thus, building upon the comparative analysis outlined previously, the
subsequent section delves deeper into the essence of an ideal community, traversing the realms
of tradition, modernity, and textual foundation. Below are the tables outlining the discourse
analysis for each community in this chapter. The tables also provide an overview of the

chapter's structure.
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Table 1: Main themes, discursive strategies (S's) and techniques (T's) of the ideal community by Ismailaga disciples.

ISMAILAGA COMMUNITY
THEME DISCURSIVE STRATEGIES DISCURSIVE TECHNIQUES
T1: Emphasizing the authenticity of education offered within the community
when compared to both other communities and official schools.
s1: Af_firming unyielding Iozr:nﬁil?:iltij]r;(t)irr?htehreniergrpec;;tgnce of following the traditional curriculum set by the
MEDRESE commitment to medreses as the '

bedrock of the community.

T3: Disapproving other communities for their lack of emphasis placed on medrese
education.

T4: Claiming distinction based on authentic figh (Islamic Jurisprudence)
education.

SHARIA AND SUNNAH

S2: Upholding an orthodox and
traditionalist perspective.

T1: Highlighting the significance of appropriate attire.

T2: Claiming distinction based on based on proper Islamic dress code.

T3: Maintaining gender segregation (Haremlik- Selamlik) as mandated by the
Sharia.

T4: Criticizing other communities for their lack of gender segregation and their
shortcomings in religious practice (amelde eksiklik).

T5: Stressing the sunnah based details of everyday life.

S3: Positioning the Tasawwuf as

T1: Highlighting the importance of tasawwuf for "tagwa™ and spirituality
(maneviyat).

TASAWWUF the foundational pillar of the T2: Stressing the importance of Tasawwuf in Islamic education.
community. T3: Establishing tasawwuf as the best means of self-care.
T4: Distinguishing their community with reference to their sufi lineage.
S4: Praising the community for T1: Expressing the persistence of the community's worldview.
HARD-HAT . ; A - . : :
staying true to its roots. T2: Criticizing other communities for their concessions to modernity.
MISSION S6: Claiming distinction based on T1: Highlighting the principle of commanding the right, forbidding the wrong

missionary work.
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Table 2: Main themes, discursive strategies (S's) and techniques (T's) of the ideal community by Iskenderpasa disciples.

ISKENDERPASA COMMUNITY

openness as a fundamental principle.

THEME DISCURSIVE STRATEGIES DISCURSIVE TECHNIQUES
S1: Adaptability to contemporary ;FOI m [rfltllrilzclgt% (‘:relchnologlcal tools to embrace contemporary methods of
ADAPTIBILITY life—"a hallmark of a true 21st unie ) . "
century community.” T2: Pursuing dual forces of economic and political power.
y 4 T3: Wrapping the modern organization with traditional guise.
T1: Identifying education as a compulsory requirement for a modern
EDUCATION S2: Prioritizing modern education community.
' & T2: Constructing a hierarchy amongst communities based on education.
T1: Positioning Tasawwuf as the foundational pillar of the community.
CIVIC RESPONSIBILITY S3: Emphasizing the‘dual nature of | T2: nghllghtlpg the commumty S 1‘nte':g‘ra'11 r‘ole in fostering and supporting
the modern community as both community-oriented projects and aid initiatives.
"tekke" and "waqt" T3: Deemphasizing traditional Sufi Practices.
34: Downplavine the sienificance of T1: Promoting self-directed learning over passive adherence.
HIERARCHY/ int;arnal higrai]chg wi thiﬁ the T2: Criticizing the significance of hierarchical framework in other
EGALITARIANISM communit y communities.
y T3: Rejecting the gender-based hierarchy.
S5: Positioning Tasawwuf as the T1: Emphasizing the role of tasawwuf in shaping the spiritual dimensions of
TASAWWUF . ; . .
foundational pillar of the community. | the community.
) L . T1: Advocating for non-uniformity concerning attire and religious
INCLUSIVENESS S6: Promoting inclusiveness and behaviour.

T2: Criticizing other communities for their inflexible attitudes.
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Table 3: Main themes, discursive strategies (S's) and techniques (T's) of the ideal community by Mesveret members.

MESVERET COMMUNITY

THEME DISCURSIVE STRATEGIES DISCURSIVE TECHNIQUES

T1: Assuming RNK as the ultimate moral authority

T2: Reading of RNK as a daily ritual

T3: Incorporating RNK to their daily language in three ways --
intonation, terminology, and direct quotes.

S1: Affirming unyielding
TEXT (RNK?) commitment to text-centeredness
as the bedrock of the community.

T1: Acknowledging RNK's Exemplary Role as an Educator

S2: Absence of hierarchy; Extraordinaire
E G}iﬁl;“iglch‘i/SM presenting their community as a T2: Minimizing the Significance of Abilik/Ablalik Status
non-hierarchical structure T3: Downplaying the significance of hierarchical framework in other
communities
T1: Positioning a lack of financial motives as the basis of communal
S3: Prioritizing the absence of trust and solidarity.
TRUST BUILDING financial motives T2: Distinguishing their community from others with reference to the

financial burdens.

2 Risale-i Nur Kiilliyati, the foundational text of the Nurcu communities in Turkey.
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2.2. Unveiling the Essence of an Ideal Community: Tradition, Modernity, and Textual
Foundation

Influenced by their historical roots, contemporary challenges, and guiding principles
that are sometimes derived from textual foundations each community selected for this research
presents a unique understanding of what constitutes as the core of an ideal community. Thus,
this chapter delves into the essence of various communities by examining their distinct
approaches. Whether they focus on preserving tradition while navigating the demands of
modernity or embracing Sharia, the analysis aims to provide insight into the diverse pathways
through which these communities strive to embody their ideals.

Characteristics of an ideal community vary depending on the specific community under
consideration which can also be affected by whether the community ascertains its roots to a
Sufi lineage. Thus, the interview questions were designed to include a series of inquiries aimed
at uncovering the participants' conceptualization of an ideal community, that not only ensures
the thriving of individuals as they deem suitable, but also the sustenance of authentic and
genuine religious perspectives and, by extension, practices. Within this concept, it is crucial to
emphasise that, in response to the interview question, "Considering today’s conditions, how do
you think the ideal community should be?" individuals within each community uniformly
asserted that the ideal Muslim community is synonymous with the community to which they
themselves belong. One such response can be seen as follows: “I think an ideal community is
like ours. It follows the Sunnah, adheres to Sharia law, and lives Islam fully and genuinely”
(Merve, 27).

This underscores that “what we take to be the truth about the world importantly depends
on the social relationships of which we are a part” (Gregen, 2015). It is important to mention
that this response ensured little to no self-criticism towards the respondents’ affiliated
community accentuating the subjective nature of perceptions regarding the ideal Muslim
community, wherein individuals inherently associate the authenticity of their religious views
and practices with their own communal affiliations. Thus, the strategies and techniques
discussed in this chapter reflect bits and pieces of their view of what constitutes an ideal
community. The findings show that the characteristics of an ideal community closely
overlapped with the descriptions provided by members of their own community. Consequently,
each community described their own community as the ideal, offering only minor suggestions
for improvements that do not involve any significant structural or attitudinal changes regarding

the community itself.
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The objective of this chapter is to uncover the most crucial aspects of community in
relation to contemporary conditions. This includes examining mixed-gender education, the
financial aspects of the current system, and the comparison between Islamic education and
conventional school education. As mentioned above, each community responded to the
aforementioned question by emphasizing the distinct characteristics of their own community
or what they perceived to be the primary aspects of an ideal community which are intertwined.
Members of the iskenderpasa community, for instance, prioritized the “progression” of the
community in the contemporary world as paramount. In comparison, the ismailaga community
emphasized dedication to upholding “Sharia and Sunnah” alongside “hard-hat” ideology
promoting preservation rather than change, ensuring the continuity of what they perceived as
the authentic lifestyle of the sahabah (the companions of the prophet Muhammad) and later
the Ottoman Empire. In comparison, the Mesveret community revealed their dedication to
upholding the teachings of Said Nursi and the Risale-i Nur Kiilliyati (RNK) as the true essence
of an ideal community. These three distinct and opposing views are further presented in each
community's practical approach and its structure which will be examined in detail in the last
section of this chapter. Both the Ismailaga and Mesveret communities possess relatively
orthodox views compared to the Iskenderpasa community. However, the Ismailaga community,
with its traditionalist approach, maintains the most stringent orthodox views among these

communities.

Ismailaga: (S2) Upholding an orthodox and traditionalist perspective

In analysing the Ismailaga Community, one of the primary discursive strategies
identified is the emphasis on (S2) “Upholding an orthodox and traditionalist perspective”,
particularly in relation to the "Sharia and Sunnah" theme. As outlined in the methodology
section of this research, coding involves identifying and marking specific themes, categories,
or concepts in the date. This allows a systematic organization of the research by extracting
relevant information from the data and in this case revealing complex relationships and
formation in each community through identifying the patterns in the data. The coding
mentioned here is generated from the interviews and my observation and interpretations,
derived from the strategies and techniques as broader thematic title to reference the most
mentioned topics throughout the research.

