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“LGBTI children are facing all 
aspects of discrimination”

“Violation of rights is the prevention of the use of the acquired rights iden-
tified and guaranteed by law. This is one of the first definitions provided, 
when someone google “What is the violation of rights?” In order for a 
right to be defined as a “right”, should it necessarily be defined in laws? For 
example, Article 122 of the Turkish Penal Code No. 5237 (TCK) on the 
“Hatred and Discrimination”, still, does not cover sexual orientation and 
gender identity as the basis of the ground of hatred. If the gender identity 
was protected before the law, perpetrators of transgender murders could 
have been prosecuted for hate crimes they committed against gender 
identity directly. Any crime committed on account of sexual orientation 
and gender identity constitutes hate crime.

At this point, the rights-based organizations and human rights defenders 
attract the attention since the issue of rights is covered insufficiently be-
fore the laws. This time, we contacted these NGOs and activists, who have 
been struggling against violation of rights and discrimination for years, to 
discuss the rights of LGBTI+ persons.

In the interviews of this series, the following issues have been addressed: 
when and how human rights organizations bring up the rights of LGBTI+ 
persons on their agenda; whether the activities of NGOs on the issues of 
LGBTI+ persons are sufficient, the discrimination experienced in the past 
in the field of rights and why it is important to ensure the access to any 
rights without saying “it is not the right time”. We often hear this reaction, 
in particular, whenever any issue on the rights is brought up, someone else 
stands up and says “there are other rights too!” for indicating the other 
rights that are ignored… Women’s rights, rights of LGBTI+ persons, rights 
of children, refugee rights, animal rights etc. are always subjected to a hier-
archical order as if these should be brought up by someone at a later time. 
Which authority determines the priority order of rights and the right time 
to seek remedies for these? However, there is the subject person of the right 
and a claim for right; just like the children, on behalf of whom people are 
always speaking about, but who are never allowed to speak by themselves.
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One of the reasons behind why the children are considered as mere pas-
sive elements of the family, the state and society, why what they do and 
how they live are decided by the groups that they belong to, and why their 
rights are easily violated at all time are that they are not accepted as sub-
jects and individuals. This perception, which objectifies the children while 
regarding itself as the authority, ignores the sexual orientation and gender 
identity of LGBTI+ children, whenever the rights of LGBTI+ children and 
the violations of their rights are brought up to the agenda. 

We discussed the rights of LGBTI+ children and the results of the viola-
tion of their rights with Ezgi Koman and Esin Koman, who worked for 
long years at Agenda: Child! (Gündem Çocuk) Association, which was 
closed down by the Decree Law (KHK), and who continue to work at 
the Child Rights Center established within the Idea and Arts Workshop 
Association (FISA).

Pointing out that evaluating the development of children within a binary 
gender system is a huge problem, Esin Koman emphasizes that Queer the-
ory should be discussed developmentally.

Ezgi Koman, who states that none of the rights of the children can be post-
poned, therefore, while demanding that child early and forced marriages 
(CEFM) should be banned, it is also necessary to talk about the sexual 
freedom of children. Ezgi reminds that the adults do not have any rights 
on children rather they have only responsibilities.

It is for this very reason that Ezgi states if a LGBTI+ child wants to use 
hormones, adults must provide good guidance and support to them.

First of all, we can talk about the systematic and social reasons why 
children suffer from violations of rights and discrimination. Children 
are perhaps the most easily discriminated and violated social subjects 
within the state, family and society. Maybe they are not even seen as 
subjects... We can discuss this issue here.

Ezgi Koman: There are many reasons why children’s rights are violated. 
But there is a situation that reproduces all these, and that is the percep-
tion of the society about a child. This perception of the society, the state, 
the family, and all the mechanisms that make up the society cause the 
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violations of children’s rights to occur again. What is this perception? In 
fact, this perception causes discrimination on the one hand. On the other 
hand, it has become so widespread and reinforced by a discriminatory 
point of view. The child; unfortunately, is not perceived as an independent 
individual entitled to rights and freedoms as defined by the United Na-
tions Convention on the Rights of the Child. How is the child perceived? 
The child is generally considered as mere passive elements of the family, 
as an entity belongs to the family and parents. The children are defined as 
persons that the state will maintain its own survival over them- we see this 
from the policies, curriculum and main objectives of national education. 
But mostly they are seen as weak persons in need of protection, always 
facing unfortunate events and as inexperienced persons...

This perception actually is an approach that, not only children but also 
minority groups, women and LGBTI persons are exposed to; which is a 
paternalistic approach. This approach is based on the adults, but not lim-
ited to the adults, adults but male adults, male but white adults, white 
but Turkish, Muslim adults, Muslim but Sunni adults. All groups outside 
of this ground are subject to discrimination. Children also face a part of 
the discrimination. For the continuity of this approach, the child should 
always remain weak, helpless creature in need of protection. Because the 
paternalist approach can only have domination over the children when 
they are weak.

The reason why children are seen as passive elements is due to the fact 
that children are not accepted as subjects and individuals. Therefore, 
their rights are easily violated. Is it possible that their rights are 
violated so easily due to the idea that “children have no rights” at all?

Ezgi: One of the reasons for this is the perception of the childhood and 
its “temporary status”. Childhood is perceived as a “temporary” period. 
If you are basically taking into account the adults as the ground, you see 
childhood as a temporary period, a preparation period for the adulthood. 
Therefore, the rights and freedoms of that period, the needs and potential 
of that period - not only the needs but also the children actually like each 
individual, each person has a potential - all of these become invisible. They 
are expected to finalize their childhood as soon as possible, to become 
adults. As such, children are always evaluated in their relation with the 
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“future”. They will grow up, go to school, and have a profession... Child-
hood is seen as a preparation period for adulthood. Therefore, this is what 
we feel in case of violations of children’s rights, which is reinforced again 
and again. This is also reinforced at home and by the state. This is a very 
hypocritical situation. On the one hand, angel like characteristics such 
as innocence, pureness is attributed to the child by somewhat religious 
references. But you can remember that there are still children prosecuted 
as “terrorists”; so it is a hypocritical situation. On the one hand, there is a 
perception that “children cannot understand the world since they are not 
grown up yet”, but on the other hand they can be seen as terrorists as the 
most dangerous ones for the state. There are two such very different per-
ceptions about children in Turkey and this is a very distorted perception. 
Violations move back and forth between these two extreme perceptions, 
and we are confronted with this again and again.

Esin Koman: One of the things that paves the way for the violations is 
that whoever holds the power, the ruler - the family, the parents, the state 
- thinks that they can use this power over the children and abuse this pow-
er. They can use the power more comfortably over the children. Because 
they see that they own the children, they build their own futures on them, 
they use the power over the children very easily. Actually they are abusing 
this power. This is actually one of the factors in the occurrence of that 
violation of rights, and it feeds that distorted perception.

LGBTI+ children can also be subjected to more violations and 
discrimination because they are seen as misfits for the “normative” 
structure built by the system in multiple areas such as family, state 
and education. LGBTI+ children are exposed to discrimination in 
many areas from family to education environment on account of their 
sexual orientation and gender identity within the heteronormative 
system. Where and how does the violations and discrimination 
suffered by LGBTI+ children originate?

Ezgi: Children are exposed to discrimination just because they are chil-
dren, they are not able to enjoy many rights and freedoms that adults have, 
and the mechanisms for ensuring this are not established for them. But at 
the same time, they may be discriminated due to some of their character-
istics or due to some of the situations their parents have; like children of 
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Alewi families. Therefore, they may face more profound discrimination 
both because they are children and because of the other characteristics. 
LGBTI children also face a more profound discrimination for this very 
reason. The dimensions and effects of the discrimination they are subject-
ed to are getting deeper both because they are children and because they 
are LGBTI persons. LGBTI children experience every aspect of discrim-
ination, but they are also exposed to violence, the worst form of discrim-
ination. This violence can start in the family or at home, sometimes even 
violate the right to life, can be psychological or verbal, or prevent their 
access to the right to education.

There are 5 key areas where violence against children is experienced. LG-
BTI children also face discrimination in each of these five key areas. The 
first is at home, the second is in educational environments, the third is in 
the street, the fourth is in closed institutions, and the fifth, if they have to 
work, they are exposed to discrimination in labor life. We see that LGBTI 
children are subjected to profound discrimination in each of them.

Esin: The perception of adults, who do not accept the characteristics be-
long to childhood, paves the way for the discrimination since this per-
ception ignores that child has a sexuality, can have a sexual identity, can 
experience something unique, can live own sexuality in relation to the 
sexual identity. When we consider the developmental stages of children, 
there are expectations by adult perception and adult fiction: by the soci-
ety, the parents, the school, the teacher and the doctor... Developmental 
theories do not want to encounter anything that is outside of the accepted, 
existing binary gender system, and they do not know what to do when 
they encounter such situation. That is why this perception actually causes 
LGBTI children to be discriminated from the very beginning. Therefore, 
children’s sexual development and sexual identity should be discussed 
within these theories, and it should be contemplated in that regard.

Ezgi: It needs to be reestablished outside of the binary gender system.

Esin: Yes, another point of view is necessary in the development of the 
child. In order to prevent discrimination, it is necessary to discuss these 
at first. Unless we discuss it, what is experienced is not accepted as dis-
crimination. Families and teachers do not know and see any different gen-
der identity. Because they have a certain theoretical structure and type in 
mind, they cannot think beyond these.
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Ezgi: When they confront with something outside of the binary gender 
system, they describe it as a developmentally atypical situation, a problem 
in behavior, a disorder, and therefore the problem starts after that.

Esin: Yes, this provides the traces of the violations that LGBTI children 
may be subjected to. After that, it is not possible to avoid discrimination in 
all five areas. Yes, there is a perception about child, but we can clearly say 
that the perception about child’s gender identity in developmental stages 
also feeds this.

Many families take their children to a child development specialist 
to monitor their developments. Apart from the education system 
or family structure, I was wondering that do people who have an 
expertise in child development make a research and studies on 
LGBTI+ children while they receive their trainings? What can the 
child development field provide for LGBTI+ children, what does it 
include? Yet, the approach LGBTI+ children can face when they are 
taken to a child development specialist, is one of the important points 
that can affect their future years positively or negatively.

Ezgi: We are both child development specialist. Within the lessons we 
have attended, the theories we have learned, sexual development theories 
have always been provided based on the binary gender system. Beyond 
that, I do not know whether there is any other point of view, difference, 
and different situation. There are several persons that work on sexual de-
velopment, and they still define it within the binary system.

Esin: You say, ”Lets discuss queer theory developmentally, lets discuss 
it”, you say that it is important for experts working child development to 
understand this as well. Because you see that if you do not resort to that 
theory when you evaluate the child, it will be incomplete. It hurts the chil-
dren when they are evaluated by the binary gender system. Identification, 
acceptance of the children, what you will provide to make them accepted 
are important. If you do not say anything to the family about this, you 
will be affecting the child negatively. Therefore, it is necessary to look at 
it from a developmental perspective. We know that there are the experts 
who have individual studies beyond theoretical studies, this is very im-
portant, the more widespread it becomes, the easier it will be to reach the 
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child, reach the family, and reach the right approach. But individual effort 
is not enough, theoretical changes are needed, it is necessary to discuss 
these and provide paradigm shifts.

Are there examples of this?

Esin: We were actually working on this before the association was closed. 
We started to come together and think, “Lets go through queer theory, 
lets learn it together, lets evaluate the child with this perspective”, but the 
association was closed down at that time. Actually, we can start it again, 
because it is very important to work this with children, to look at the issue 
together, and to look at it together with experts and rights defenders, be-
cause it is not something that can happen itself alone.

How can you exemplify the cases in these 5 areas where LGBTI+ 
children are exposed to discrimination and violence?

Ezgi: One of the important things that happen in each area is not to ac-
cept the existence of a child, especially if it is a structure based on more 
conservative and religious approaches. In places such as educational en-
vironment, neighborhood, state institutions, closed institutions, centers 
under state protection, prisons or rehabilitation centers, if these are more 
religious-based environments, the children may be subjected to violence, 
even violation of the right to life. In case of domestic violence, not only 
religious references, but also actually some ideologies can be the reason 
behind this. For example, there was a case where a soldier attempted to 
kill his daughter. Maybe it was a more secular family, but this violence did 
stiil happen. Therefore, LGBTI children are subjected to violence in a way 
that hinders their right to live in the home. They are subjected to physical 
violence. Verbal and psychological violence is quite common. Children at 
home are also faced with attitudes such as “being mocked” and “being la-
beled”. Their unusual, non-binary gestures are easily mocked and labeled. 
Or the families are trying to “correct” them by using force. Children are 
exposed to this type of behavior by their parents. Child protection mecha-
nisms or the state in Turkey are already not working or working difficultly. 
It is much more difficult for LGBTI children to apply these mechanisms.

