Recently Turkey has been lauded for its seemingly successful secularization. Legislation banning the Islamic headscarf in public institutions (including public and private universities) has caused a political and social uproar over the last fifteen years, both in support and against the measure. Rankin and Aytaç (2008) and others note that the ban has a negative effect on educational attainment for women, and upwards of 270,000 women have been expelled from universities for wearing a headscarf. In addition, labor market discrimination severely hinders the economic empowerment of women wearing the headscarf. Given that 62% of Turkish women wear the headscarf, coupled with a 28% labor market participation rate for young women, the economic effects of discrimination are potentially staggering. My research builds a theoretical and economic basis for the headscarf ban in Turkey and labor market discrimination against women who wear the headscarf. By applying Akerlof and Kranton’s (2000) theory of identity and its effects on economic outcomes to the Turkish headscarf debate, I explore the economic rationale behind the stigmatization of the headscarf. Additionally, this project attempts to explore the channels through which this stigmatization may affect educational and career outcomes, and thus economic development in Turkey. Through interviews, surveys of literature on identity, development, and secularism in Turkey, as well as an experiment to test for labor market discrimination using Bertrand and Mullainathan’s (2004) methodology, I find that the stigmatization of the headscarf in Turkey has potentially detrimental economic development repercussions for Turkey.
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