When participants from Ismailaga were asked to assess their community, a unanimous
consensus emerged regarding their perceived advantage in belonging to their particular

community, which they regarded as unique in upholding sharia and sunnah, a distinction they
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believed was unparalleled by any other community. Consider, for example, the following

quotes from members of Ismailaga:

We are a community that adheres to the creed of Ahl al-Sunnah. We base our principles
on what Allah and His Messenger have said, and consequently, we practice by
emulating the actions of the Prophet (peace be upon him) and by following his example.
We strive to fulfil Allah's commands and avoid His prohibitions as He has decreed.

(Merve, 27)

There is no other community like this. Of course, we have our faults, but you will not

find another community as committed to Sharia and Sunnah as ours. (Hale, 33)

We are a community that adheres to the creed of Ahl al-Sunnah. We base our principles
on what Allah and His Messenger have said, and consequently, we practice by
emulating the actions of the Prophet (peace be upon him). By fulfilling Allah's
commands and avoiding His prohibitions as He has decreed, we strive to live by Sharia

in its fullest sense. That's what it is. (Kader, 41)

They often emphasized that the Ismailaga community is the “fortress of Sharia”
(Seriatin kalesi) indicating that it is the last remaining community that follows the true essence
of Islam in all its details. Consequently, both individuals born into the community and those
who have joined later argue that the Ismailaga community is unique in its uncompromising
devotion to Islamic laws, particularly in areas such as gender segregation. For them, this strict
adherence to Sharia and Sunnah stems from Mahmut Ustaosmanoglu’s emphasis on
maintaining these laws.

The majority of interviewees, particularly those who joined the community later in life,
expressed a strong sense of having found the right path (hidayete ermek).® The interviewees
often referred to their initiation into the community as a mercy from God indicating that they
have been chosen. This ideology is an important constituent of Ismailaga identity and a sense
of uniqueness they emphasize regarding their insistence on strict following of sharia and

sunnah has led to the feeling of superiority. Members often express that it is the community's

3"Hidayete ermek" is a Turkish phrase that translates to "attaining guidance" or "finding the right path." In an
Islamic context, it refers to someone receiving divine guidance from Allah and being led to the path of
righteousness, truth, and faith. The phrase is often used for those who have accepted the Islamic religion, but it
can also signify a spiritual awakening or enlightenment where an individual recognizes and follows the principles
of Islam more closely than before. In the context of the Ismailaga community, the phrase is often used to indicate
the period of initiation for those who joined the community later in life.
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unwavering commitment to Islamic laws that attracted them to it. In contrast, interviews with
individuals who joined the Iskenderpasa community later in life consistently highlight the
community's emphasis on education and rationality as significant factors, alongside spiritual
influences, in their decision to join. On the other hand, members of the Mesveret community
strongly suggested that it was the relevance of the texts to the conditions of today's Muslims
that drew them to the community.

Although members of the communities selected for this research typically possess a
sense of pride in their membership, the emphasis on this belief is especially pronounced within
the Ismailaga community. The importance on adherence to Islamic principles but also the
doctrines of the community is particularly evident in the discourses of sohbets. During these
discussions, it is frequently asserted that those who forsake the community will likewise be
forsaken by God.

Talebes (students, disciples) are often told, mostly through cautionary tales, that by even
with a simple defiance of the principles they could face divine retribution. The stories are
powerful tools in not only as a caution but can also provide aid in shaping both personal and
communal identities. For instance, Boje (1991) describes storytelling as a collective system
where the act of telling stories plays a crucial role in how members make sense of their
experiences, supplementing individual memories with those of the institution. This concept
suggests that identity can be understood through the narratives we create about ourselves and
others. Giddens (1991) contends that self and reflexivity are interconnected, meaning identity
is not just a collection of traits but the ability to construct an ongoing narrative of the self.
Identity is shaped by the relationship between the individual and institutions, often reflecting
routines and habits accumulated over time. Bourdieu refers to this as "habitus," while Foucault
calls it "archive," a concealed discursive system.

Within communities, people tend to tell stories that portray them as valued members,
highlighting the ideal characteristics of the community. But the Ismailaga community uses this
strategy extensively to (re)establish status quo as it can act as to reflect and legitimize certain
behaviours and attitudes while delegitimizing others. The sohbets often include stories of the
prophet, companions, Naqgsh-Khalidi sheikhs, stories regarding sheikh Mahmut
Ustaosmanoglu, self-stories and negative or exemplary stories. However, one can often hear
the prominence of cautionary tales about members who have strayed off the path. One story
that I have come across was about four Qur’an students (or hafiz or hafidh: a person who
memorized the entire Qur’an) that had gone to the movies and woke up having forgotten all

the pages that they had memorized. By providing stories about the prophets and the sheiks but
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also including cautionary tales, they forge a sense of belonging to a wider culture of Muslim
and Sufi tradition. They provide a continuation of the tradition and a shared heritage by
acknowledging that the community strives to revitalize the traditions of the prophets,
companions, and the sheikhs. Humphreys (2002) argues that focusing on nostalgia allows for
a deeper understanding and acknowledgment of the temporal aspects of organizational identity
(p. 143). Nostalgia, according to Humphreys, offers access to a collective heritage of identity-
relevant beliefs and values, serves as emotional support during times of change, and contributes
to the identification between individuals and groups (p. 156). These nostalgic narratives foster
a sense of unity and provide role models for the community. These are shared frames of references
that connect the separated historical community with each other. Through this nostalgia, the
community connects past intentions with future destiny and legitimize their position and draw
boundaries to maintain their identity.

There is frequent exposure to negative stories about the "outside" world, which fosters
a sense of unity within the community and serves to delineate boundaries. A pronounced
distinction between in-group and out-group is evident in the stories shared during various
gatherings. Nearly all sohbets include a negative portrayal of non-members. The in-group
refers to the community with which individuals strongly identify, while the out-group
represents those with whom they do not identify. This distinction is crucial as groups establish
their identity through unique speech styles, dress codes, rituals, and other practices that serve
as boundary-making mechanisms. Members of the Ismailaga community strongly identify with
their distinctive dress codes, rituals, and educational styles. The ideological basis for this
distinction is rooted in the religious commitment to strict adherence to religious attitudes
deemed essential for their faith. During sohbets and other gatherings, the hoca often provides
examples of deviant individuals or out-group members. Interviewees cited examples of
children who transferred from secular schools to kurs, noting that these transfer students lacked
the morals instilled in those who had only received kurs education. Such distinctions are
highlighted in sohbets and gatherings to emphasize the community's security in adhering to
religious teachings and internalizing the correct religious views, which they believe the broader
society lacks (Ozyagli, 2018). This allows the community to withstand the “disruptive” forces
of modernity by upholding notions of self-identification which are rooted in their choseness
notion as the only community to uphold the Sharia.

The orthodox Islamic view of Ismailaga is based on the tradition of following the
lifestyle of the prophet and his companions. The view that the “old lifestyle” was devoid of

modernity and therefor sins is a great motivation to maintain the current lifestyles. This once
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again draws back to the Ustaosmanoglu’s discourse in regards to praising the old lifestyle “Ben
Oyle bir sey istiyorum ki bin dort yliz yil onceki gibi seriat istiyorum” (Ustaosmanoglu,
Sohbetler p. 329).

Transitioning from the orthodox and traditional perspective discussed earlier, it is
imperative to delve into the accompanying techniques that bolster this approach. This strategy
is further enhanced by several complementary techniques. These techniques include: (T1)
highlighting the significance of appropriate attire; (T2) asserting distinction based on adherence
to proper Islamic dress code; (T3) upholding gender segregation (Haremlik-Selamlik) as
mandated by Sharia; (T4) criticizing other communities for their absence of gender segregation
and perceived deficiencies in practice (amelde eksiklik); and (T5) emphasizing the adherence
to sunnah-based details in everyday life. These techniques collectively contribute to the
preservation and reinforcement of the orthodox and traditional values within the community,
shaping its identity and interactions. In the subsequent sections, each technique will be
examined in detail to elucidate its role in community dynamics and ideal community formation.

The predominant aspect frequently cited as integral to an ideal community, particularly
from the orthodox traditional perspective advocated by Ismailaga, is the significance placed on
appropriate attire. This primarily includes the utilization of "¢arsaf," a full black veiled apparel,
for women, and occasionally "salvar" for men. This main distinction between Ismailaga and
other religious communities, specifically those that belong to Nagshi sufi lineage, is the
emphasis or even a requirement placed on men to keep their beards long, to wear salvar (baggy
pants) and turbans, and for women to wear ¢arsaf as stated by both the previous Sheikh
Mahmut Ustaosmanoglu as well as the current leaders in the community (Isik, 2020). The
particular emphasis placed on the ¢arsaf, to the extent of exclusion on other forms of covering,
originates from the narration attributed to Aisha, the wife of Prophet Muhammad, who stated,
"When the verse about the jilbab was revealed, it was as if flocks of black crows had descended
upon Medina." This hadith, along with the Quranic verse from Surah Al-Ahzab (33:59), "O
Prophet! Say to your wives and your daughters and the women of the believers that they let
down upon them their over-garments; this will be more proper, that they may be known, and
thus they will not be given trouble; and Allah is Forgiving, Merciful," has been frequently cited
in interviews when inquiring about the appropriate dress code for Muslim women.
Additionally, the alterations made to the attire during the Ottoman period, that act as the norm
today, serve as a source of pride for the community as the continuation of the past adding a
nostalgic pride to it. In fact, any modification that could alter the form of the ¢arsaf, such as

elongating the cuffs or introducing colour variations other than black, or enhancing its
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aesthetics, is prohibited within the community. During winter, women are also encouraged to
wear something inside the "¢arsaf" rather than outside, so as not to conceal or alter it. This
association stems first from Ustaosmanoglu’s emphasis on carsaf not only as an ideal attire but

the most authentic form of dress code for women.