In the educational environment, this time, they may be exposed to similar 
attitudes of the teachers. On the one hand, they may face physical and 
verbal violence, on the other hand discrimination, exclusion…. LGBTI 
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children are also exposed to peer bullying in educational environments. 
But we know that peer bullying is actually the result of a series of rights 
violations against other children. If there is a violence that the child is 
exposed to in terms of gender identity, in fact there are other kinds of 
discrimination at school; the discrimination has become systematic. This 
is why a child may inflict violence or discrimination on another child. The 
form of violence that we call peer bullying can actually be something that 
teachers sometimes ignore. They already have a similar discriminatory 
approach, so they do not prefer to prevent it ... Or they have no awareness 
in that regard anyway...

As we talked about child development, it is a big problem that the 
teachers have no awareness about this issue. In addition to the fact that 
they do not develop themselves at this point, there is also the fact that 
their discriminatory approach affects both the child and the peers of 
the child and there is a discrimination supported by the curriculum.

Esin: Yes, the curriculum is very challenging in this sense. Although you 
try to establish something out of gender perceptions as much as you can 
do at home, but from the moment the child goes to school, the curricu-
lum and paradigm are so strong that the child immediately embraces it. 
There is a very serious paradigm that feeds gender. It is very important 
how and with which adults, administrators and professionals the children 
meet in the educational environment, at home, in the neighborhood, and 
in closed institutions. It is the same case for peer bullying. There is no 
such thing as “children use violence against the ones they see different 
from themselves.” Children are exposed to peer bullying in educational 
environments or other settings where there is no peaceful climate built. In 
fact, this is also the case for children with disabilities. When the culture of 
living together is not built, these kinds of cases can occur.

Ezgi: Another violation of rights is experienced in the child’s self-expres-
sion, in encountering opportunities for self-expression. When the children 
feel a confusing situation about themselves that they cannot indentify but 
can still sense, they think what might happen to them if they disclose such 
situation. That is why they are hiding this from the peers, parents, and 
teachers. In fact, this situation is a huge obstacle for their self-realization. 
This is really a fundamental violation of rights. Suppose that they decide 
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to define themselves - sometimes they can start acting earlier in defining 
their own sexual identity, since children’s access to information is much 
easier now and they can embrace their situation. But this time, they can 
be exposed to a series of problems, especially by other people, from the 
moment they indentify themselves and express themselves, because there 
are no mechanisms to protect and support the children. There is no mech-
anism for teachers and parents to protect the children.

Today, if children under the age of 18 come and say, “I want to express my 
gender identity like this”, we have to ask first of all what kind of house they 
live in, what kind of school they go to. Because from the moment they 
express themselves, they can be subjected to a great violence, but we know 
that not being able to come out or express themselves is another form of 
violence. Sometimes you have to protect children against their parents, 
but by which mechanisms? When the child says, “I want to express this, 
I need support” if we start from the house, is there a safe protection and 
referral mechanism where you will provide counseling to their parents? 
Of course there is not such mechanism... In such cases, we need to estab-
lish our own mechanism, such as finding or recommending a psychiatrist 
working in this field. Then there is the school environment. It is necessary 
to work with teachers, etc. Because when the children go to school, they 
encounter teachers. In other words, LGBTI children are much more vul-
nerable to violence, as there is no effective child protection mechanism.

Given the extent of the violence you mentioned, gay, bisexual, 
transgender or intersex children are exposed to different discrimination 
and phobia due to the sexual orientation and gender identity. For 
example, one of the areas where transgender and intersex children are 
discriminated and violated is the right to health. They are subjected 
to rights violations and discrimination; such as intersex children are 
forced into surgery without their consent, or preventing transgender 
children’s right regarding the surgery and the use of hormones. What 
would you like to say about LGBTI+ children, especially violations of 
the right to health and discrimination they face?

Ezgi: This situation is about how we consider the children. Because of the 
perception, where we think of the children as innocent, weak beings, we 
also do not think that children have sexuality, since we do not attribute 
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such a will to them and right. While we are talking about the issue of child 
early and forced marriages today, we say, ”Lets talk about CEFM, of course 
it should be banned, but we also need to talk about children’s sexual free-
dom.” It is necessary to look at this issue from this perspective as well. We 
need to see the freedom of sexuality and of gender identity. Adults here 
do not have the right to oppress them, force them to do such as, “You 
will not use or you will use hormones, you will undergo or not undergo 
the surgery”. What needs to be done is to provide the best guidance to 
the children in terms of development and health… Yes, I have to say one 
more time; adults have no rights over children, they have a responsibility 
to ensure that the children can realize themselves. 

A doctor cannot make unwanted intervention over the child. However, 
the child is seen as an entity belongs to the parents so much that the de-
cision about using hormones or undergoing the surgery is made by their 
parents on behalf of them. This is about the perception about the children 
that we talked about. It is seen that the child belongs to the mother, the 
father, or, to the state. It is clear what kind of individuals they will be: they 
will either be women or men, they have to develop gender-appropriate 
behaviors we got used to, everything beyond that is a defect that somehow 
must be corrected. Due to this perception, children are violated and their 
body integrity is interfered. Adults have no rights over children; they have 
only responsibilities for them. When we think of transgender, intersex 
children, our responsibility is to guide them in the best way possible.

Esin: Yes. It will be necessary to discuss this from the perspective of the 
best interests of the child principle. It is necessary to consider the best 
interest of the child and the situation should be considered in a holistic 
manner developmentally. Is the child suitable or ready for this affirming 
process, or should it be done after a few years? It is necessary that the chil-
dren’s needs and opinions should be centered.

Ezgi: Each child is unique and special, you need to provide support pro-
cesses specific to each child. If children want to use hormones, they are 
already ready for it or sometimes they need to be ready, so we need to 
provide the best processes of guidance and support for each child. The 
best interests of the child are actually covering this process.
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In this case, have you observed that the dimension of discrimination 
has changed between open and proud children and children who have 
not yet come out?

Esin: Each child has a potential to actualize. It is precious, valuable and 
unique as it is. If they cannot express their identity, you are actually stop-
ping what they can do developmentally. The inability to express them-
selves freely is the biggest obstacle they face as individuals. At one point 
we have already started talking about implementing studies on this. We 
were working and meeting with young people, it was their demand. We 
were trying to learn more as well in Gündem Çocuk.

Ezgi: We even talked with Kaos GL and Pink Life. Since we are specialists, 
we look from this perspective, but as a children’s NGO, we learned a lot 
about gender and LGBTI from Kaos GL, we are still trying to learn. For a 
while, we did not make any gender discrimination in our right to life re-
ports, then we started to do so. This is about togetherness. For a while, we 
held regular meetings with Kaos GL and Pink Life. First we had to face our 
own perception, get ourselves together, we really had a lot to learn. At that 
time, too many individuals under the age of 18 applied to Kaos GL, and 
they did not know exactly what to do with regard to violation of rights. So 
we thought, “lets set up a mechanism together”. When persons approach 
Kaos GL, we thought that maybe Kaos GL could refer them to us or we 
could carry out the process together with them, we could do something to-
gether. We have already started doing these ... There was an initiative found 
by LGBTI students going to high school, they started to bring us the cases of 
violations of the rights at their schools. These were very good meetings both 
in terms of improving ourselves and of discussing what we can do together.

Can you tell us about your observations about these meetings?

Esin: It is very valuable for organizations working in the field of human 
rights, children, women and LGBTI movements to come together. During 
our meetings, our adult friends shared their childhood experiences. We, as 
individuals in child development and as rights-based organizations, have 
shared our experiences. We started to look at the issue based on our own 
childhood stories such as “I was a child, I was living like this, my family 
was like this, I experienced this at school, I was exposed to these violence 
or I was able to survive”. It was very precious, it is needed, and the struggle 



16

would be very restricted without looking and evaluating this point. Each 
experience was valuable, so we said, “Lets look and discuss theoretically 
lets work all together”. These meetings were also very important in terms 
of human rights studies. Even if you work in the field of rights, seeing 
an experience different from your own experience changes your opinion 
regarding that violation. A lot of things can change, you learn a lot. Then, 
the studies have a meaning and influence. It is only possible to internalize 
this and reflect this on support mechanisms via such partnerships. In the 
early days, when the association was opened, we were not mentioning the 
discrimination against LGBTI children in our presentations in the first 
place, then we had awareness on this. We started to mention this as a 
fundamental right field. When your awareness is raised, then you start to 
draw attention to this issue, even warn others about this.

Ezgi: You see how systematic the problem is. You see that the violence 
suffered by the LGBTI children and the violence to which the woman is 
subjected to is actually inflicted by the same perpetrators with the same 
patterns. So you learn more about what you deal with, what you are trying 
to change, and you become more alert about its tools.

Esin: Being together, like our joint work with Kaos GL, strengthens the 
struggle for rights. It strengthens us all in the issue of preventing viola-
tions and impunities. These partnerships can be an example for the future 
as well ... In fact, we would meet more often before. But now, we are at 
such a stage where the system oppresses us by taking away our tools from 
us…. We are in a stage where everyone is more alone. However, we were 
at such a stage before where our efforts were getting stronger by being 
together, we were getting results. Frankly, we can start to rethink on this 
with this interview.

Actually, that togetherness and partnership, that experience 
sharing, has been taken away from us. We cannot come together; 
the oppression mechanisms that can prevent the rights studies by 
the system have been expanded. Maybe we need to get together in 
this process, we can talk about identifying needs. So how did these 
meetings with LGBTI organizations start?

Ezgi: Kaos GL has been working for more than 25 years. Since then, it 
has been such a reliable organization that children are starting to come 
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to Kaos GL. Kaos GL was important with its presence and the children 
there also had a will. At that time, children forced us to bring up the issue 
on the agenda. If the movement can be strong, individuals who need sup-
port are likely to find it more. The more stronger your organization and 
your discourse, the more people can find you. This is a huge influence and 
achievement of Kaos GL. And there are children at that point, they are 
developing, seeking, finding.

Here there is a child that makes you to take action. Even if rights 
based organizations do not take action, there is a subject who says, “I 
have rights”

Esin: Yes, the children are right holders. But there was also awareness in 
Kaos GL that there is an adult fiction over children. Kaos GL acted with 
that awareness. The fact that they have both the idea of rights and the 
perspective of children led them to work together with us. It did not hap-
pen by itself to bring up the children’s rights and the issue of children 
on the agenda of women’s organizations. We discussed and developed 
this. All of these discussions were something that strengthened the hu-
man rights movement, everyone learned a lot from each other. Everyone 
tried to mainstream someone else’s issues within themselves. This actually 
strengthened the human rights movement.

Based on this, I want to ask where the studies on the rights of children 
stand within the studies on rights in general. Could children’s rights 
become mainstream in the studies on the rights in general?

Ezgi: I think we have come a long way in this regard. The issue of children 
is now one of the most important agendas in human rights organizations. 
Today, if they are to write a report to an international mechanism, they 
are also writing a report on the children, or they are very enthusiastic to 
working together with people and organizations specialized in the field of 
children. Children’s rights are a political issue. It is already a part of hu-
man rights. Children’s rights are a political issue for the countries like Tur-
key, where democracy cannot be built, we have always said that. If there 
is poverty, the child works, if there is armed conflict, the children die. 
Therefore, we said that it should be one of the important titles of the great 
politics and the human rights field. The closure of Gündem Çocuk after 
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the state of emergency issue ironically made it very clear what we wanted 
to say. People were baffled about how a children’s organization could be 
closed down. Of course, they closed down the children’s organization first. 
In fact, this was one of the first organizations they closed down.

Esin: Human rights organizations also needed a change regarding the 
perception about children. We have always discussed this. Human rights 
organizations now provide numbers of people who lost their lives, and a 
list that includes children. But we, as rights-based workers and children’s 
organizations, realized together why distinguishing this is important and 
should be. We have to distinguish the field politically; we had to look on 
the basis of this question, why the government can violate the right of the 
child more easily, while this is a violation of the right to life. This has now 
been achieved. One of the agendas of human rights organizations became 
children. It is always necessary to discuss it together; it is only possible to 
raise that awareness by this. In order to understand the relationship be-
tween the state and the individual, it is necessary to continue to talk that 
discrimination and hate speech are embodied and fed by the relationship 
between the state and the child and we need to look there. This country 
has ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. The children’s 
rights movement had achievements and has come a long way. However, 
a setback occurred with the closure of Gündem Çocuk Association and 
with the processes that led to this. Now we have come to a stage where 
children’s rights should be known and recognized again.

After Gündem Çocuk has been closed down, what is the procedure 
and the way you have in reporting violations of rights? What do you 
do about the cases and violations that come to you? Do you have a 
new study or organization?