You, by the grace of Allah, are wearing the ¢arsaf. Allah has bestowed upon you its
value and pleasure. It is evident that those who wear the carsaf are esteemed individuals
from noble families. Where else can such a symbol be found?... If you repent and start
wearing the carsaf, Allah will forgive you for not knowing its importance and not
wearing it until now. You will better understand the significance of the c¢arsaf in the
afterlife when you receive great rewards. By wearing the carsaf, you distinguish
yourself from the entire world, proving your high value. We should be thankful for all
that Allah has granted us, such as the carsaf, robe, baggy trousers, and turban... By
wearing the ¢arsaf, you are demonstrating great bravery and inspiring others to adopt
this form of modesty. It is not an easy task that anyone can do, but Allah has granted it
to you. Let us continue this until our death. These will bring honor to us. For those
wearing pants, when they die, it will be said, "Whose community were you a part of,
and what is this state?' They will be reprimanded. The world is filled with ignorance.
Allah has helped you, showering you with light. The stones thrown by people do not
hit you. Allah favors you in this world and will favor you even more in the afterlife,

rewarding you greatly (Ustaosmanoglu, 2015, pp. 49-50).

In all interviews conducted within the Ismailaga community, participants uniformly
asserted that the only proper and acceptable dress code for Muslim women, as an outer garment,
is the carsaf. When asked, "How do you think a Muslim woman should dress?" all respondents
unequivocally stated that any attire other than the carsaf is not Islamic and considered it a
religious obligation (fardh). This consensus within the Ismailaga community highlights their
stringent adherence to traditional dress codes as an essential aspect of their religious identity,
labeling it as crucial in an ideal community. The carsaf is seen as an obligatory expression of
Islamic modesty. The insistence on the carsaf underscores the community's commitment to
maintaining what they perceive as the authentic practice of Islam, reflecting their broader
emphasis on preserving traditional values and customs in the face of modern societal changes.

Merve (27) emphasized this point by stating:

It is already clear as an Islamic rule that one should dress in a way that does not reveal

the body contours, with loose-fitting clothing. Of course, this is definitely the carsaf,
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and this is also made clear in the verse. Wearing the ¢arsaf'is the most appropriate. The

highest level is the ¢arsaf anyway.

Yani nasil diyeyim. Carsaftan bahsediyor ayette zaten. En ideali, en giizeli 0. Bizim

cemaatimizin en ¢ok énem verdigi. (Yeliz, 34)

This dedication to keeping its originality also stems from c¢arsaf’s association with
tagwa (piety, modesty, and the fear of God). Although taqwa entails both internal and external
compliance with God’s mandates. However, the Ismailaga community frequently emphasizes
external depictions of fagwa associated with modest attire due to visibility and measurability.
This emphasis is particularly pronounced for women, whose level of fagwa is often assessed
based on their modest dress and behaviour as mentioned above. Women in the community
identify various forms of modest attire that reflect both their individual identity and the
collective identity of the community. The focus on modesty and “tessettiir” (covering) serves
as a measure of taqwa, which in turn underpins the hierarchical structure within the community.

To understand the community’s daily practices concerning clothing and appearance,
Symbolic Interactionism, particularly Goffman's dramaturgical framework, is insightful.
Goffman uses theatrical metaphors such as stage (front/back stage), actor, performance,
character, prop, and masks to analyze micro-level social interactions. He argues that the front
stage encompasses aspects like "clothing; sex, age, and racial characteristics; size and looks;
posture; speech patterns; facial expressions; bodily gestures; and the like" (p. 24). Thus, an
actor is judged based on both appearance and manner. One of Goffman's insightful concepts,
which has been discussed in chapter 1, is impression management, whereby individuals try to
main control over their image in the eyes of the others with whom they are interacting. The sufi
dress code also functions, among others, to manage the impressions given by the members in
their social interactions.

In this context, the width of the hijab, the modest outfits, and additional coverings such
as the second hijab, thick socks, and wide dresses, are all significant markers of status within
the community. These items are not merely practical garments but symbolize a deeper
adherence to modesty and taqwa. This is exemplified by statements from community members
expressing a desire for their daughters to embody these values by wearing a ¢arsaf since it
protects from transgressions. This emphasis on modesty is not only a reflection of individual
piety but also serves to reinforce the hierarchical structure of the community, where adherence
to these sartorial norms is a visible indicator of one's spiritual status and commitment to the

community’s values.
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The persistent emphasis in sohbets on condemning other dresses that are not "¢arsaf"
underscores the ¢carsaf’s close association with taqwa and its evolution into a component of
women's identity, which will be explored further in the subsequent chapter. As a crucial tool of
impression management, this garment has also become a symbol of the community itself,
representing a distinctive behavioural pattern and norm unique to Ismailaga. Thus, Reyhan (50)
argues that the ¢arsaf is the only proper outer garment that has been consistently worn since
the time of Prophet Mohammed and suggests that Ismailaga is the only community that

emphasizes the proper dress code.

Let’s take the issue of modesty in religious communities, for example. While everyone
agrees on wearing a large headscarf, a black headscarf, or a ferace (a loose outer
garment), Eefendi Hazretleri (Mahmut Ustaosmanoglu) never accepted these as true
forms of modesty. He would say that while they are covered, they do not represent the
modesty described in the Quranic verses. He would argue that true modesty is not what
is being practiced. The only form of covering described in the verse is the carsaf, he
would say. Of course, it varies depending on the region, country, and climate. I'm
speaking in terms of form, but Eefendi Hazretleri would explain it as a general
principle. When the verse about the carsaf was revealed, it was as if Mecca had been
overrun by black crows. This cannot change, it has always been the same. However,
Iskenderpasa does not follow it in that way. For example, in Iskenderpasa, it is not
absolutely necessary to wear the ¢arsaf. Or take my father’s community as an example.
The Erenkd0y community, for instance, has a different approach to the separation of men
and women (the haremlik selamlik concept). For us, it is very strict, but for them, there
is no such thing. When I say there is no such thing, I mean they don’t have such strict
practices in their daily lives, not in terms of belief, but in practical matters, they are not

as rigid.

As the quoted discourse particle indicates, the Ismailaga members perceive the garsaf
as the distinguishing (and superior) quality of their own community from others. In fact, it is
the first thing that they suggest when it comes to their distinctiveness — hence a critical marker
of their (female) identity. As is well known in sociology, norms and symbols signify different
aspects of group identity, facilitating the preservation and differentiation of the group. Clothing,
dialects, and other factors enable the establishment to form boundaries that separate or

highlight a particular group. For the Ismailaga community, ¢arsaf and other appropriate attire
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serve as symbols of group identity. By ensuring dedication to the authentic form of modesty,
the community prides itself on upholding genuine views and distinguishes itself from other
communities as adhering to the true interpretation. As Paden (2009, p.37) suggests, religious
groups have several “markers” and “stereotypical signatures” they use to define themselves.
Although these maybe non-discursive markers of identity, they certainly have meaning for the
groups in which they are viewed or practiced. The symbolic attachments to clothing as well as
others “sacred objects” have also added on to the symbolic identification of the collective. The
Ismailaga Mosque, for instance, where the Mahmut Ustaosmanoglu served as an imam for 42
years and where the conception of the community began also carries great significance for the
community. However, it is clothing (both men’s and women’s) that carries out most
significance within the community.*

This quote, along with the interviews, indicates the persistent ideology that anything
other than the "¢arsaf" should not be worn. Although Mahmut Ustaosmanoglu emphasized
devotion to salvar, sarik, and ciibbe as well, it is not as greatly emphasized as ¢arsaf in the
current environment. But it still emphasized in the community and most men opt in favour of

wearing it. This emphasis once again begun with Ustaosmanoglu.

The jubba, shalwar, and turbans we men wear are in the form of [dressing of] Rasulullah
(Sallallahu Aleyhi ve Sellem). Would one leave his form and adopt that of foreigners?
You wear tight trousers; don't you feel ashamed? Women are also curious about
[wearing] trousers. They wear trousers and walk around with high-heeled shoes,
making 'shak-shuk' [tapping] sounds. It's a pity. God has honoured you, why do you
trample on it? If you preserve your honour, God will preserve you, and He will not

waste your goodness. (Ustaosmanoglu, 2015, p. 104)

The male members of the community are expected to remain modest by wearing baggy
clothing and lowering their gaze. However, given their role as primary breadwinners, men are
often encouraged to engage in employment outside the community, exposing them to secular
and contemporary societal norms. As they are required to dress according to such
environments, opting out of wearing salvar, ciibbe, and sarik is not considered a transgression
for men, unlike for women. When asked whether it was equally crucial for men to wear salvar,

sarik, and ciibbe as it is for women to wear ¢arsaf, the interviewees argued that since men are

4 The male members of the ismailaga community also have a distinct dress code, where it is almost compulsory
to wear traditional-style clibbe and sarik (head gear), which is supposedly inherited from early Islam as well.
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required to serve as the breadwinners, they must adhere to workplace dress codes even if it
means not wearing traditional attire. In contrast, women are not obliged to work and are often
encouraged to remain at home or limit their excursions outside the community by venturing
out only for essential tasks such as visiting family, hospital visits, and grocery shopping, hence
the expectation for them to wear ¢arsaf.

There is a pronounced emphasis on wearing appropriate attire both indoors and
outdoors for women. The community perceives any attire that deviates from loose-fitting
dresses (robali elbise) as "kafir giysisi", indicating signs of disbelief. These include jeans,
shorts, t-shirts, and even for a while underwear. This emphasis remains prevalent in medreses.
Interviews also recount instances of inspections by the Aocas to ensure compliance with
clothing standards. The insistence on adhering solely to community-approved garments stem
from two considerations: firstly, the belief that wearing such clothing can lead to engaging in
other prohibited actions, known as "kafire meyletmek", which may result in spiritual darkness
and a reluctance to perform righteous deeds. Secondly, dressing in loose-fitting dresses and
abstaining from wearing thin, see-through socks, heels, etc., is regarded as a manifestation of
tagwa (piety).

This emphasis placed on appropriate and authentic clothing attire is closely related to
upkeeping the sharia and the sunnah, stems from Mahmut Ustaosmanoglu’s attitude towards
maintaining the most original and authentic form of Islam practiced during the life of the
prophet and later by his companions. In fact, the overwhelming discourse on sharia outweighs
all other aspects in his sohbets. “Temel 0greti seriati muhafaza etmek, Siinnet-1 Seniyye’ye
uymak kiifiir aletmelerinden kaginmak™ (Ustaosmanoglu, -Hitmekli S6zler) p.334). According
to Ogiit (2023), the Ismailaga community operates under the premise that the existence and
vitality of Islam are directly tied to the implementation of Sharia. Consequently, any alterations
to the rules are perceived as blasphemous and signify a departure from the "true path." While
the implementation of Sharia is notably associated with practices such as dhikr and rabita, as
mentioned by Ogiit, adherence to authentic attire—particularly the ¢arsaf mentioned earlier—
and visibly enforced gender segregation (haremlik-selamlik) are also deemed essential for
upholding the fundamentals of sharia.

In this context, one of the most-frequently mentioned topics during sohbets is refraining
from bride’s interaction with her brother-in-law and vice versa. Ustaosmanoglu’s emphasis on
gender segregation starts at home as his pronouncements, articulated by him, "The man who
marries shall not show his wife to his own brother. Likewise, he shall not show his brother to

his wife. In this matter, they should not be offended by each other," are frequently echoed and
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reiterated in today’s sohbets. This is also extended to refraining from hearing or talking to
others that are not either related by blood or same gender - namahrem °. This sentiment is
further emphasized in Ustaosmanoglu’s quote: “If 1 could, I would have tunnels dug
underground and make women pass through them so that they wouldn't be seen by men)”,
which was echoed by the majority of the interviews (pg. 307-308). This segregation is enforced
from a very young age, in fact, my interviews reveal that the separation starts as young as five
years of age.

This segregation can further be viewed in public spaces as well. In the community, there
exists a symbolic delineation of space predicated on gender. Women are granted autonomy
within their designated sphere, impervious to external interference, whereas men occupy a
higher social standing as the authoritative decision-makers within the community. The stringent
regulations governing gender segregation within the community leave minimal opportunity for
dialogue between men and women. Thus, despite sharing physical proximity, their social
spheres remain distinct. This symbolic boundary is widely acknowledged within the Ismailaga
community, shaping women's perceptions of acceptable conduct by reinforcing both the gender
roles they embody and the community's corresponding valuation thereof.

In the Ismailaga community, gender segregation is systematically upheld through
separate educational systems for boys and girls, beginning as early as the age of five. The
gender-specific nature of the Medrese education ensures that despite men and women
occupying the same physical space, they are rarely required to interact socially. In fact, a stroll
through the narrow streets of Carsamba, reveals a noticeable tendency among individuals to
actively avoid encountering members of the opposite gender. The perceived boundaries are
evident throughout the community. Moreover, there is still an ongoing lively discussion on the
permissibility of women’s voice to be heard by the opposite gender (those that are not related
by blood or marriage). This perspective is deeply rooted and frequently emphasized through
sohbets by drawing upon hadith and the Quranic verses (Nur 30-31; Ahzab 32-33; Ahzab 53)
to advocate for women to refrain from interacting with opposite gender. The most referenced
source on this issue is Muhammad Ali al-Sabuni’s Qur’an commentary, wherein he not only
argues for women'’s voices to be considered private (avret) but also suggests that even the sound
of their heels could fall into the same category, as they may provoke temptation in men (pg.

178-180). Consequently, even routine activities such as shopping, including the purchase of

5 "Namahrem" is a Turkish word that refers to individuals who are not considered as part of one's close or trusted
circle, typically pertaining to members of the opposite gender who are not related by blood or marriage. In Islamic
context, it often denotes individuals who are not part of one's family or immediate social circle and with whom
certain degrees of modesty and separation are observed. The term is used to establish boundaries and maintain
propriety in social interactions, particularly between men and women who are not closely related.
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essential items like textbooks, entail minimal interaction between men and women and women
are often dissuaded from engaging in shopping activities altogether due to the inevitable need
to communicate with unrelated men.

Consequently, the executive leadership of the community comprises exclusively of
male members, with female members generally expected to support and execute their
decisions. Instances of concern or issues arising within the female community are typically
conveyed to the executive committee through the wives. The Ismailaga community prides itself
on its ability to maintain such distinct gender boundaries, asserting that other communities have
faltered in upholding Sharia in this regard.

The community not only prides itself in keeping with what they deem to be proper
understanding of the sharia they also distinguish and identify themselves by criticizing other
communities for their lack in appropriate dress code and their approach to gender segregation.
For instance, members frequently emphasize that other communities often engage in

conversations with the opposite gender.

So, for example, men and women sit together, which is very wrong. In our community,
men do not know women, and women do not know men. That’s how it should be. So,
men and women should not mix. He says (Mahmut Ustaosmanoglu), "I looked at four

books, and I couldn't find a single book that approves of this. (Nurcan, 51)

These “shortcomings in practice” (amelde eksiklik) in other communities according to
Ismailaga is due to their accession to modernity and thus compromises made towards Islamic
jurisprudence. This results in the view their community as the most authentic and pure form of
Islam that was observed by the sahabah and later the Ottoman empire.

These shortcomings in practice also precipitates calamities perceived as manifestations
of divine retribution within the community. For instance, a citation from page 189 posits: "If
you hear that Mahmut is ill, it's because a woman took off her veil”, underscoring the notion
that any deviation from strict adherence may invoke divine punishment. Additionally, a
frequently cited reference is drawn from a comparison between Bosnia and Turkey: “If the
Bosnians were as interested in the Quran and their wives wore veils like yours, they wouldn't
be in this situation. Praise doesn't go to the face, but you are the fortresses of Turkey”®, as

documented on page 269. During engagements with the community in the aftermath of the

¢ Note that these words were uttered during a sohbet around the time of the Bosnian genocide in 1993, when tens
of thousands of Bosnian muslims were slaughtered by Serbian and Croatian nationalists.

71



February 6 earthquakes, several members expressed the belief that Turkey's recent adversities
stem from escalating transgressions within the nation. This view is further reinforced within
the community, emphasizing that the decline of the Ottoman Empire was attributed to its
concessions to modernity, which resulted in a departure from Sharia law. Therefore, by
emphasizing their adherence to Sharia and Sunnah, the community considers itself to be the
authentic representation of Islam and criticizes others for deviating from these principles in
practice.

Finally, the community prides itself on distinguishing from other communities by
placing emphasis on upholding the sunnah (Siinnet-i Seniyye’ye ittiba). While the sunnah is
predominantly represented through the emphasis on clothing within the community, it is also
evident in the everyday lives of the members. During interviews, members suggested that by
following the sunnah, they primarily aim to incorporate rituals into their daily lives, such as
saying "bismillah" before starting a meal, beginning a meal with salt, and concluding with a
meal prayer. [ would argue that based on the emphasis placed on these rituals; sunnah in this
context can even be viewed as an extension of sharia. This is particularly apparent in their
approach to matters that are not directly derived from the sunnah, such as performing
supererogatory prayers, such as tahajjud (midnight prayer), kusluk (mid-morning prayer),
evvabin (prayer performed after the evening prayer or at dawn), and other prayers, along with
engaging in dhikr (remembrance of God), are significant aspects of religious practice within
the community. For instance, while tahajjud prayer traditionally allows for flexibility in timing,
with the option to perform it after sleeping for a while between the night prayer and dawn
prayer, the community has established a specific time frame, limiting tahajjud prayer to 3 a.m.

Similarly, kusluk prayer is restricted to noon (12 p.m.) within the community's practice.