Ezgi: As the Gündem Çocuk team, we could not establish a new organi-
zational structure after we were closed down, but we had other opportu-
nities. We have worked very closely with human rights organizations and 
benefited from their opportunities. We had a reporting study with Human 
Rights Foundation of Turkey. Human Rights Association and IHOP wel-
comed us in their organizational structures, some of our friends took part 
in their boards; they have become able to provide contributions in terms 
of the field of children. We continued to work in different structures; we 
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were able to implement monitoring and reporting studies. The State tried 
to close down Gündem Çocuk, we said “Gündem Çocuk cannot be closed 
down” but it was actually closed down in the end. It is also one of the 
things that should be considered in terms of the human rights movement, 
but we felt the solidarity well, we were lucky. We could not feel anything 
similar in terms of the children’s rights movement. But there were also 
friends who tried to be more resistant and who struggle more. We were 
thinking of establishing a child rights center, eventually the Child Rights 
Center was established within the Idea and Arts Workshop Association 
(FISA). There are still studies such as reporting that are needed. We 
should have been able to come together with our new experiences, needs 
and strategies of the new era, but not necessarily similar to something we 
did in Gündem Çocuk.

Esin: Now, we will conduct a research on the organization of working 
children, it is necessary to come together with children of diverse gender 
identities and all children. We learn what is happening best from them, 
and they actually provide the best guidance. Therefore, we will come to-
gether with more children in rights studies. It is necessary to see and work 
with them about their problems, violations, how they produce solutions 
or fail to produce these. We want to get together with the children more.

What happens when a child applies to a children’s NGO, what is the 
procedure followed?

Ezgi: Suppose that they will apply to the Child Rights Center, so they will 
need something. It is necessary to be able to prioritize, listen and under-
stand their needs with them. Then, it is necessary to establish the support 
system with them and talk about which support and mechanism they 
need. After the meeting with the children, it is necessary to ask and identi-
fy whether it is necessary to talk with the parents, with the school, wheth-
er they have been exposed to peer bullying, whether they need anything 
else. We will need to make them feel that this is a safe place where they can 
feel safe and express themselves comfortably. We need to be visible more 
in order for that child can reach us.
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“We shall defend the rights of 
LGBTI persons without any 
exception”

In the series of “Rights”, which we initiated by saying that “Now, it is high 
time”, our second guest is Öztürk Türkdoğan, Co-Chair of the Human 
Rights Association (IHD). We discussed the brief history of the relation 
between human rights struggle and LGBT rights in Turkey with Türk-
doğan today.

Unlike the discrimination and segregations in advocacy in the past, Türk-
doğan states that they have an uncompromising understanding of advo-
cacy today and emphasizes that human rights and rights and freedoms 
cannot be negotiated any time, in hierarchical order and states that, “We 
could not tolerate those who do not defend the LGBTI rights”. 

A few weeks after we made an interview with Türkdoğan, we faced a pro-
cess that was initiated by the hate sermon of Religious Affair Authority: 
Diyanet. IHD Ankara Branch also filed a criminal complaint against Di-
yanet; IHD Headquarters published a public statement.

In this interview, we provide you with an inside about the history of hu-
man rights movement until the sermon of Diyanet...

As the Human Rights Association, you have been fighting for human 
rights for more than 30 years. Have LGBTI+ people been involved in 
your administrative process during this period, if not, what was the 
reason? Are you planning any future studies in that regard?

The Human Rights Association was founded in 1986. It is still Turkey’s 
oldest and most widespread human rights organization. In general, it 
adresses human rights and freedoms, conducts its studies mainly through 
commissions and continues its work on the basis of the applications made. 
There are a number of studies we have conducted to eliminate the viola-
tion of rights we heard by the applications made by people claiming that 
their rights were violated. These are mostly the studies for providing rem-
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edy about the violations, about seeking justice, hence about the process of 
seeking remedies with the survivor, about raising awareness in protecting 
the rights of the survivor, and of course about documenting and reporting 
the violations.

During the period I was in, no LGBTI individual, whom we know, was 
included in our board. But there are LGBTI persons in our branches. This 
issue was actually “unknown” issue in the early years of IHD. Nobody was 
saying openly that they are LGBTI persons. Maybe there are still those who 
conceal their identity, we do not know. Because the discrimination phe-
nomenon in Turkey is very sharp, marginalization and exclusion processes 
are very solid, harsh. Both the practices stemming from the state and the 
structure of the society, conservatism in society or conservatism on the left 
wing have created serious problem areas. I can understand that. But during 
the period I was in IHD, no open LGBTI persons did not take place in on 
our board, but there are LGBTI persons I know in our branches.

We have come to the point where we are struggling for the rights together 
with LGBTI persons at IHD, this is a gratifying situation. Now the exclu-
sion, non-acceptance, and rejections have disappeared completely. In our 
original bylaws, the prohibition of discrimination on account of sexual 
orientation and sexual identity were not covered. When I was there, we 
fixed this by amending our bylaws.

IHD has now included these statements as one of the prohibited grounds 
of discrimination within the principles it defends in its bylaws, and a per-
son saying that “I am a member of the Human Rights Association”, cannot 
discriminate any LGBTI person. On the contrary, the members have to 
defend the rights of LGBTI persons. Therefore, with our bylaws, we elim-
inated the problem.

Was this bylaw debate, the request for the amendment of it initiated 
by the IHD’s board? Or was there any criticism raised against IHD at 
this point?

In the beginning, of course, there were both external criticism and inter-
nal criticism raised within the IHD. We are constantly telling outside that 
the state should include SOGI while enumerating the prohibited grounds 
of discrimination; the state should consider LGBTI individuals, by men-
tioning gender identity and sexual orientation explicitly. We then set out 



22

all of these discussions together in our own bylaws, nobody opposed it, we 
concluded it, because, the articles of the IHD’s bylaws become principles 
after long discussion processes and internalization processes. We current-
ly have 15 principles. It was originally 10 principles. It was later brought to 
this point and now this problem has also been completely eliminated. We 
have now overcome some discussions in terms of IHD.

You are briefly saying,”Nobody who will work at IHD or who takes 
part in it shall be discriminated on account of their sexual orientation 
or gender identity.”

Absolutely. They cannot be discriminated; everyone has to defend the 
rights about gender identity and sexual orientation. It has now become a 
bylaw principle for us. We really got over that. I would like to share my ob-
servations in that regard with you. In the past, many people from different 
leftist fractions were advocating human rights under the IHD. But over 
time they realized that there was a conflict with their own political views 
in the positions that they should defend and take a stance. Those who 
experienced this conflict naturally left the Human Rights Association, we 
also went through a disintegration process, and this was the first time we 
faced with this. Understanding of civil society in Turkey has developed, 
and after that people who want to work in a more relaxed atmosphere 
came together and established their own NGOs.

There are NGOs in Turkey founded by LGBT individuals. IHD has never 
stopped working with such organizations since those organizations were 
founded. There are various studies and the platforms we take part in. Ever 
since it was founded in 2006, I am the spokesperson of the International 
Criminal Court Turkey Coalition. There were some debates even there. 
We refused these. LGBTI organizations are in that coalition. We never 
tolerated any organizations, which do not want to come because there are 
LGBTI organizations.

Was this one of the debates you mentioned? Were there some people 
who stand against LGBTI rights advocacy or organizational solidarity 
and joint studies?

Of course there were. If any NGO tells Human Rights Association that 
“You are on this platform with LGBTI organizations, so we cannot come 
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there, lets find another option”; we cannot accept this. Our principle is 
that you will come to the platform, you will participate, we defend LGBT 
rights, you will not oppose it, and you will not hinder us. We experienced 
this in the case of Mazlum-Der.

Can you talk a little bit about what had happened?

Mazlum-Der’s board, chaired by Ömer Faruk Gergerlioğlu, was also in-
cluded in the International Criminal Court Coalition; we did not have any 
problems. We had a rule that you do not have to defend, but do not try 
to hinder us. But later their board changed. Therefore, there were various 
debates. Like the fact that former Mazlum-Der left Human Rights Joint 
Platform (IHOP). I think this was one of the reasons, because at IHOP, 
our stance about the rights of LGBTI individuals is very clear.

Yes, there are no non-governmental organizations established by LGB-
TI individuals within the Human Rights Joint Platform, because they are 
working on a specific field, but in the discussions, debates and meetings 
we conducted with particular public administrations as a part of Human 
Rights Joint Platform, we have always clearly stated that sexual orienta-
tion and gender identity should be covered as the prohibited grounds for 
discrimination and the discrimination against LGBT persons in Turkey 
should be ended, we defend this. We constantly monitor this, this is one of 
the reasons we faced various different opinions on this issue. This is how 
Mazlum-Der left the Human Rights Joint Platform before becoming the 
current Mazlum-Der. Later, they already divided in themselves, and espe-
cially our friends who wanted to work together with the Human Rights 
Association established an association called Hak Inisiyatifi (Rights Initi-
ative Association), they are members of the Human Rights Joint Platform. 
They are absolutely not opposed to the principles we advocate. At least 
they know that Human Rights Joint Platform composed of Human Rights 
Association, Amnesty International Turkey Branch, Citizens Association 
formerly known as Helsinki Citizen Assembly, Association of the Moni-
toring Equal Rights, Human Rights Agenda Association and they defend 
gender identity and sexual orientation rights and the rights of LGBT per-
sons. Therefore, since they do not oppose our principles, they take place 
in our platform; it means that we have overcome a problem. But how did 
we overcome it?
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If you look at the disintegration processes, those who disagree completely 
on this issue have already continued in a completely different way, but 
those who want to work on the basis of human rights and human rights 
principles got separated from them and established their own associa-
tions. We are now working together. On the one hand, while overcoming 
this problem within ourselves, those who did not approve our principles 
left us, we could not tolerate those who did not, otherwise this would not 
be the Human Rights Association. This is a natural process, you will either 
defend the principles written in the bylaws, or you will leave if you do not 
approve. We have experienced those natural processes both within our-
selves and with the organizations we want to cooperate with.

At that point where we defend the rights of LGBTI persons without any 
exception with a sharp approach with no ifs and buts was an important 
achievement in terms of the human rights movement. We have reached 
such a stage, this is a precious point, and it will never be reversed. That 
is really important. We are in our 34th year, these discussions have been 
made a lot in the first 10 and 15 years, but we have almost overcome them 
in the last 15 years.

There has also been a process of disintegration between IHD and 
LGBTI persons in the past. In 1995, the Gay and Lesbian Rights 
Commission, which also includes Ankara Kaos GL activists, was 
established in the Ankara Branch of the Human Rights Association. 
During this period, a magazine in two issues was published. However, 
when the board changed after a while, the commission was not 
approved and the activists there left IHD. Was this situation also a 
part of the process you mentioned?

I was not there in 1995 and before, I became a member of the associa-
tion in 1996. Therefore, I do not know the processes before that. As far 
as I know from Hüsnü Öndül, Yusuf Alataş and Akın Birdal, I am talking 
about those former years. In 1995, the IHD’s bylaws did not include gender 
identity and sexual orientation among the prohibited grounds of discrim-
ination. Those discussions have come to an end, and as a result, we have 
completed all these processes with an amendment in the bylaws, we made 
a progress. But I find it important that these discussions are held within 
the IHD, because advocacy is a bit like this. You learn some things on the 
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road in countries like Turkey, you learn by experience. It is not enough to 
defend some things by words, you have to put these into practice and take 
a stance. Therefore, advocacy is not done with the attitudes to be taken 
according to the change in the board; maybe this is the primary lesson 
we need to learn. When we come to the 2000s, I can easily say that these 
discussions were over. Because the people who were in that opposition 
were standing at another point ideologically and politically already left us. 
Currently, there are no groups that take such negative attitudes within the 
Human Rights Association. One day, on the day of the Armenian Gen-
ocide commemoration, there were those who protested the IHD while 
holding a denouncement event on Sakarya Street on April 24. They were 
all those people who were in IHD before; naturally they do not accept 
LGBTI individuals either. Our perspective on human rights also needs to 
be consistent and unified. Perhaps this was instrumental for LGBTI per-
sons to establish their own organizations and implement specific studies. 
But the deficiency was later overcome in terms of increasing cooperation, 
taking part in platforms and taking a common attitude.

Do you have LGBTI commissions in your branch offices?

Our commissions work as commissions against racism and discrimi-
nation. Work is being carried out within this commission in terms of 
defending the rights of LGBTI people. We do not have a central LGBTI 
commission, but in Adana, for example, LGBTI persons come to our 
branch and hold meetings. Our commission is carrying out its activities 
as a commission against racism and discrimination. Because the Human 
Rights Association addresses this under the title of anti-discrimination, 
as it conducts general human rights studies. In Turkey, many of the prac-
tices LGBT persons exposed to are always about discrimination and hate, 
they are exposed to a large number of violations with the motive of hate. 
We also have a general field of study. There is a general human rights 
struggle we have against the government to consider sexual orientation 
and gender identity discrimination among the prohibited grounds. For 
example, in the discussions of the Human Rights and Equality Institu-
tion Draft Law, we brought this up on the agenda very clearly in the 
parliamentary sessions. In the discussions on the Law on Foreigners and 
International Protection, we brought this up very clearly and the regula-
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tions on discrimination were included. We express these attitudes very 
clearly in the debates on proposals and drafts to which we are invited. 
These are very important attitudes, there are organizations formed by 
LGBTI persons, but they do not invite them, however the problem will 
be solved if they do. Since they do not work with LGBTI organizations, 
a few NGOs remain, such as IHD, Amnesty International, and THIV, 
which work in the field of human rights generally. Therefore, it is up to 
us to defend these and demand this from the public, the government 
and politicians. We are performing our duty. This situation may not be 
discussed in public, but it is an important point. In discussions made 
with the international delegation where the government, political par-
ties and civil society come together and in the meetings between Turkey 
and the European Union and the Council of Europe, we are defending 
the rights about sexual orientation and gender identity, these should be 
recognized as the prohibited grounds for discrimination, there should 
be the regulation on hate crimes in Turkey somehow. It is an important 
activity and a duty for us. We are trying to implement our principles in 
the bylaws in this way.

Which violations have been mentioned in the applications made by 
LGBTI persons to IHD so far?

We receive applications from LGBTI persons in the prisons, and there are 
applications made to both our branch offices and the headquarters. There 
are applications regarding physical violence, unfortunately some cases re-
sult in death. However, there are applications regarding physical injuries 
and hate attacks, we mainly address those through our commission in 
Istanbul. There are still deficiencies in the applications made by LGBTI 
persons; the most important reason for this is that LGBTI persons feel 
comfortable only if there are LGBTI persons. When applying us, they are 
questioning us. Secondly, please accept it as self-criticism: there are many 
serious human rights issues in Turkey, if you expand your capacity at this 
point; you can receive so many applications if you can promote your stud-
ies well. When we work on general human rights under the title of serious 
violations against right to life, torture and ill treatment, freedom of ex-
pression, perhaps we receive fewer applications because of this, because 
there are LGBTI organizations as well.
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Is there a possibility that LGBTI persons think that you will not be 
interested in their applications because you are working in the field of 
general human rights? For example, do they hesitate about applying 
you about hate crimes besides the severe human rights violations you 
mentioned? If so, how can this be overcome?

Yes, it is possible. What can be done to overcome this? That is to say, it 
means that we could not have reinforced the idea that “We will address all 
kinds of applications that come to us, as long as you apply us”. For exam-
ple, LGBTI persons in prisons can apply to us and CISST, so it means that 
we were able to reach them they know us adequately. But in case of judi-
cial prisoners we do not have enough information that they know IHD as 
addressing prisoners’ rights, we must promote ourselves sufficiently for 
them.

In Turkey currently, we live on a permanent state of emergency, there is 
a strong democracy and human rights issues. In such an environment, 
LGBTI persons perhaps consider contacting us when they feel or think 
the worst violations they face, but there is such a perception in general. 
It is our duty to break this in Turkey. I think we all have a duty to combat 
violations and fight together. Regarding LGBTI persons, on the one hand, 
IHD addresses general human rights violations; on the other hand, there 
are LGBTI organizations. Maybe thanks to this interview made by you, 
we will be able to be heard more by LGBTI persons and receive more 
applications.

Under which titles the rights violations faced by LGBTI persons are 
addressed?

We talk about LGBTI persons who lost their lives as a result of the attacks 
they were subjected to in violation of the right to life, in the section on 
hate murders. There are sections about torture and ill treatment in pris-
ons, various practices that LGBTI persons are exposed to reach the level 
of torture and ill treatment, we put this under the relevant title. Again, in 
the related titles, in the right to protest and freedom of expression, the 
prohibitions and lawsuits filed in that regard are addressed. But we can 
actually do something like this. After this interview with you, we can pro-
vide a subtitle as “Violations against LGBTI persons” so that the subtitles 
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of the main titles of the reports can be more visible. Everything except that 
subtitle is already written, but maybe a separate subtitle may be needed, 
so that it will attract more attention. Because, unfortunately, nobody read 
long reports, there is such a problem in Turkey.

So what kind of procedure do you follow in the applications?

First of all, if the applicant wants the application to be kept confidential, 
it will be strictly confidential. Except for the competent authorities to be 
applied only to provide remedy about the violation. Even in this case, if it 
is requested to be anonymous in applying to them, that rule is also obeyed. 
The applicants can write down their names as they wish in the application 
forms, which are also available on the internet. They make their applica-
tion by mentioning the alleged violation they been subjected to and their 
request about the remedy. Then, we evaluate what we can do. First of all, 
99 percent of violations are caused by the state. If it originates from the 
state and state institutions, we first operate the complaint procedure, we 
request the relevant institution to remedy the violation, at the same time, 
we invite organizations that have been in the public sector to take action 
on this issue, but we are directly contacting with the ones who are the 
main responsible persons. For example, if it is an application originating 
from the Ministry of Interior, we directly ask the MoI to provide a remedy, 
and we also inform other organizations that we make such applications 
and that we will follow this issue.

Even if there are practices that cannot be compensated by mere application 
since these are more serious crime, we file a criminal complaint in order 
for ensuring an effective investigation against the perpetrators. While all 
these are happening, we inform the applicant, but we also provide support 
in the legal process in terms of filing a lawsuit, sometimes voluntarily, and 
sometimes with the legal units of our center and branches. Sometimes it is 
very important to refer a complaint to the relevant public institution and 
to clearly demand a remedy, sometimes it does not fulfill it officially but it 
does not commit the same violation again. Law Enforcement Monitoring 
Commission started its activities since October last year. We started to 
make complaints to the Law Enforcement Monitoring Commission under 
the Ministry of Interior.
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IHD may not be the first association that comes to mind for LGBTI 
persons. Do you contact LGBTI associations about the remedies or 
about what methods can be used about the applications made to you? 
Do you provide solidarity in that regard?

This may be our deficiency. Perhaps it is necessary to talk about what we 
can do with LGBTI organizations in order to provide remedies. We are 
acting on the point of solving the violation on our own, so acting together 
can speed up the work. Maybe there may be ways and methods that we do 
not know or think of, we need to bring this up on our agenda.

You mentioned law enforcement monitoring. What kind of 
differences do you see in the applications made to the IHD in terms 
of rights violations against LGBTI persons committed by public 
officials? For example, do transgender face more violations by public 
officials or by other civil individuals?

Some of the physical attacks in the applications made to us are sometimes 
caused by the police and sometimes by civilians. We see more torture and 
ill treatment in terms of public officials. This is also the case about not per-
forming the duty, not protecting the LGBTI individual and hate speech. 
Some applications originate from practices ranging from hate speech and 
racism against citizens. When it comes to civilians, we invite the relevant 
prosecutor and police to do their job in the context of hate crime. When 
there is a public official, we can get results easier, but when it comes to 
civilians, we have difficulty in mobilizing public opinion. LGBTI individ-
uals need actual protection.

Pride Marches were banned before and after the state of emergency. 
During the state of emergency, the Ankara Governorate banned all 
LGBTI activities in the city in an unprecedented manner. Have you 
ever conducted any study about this ban?

This situation is definitely included in our reports, and it is definitely men-
tioned in our annual report, in the statements we made on the occasion of 
Human Rights Day and in the relevant section about the right to protest 
in the report. We have regular dialogues, correspondences with various 
mechanisms. When we do this correspondence, when we write in the re-
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ports, we definitely talk about these. At that time, we provided joint state-
ments with Kaos GL.

Society is very polarized in Turkey. The official Turkist and Islamist ideol-
ogy is applied fully. Even human rights are not included in this ideology. 
In such a country, which has a political power that implements such an 
ideology, LGBTI persons are subjected to multiple violations. They mount 
arguments in their own way, saying “We cannot explain this to grassroot”. 
What do you mean by your grassroot? Human rights cannot be negoti-
ated; rights and freedoms cannot be negotiated or discussed. But there is 
no such holistic understanding of human rights and freedoms. They have 
embraced completely a security perspective, and these bans are main-
tained in that regard completely. These are arbitrary and unlawful practic-
es, even illegal in my opinion, because if you look at the current law, there 
is nothing that would require them to apply this ban.

With the state of emergency, unlawful practices have become the 
official procedures.

They made the state of emergency permanent with Law No. 7145. With 
Article 11 of Law no. 5442 on Provincial Administration, they have in-
credibly increased the authorities of the governor. I do not exaggerate; 
the authority of Ankara Governor is almost the same as that of Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan. Because the governor has the authority to declare a cur-
few, whereas the President’s declaration of a state of emergency depends 
on certain procedures. The governor has the authority to ban anything 
with the reason of “public security”. However, the authoritarian regime is 
no longer valid. Governors are also arbitrarily exercising this power, and 
judicial bodies that will supervise it are still under suspicion. It is very dif-
ficult to advocate for rights in such a country. Police officers also come and 
intervene in any kind of demonstrations on the basis of the Governor’s 
ban. I am afraid that this will be the case until the government changes.

Were there any rights violations against LGBTI persons during the 
curfews in Kurdish cities during the state of emergency? There were 
torture and ill treatment against women by law enforcement officials. 
This was the sexist version of militarism turned against the women; 
during this period there were many torture, ill-treatment and hate 
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crimes committed against LGBTI persons. Was there anyone who 
notified you any violations in that regard?

We witnessed the curfew process afar, from here, then when the bans were 
lifted, we went there as IHD, THIV and many NGOs to monitor the situ-
ation and to report what had happened. Notifications in that regard may 
have been made to the Diyarbakır Branch in particular; I do not remem-
ber any direct application to our Headquarters. At that time, applications 
were made via the phone. The headlines of violations in all our interviews 
were very different, I have not spoken with any LGBTI person, but there 
were probably applications made to our other branches.

For example, IHD recently conducted a reporting study on children 
under curfew. Did IHD ask a specific question regarding LGBTI 
persons not only in terms of recording the application but also 
when reporting violations of the rights? Have IHD ever thought that 
there were rights violations LGBTI persons subjected to during the 
curfews? Have IHD ever contacted with LGBTI organizations in that 
regard?

This is a deficiency of us. Because we always think of the two direct vio-
lations; violation of the right to life and torture and ill-treatment. When 
these two violations come to mind first, we actually did not go to the field 
with organizations formed by LGBTI persons. That is obvious. We took 
Gündem Çocuk with us, we took the health organizations. However, it 
is not our priority to see whether LGBTI persons are subjected to viola-
tions under such severe conditions, this is our deficiency. It means that the 
associations formed by LGBTI persons did not request from us to work 
together on this issue, if so we would not refuse them, we would have 
worked together. We had crowded delegations, maybe some of our friends 
may have asked that questions, but frankly, I did not come across this 
issue when I read the reports. This may be an example of a future study. 
Some violations are ongoing; a second round of reporting study is nec-
essary. I will take note about this subject. Law enforcement officials had 
a special treatment against women and children. There have been hate 
speech and racist discourses, I am sure there have been huge violations of 
rights, maybe they could not communicate their problems because they 
could not reveal their identity.
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How do you evaluate rights based organizations and human rights 
advocacy after the state of emergency? Advocacy has been curtailed in 
many areas, faced numerous oppressions and violations, their work 
has been halted or disrupted. What were the difficulties of continuing 
to advocate for rights in such a period?

As a whole, we lost power in this period, we lost human power. Numerous 
activists went to Europe, left Turkey. Since our field of work was narrowed 
down, I believe in such a time it is important that the NGOs working on 
general human rights and NGOs working in specific areas, should come 
together more often, they should merge their powers to act together. We 
live in such a period where so many associations were closed down, put 
under pressure, and tried to be intimidated by investigations and lawsuits. 
The government cannot touch LGBTI organizations because it has a limit. 
With what they will accuse LGBTI organizations, right? Otherwise they 
would have directly committed a hate crime. Our studies were narrowed 
down, it is not easy, but there is a lot of effort. During this period, we 
worked with Kaos GL, it cannot be believed how we got through this pro-
cess without any incident, but we got through, this is the product of a great 
struggle.



33

“An approach with no ifs 
and buts”

In the series of “Rights”, which we initiated by saying that “Now, it is high 
time”, our third guest is the Human Rights Foundation of Turkey (TI-
HV-HRFT) Secretary General Metin Bakkalcı. We discussed torture and 
ill-treatment on account of sexual orientation and gender identity with 
Bakkalcı. 

Bakkalcı says that TIHV, which has been combatting against torture and 
ill treatment for 30 years, has adopted “an approach with no ifs and buts”, 
regardless of gender identity and sexual orientation. However, he states 
that they have difficulties in reaching LGBTI+ persons who face torture 
on account of sexual orientation: “The issue of not knowing us may be a 
reason of this to some extent, they may not know, or those who know us 
may not trust us enough”.

Bakkalcı reminds that, “The founding principle of TIHV is “to work on 
the representation of gay and transgender persons” and he emphasizes 
that it is vital that human rights and LGBTI organizations should work 
together and it is never too late.

Human Rights Foundation of Turkey was founded in 1990. Since its 
establishment, it has been a right defender against torture and ill 
treatment. Could you tell us more about the reason for existence and 
mission of TIHV?