Our community pays great attention to the Sunnah practices and always tries to
implement them. For example, we make an effort not to miss the Tahajjud prayer and
the Duha prayer. Additionally, we are very diligent about fasting on Mondays and
Thursdays. Our clothing also reflects this commitment. (Sevda, 30)

Furthermore, there is an emphasis placed on the sunnah potentially becoming Fard (an
obligatory religious duty) through consistent repetition, highlighting the evolving nature of
religious practice and interpretation within the community. Additionally, many more practices
can be added to this list, including wearing white socks and a white hijab, keeping the beard

long for men, fasting on Mondays and Thursdays, and praying a certain number of rakat on
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special days such as Laylat al-Mi’raj and Laylat al-Bara’at. The majority of interviewees
mentioned that they strive to observe as many sunnah practices as possible. Several individuals
noted that while they were expected to adhere to most of these practices in medreses, they now
prioritize observing as many as they can manage after leaving. For instance, a married member
of the community mentiones that although they do a lot of the sunnahs in medreses, once they

graduate and take on other responsibilities, they often neglect certain areas.

When we are at the course, we do all of these, for example, we perform all the voluntary
prayers. We teach the children about things like the Night of Qadr and try to make them
practice it. Of course, once we become mothers and leave the course, responsibilities

increase, but we still try to pay attention to voluntary fasting, for instance. (Yesim, 37)

This dedication placed on sunnah has become a standard measurement for the
community in accepting both internal and external sources and acting as Ehli Siinnet Miidafisi
(Defender of the Sunnah). For instance, community leaders emphasize adherence to sunnah
and sharia when engaging with outside sources, employing two distinct approaches. Firstly, the
community accords significance only to the opinions of those who adhere strictly to the sunnah.
They, for instance, seek guidance from "ehli siinnet hocalar" (scholars of the Sunnah) and read
"ehli siinnet kitaplar" (books of the Sunnah). It is noteworthy that these books and individuals
primarily comprise members of the community, with only a handful of external sources.
Importantly, individuals who violate these codes of conduct or the sunnah within the
community are marginalized, as highlighted by community leaders. This tradition, which has
persisted since the community's inception, involves publicly mentioning the names of those
deemed objectionable in sohbets, subsequently disseminated throughout the community via
word of mouth. Thus, the community heavily relies on sources produced within its own ranks
and seldom engages with material from outside its boundaries.

Additionally, a newly accepted tradition by the community leaders is the practice of
refutation (reddiye) directed towards external sources in fight against the rise of non-ehli siinnet
actors. While refutation has traditionally been directed primarily at community members, it has
now extended to encompass external sources as well, particularly following the influence of
Ahmet Mahmut Unlii, commonly known as "Ciibbeli Ahmet Hoca." Unlii emphasizes the
importance of warning people about the dangers posed by those who do not adhere to the path

of the Sunnah:
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Today, what did this man speak about? Did he speak in accordance with the Sunnah,
or did he speak outside of the Sunnah? Did he speak in accordance with Islam, or did

he deviate from Islam? I must inform you of these matters.

This emphasis on raising awareness regarding individuals who are not "ehli stinnet"
(followers of the Sunnah) is rooted in the community's endeavour to combat and mitigate
misinformation. Fighting against the perceived threat of the proliferation of Sunnah-denial,
manifested in the rise of Shia, Wahhabi, and Salafi beliefs, is considered the primary mission
of the community. In keeping with this tradition, the community have now deemed Yasar Nuri
Oztiirk, Caner Taslaman, Mustafa Oztiirk, Mustafa Islamoglu, Numan Ali Khan, Hayrettin
Karaman as “non-ehli stinnet” actors.

The Ismailaga community places significant emphasis on adhering to the Sunnah,
which serves as a multifaceted tool for the community. It functions not only to restrict exposure
to external influences but also offers an alternative narrative to modernity while exerting a form
of control over its members. By prioritizing internal sources and fostering an environment of
mistrust, wherein any “transgression” from the established norms is portrayed as a potential
path to deviation, the community effectively maintains control over the flow of information
ensures the members’ loyalty. Consequently, there is a strong discouragement within the
community against engaging with sources that may challenge the prevailing beliefs, as such
encounters are perceived to sow doubt and scepticism, a phenomenon labelled as the
"darkening of the heart." Members argue that exposure to non-ehli siinnet sources can diminish
divine inspiration (feyz), resulting in a weakening of faith and devotion. Furthermore,
discussions within the community highlight the vulnerability of the human heart, suggesting
that these external sources can subtly influence individuals without their conscious awareness.

The leaders of the Ismailaga community, through the imposition of taboos associated
with non-ehli siinnet, re/produce religious discourse and thereby consolidate power and
reinforce community norms. These taboos in this case towards non-ehli siinnet encompass
certain topics and individuals deemed inappropriate or forbidden; and therefore, serve as
mechanisms to regulate acceptable discourse, effectively delineating the boundaries of
community values and norms. This control system shapes individual and group identity by
establishing enduring rules and norms that govern discourse. The imposition of exclusive
knowledge, or a monopoly of knowledge, by authority figures or groups (e.g. Ismailaga Vakf1)
within the community further solidifies their power to dictate what is considered valid or

acceptable within religious discourse. This form of power enables them to shape and control

74



the narrative within the community, shaping communal identity and beliefs. Thus, the
community manages to establish the acceptable boundaries of discourse, through marginalizing
perspectives and experiences deemed outside the realm of authentic and pure Islam. These
restrictions, enforced by community leaders, illuminate power dynamics within the community,
drawing parallels to the distinction between reason and madness.

The impact of modernization has unquestionably influenced traditional perspectives on
the order, albeit often without overt acknowledgment. Practices that were once frowned upon,
such as women wearing heels, oversized watches, attending gyms, and driving, have become
increasingly common. Additionally, interviewed members revealed that they engage with
various forms of social media, predominantly Instagram, although they refrain from posting
images of their faces online. Furthermore, in the aftermath of the pandemic, women have
initiated online sohbets, signifying a significant departure from established community norms.
Notably, these sohbets are accessible to anyone, a departure from the previous exclusivity,
although listeners are consistently cautioned about the importance of ensuring privacy, as the
hocas (religious leaders) prefer that men do not partake in these discussions. The emphasis
placed by the Ismailaga community on devotion to Sunnah and Sharia practices, coupled with
their commitment to preserving their traditional beliefs in the face of a rapidly changing

modern world, presents a marked contrast to the Iskenderpasa community.

Iskenderpasa: (S1) Adaptability to contemporary life—"a hallmark of a true 21st century
community

The Iskenderpasa community takes pride in its progressive nature, which enables
Muslims to confront the new modern challenges of contemporary society. Among the
communities studied within this research, the Iskenderpasa community asserts that it has
successfully integrated traditional practices with modern values. It takes pride in its progressive
nature, considering this attribute as a hallmark of a truly 21st-century community.

Under the “progressive” theme (S1) Adaptability to contemporary life—"a hallmark of
a true 21st century community” strategy revealed the following techniques which will further
be discussed in this chapter: (T1) Utilizing technological tools to embrace contemporary
methods of communication; (T2) Pursuing dual forces of economic and political power; and
(T3) Wrapping the modern organization with traditional guise. Additionally, it is important to
note the significance of education within the iskenderpasa community. In fact, this community
boasts the highest number of undergraduate and postgraduate women among the communities
mentioned in this research. While prioritizing modern education strategy under the education

coding will be further examined in the final section of this chapter, the first technique of this
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strategy — Identifying education as a compulsory requirement for a modern community — is
briefly addressed here due to its prominence within the community.

When posed with the question regarding the characteristics of an ideal community,
responses were nearly unanimous in emphasizing the importance of keeping pace with the
modern world. The Iskenderpasa community, in particular, takes pride in its commitment to a
progressive vision, demonstrated through its embrace of advancements introduced by the
contemporary era. For instance, Fahriye (37) suggest that: “The ideal community. I mean, there
needs to be technological advancements because the world is now progressing based on this
system. It needs to be innovative and forward-thinking. We cannot be left behind. We need to
constantly improve ourselves.” The community perceives mass communication tools,
economic and political influence, and the transformation of the community into a hybrid entity
combining elements of both non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and traditional tekkes as
integral to aligning with the modern world. In addition to this, there is a strong emphasis placed
on education as a pathway to progression.

Although the Ismailaga community has been adamant about not using any media or
communication tools and has only recently begun to have a social media presence albeit very
minimal, Iskenderpasa has long supported utilizing tools that would enable their message to be
carried out. They even launched their private radio channel as early as 1992 and have since
embraced other forms of media and communication tools. The radio station has allowed the
community to increase in its followers by providing everyday content and sohbets of the sheik.
The interviews remained consistent in mentioning that the ideal community must adapt to the
modern world by utilizing technological tools and embracing contemporary methods of
communication. This notion to modernize the community stems from the ideology propagated
by the sheikh and reflects the educational background of the community. Throughout his life,
Esad Cosan consistently advocated for scientific and technological advancements, while also
encouraging members to pursue lifelong education. Therefore, the community embraces and
promotes continuous progression through a synthesis of Western technological advancements
with Islamic morals as proposed by Esad Cosan.

In our era, the world is undergoing rapid change and progress. As Muslims, we must

keep up with these developments and take necessary measures to adapt to new

advancements. It is imperative for us to live with honour and to ascend. However, many
individuals are not at this level. Not only our people, but also those who are responsible
for educating and guiding them, are in need of assistance and support in this regard.

Because this task requires qualified personnel, resources, financial strength, good
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transportation, modern materials, and ample time. Our publication aims to undertake
these challenges; to follow innovations and developments in the world on behalf of the
readers and to inform them. Therefore, its content, God willing, will always be serious,

scholarly, labour-intensive, original, and fulfilling. (Mahmud Esad Cosan, 1983)

The Islamic communities in Turkey mostly regard the technological advancement
specifically in media as a means for liberal and secular ideologies to spread. The iskenderpasa
community, on the other hand, adapts the view that it is a means to provide a message to the
ever-growing members of the community. In the same text he reveals that reason for the

publication of journals is this very reason.

The education of Muslims is, in our opinion, the most crucial issue. We have observed
that the various activities we have conducted in this field so far, such as lessons,
sermons, discussions, conferences, seminars, courses, etc., are not sufficient; they do
not fully meet the desires and needs; we cannot reach and reach every place we desire,

every community that invites us. We have decided to publish our journal to achieve this.

The community has been among the first to embrace the digital sphere (Efe, 2013, p.
174). It boasts numerous websites dedicated to broadcasting Nagshi culture, rituals, discussions
(sohbets), and conferences of earlier sheikhs. Modernization theories seek to elucidate the
modernization process through reference to the onset of structural differentiation driven by
changes in technology and values. In this context, the community's willingness to adopt
technological tools and prioritize education has played a role in shaping them into a more
modernized society. Interviews conducted with the community members have revealed an
emphasis on the importance of adapting to the changing global landscape rather than holding
onto outdated traditions. For instance, members take pride in establishing the first radio station
dedicated to the community. Ayla (45) emphasizes this point by stating: “I believe the ideal
community should be open to technology. For example, it was our community that first
broadcasted sohbet on the radio. Because everything is evolving, and we must adapt to it as
well.” This perspective acknowledges that the challenges faced by modern Muslims today are
significantly different from those encountered by earlier generations. Interestingly, the
Ismailaga community takes a contrasting view, emphasizing the preservation of their traditional
way of life. This divergence in approaches underscores the ongoing debate within Muslim
communities about how best to navigate the complexities of modernity while staying true to

their cultural and religious heritage.
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In addition to the aforementioned technological adaptation to align with the demands
of the 21st century, there is also a significant dependence on economic and political influence
to sustain a modern Islamic society. When posed with the question "Do you believe it is right
to serve Islam through politics?" the majority of the interviewees expressed agreement with the
idea of members and the community engaging in politics for various reasons. The community
presently hosts a political party founded by (the community’s current sheikh) Muharrem
Nureddin Cosan. Established in 2002, the Sagduyu (Righteousness) Party currently lacks
official members and abstains from participating in elections. Its only notable political presence
was during the March 1st, 2003, memorandum regarding the resolution of U.S. use of Turkish
soil for its war against Saddam Hussein in Iraq, which the party strongly opposed. Nureddin
Cosan also made a statement regarding the Presidential System referendum on April 16, 2017,
which has brought the current governmental structure under Tayyip Erdogan’s leadership,
expressing his support for it and signing his name as the leader of the party. It is noteworthy
that while the party remains inactive, abstaining from declaring any stance on political matters,
sheikh Nureddin Cosan is acknowledged as the founder of the party during his occasional Eid
speeches throughout the year. Therefore, when asked about the reason for the party's formation,
the majority of the interviewees stated that the community sought to establish a sense of
security and prestige through the party. The party aimed to provide a secure platform for the
community to engage in political and legal battles if there were to be another ban on the public
display of religious symbols, similar to the one imposed previously with the February 28 coup

d’etat in 1998.

Now, it's less about the community and more about the political party. The message is
being conveyed through the party. The structure has actually shifted more toward
politics, since the party was just recently established. It was founded while I was
studying for my degree. There was something related to Giilerytiiz. It was founded very
long ago, around 15-16 years ago. It seemed like certain things were being anticipated.
The community could no longer speak out as a religious group or engage in religious
discourse. To provide assurance, a party was established, and now the leader speaks to
his community through this party. The speech on the radio even includes, “Our
president of the Common Sense Party." In this environment, that’s actually necessary.
When you say, “I’m from this community,” people tend to be more hesitant. But now,
when you approach people this way, you can explain things more comfortably. (Ayla,

45)
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Moreover, it serves as a source of prestige for the community, affording them the
opportunity to engage in political activities should they wish to do so. It is also important to
note that the community perceives the party as providing legal security for its activities.
However, when asked, "Would you like your community to play a more active role in politics?"
most interviewees expressed that while the party serves as a symbol, it would be more
beneficial for community members to advocate for their interests and represent the general
conservative population through a well-established conservative party, primarily the AK Party.

The community also prides itself on establishing its own schools and vakifs, made
possible through various economic ventures under the Server Holding Group. This economic
self-reliance within the community signifies the freedom to establish schools, recreational
centres, and NGOs. Financial independence is viewed as a requirement for a modern
community. It is important to mention here that these technological tools, as well as Vakifs and
NGOs, all serve to spread the message. When asked, "What do you think other communities
lack?" the participants all responded with a need for modern tools that would aid in spreading
the message effectively. The community advocates for an educated Muslim population that
contributes not only to their families and neighbours but also to society as a whole. This
advocacy extends to supporting NGOs and other initiatives aimed at benefiting society in
various areas, including agriculture, education, and environmental projects and economic

freedom provides the means.

For example, we have schools, and we do many projects such as the hadith project and
scouting projects. We have had tree planting projects for years, including with burned
trees. I think we are doing very well in Iznik. Currently, there is a great initiative in the
book reading competition, Ufka Yolculuk, where I am also a volunteer. There is effort,
serious work, and I think it's progressing well. Iskenderpasa is excellent; everything is
well-planned and organized. I can say there are no mistakes, both legally and spiritually,
as far as I know. For a period, we prepared such great projects, particularly in the
education sector, focusing on young girls and children. We created programs for
spiritual education, study groups, etc. At that time, the men and women were working
separately, but the women were working on their own projects, and the men had their

own as well. We try to be beneficial to everyone. (Lale, 34)
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The second technique highlighted under the theme of progressiveness, which the
community considers of utmost importance in shaping an ideal community, is the adoption of
a hybrid approach. This involves integrating modern organizational structures while retaining
and even promoting traditional practices, such as those observed in tekkes (Sufi lodges).

This hybrid approach enables the community to not only adapt to the demands of the
21st century through initiatives such as vakifs, radio stations, periodicals, and environmental
projects, but also to preserve the traditional aspects of a Naqshi community. This preservation
is evident in practices such as collective dhikr sessions, known as hatm-i hdcegdn or hatme
(collective dhikr), which are attended by those who practice rabita’. Hatme programs, rooted
in Sufi history, are documented in works such as Abdullah Salahi Ussakt's "izhar-1 Esrar-1
Nihan ez Envar-1 Hatm-1 Hacegan." Many members express regular participation in hatme
programs, along with engaging in rabita as a regular practice. Furthermore, community
members still participate in listening to the sohbets of previous sheikhs on the radio and
gathering for sohbets in each other’s homes to continue the tradition that is still practiced in
almost every community. So6zler (2019) mentions Nureddin Cosan is said to have expressed
the need to redefine the concepts of Sufism and tariqa even while his father was alive (p. 244).
Additionally, he emphasized the requirement to establish rabita without visualizing the sheikh
—1.e., dropping the “sheikh rabita.” However, most interviews have indicated that they perform
rabita either to Nureddin Cosan or to Esad Cosan (for those who received rabita during his
lifetime). It is noteworthy that this idea of redefining the concepts has not been mentioned by
Nureddin Cosan elsewhere.

Both Ismailaga and Iskenderpasa communities share a Sufi heritage, and as such, they
continue to uphold and value Sufi requirements and traditions. These practices are considered
fundamental aspects of both communities. Consequently, rabita remains a significant practice
within the community. The Mesveret community, on the other hand, does not practice rabita,
however. This is because it is not a typical sufi group as it does not fully embrace the Sufi
heriatage. The majority of iskenderpasa interviewees have affirmed that they still engage in
rabita and perceive their community as an integral part of the broader Naqshbandi heritage.
Though reluctantly, the younger generation still perform rabita as well. That being said, the
community have adopted modern aspects to cater to the needs of the contemporary Muslim. A
significant portion of the followers assert that the evolution, spearheaded by the last two

sheikhs, aimed to "modernize" the community through civic engagement, technology, and

" Rabita is meditational/contemplative practice. During Rabita Disciple establishes a spiritual connection with a
Sheikh by concentration and visualization of the sheihk’s nur which represents the light of Gods presence or
guidance or divine inspiration.
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education. This transformation was deemed necessary not only for adaptation and survival but
also to expand its reach and accommodate followers worldwide. Members reiterated that the
ultimate goal was to impact 8 billion people. In fact, Nesrin (47) argues that “maybe in our
campaigns or efforts, we could start with the idea of "on behalf of the 8 billion ummah." We
could set bigger goals. Perhaps it could also be with his vision. I look at many of the projects
we have done.” The media serves as a crucial instrument in ensuring that a message resonates
across a global populace of '8 billion.! The magnitude of the mission necessitates a
correspondingly vast audience, achievable solely through contemporary communication
methods. Ayla (45) mentions this by stating “Nurettin hocamiz reportedly said, "I am not just
a leader of a community. I am responsible for all people in the world. I am responsible for 8
billion people." The entire world population.” Thus, the community since its current formation
that started with Zahid Kotku who opened the first NGO and later its first branch in 1987 and
continued to increase its presence in other areas. Now the community has multiple firms in
manufacturing, tourism and education under the Server Holding. Furthermore, under Hak-Sag
the community has several healthcare institutions. It is also important to mention Akra radio
station is listened by .... Esad Cosan has also started periodicals such as Islam Dergisi, Kadin
ve Aile, Ilim ve Sanat and Giil Cocuk that have been well received within and outside the
community and continued on for a long while. The community published the only periodical
(Kadn ve Aile) catered to Muslim women during its time. the Server Publication still continues
produce books and periodicals Under the Server Media Foundation.