Human Rights Foundation of Turkey was founded 30 years ago. The rea-
son for its existence is to provide the treatment and rehabilitation for sur-
vivors of torture. When you use the word “survivor of torture”; you are 
talking about a person, you are actually talking about a situation where 
absolute prohibition of torture is violated, you are talking about a person 
who is subjected to a violation. Therefore, we actually contribute to the 
“fulfillment of the right of remedy” for the persons facing violations. We 
are not a charity or aid organization. We contribute to the fulfillment of 
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that right in a holistic manner we call remedy/redress, which is the right 
of a person who faced violation. Of course, science of medicine plays a 
decisive role here undoubtfully, but we have an approach that we should 
not merely medicalize this issue from the very beginning. Because the 
issue that you call treatment and rehabilitation in case of torture is about 
the definition of what we call torture, which is the artifactual violence 
perpetrated by the “government officials” who are actually assigned for 
ensuring the safety of persons in the society.

But this is not like any violence or torture, as you said; we are talking 
about the torture inflicted by state officials and public officials. What 
distinguishes torture and ill treatment resulting from the abuse of 
public authority from other forms of torture and ill treatments?

We are not talking about any other perpetrator of violence. We are talking 
directly about the persons who have the public authority. What we call 
public authority is the “authority” we give them as the society. Of course, 
we give this authority to them for a responsibility. We say, “You will not 
damage physical integrity, you will protect us“. Therefore, any action that 
harms this integrity is defined within the framework of torture and ill 
treatment. It is an artifactual situation, which is inflicted by public officials 
based on the authority we have given them as a society, and harms the 
sense of trust from the beginning. Because you assign a duty to someone, 
they inflict torture and ill treatment, which is an extraordinarily power-
ful factor in shaking your sense of trust. The treatment and rehabilita-
tion process of this is a kind of recovery. Therefore, it cannot be a pure 
medical approach, if it is based on such a ground, it should be a holistic 
approach. Firstly, we should highlight “Why did this happen, why did this 
happen to us?” we call it “the right to truth”. The other important question 
here is “Who was behind this?” All the responsible persons should also 
be punished absolutely. Before this punishment is ensured, that is, before 
the truth is revealed and the responsible ones are punished, it is not an 
easy for persons subjected to torture to recover completely even if they 
get “the most qualified medical treatment and rehabilitation”. If “Why did 
this happen, why did this happen to us?” is not answered, the truth cannot 
be revealed, and the responsible persons cannot be punished. Moreover, 
impunity is a reality in countries like ours. This can lead persons to devel-
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op a perception that those incidents can happen again and this may force 
victims into self-blaming.

However, a holistic manner is necessary here, the truth should be revealed, 
the punishment of all those who are responsible should be ensured and an 
atmosphere of trust in which these kind of incidents will not be repeated 
should be built. There are many elements at the legal level, practice level 
and discourse level in order to build this environment of trust. What we 
use in everyday life for this is the word “prevention” Prevention of torture. 
The main reason for the existence of TIHV is this: Like many people liv-
ing in this country at that time, I was in prison on September 12, I was 
released in 1986. The Human Rights Association was established in 1986 
with the contributions of many respected people. In the human rights en-
vironment, after the military coup of 12 September 1980, the first broad 
field of activity was initiated by the Human Rights Association. We did 
not establish Human Rights Foundation of Turkey as an alternative for 
Human Rights Association in order to conduct the same studies. Rather 
we established it considering the fact that, in this country, as of today, 
more than one million people were subjected to torture and hundreds 
of thousands of people were tortured during the 1980 military coup, we 
established it in order to contribute to the concrete need in that regard in 
some way, as a result of the discussions in the Human Rights Association 
and the Turkish Medical Association at that time. We have a main func-
tion here, we are talking about torture. We are addressing the treatment 
and rehabilitation of those who were tortured, regardless of who or wher-
ever or whenever, regardless of gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, 
within or out of the borders of this country, today or 5 years ago, we have 
an approach with no ifs and buts; regardless of gender identity or sexual 
orientation. This is our fundamental principle.

Is the study of TIHV on taking measures, combating impunity and 
revealing the truth directly a part of rehabilitation?

Of course, but we are not an institution of law, there are many very valu-
able such institutions in the country. In this holistic study, it would be an 
exaggeration to claim that we undertake all the functions of prevention. 
In order to fulfill all the functions of prevention, we have always made 
efforts to mobilize volunteer networks in the human rights environment 
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as a whole with healthcare professionals from different disciplines, law-
yers, and those working in other fields. That is why, as of today, we have 
6 centers, there are permanent workers, contracted employees, but the 
basic ground is voluntary work since the beginning. In particular, we are 
a more dominant institution in terms of medical rehabilitation. We are 
a huge authority on medical documentation, which is critical in preven-
tion, not only in this country, but also in the world. The United Nations 
has only one document; its short name is the Istanbul Protocol for the 
documentation and effective investigation of survivors of torture. Why 
is it Istanbul? Because it was created in 1999 with the contribution of this 
country, with the knowledge that has been filtered scientifically taking 
into account the deep pains of this country with the efforts of the re-
spected persons, institutions while equipping it with human rights and 
it was presented to UN. A rehabilitation process is already inevitable, 
medical reporting, medical documentation are carried out by us, but 
beyond that, we also have a network in terms of social, legal, political 
and other aspects. We are trying to develop and enrich these networks, 
and we have been continuing the “prevention” activity together, from the 
very beginning.

You mentioned that an approach with no ifs and buts is your 
fundamental principle. What is your perspective on gender, sexual 
orientation and gender identity in these principles? 

Saying “no matter who it is” does not mean that we do not pay special 
attention. Every person who face torture is unique, we take an approach 
based on the concrete conditions and needs specific to that person’s 
uniqueness. What are those concrete needs? We are also trying to develop 
and train ourselves; here the critical threshold is the gender equality per-
spective. We are trying our best to realize all these in the light of gender 
equality perspective: from our daily life to the design of our spaces, from 
the profiles of our colleagues here, to the relations we establish with each 
other. But more importantly, we are here not for ourselves, but for the 
survivors of torture. Here, our relation processes with those who faced 
torture are similar in the whole treatment process from the first moment. 
Gender identity and sexual orientation are unique. We try to improve 
ourselves. This is a journey.
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I wonder about this journey you mentioned. In 1995, the Gay and 
Lesbian Rights Commission, which also includes Ankara Kaos GL 
activists, was established in the Ankara Branch of the Human Rights 
Association. However, when the board changed, the commission was 
not approved and the activists left IHD. Could you tell us about your 
experiences about those days and the stage where you reached today?

As far as I know, the first public activities of our LGBTI friends in Ankara 
were when they came to the Ankara Branch a year or two after the estab-
lishment of IHD, and I was there at that time. I remember that encounter, 
that first contact. We, too, developed ourselves over time, but I would like 
to admit here that we had a deep gap when we first met. In terms of my 
personal history, I remember very well after this encounter, for years we 
try to determine “There is such a situation, how should we approach?”. I 
mean, we have not been at our present point since childhood. We have 
also developed over time. Kaos GL and LGBT persons working in this 
field have been conducting valuable studies in this country and not only 
in terms of “programs they determined for themselves” but also in terms 
of democratic life in Turkey while opening such a valuable area extraordi-
narily. This is a very precious study, they enrich us all, and an empower-
ment specific to this area is precious in itself. From this point, of course, 
we tried to improve ourselves to approach the specific survivors of torture 
with a gender equality perspective.

Is Human Rights Foundation of Turkey able to reach LGBTI+ 
persons in terms of rehabilitation and treatment after torture and ill 
treatment?

The main mission of TIHV is to conduct a documentation study docu-
menting human rights violations under some basic titles including torture, 
after referring the survivors of torture to treatment and rehabilitation. We 
are doing this from time to time together with the Human Rights Associ-
ation (IHD) in particular, in the reports we have prepared for the Human 
Rights Day. IHD is essential here, but we also prepare daily bulletins about 
human rights violations, prepare annual reports, prepare special reports. 
We address these under five basic and subjective titles such as the right to 
life, personal safety, freedom of expression, freedom of religion and con-
science, the right to assembly and demonstration, and the Kurdish issue. 
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Therefore, it is useful to mention the social sexual equality perspective, 
which is also valid in documentation studies.

Considering the data of our documentation center, we are very sorry that 
we have not been able to reach LGBTI+ persons enough in terms of treat-
ment and rehabilitation after they are subjected to torture due to their sex-
ual orientation, despite there are large number of examples in that regard. 

What is the reason for not reaching them enough? For example, 
according to the report of Prof. Dr. Melek Göregenli and Evren 
Özer prepared on the basis of the news published in the newspapers: 
“Torture in Turkey from the 1980s till today”, there are rare 
applications made by LGBTI+ persons in the first 20 years of TIHV.

We question this a lot. We reach them difficultly. Some of this is about us. 
We have difficulties in reaching LGBTI+ persons who face torture on ac-
count of sexual orientation, because they do not trust us. The issue of not 
knowing us may be a reason of this to some extent, they may not know, or 
those who know us may not trust us enough.

I do not want use pretentious sentences, but it is worth discussing whether 
it is their preference to deal with these problems in their own environ-
ment, and mainly their lack of trust in other environments. But we are try-
ing a lot, for these reasons; we had a kind of two-day private meeting with 
friends working in all LGBTI fields in Istanbul the previous year. Before 
that, we had many meetings, and we shared our experiences on contacting 
with torture and trauma survivors, interview principles, methods of pro-
tection from secondary trauma, documenting violations and specifically 
documenting torture. These meetings were also gatherings that we held 
about learning things and developing ways of doing things together.

As far as I observed, we got a total of 908 new applications in 2019, very 
few of them made by LGBTI persons, we are very sorry about that.

How does TIHV receive and distinguish the applications of torture 
and ill treatment on account of sexual orientation and gender identity?

There is a gender identity section in our application files. In the gender 
section, there are four options: women, men, trans women and trans men, 
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and we record it with these questions. But there is no question about sexu-
al orientation. We do not ask questions about sexual orientation, but if the 
person shares it, it will be recorded. We do not ask any specific questions 
to any of the applicants, and the reason for this approach is the feeling 
of trust. Because in each question, the relationship between you and the 
applicant develops in a very special way, the feeling of trust is essential. 
Questions such as religious belief, ethnic origin, or sexual orientation that 
could potentially damage the sense of trust, are not asked, since there is 
a risk of causing different perceptions, the feeling of trust is essential for 
us. But gender identity is an explicit situation, other identities or special 
situations are recorded when the person discloses it with us, that informa-
tion is protected in line with the principle of privacy, it is something that 
becomes explicit to the extent of the consent. As a result, the persons may 
not have expressed their sexual orientation in applications because we are 
not explicitly asked.

For example, suppose that transgender persons informed you about 
the torture and ill treatment they faced and applied you by sharing 
their sexual orientation in addition to their gender identity. From this 
point, how does TIHV contact the applicant and what procedure does 
it follow?

In the first interview for those who have been tortured, the story with all 
its elements is taken first. In accordance with the principles of interview, 
taking the story is done with a didactic way by asking questions and get-
ting answers, but in a way that enables the emergence of the original sit-
uation in a process. This causes the feeling of trust to be built. Therefore, 
everything is not completed in the first interview; it progresses as that 
feeling of trust is built. Until that stage, it has to be carried out very care-
fully, the first interview may not be enough, and it may be complemented 
in the second interview. Our fellow physicians complete the appropriate 
interview processes, including history taking, then a medical assessment is 
made. There is a psychological dimension for medical assessment, but also 
how valuable the assessment to be made by psychological committee is 
shared with the applicant, and if necessary, such assessment is performed 
by this committee in that regard, and our social worker friends also com-
plete the social service interview processes. After all this process is com-
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pleted, that is, after the necessary consultation needs and laboratory needs 
are completed, an effort to provide a diagnosis is made. After a diagnosis 
is provided, a treatment process is initiated with physical, psychological 
or other dimensions based on that diagnosis. In the meantime, since all 
these are recorded, the basis of medical documentation is formed and as 
a result, if the person requests a report from us, a report is prepared based 
on medical documentation. Then, depending on the person’s condition, a 
treatment process is initiated, which will take a certain period of time. A 
follow-up process occurs for us to see the treatment is completed and for 
the person to feel that the treatment is sufficient. As a result, the process 
after applying to the TIHV does not proceed with immediate contact.

Torture practices based on gender identity or sexual orientation may 
change. A law enforcement officer can cut the hairs of the trans sex 
workers in custody, or they can be forced to undergo medical test 
without their consent in the hospitals. But the same practice may 
or may not be applied to gays. Do you see any difference in terms of 
sexual orientation and gender identity? So I want to ask this: Are you 
conducting a broader interview in the applications you got regarding 
torture and ill treatment on account of sexual orientation or gender 
identity?