The “progressive” nature of the community is also evident in the members’ approach
to the sheikh/leader dichotomy. During the interviews, answers to the questions regarding the
status of the sheik indicated that the community was overall satisfied with the current situation,
where the leader does not like to be in public, nor does he regularly meet or talk to his followers.
The following questions were asked in order. What are your thoughts regarding Nureddin
Cosan refraining from giving sohbets and avoiding giving tarikat lessons (not declaring himself
as the sheikh)? How do you interpret Nureddin Cosan’s "I am a natural leader" statement?
What is your opinion on moving away from traditional tekke activities? How do you view his
adoption of a different approach to sohbets, and guidance compared to previous sheikhs? The
interviewees have all mentioned that the current climate and the contemporary world dictates
for a leader a stronger inclination towards establishing NGOs and other civic initiatives rather
than relying on traditional practices such as sohbets and lectures. Nureddin Cosan has been
recognized for offering the community a modern perspective on leadership, responsive to the

demands of the contemporary world. Most participants of the research from Iskenderpasa
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reiterated Nureddin Cosan's statement “my grandfather and father have said everything that
needed to be said,” regarding his reluctance to behave in a traditional sheikh manner in regards
to sohbets and rabita on multiple occasions. Thus, in relation to the community leaning towards
becoming civic organization rather than a tekke, community members state that the
requirement today leans towards this formation. For example, Fahriye (37) insists that this is

necessary in today’s context.

I think this is necessary in the current environment. To keep up with the times, many
things are changing, such as how children use social media, and we need to adapt as
well. (Nureddin Cisan) This too must be transformed. Without drifting away from
religion, it is necessary to adapt religion to these changes. For example, during the
pandemic, Zoom was used. The morning prayers were read via Zoom, and everyone

from the community joined in and listened from there.

On the question “What kinds of shortcomings do you generally think exist in other
communities?” community members have a critical attitude. The consensus among the
Iskenderpasa community seems to be that there is a significant dependence on sheikhs within
other communities, unnecessarily extending beyond decision-making for the community to
encompass mystical aspects as well. This reliance is exemplified by the perception of the sheikh
as a blessing, as evidenced by the prevalent use of phrases such as "the path of the esteemed
master” (efendi hazretlerinin yolu) and "the benevolence of esteemed master” (efendi
hazretlerinin himmeti) within the Ismailaa community, a trend observed in nearly all
interviews with its members. This mystical reliance observed in all Sufi communities is also
present in the Iskenderpasa community to a smalller extent; however it is much more prevalent

in the Ismailaga community. Ayla (45) from Iskenderpasa highlights this notion as follows:

Did you know, people in other communities have a certain attitude. Like they elevate
their sheikh to a higher status. Our community is far removed from that. We don't have
songs like 'my sheikh, my sultan'. It never happens. Yes, we are part of a Sufi tradition,
but we always refrain from narratives that could lead us away from our main purpose.
We don't engage in things that would elevate our sheikh, like saying 'my sheikh, my

guide'. We have such high sensitivity about these matters.

Female members of the Iskenderpasa community are actively engaged in various facets,

including executive roles, reflecting a commitment to gender inclusivity within the community.
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Participants highlighted that women are encouraged to assume leadership roles and are
provided with equal opportunities across most domains. This emphasis on gender equality was
notably stressed by the former sheikh, M. Esad Cosan, during his sohbets. This discourse is
still circulated within the community to promote women's education, evident in the high levels
of educational attainment among female members. (As mentioned before, the iskenderpasa
community has the highest level of education, for both male and female members, among the
groups studied here.) Additionally, women are encouraged to fulfil their responsibilities
towards society and the community through various roles. Unlike in the Ismailaga community,
where women are often directed towards specific roles such as becoming a 4oca, members of
the iskenderpasa community are not confined to a singular option. Instead, they are encouraged
to pursue public and private roles that align with their individual inclinations, thereby

promoting individuality.

Mesveret: (S1) Affirming unyielding commitment to text-centeredness as the bedrock of the

community.

The Mesveret community, similar to the Iskenderpasa and Ismailaga communities, does
place emphasis on sharia and sunnah. However, unlike the other two communities, the
prominent recurring theme throughout the interviews was the expressed unwavering devotion
to the Risale-i Nur Kiilliyati (RNK), also known as the "Epistles of Light." As mentioned
earlier, as a branch of the larger Nurcu Community, Mesveret is the only text-based community
examined in this research. The community's dedication to the RNK fosters a distinct identity,
setting it apart from the others discussed.

Based on the interviews and participant observation, the main strategy for the Mesveret
community is revealed as (S1) “affirming unyielding commitment to text-centeredness as the
bedrock of the community” as the essence of an ideal community. Their commitment to the
texts positions the RNK as the cornerstone of their community, reinforcing its role as a source
of moral, ethical, and spiritual guidance. This centrality ensures that the community's practices,
beliefs, and values are deeply rooted in the teachings of the RNK, making it an integral part of
their collective identity and daily existence. Consequently, the RNK shapes not only their
religious outlook but also their social interactions, educational priorities, and overall way of

life.

8 The RNK effectively functions like a sufi sheikh for the Mesveret community, corresponding to the role of a
community leader in others. I plan to comparatively analyze the attitudes and discourses of the members of the
three communities on leadership and the ideal sheikh in a separate study.
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There are countless studies on the Risale-i Nur Kiilliyat1 (RNK) and the life of its
author, Said Nursi. This research, however, solely focuses on the perception of women in the
Mesveret community. While it is necessary to discuss the nature of the RNK to establish its
authoritative role within the community, this will be done briefly to maintain focus on the
primary subject matter. The intention is to provide a contextual understanding without delving
into extensive details or deviating from the core topic.

To comprehend the significance of the text, it is essential to first mention the author.
Similar to Mahmut Ustaosmanoglu for the Ismailaga community, Said Nursi is widely regarded
by Megveret members as the Mujaddid (renewer) of the century. Unlike Ustaosmanoglu, who
sought to maintain adherence to traditional Islamic principles, Nursi’s contributions focused on
revitalization and reform efforts to ensure Islam’s relevance and vitality in the face of modern
challenges (Nisanci, 2015). His works, particularly the Risale-1 Nur Kiilliyati (RNK), have
been instrumental in shaping the spiritual and intellectual landscape of contemporary Turkish
Islam. According to a well-known prophetic tradition, renewers are sent at the beginning of
every century to revitalize Islam and interpret the tenets of the Quran in line with the
understanding and demands of the contemporary era. Hence, as his honorific Beditizzaman
(wonder of the age) suggests, was considered the saviour of Islam in Turkey during the rise of
Kemalist nationalism and laicism.

The RNK was written during a socially and economically tumultuous period. Said
Nursi had witnessed two world wars, the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the formation of
the Turkish republic. Thus, his writings reflect the socio-political conditions of his time
(Turner-Horkug, 2013). Mardin (1989) argues that the most important factor contributing to
the success of Nursi’s mobilization of the Nurcu community is his conscious efforts to centering
his movement around his writings, rather than himself — as a traditional sheikh would have
done. Yilmaz also argues that the texts aimed to provide original ideas to these issues and the
community still is centred around Nursi’s writings (2003). Mermer argues that “The Nur
movement, inspired by the writings of Said Nursi, is a defensive reaction among certain groups
within Turkish society who felt alienated by the secular policies implemented by the
Republican government” (1985, p. 416). Nisanci (2015) argues that Nursi’s was an attempt to
revitalize an Islamic view of self and society against the onslaught by the Kemalist laicism.
The text is regarded by the community as highly relevant to the contemporary conditions faced
by Muslims, and it is believed to maintain its relevancy until the end of time. Consequently,
the community upholds the writings in the Risale-1 Nur Kiilliyat1 (RNK) as their guiding creed,

which they are committed to living by, upholding, and disseminating. The aim of Said Nursi
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was to reconcile faith and reason as he believed that “The future will be decided by reason and
science. The Qur’anic interpretation, which addresses problems in the light of reason and
science, will shape the future.” After his death, several of his students known as abiler formed
what Yavuz describes as “textual communities” or later dershanes. These organizational
structures facilitated the dissemination of the Risale-i Nur Kiilliyati (RNK) and provided the
necessary dynamism for the movement's expansion. Nursi's primary target group was the
urban, literate, or educated population. His objective was to shield the Muslim populace from
the detrimental effects of state nationalism and positivism by creating an internal space for self-
development and guidance to navigate external events and pressures. Nursi garnered a
substantial following due to his appeal to a broad segment of Turkish society that remained
conservative, thus bridging the transition from a traditional to a modern society, from oral to
print culture, and from a rural to an urban environment (Y1lmaz, 2003, pp. 159-162).