Of all the abuse and torture, sexual torture, sexual violence is an issue in 
itself. There are many elements of sexual violence and torture such as ver-
bal, physical violence and insulting, especially against women, children, 
LGBTI persons. Being tortured specifically on account of sexual orien-
tation is another threshold. Unfortunately, according to our experiences 
until today, we have observed that such torture and ill treatment can be 
inflicted more easily. We know that those who are subjected to torture and 
ill treatment on account of their sexual orientation should be welcomed 
by a multidisciplinary delegation while trying to develop our approaches 
and train ourselves on this issue. To the extent that an atmosphere of trust 
cannot be built, the survivors of torture hesitate to share their psychologi-
cal and physical experiences. This is a very vulnerable process. In the first 
meetings, these may not be shared in the first weeks as a result; it is some-
thing highly significant in building a sense of trust. As I mentioned, it is 
necessary to mobilize our more experienced friends, especially in this field, 
to ensure our internal journey by cooperating with other institutions.
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We need this, and I would like to state that we need more joint studies 
with the institutions working in this field, especially to strengthen the 
treatment processes of those who faced torture, and to improve ourselves 
in a common way.

I think you have two different reporting studies. For example, Pride 
bans or trans murders are reflected in your daily reports. So how 
are the violations faced on account of gender identity and sexual 
orientation reflected in your reports?

Reporting is done in two dimensions. One of them is the reporting pro-
cess, which we call medical documentation, of a person subjected to direct 
torture. This is a process belongs to the survivors of torture. This is being 
prepared in an approach that is manifested in what we call the Istanbul 
Protocol. The second one is the documentation and reporting of torture, 
ill treatment and violations under 5-6 main titles.

When a person is exposed to torture, Human Rights Foundation of Tur-
key, together with the experts, makes the medical assessment of torture 
faced by the persons and prepares a report on that. In other reporting, we 
try to closely monitor daily life in a specific framework such as the right to 
life, personal safety, freedom of expression, freedom of religion and con-
science, the right to assembly and demonstration, and the Kurdish issue. 
At this daily monitoring, daily bulletins are prepared after the verification 
processes are completed as much as possible. It is then reported under 
certain issues. Certain titles and special reports can be prepared according 
to the agenda.

We monitor persons who lost their lives as a result of hate crimes on ac-
count of their sexual orientation or gender identity and we address these 
under the title of right to life. In the daily bulletin, it is always included 
under special titles in the reports we prepare from time to time, especially 
for 26 June International Day in Support of Victims of Torture and for 10 
December Human Rights Week. In the context of personal safety, torture 
and ill treatment, we mention LGBTI persons subjected to this type of 
treatment in special bulletins, interim reports, under relevant titles. The 
prohibition of the Pride was reflected in the reports on the violation of 
the right to assembly and demonstration, and we monitored it day by day.
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Have you been able to monitor the torture and ill treatment cases 
against LGBTI+ persons during the curfews during the state of 
emergency? During this period, there were torture and ill treatment 
by security forces against women and LGBTI+ persons. Are those 
cases reflected in your reports?
If I say for myself, I am one of those feeling that whatever works done 
will be not enough in this country, our works will not be enough. Those 
were not enough in the curfew issue, we were very active in the following 
processes, yes, but this was not enough. Your question aroused me: Lets 
do something together, it is not too late. Maybe it is too late on the one 
hand, but not too late on the other. Our Cizre Report, which we prepared 
together with various institutions, is based on the visit we made after the 
curfew ended after 79 days, for example, we addressed many issues there, 
but as you mentioned, torture and ill treatment of LGBTI persons was 
not included in the report. We could not do it; we addressed the children, 
but not LGBTI persons. For example, together with the Gündem Çocuk 
Association, we determined certain titles for this report at that time, but 
we later carried out a very valuable holistic work on children in armed 
conflict. As you say, it is too late on the one hand, yes, we apologize for 
this, but on the other hand it is not too late. We do not have much concrete 
data; this is something that needs to be worked on. Lets work together, 
please. Although we had such a perspective at that time, although we tried 
to look with this perspective, we could not make any meaningful work.

We will learn a lot, will learn together and develop this together. We want 
to continue our work in meeting the LGBTI persons I mentioned, we want 
to strengthen it. These must be ongoing relations to meet the needs.

Finally, I would like to ask you about the representation right of sexual 
orientation and gender identity in the “founding principles of TIHV”.

We have determined the new founding principles of the Human Rights 
Foundation of Turkey in 2013. One of them is about representation of 
sexual orientation and gender identity. We encourage this in the recruit-
ment of new founders and employees. We have a founding statement for 
ensuring the representation of gays and transgender individuals: “To con-
duct studies for the representation of gays and transgender persons who 
continue their struggle for human rights in the perspective of sexual ori-
entation and gender identity”.
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“Struggle for animal rights is the 
struggle for justice”

In the series of “Rights”, which we initiated by saying that “Now, it is high 
time”, our fourth guest is Fatma Biltekin, the coordinator of the Animal 
Rights Monitoring Committee (HAKIM). We discussed the animal rights 
struggle, the intersectionality between this struggle and the LGBTI+ and 
women’s movement, the correlations between hate crimes and speciesism, 
and the current status of the animal rights law, with Biltekin, one of the 
founders of HAKIM.

Emphasizing that the struggle for animal rights is the struggle for jus-
tice, Fatma Biltekin underlines the power relations and domination on 
the basis of the forms of discrimination, and states that women, LGBTI+ 
persons, children and animals are in the grip of this power. According to 
Biltekin, the injustice experienced is no different from the domination of 
one race over another race, or of one gender over another.

Explaining the intersectionality between the anti-speciesist movement and 
the women’s and LGBTI+ movement, Biltekin explains the connection be-
tween “compulsory heterosexism” and “compulsory carnivore lives” im-
posed by the system as follows. “In a world based on binary gender system 
ignoring other genders and orientations, we grow up with the heterosexu-
ality imposed on us. This reminds me of growing up with the carnivorism 
imposed on us. The system imposes on us what it needs to sell itself better”.

Stating that the struggle for animal rights is a progressive struggle, Biltekin 
at this point reminds us the struggle for draft law on animal protection 
while emphasizing the fact that the five parties in parliament agreed on 
one subject for the first time in Turkey: on animal rights.

I would like to start our interview by asking a very simple question. 
What is the struggle for animal rights, why exactly does this struggle 
exist?

Struggle for animal rights is the struggle for justice. It is a struggle against 
the violation of the innate rights the animals entitled to such as freedom, 



44

right to life, physical integrity, freedom from torture, sexual violence, 
etc. Human beings kill, exploit, torture, imprison animals, and use them 
in experiments. We kill more than 150 billion animals in a year just for 
obtaining meat; we are talking about an ongoing genocide. The animal 
rights struggle is trying to prevent this genocide. We all have some in-
nate rights, and both women and children used to have various rights. At 
certain times, our rights have disappeared, and we are all trying to regain 
them. Animals were also free once, they also had rights, but we took 
away these from them. The animal rights struggle is trying to restore the 
rights taken from animals. Being free, living free from torture, living in 
own natural environment are the fundamental rights. There is no dif-
ference between sheep and dog, cat and mouse. In 2016, during the Eid 
al-Adha, two cows were dropped off on the roadside because they got 
sick while being carried in a crowded truck for animal trade, they were 
thrown away, this is something that is considered very normal because 
those animals are only numbers for the people. For example, the chicken 
to be slaughtered is not given food for two days, or what we call buggy 
is a great torture against horses. It is torture to force horses to transport 
a heavy group of people by whipping them. There can be no greater tor-
ture than this. The experiment is torture in itself. For example, the rabbit 
suffers a lot during the draize tests, but it does not matter for the experi-
mentists, because they think that they are doing a useful study. There are 
animals produced for experiments, which is based on sexual violence. 
With artificial impregnation, animals are artificially impregnated, sperm 
is taken from the male animal by electroejaculation method, a method 
used in Nazi Germany to torture men, we develop it further and use it 
on animals. Especially in the dairy industry, the cow is forcibly impreg-
nated by this method, and after giving birth; they separate the cow from 
the offspring to steal the milk. This is all torture. This is exactly why the 
animal rights struggle exists.

Like racism, sexism, homophobia, biphobia, transphobia and other 
forms of discrimination, speciesism is a form of discrimination. 
But besides the struggles against discrimination I mentioned at the 
beginning, the struggle against speciesism unfortunately comes to 
mind later. Is this line that distinguishes speciesism from other forms 
of discrimination drawn here because it is not anthropocentric? What 
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is the connection between the struggle against speciesism, animal 
rights struggle and human rights? Should not it be necessary to 
defend rights as a whole?

Actually, all societies are speciesist. In such a world, we are raised with 
the perception that eating animals is very normal. So it can take a lot 
of time for us to see or notice it, yes. The reason why speciesism is not 
so visible is that animals cannot come out and defend their rights and 
it is not anthropocentric. I can give the following reason for indicating 
the gap and inequality between rights: Anthropocentrism. In fact, even 
what we do to nature is not better than what we do to animals, because 
human beings feel close to animals. What we do to the trees is not visi-
ble at all, it is much more difficult to make this visible, because human 
beings cannot identify themselves with trees. The relation we establish 
with mammals is not the same as the relation we establish with advo-
cating their rights and the relation we have with animals living in the 
sea, because we do not feel close to these animals, we feel more closer to 
mammals. It is all about the anthropocentrism. Even when combatting 
for animal rights, there are such contexts, a hierarchical position human 
beings built about the issues they choose. It should be understood that 
we are all harmed for the same reason; we are all in this situation be-
cause of power relations. In fact, these power relations and ambivalent 
situations pave the way for all kinds of discrimination, against animal, 
human, gay, heterosexual ... We all face this violence and power to some 
extent in this society. You have to exclude someone so that you can exist, 
people believe that. Animal rights were more invisible, but I am very 
hopeful about the momentum of the movement in recent years, because 
information can be spread much faster, change is much faster nowadays. 
The fastest growing movement in the world right now is the animal 
rights movement. According to a study conducted by GlobalData, be-
tween 2014 and 2017, the number of consumers identified as vegans in 
the United States increased from 1 percent to 6 percent, it is an increase 
by 600 percent, some of them has plant based diet, herein a distinction 
needs to be made but when you talk about veganism 10 years ago, no one 
was aware of that in Turkey. Now, when you say, “I am vegan”, they can 
mostly understand what you mean.
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You said the common ground is a matter of power. So where exactly 
does the anti-speciesist animal rights struggle position itself, what kind 
of a struggle is this? How did it say that this is a struggle for rights?

We explain this situation by the issue of justice. Because there is an injus-
tice, there is the domination of one species over another. It is no different 
from the domination of one race over another, or from the domination of 
one gender over another. In fact, here we use the discourses of the LGBTI 
movement or the discourses of the women’s movement. We are different 
but equal; this is a very common discourse. If we consider animal rights 
under two main titles, we can explain animal welfare and animal free-
dom. Animal welfare does not have a rights-based point of view, it is a 
movement that tells people that animals should be kept in larger cages or 
to be killed by the electroshock without suffering, in order for the human 
beings feel themselves better. It is also within the animal rights movement, 
but I thought it was not developed in Turkey.

Why is there no one who works for animal welfare?

We know about some foreign institutions working on the slaughterhouses 
in Turkey, and we are getting information and the footages from them. 
I do not know any association in Turkey working on this. Associations 
mostly work on cat and dog, bird rights or their protection. For the first 
time in Turkey, an association: Freedom to Earth Association was found-
ed in 2010 in that regard. This association was established to combat all 
forms of discrimination. The existence of the association provided a new 
momentum to the movement of animal rights in Turkey, in fact the thing 
which provided a new momentum to the animal rights movement in the 
world, is the “Earthlings” documentary published in 2005. Because it has 
disclosed the things that we have not seen behind the closed doors, and 
this raised awareness and brought a new momentum to the movement. 
We are also discussing that it is the pornography of violence, in fact, con-
stantly being exposed to it, after a while, it can insensitize the person or 
show the perpetrators the way and method. A dog was thrown into the 
forest after the paws cut off. After that incident, many such incidents have 
happened. There was an incident of sexual violence committed by insert-
ing an object, it was reflected in the news, and we started to hear much 
similar news after that incident.
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I compare the situation with the violence pattern in femicides and 
hate murders. For example, while we are preparing the news, we do 
not include details that will show the way and method or tell how the 
murder was committed.

It is a similar situation. But that is also a problem if we do not show it, 
people cannot be aware of it. It will be necessary to somehow show what 
is happening in the experiment centers. What will be the limit here? This 
must be the biggest debate of animal rights activists right now, but we 
cannot discuss this yet. We do not know to what extent we should show 
it, because I see people insensitized, or I see them reacting against this 
on social media for relieving themselves. Everyone retreats after this, it 
becomes very difficult to discuss afterwards. For example, why the protec-
tive, preventive activities, the underlying reasons are not discussed? Peo-
ple take the easy way out by not discussing it.

If we talk about addressing speciesism and patriarchy as a whole, you 
mentioned that the movement uses the discourses of the LGBTI+ 
movement and the women’s movement. What are these discourses? 
What are the correlations between animal exploitation and the 
ideologies of hate such as homophobia, biphobia, and transphobia? 
Can you explain this by providing an example?

We often see in advertisements that the animal body is feminized and 
turned into an object of passion. We see animals in the advertisements 
animated and asking, “Do you desire my legs, thighs or chest?” The issue 
here is actually “absent referent”. When you go to the market, you cannot 
see the bloody meat, meat comes clean, you cannot establish a connection 
with your plate and the original form of that meat, the referent becomes 
absent. Because the system does not allow you to see, if you see it, you 
would not eat or buy that meat. Likewise, there is a system that objectifies 
the female body and turns it into an advertising tool, it is no different from 
the one applied to the animal. It is called the “absent referent”, a theory 
that Carol J. Adams explained in her book “The Sexual Politics of Meat”. 
We can also evaluate patriarchy and hunting side by side. The other day, 
I investigated the femicides committed with a hunting rifle; I found 20 
news in 5 minutes. The hunting and weapon industry is something that 
already goes hand in hand, and hunting is something that glorifies mas-
culinity. It is also a power indicator. Weapons used in hunting are actually 



48

used in femicides and trans murders. Because someone who does not see 
any problem in killing a living creature can aim a being standing on the 
grass with the offspring and takes a shot at longer distance, and someone 
who enjoys it can kill a woman, a trans person or a child one day.

Hunting culture is very intertwined with the killing culture of 
masculinity. So lets discuss the anti-speciesist movement and the 
LGBTI+ movement... I see the two movements as more intersectional 
and their studies are interconnected. What kinds of discussions have 
been held about the anti-speciesist vegan movement and the struggle 
for rights within the LGBTI+ movement?

It is about how profoundly you experience marginalizing. The marginali-
zation experienced by LGBTI persons and the one experienced by animals 
are very similar, and this is also the case for women. But it is much easier 
for people faced with hate crimes to understand what animals go through. 
Therefore, the target audience of the anti-speciesism movement is LGB-
TI activists, children’s rights activists or women’s organizations. In short, 
it can be easier to explain people who struggle against marginalization 
in order them to understand and think about, when you say “Look, this 
is also marginalization”. They may not completely see what the animal is 
experiencing, they may not realize, but when you show this, they cannot 
stand away and you build the debate by telling them: “you are against mar-
ginalization and discrimination, here is the greatest of discrimination”. I 
know that a friend of mine, who went to pride parade 10 years ago with a 
fur coat, became vegan 10 years later. 

What did you experience in your discussions during this period?

At first it was seen, as “This is not our struggle”; as is the case with this 
ecology movement. But what develops the struggles, the movements, is the 
change of an actor within the movement. People in the LGBTI movement 
also started to change, as we started to have relations, when we contin-
ued to have relations. I am an open and proud bisexual person, those are 
the two movements that I should be in already, naturally I told about my 
struggle and myself. In the final part of the statement that Burak (Özgüner) 
made while declaring his conscientious objection, he said: “We may have 
no means, however, as those who want a total liberation for animals, per-
sons and nature, that means liberation for all without exception we will 
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continue to change the world from where we stand, with our rejection, our 
joy, our anger...“ So when you contact people, you do not know whom they 
can change or what they can change. This can keep on snowballing, so I be-
lieve in this union very much. People working in the field of animal rights 
should go to all civil society meetings, because we can all meet on a com-
mon ground, we need to go to these meetings and explain our problems. 
For years, civil society looked at us as “They are the elements within the 
movement”; and they evaluated the trans movement similarly for years. 
No, we are not just the mere elements within this struggle.

Rather, you are the subjects…

Exactly, we are fighting for rights; we are not different from you all. It is 
necessary for us to go and express this in all those meetings; this is how 
we could spread the struggle. Burak worked hard for ensuring this. We try 
to go to all the meetings in Turkey, it will not happen instantly, we have 
to work a lot, it takes time, and we need patience. It is very difficult to 
find funds for animal rights in Turkey; as it is the case for the rest of the 
world for many years. There have been institutions that provided us with 
funds because we insisted on ensuring a space for animal rights. It has not 
happened in a year, we disturbed people, we should disturb people more. 
This is the duty of civil society anyway, it is to disturb people, and so we 
also disturb other actors of civil society. You say, “You are discriminating 
here, there is a mistake here”, if meat is consumed at the events you attend, 
you talk about it and bring up on the agenda of that event. We have to be 
there and explain this.

For the memory of Burak Özgüner... Burak was a conscientious 
objector, an animal rights activist and a LGBTI+ activist. At this 
point, enormous difficulties imposed by the system come into play. 
Compulsory military service, compulsory heterosexism, compulsory 
carnivorism... The men who decide this and the patriarchy who 
impose it. For example, you reject military service because it is a 
militaristic and homophobic structure, and it feeds the violence 
and war. What do you think about the relation between compulsory 
heterosexism and compulsory carnivorism?

The system imposes its own truth on us. When children are born, they 
do not want to eat meat, it is a fact that the family is forcing them to eat. 
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Or it is very difficult to come out, it is difficult to identify the situation in 
yourself and they make you think you are defective. The system makes 
you experience this; you contradict yourself. When I became vegan, at 
the beginning, I was afraid to telling it people; the reactions were so hor-
rible that I did not want to deal with them. You have to constantly ex-
plain yourself. Carnivore persons does not have to explain themselves, or 
straight persons do not have to explain themselves, but I have to explain 
myself constantly, and it is very exhausting. If I talk about the issue of 
conscientious objection... The system does not just kill people, it kills an-
imals, destroys nature, and sets fires. In the criminal complaint we filed 
against the murder of the mules in Roboski, we filed a criminal complaint 
against the Army Force personnel who killed and injured many mules, 
knowing that they were against the law and order, even though they were 
not authorized to do so. We could not get any result, of course. Burak 
declared his conscientious objection after the killings of mules. We also 
know about the trauma a gay person may experience, know that rape is 
common, and suicides or suspicious deaths are common. The system cov-
ered it up, closed the cases, and tried to prevent us from speaking about 
these. Conscientious objection is about making these visible. It means that 
“I am against this system and I will not use the gun for you”, “I will not tool 
up for anyone, not kill for anyone”. It is about defending the life.

We grow up in a world that contains certain patterns, in a world based on 
binary gender system ignoring other genders and orientations; we grow 
up with the heterosexuality imposed on us. This reminds me of growing 
up with the carnivorism imposed on us. The system imposes on us what it 
needs to sell itself better.

The system is built on mother, father and child; that is, it needs heterosex-
ism. Because the system must produce toys, and sell cars to families…the 
system also needs cancer. Does not the system know that meat is some-
thing unhealthy? Of course it knows. But the system needs to keep itself 
ongoing. It must perform experiment and produce medicines. Of course, 
a carnivore in this world can easily say that living as vegan is too extreme 
or difficult.

Actually it is not difficult, everyone can do it, and none of us are special. 
Also, killing and eating a living thing when you do not need it is far more 
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extreme for me. Moreover, we are doing something very easy; I think the 
difficult thing is to exploit animals. It is much harder to think about it 
when you want to sleep with peace of mind. It is easiest to get out of this 
if it bothers my conscience, if I cannot argue politically in any way. We 
have many methods to combat against the system, not even entering this 
chain of consumption and exploitation is a struggle in itself, changing the 
routines of life is a struggle.

I want to discuss animal rights law. Can you talk about the drafting 
process of this law? Is the law really drafted in line with rights, how do 
you evaluate it in accordance with the animal rights?

Animal Rights Law is enacted in 2004 in Turkey. In the past, municipali-
ties had “killing teams” poisoning street animals, collecting them, munic-
ipalities used to buy poisons from their own budget. The law was passed 
in 2004 and the law says, “You cannot kill animals.” The teams that killed 
the animals the day before were expected to catch and cure the animals 
the next day and leave them where they were taken. Then these killings 
began to occur in shelters, mountaintops and forests, and the killings did 
not stop. If this law had been implemented, we would not have had such 
problems with animal rights. The law is not enforced; it is so difficult to 
even impose administrative fines, Sibel. The despair experienced by an-
imal rights activists is so deep. Yes, we do not equate ourselves with the 
desperation of animals, but you shall impose an administrative fine, it 
should not be that hard. They said they would change the law in 2011. 
Negotiations began with the Ministry of Justice, in 2014 there was a law 
proposed by the Ministry of Justice. At that time, animal rights activists 
fought a lot. Because instead of the Article 6 stating that “send the animals 
to shelters, take the animals, cure them, bring them back where you took 
them”, they were proposing “Take the animal, cure them, sterilize them, 
bring them back where you took them, but if there is a school, hospital, 
mosque in that place, you cannot leave them there”. There is no neighbor-
hood without school, hospital or a mosque. This actually means: “we will 
either imprison the animals into shelters or throw them into forests.” For 
this reason, they built a concentration camp in Kısırkaya, they tried to do 
the same in Pendik, we were able to understand it and stop it before the 
construction started. Their original intention was to set up large concen-
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tration camps away from the city, but they were unable to change the law 
because of the reactions they got. We can see here that the social power of 
animal rights struggle is great.

There was a protest in Taksim in 2012; it was the first time I saw such a 
crowded animal rights protest, there were thousands of people, that pro-
test was effective.

After 15 July, there was a huge increase in violence against animals. We in-
sisted that a research commission should be established in the Parliament, 
that this commission should investigate the situation of animal rights, 
submit a proposal report, if the law is to be made, it should be done in 
line with it. A commission in that regard was established towards the end 
of 2018, they announced the research report in October 2019 and resort-
ed to animal rights activists in those commission meetings. Burak made 
the deputies to watch the confidential slaughterhouse footages for the first 
time. It was an important step in getting it recorded and doing something. 
We presented the proposal to the Commission, many things we demand-
ed in the proposal report were actually met, but there were still problems. 
If you recommend the closure of the slaughterhouses, you are not taken 
seriously, it should not be the right of anyone to comment on how to kill 
animals, and so we never went them with the welfareist discourse. Yet, 
we presented proposals that suggest things that can be “taken seriously” 
and can be done actually. We recommended a ban for the trade of living 
animals but they rejected us. We recommended a camera system to be 
built in slaughterhouses, but they rejected us. There were a lot of things 
that could be taken into consideration, but actually they do not want to 
address those much because of the religious concerns. The first point of 
our recommendations was that the animals should be recognized as the 
sentient beings. While this report described animals as sentient beings, 
it only offered recommendations on stray animals and animals that are 
confined, but the report does not mention any creatures that are used in 
the livestock industry that actually violate their rights every day. There 
have also been recommendations such as prohibition of the zoos, animal 
circus, closure of dolphin parks, prohibition of mobile sterilization, pro-
hibition of owned-unowned distinction and the punishment for animal 
violence. These recommendations were valuable, but just as recommen-
dations.
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An Animal Rights Law is currently being drafted; it will be proposed by 
an AKP deputy, this will be the first time, because generally such are pro-
posed by CHP or HDP. It can also be rejected because it is proposed by 
another party, but now we have such a chance. A draft will be proposed by 
the AKP, we have not seen it yet, but it is said that it goes in line with the 
Parliament’s Animal Rights Research Commission report, we were wait-
ing for the draft law to come to the Agriculture Commission before COV-
ID-19. I thought there would be a lot of discussion in the commission, 
but because of this COVID -19 period, we could not go further. While 
talking about the prohibition of zoos and dolphin parks before, the econ-
omy, which has harmed even more due to the epidemic, may cause the 
argument of dolphin park owners, “We are bringing foreign currency into 
the country” to strengthen suddenly. Dolphin park and petshop owners 
are already lobbying in the Parliament. In recent months, amendments 
have been made in the regulation regarding the establishment of petshops 
and animal production farms, which shows that their lobbying were ef-
fective. That is why animal rights activists should also be in Parliament. 
The report of the commission does not recommend banning the sale of 
animals in pet shops because it fears that “under the counter production 
will increase” if the sale of animals in pet shops is banned. The tragic part 
is that under the counter production is already everywhere; petshops are 
the reason behind the fact that there are so many stray animals on the 
street. There are dogs bought on a whim and then thrown into the street.

But no matter what happens, we should not despair, because the animal 
rights struggle is a progressive struggle. Five parties in parliament agreed 
on one subject for the first time in Turkey: on animal rights. That is real-
ly important. They agreed on establishment of a Research Commission, 
which is a big achievement. I hope the draft bill comes in a way that we 
can agree.
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“Whoever says that ‘my right has 
been violated’ has a priority”

In the series of “Rights”, which we initiated by saying that “Now, it is high 
time”, our fifth guest is Human Rights Association Co-Chair Eren Kes-
kin. We discussed her first contact with the LGBTI+ movement and trans 
women, the transformation in IHD, the homophobic and transphobic ap-
proaches in rights based advocacy and the stage where the struggle for 
justice has reached today, with Eren Keskin.

Eren Keskin was the first person to act as a lawyer when trans women ap-
plied to IHD for the torture they were exposed to years ago. However, she 
explains that in the early years of this struggle for trans people, she was ex-
posed to the homophobic and transphobic discourses of her friends, who 
are human rights defenders. “What surprised me most was the homopho-
bia of my own friends. They could not be my friends anymore because 
although they appreciate me in the Kurdish issue, they later mocked me 
because I was addressing trans women.”