This emphasis placed on dershanes in spreading the movement also shaped the Nurcu
consciousness. Dershanes function as a melting pot of diverse socio-economic groups who
convene to read and discuss the texts. This collective process facilitates the internalization of
the messages among participants, making RNK reading a communal and interactive
experience. By engaging in group readings, members cultivate a shared vocabulary, interpret
the texts collectively, and acquire a new normative framework that shapes their worldview and
informs their behaviour. One can even view these readings as rituals that increase sense of
belonging and remind the group over and over again about the principles. These gatherings
re/shape identity by fostering connections through repeated exposure. These readings educate
individuals about the world and delineate notions of good and bad actions, fostering specific
cognitive and ethical attitudes toward oneself, others, the community, and the external world.

In my research, this text-centeredness was highlighted by every interviewee without
exception. They conceive RNK as a “shortcut” that contains all the essential information
required for a contemporary Muslim to maintain faith during this tumultuous period. Thus, an
ideal community is drawn from the RNK and formed around these texts. this means, I argue,
that the emphasis placed on reading, interpreting and implementing the text is the essence of
the community. There is also a strong consensus among the followers that the RNK is divinely
influenced, elevating Nursi's writings, especially the RNK, to the status of a holy text. This
perception fosters a deep reverence for the RNK and underscores its pivotal role in guiding the

community's moral, ethical, and spiritual values. irem 27, argues this point.
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In the Qur'an, they particularly claim that 33 verses directly refer to the Risale-i Nur as
evidence. If you had read these 33 verses, you would have found a very clear answer to
your question. At the outset, Bedilizzaman Said Nursi states, "We are not saying that
this is the direct commentary of the verse." Rather, he explains that the verses are
comprehensive, and a particular aspect of their universality aligns with the Risale-i Nur.
It is written that this alignment, through the method of abjad (a numerological system),
points to the Risale-i Nur. The abjad system, which has been utilized by many scholars,
including Jewish and Christian theologians, involves calculating numerical values of
letters and deriving meanings. The calculations of the verses using this method align
remarkably with events related to the Risale-i Nur during that period—whether
referring to its widespread reading or calamities surrounding it. Bedilizzaman Said
Nursi emphasized that a particular part of the universal meaning of these verses
corresponds to the Risale-i Nur. 1 also accept this because I have personally seen much
evidence supporting it. Having studied and worked on the abjad method, I have
recalculated it myself, and the results are consistent every time. Therefore, it is not
merely an opinion or interpretation; it is based on tangible evidence and proof. The
alignment is so precise that even if a Christian scholar were to apply the same abjad
method, they would reach the same result. This has moved beyond personal belief to
something verifiable and widely accepted.

nmn

Turner (2013) proposes that the Risale, depicted as "rays," "gleams," and "flashes”,
presents itself as a hermeneutical prism. According to Turner, the author perceives it as
capturing divine light from the Qur’an and refracting it into colours discernible and
comprehensible by the human heart. Thus, it is clear why most of the members refer to it as
"hakikat," meaning truth, implying that it is a reflection of the Qur’an.

The strategy of affirming an unyielding commitment to text-centeredness as the
bedrock of the Megveret community has profound implications for its members' identity and
cohesion. By anchoring their beliefs, practices, and values in the teachings of the RNK, the
community preserves a distinct ideological framework and fosters a sense of unity and purpose.
This approach ensures members’ constant references to a shared source of moral and spiritual
guidance, reinforcing collective norms and ethical standards. The RNK serves as a foundation
for individual and communal growth, offering a lens through which the world is constructed,
interpreted and navigated. Consequently, the Mesveret community's unwavering dedication to

the RNK cultivates a resilient and cohesive identity, enabling its members to sustain their
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beliefs and practices amid external challenges and evolving societal contexts. This commitment
underscores the central role of the RNK in shaping the community's distinctiveness and
continuity, establishing it as an indispensable element of their collective existence. Based on
observations and interviews in the community, this strategy becomes evident through three
techniques: (T1) assuming RNK as the ultimate authority, (T2) reading RNK as a daily ritual
and (T3) incorporating RNK to their daily language in three ways: intonation, terminology, and
direct quotes.

To start with the first technique, members of the Mesveret community regard the Risale-
1 Nur Kiilliyat1 (RNK) as the cornerstone of their collective existence, viewing it as the ultimate
form of epistemological and moral authority. It is important to note that there is a strong
consensus among the community's followers that the RNK was divinely inspired, thereby
considering Nursi’s writings, particularly the RNK, as a holy text. Most believe that Nursi
himself was the Mahdi. Mardin (2006) explains this notion as the lack of a charismatic leader
and the representation of the need to for a charismatic leader within Islam. Although Nursi
often rejected the claim that he was the Mahdi, he did acknowledge a connection between the
concept of the Mahdi and the RNK due to the nature of the texts. One of his letters emphasizes

this point:

Now, while this is the truth of the matter, if the primary duty and highest profession is
to save faith and to teach faith in an investigative manner to the public, even making
the faith of the common people verified, since this duty fully expresses the meaning of
being a spiritual guide and enlightening in a spiritual and real sense, the followers of
Nur, seeing this duty fully in the Risale-i Nur, regard the second and third duties as
secondary and tertiary in comparison. Therefore, they rightfully consider the spiritual

personality of the Risale-1 Nur as a kind of Mahdi. (Emirdag Lahikas1, 232)

Despite Nursi’s consistent rejection of being identified as the Mahdi, there remains an
overwhelming consensus within the community supporting this belief. Bulag¢ argues that the
notion of linking Nursi to the Mahdi has fortified the community's legitimacy and provided a
powerful source of motivation for its members (2008, p. 332). This perception has significantly
bolstered the community’s sense of purpose and cohesion, enhancing their collective
motivation and commitment. Erkan (2015) suggests that Nursi's decision to distance himself
from the composition of the Risale-i Nur and instead link it directly to the Quran serves to

validate the Risale-i Nur within religious circles and fosters the development of an influential
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framework among its adherents (p. 95). This notion is also supported by the members of the

community whom I interviewed:

I believe the most important characteristic is that Risale is our sheikh, because even the
Master (Said Nursi) calls it a sheikh. He says, "I left it to you, and I also learned from
it." The fact that it presents a work and that we can converge on a common point. Of
course, in the light of the Quran and Sunnah. We do not evaluate Risale as a separate
book [from the Qur’an]. Everything I read explains a verse or a hadith. That's why we
also consider reading the Quran and hadiths very important. When combined with them,

Risale becomes much more valuable. (Ayse, 27)

The RNK empowers its readers by offering a comprehensive worldview and a moral
system for action, serving as a repository of deeper meanings that respond to the human quest
for understanding. Each gathering to read the RNK unveils new horizons for many of them,
emphasizing that the discovery of meaning within religious texts is an ongoing process without
a definitive end. I would argue that as a textual community, members’ life, thought, sense of
identity and relations with outsiders are organized around an authoritative text. The text acts as
the medium that shapes the community. In these reading rituals, the person who reads the text
out loud (the “reader”) ensures that everyone understands the text through providing translation
for words. The reader often rereads phrases to understand or to let it sink in after discussing the
paragraph ensuring that the meaning is agreed upon. This reading and interpreting of the text
ensures an oral development of character.

We can adapt Max Weber’s (1978) theory of charismatic authority to the RNK.
Although traditionally associated with an individual who posses’ certain leadership qualities, a
sacred text in this context becomes the focal point of reverence and devotion. This is done
through transferring of the charisma from an individual leader to the text in a way that Weber
calls the “routinization of charisma.” The divinely inspired notion that is emphasized
throughout the community ensures that the text embody the ultimate source of guidance and
legitimacy. Thus, the authority of the text, similar to the authority of the charismatic leader,
commands respects and adherence from the community members. This of course, as mentioned
earlier relies on the community’s belief in the sanctity and divine origin of the text.
Furthermore, the text not only provides moral and ethical direction but also legitimizes the
social and religious practices within the community. This shift from individual to textual

charisma enables the community to maintain a coherent and unified identity centred around the
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text, which serves as the cornerstone of their beliefs and actions. Thus, the sacred text becomes
the embodiment of the community's values and the ultimate authority guiding their collective
existence.

The collective identity concept suggests that in its essence it requires a sense of “one-
ness” or “we-ness” derived from shared attributes and experiences among a certain group by
itself or in relation or contrast to one or more actual or imagines sets of “others”. This collective
identity can act in pursuit of common interests. A “textual community” can be understood as a
group that emerges at the intersection of the introduction of written texts and the development
of a specific form of social organization. It functions as both an interpretive community and a
social entity.

Unlike the Ismailaga and Iskenderpasa communities, The Mesveret community lacks a
leadership position following the passing of its founder, Hiisnii Bayramoglu, in 2021. This
branch of the Nurcu community operates on a basis of consultation, as indicated by its name,
which translates literally to "consultancy." Members form small groups in various cities or
locales, which typically make decisions or implement and discuss decisions made by larger
conferences convened periodically. The community does not openly disclose its hierarchy, with
most members asserting that there is no fixed hierarchical structure. However, they also suggest
th