According to Keskin, who stated that she had fought in IHD against 
homophobia and transphobia in the past and among the rights defend-
ers, today there is no such attitude within the IHD, but Keskin reminds 
us that there are still “rights defenders” who identify themselves as leftist 
and democrat and still refrain from signing a joint text with the LGBTI+ 
movement.”

“If you maintain that official ideology, which I am adding heterosexual 
power to this official ideology, whatever ideological identity you define for 
yourself, I do not think it reflects the truth”

Emphasizing the importance of the momentum that separate organiza-
tions provided to the LGBTI+ movement in the past, Keskin points out 
that the movement and the struggle have brought the judiciary to a point 
where it cannot act freely as before.
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You have been in the human rights struggle for more than 30 years. 
You are among the founders of the Legal Aid Bureau against Sexual 
Harassment and Rape in Custody and the Human Rights Association 
(IHD). You served as the President of Istanbul Branch of IHD and 
you are currently the co-chair of IHD. You have been fighting against 
sexual harassment and rape for years. How did your first contact 
with LGBTI+ persons and the LGBTI+ movement in your history of 
advocacy start?

I became a member of the IHD in 1989 and served as a board member in 
the 1990 congress. Mainly, my struggle for human rights started actively 
in 1990. In the early 90s, torture against trans women was intense. At that 
time there was a torturer policeman known as “Hortum Süleyman”, he 
started his duty in 1991 or 92, I think, he worked for a long time. Trans 
women started to come to the association at that time, because there were 
no other non-governmental organizations at that time, they could only 
apply to IHD and they came to IHD. This is how our first active contact 
began. There was no such thing in the LGBTI movement, anyway. As a re-
sult of the 80 coup, everyone was dispersed. Everyone would come to the 
IHD, the first non-governmental organization founded in 1986, for every 
problem in those years. When those of our friends came to the IHD, I first 
saw this clearly: First, their victimization, the torture they experienced; 
I also saw how much homophobia and transphobia were actually at that 
time even within the Human Rights Association. Because many of our 
friends did not want to be interested, even when I got their power of at-
torney I also encountered sarcastic reactions: “They would think that you 
are also a trans woman, do not you think about walking side by side with 
them on the street?” Of course, this changed later, but at first we experi-
enced these. Our first contact was that time. I never forget that once 11 
women came in 1992, all of them had bleedings, they could not sit, when 
we asked what happened they told me that Hortum Süleyman had taken 
them to the Belgrat Forests and forced them to sit on piles, it was very 
terrible. I said, ”Come on, we are going to Süleyman”, we left the associa-
tion. Some hesitated and said, “Then they will harass us more”. We entered 
the room of Hortum Süleyman with three or four friends, I said, “What 
kind of human being are you, are not you ashamed to inflict this torture 
to these people!” I never forgot about his reaction, he said, “Go take care 
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of the terrorists, are they human beings worth for you to take care of?” I 
never forgot about what he said, he used exactly these sentences.

Then we had a fight verbally, and then we got out, after I saw that we could 
not compromise with this man then we said we should file a criminal 
complaint. There were already mutual trials, during those they brought 
many fascist organizations and made them attack us. At that time, there 
was Demet Demir, there were challenging trials and hearings, those were 
reflected in the press every time. Later, when the first Pride Parade was 
to be held, it was also prevented. Then they came to IHD again. It was to 
be held under the leadership of the IHD, and they prevented it again. We 
made press statements, organized protests, we always tried to provide a 
space to the LGBTI movement in the panels, but in the meantime, as I 
said, we were still experiencing something within ourselves, it was differ-
ent than what it is today. But even today I do not believe that those who 
call themselves leftist and democrats have overcome this situation. Now 
everything has of course been “normalized”; but at that time, there were 
discussions whether we let those persons to be spokespersons. I remem-
ber that we were in such a situation. In short, my first contact with them 
likes this.

You mentioned Demet Demir. Demet Demir was one of the first 
LGBTI+ activists that Amnesty International started an emergency 
action campaign about. As you mentioned, during the period of 
Beyoğlu Teams Supervisor Süleyman Ulusoy, known as “Hortum 
Süleyman”, trans persons were subjected to torture. When Demet was 
detained from her home, you intervened on behalf of IHD. At that 
time there was something called “adventure”, they moved the suspect 
or defendant between the police stations, while hindering their access 
to the lawyer. It was also reflected in the reports that the police raped 
transgender persons. Hortum Süleyman was also sued; you were 
Demet’s lawyer.

Demet was a pioneer. Of course, as with every human being, there were 
people who were political among them, as well as non-political people. 
The awareness of a political person to seek justice becomes more devel-
oped and she knows what ways she can apply. For this reason, Demet’s 
being a political person at the same time, knowing the application mech-



57

anisms and having good relations with institutions made her a leader at 
that time. Demet was at the top of the struggle in those years. In fact, this 
was a situation that showed how important courage is in the LGBTI strug-
gle and in the human rights struggle. Because many of them approached 
as follows: Since they always had to do sex work at that time and were 
always face to face with the police, they generally refrain from the mecha-
nisms despite the violence they experienced, saying that the police would 
prevent them, that they would be hindered to work or that they would be 
subjected to violence during work. But Demet always tried to convince 
her friends with her identity in favor of the struggle. We had such a lot 
of cooperation with Demet. Demet really had an important role in per-
suading them to initiate the fight. It was even important to file those cases. 
Even if you sued, you were always considered as guilty by the judiciary. 
When we went to the hearings, people threw stones or spat. These people 
came as organized, they organized and brought the “Ülkü Ocakları (Na-
tionalist Groups of Grey Wolves)” with them, they insulted us. Where you 
were right, you were also being attacked again.

How was the reaction of the courthouses?

They acted a little more careful when IHD involved but overall it has no 
difference than other institutions of the judiciary in Turkey; extremely 
male dominated, homophobic and transphobic. As a lawyer, I did not 
encounter any disrespect for myself in many of the lawsuits I entered, 
but since trans women are generally more visible in cases, they suffer the 
most. I have encountered very bad attitudes of judges and prosecutors. 
While their testimonies were taken, I witnessed them saying “Okay, okay, 
cut it short!” by patronizing. I have seen judges who always try to make 
you feel “You are different, you are not one of us” even if you are in the 
position of plaintiff.

In the example of Demet, the name that was sued was a police officer, 
and even a chief. It must be not an easy process. Still, his being a 
high-ranking officer could not prevent him from appearing before the 
court.

Hortum Süleyman was such a man: Years later he became a candidate for 
nomination for being a mayor from AKP, but he had to withdraw his can-
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didacy as a result of the criticism of us and the LGBTI movement. It hap-
pened because this struggle was developing. If there were then, it could 
be a surplus value, because the movement was not developed at that time. 
This was a great success, but Hortum Süleyman was an important figure in 
the state, a man who always existed and was extremely impudent. He was 
so sure that nothing would happen to him, he openly said “I can torture 
them”, he was beating people with a hose anyway. The origin of his nick-
name Hortum (Hose) comes from here. He was a figure that had a great 
freedom and could torture people, as he wanted. Look at what he told me, 
according to his perception, “terrorists” are more valuable, He could say, 
“Go take care of the terrorists, are they human beings worth for you to 
take care of?” If I talk about the judicial authorities... We had a trans wom-
an client who was subjected to violence in Bursa, and some of the people 
she provided as witnesses were trans women, and while she was providing 
her testimony, the judge said at the hearing “Do not lie, God damned you 
already” and said this at the hearing. We objected and claimed for these 
statements to be recorded and we said, “You are committing a hate crime,” 
it was not even recorded, we had a fight at the hearing. In general, their 
approach was always like this.

The period of Hüseyin Çapkın, who was appointed as the Chief of 
Istanbul Police in 2009, is similar to the period of Hortum Süleyman. 
But there is also a transformation. Considering the time of Hortum 
Süleyman, there was a period of 15-20 years until the period of 
Hüseyin Çapkın. Can you evaluate this period inbetween? What kind 
of transformation did you witness?

In the early years, there was only IHD; the LGBTI movement’s own NGOs 
had not yet been established. For this reason, they always wanted to es-
tablish a commission in IHD, they did it from time to time, but I also 
believed that organizing at IHD was not enough, we were talking about 
it among ourselves, they had to establish their own organizations. I saw 
how important this was after those organizations were established, be-
cause it is your main field of struggle, I think that separate organization 
has provided a great momentum to the LGBTI movement. Because this 
geography is extremely racist, Sunni Muslim and “heterosexual racist.” I 
define it that way, because there is an understanding that does not allow 
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anyone but straight people to live. Since this is an extremely totalitarian 
state structure, the people are like this in general. The gender perspective 
is pumped so much that people just watch football and dramas, and mas-
culinity is produced in both. The people are like the state. What happened 
on Ülker Street that day was not only the attack of the police, the people 
were also attacking, they had already organized many people. But later, as 
the movement got stronger and the consciousness of owning their rights 
increased, they started to resist the police and the people, once they could 
not take a stand against the police they were afraid of, now they started 
saying “This is my right.” Recently, we filed lawsuits against Alperen Oc-
akları, won the trials, minor punishments were imposed but that is still 
important. I think it should be evaluated together with the development 
of awareness to seek rights.

So how did your contact with the LGBTI movement and trans persons 
reflect on IHD and Istanbul Branch? Did you carry out these studies 
generally with the support of IHD or with your own identity as a 
human rights defender?

I mostly existed as an individual, I worked more as a lawyer, and I was 
intertwined with their institutions. At IHD, there were many friends who 
thought like me, but there were also many people who did not. I do not 
distinguish institutions from the general society, after all, we are all parts 
of that society and we establish various institutions. I know there are those 
who describe themselves as socialist, communist and still do not sign a 
joint text with the LGBTI movement and still identify themselves as leftist. 
So leftism is never a measure at all. Homosexuality had been forbidden af-
ter the 1917 October Revolution. That is why I never define progressivism 
by being a rightist or a leftist. Because everything has a Turkish version, 
Turkish feminist, Turkish leftist ... If you maintain that official ideology, 
which I am adding heterosexual power to this official ideology, whatever 
ideological identity you define for yourself, I do not think it reflects the 
truth. Unfortunately, you cannot be a progressive and democratic person. 
For example, there is now the LGBTI movement in Kurdistan, but for ex-
ample, there are friends with whom I work side by side on the Kurdish 
issue but will never come side by side due to their homophobic and trans-
phobic point of view. We also discuss this within ourselves. It was not like 
this 20 years ago; it will be better 20 years later.
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What was the main point that brings you together with trans women, 
the LGBTI movement in a more direct and horizontal way in the 
struggle for rights? Can we mention here your feminist identity, your 
Kurdish female identity, and the discrimination you faced?
When I first came across the severeness of this issue, when I saw the huge 
problems our friends were going through, I always thought it was better to 
start with the following question: “If my child was a lesbian, a trans woman, 
or gay?” I always like to think about it, what is the difference between us? 
This is an innate gender identity. I analyzed within myself that opposing this 
is no different from racism. What surprised me most was the homophobia 
of my own friends. They could not be my friends anymore when they ap-
preciate me in the Kurdish issue mocked me because I was addressing trans 
women. Lets think about the story of Demet Demir. Demet was a much 
more culture vulture person than many of our homophobic boyfriends who 
worked at IHD for a while, and I could befriend with her more easily and 
share everything with her. How dare you to criticize her or who gives you 
the right to mock or insult her? Who the hell are you? I think maybe I was 
shocked when I saw the attitude of the people I was very close to. Regardless 
of being revolutionary or a leftist, you should be a human first. The gender 
identity of another person does not concern you in any way, you have no 
superiority, and she has no inferiority. Our opinion is shaped by the offi-
cial ideology, so it was difficult to overcome but I think the movement is 
quite successful. Many things are overcome now; you can see LGBTI per-
sons everywhere. The concept of “normal”; is ridiculous, it is determined by 
powers. Our point of view is distorted, we are the ones whose opinions are 
distorted, we should struggle to change that, and there is no other option.

In 1995, the Gay and Lesbian Rights Commission was established at 
the IHD, and the commission was dissolved shortly after the board 
changed. This commission was not approved by the new board. Today, 
we have seen the self-criticism of that period, Öztürk Türkdoğan 
said in our interview that homophobic people left the association 
and that discrimination is no longer tolerated under the umbrella 
of IHD. What do you think about the stance of the advocacy against 
transphobia and homophobia?

Those who caused these are no longer in IHD, an openly homophobic and 
transphobic person can no longer take place in IHD. At least, people who 
think like us will prevent this.
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In the amendment made in bylaws in 2014, it was stated that nobody 
could be discriminated on account of sexual orientation and gender 
identity.

Yes. But this does not mean that “there are no homophobic people in 
IHD”, maybe there are, but at least they cannot do this openly. We had 
such discussions from time to time in our Board meetings. Many of our 
friends have applied to the association for this reason and we have always 
solved these problems by positive discrimination. There are those who 
think differently, but a homophobic view is not tolerated and cannot take 
place in IHD anymore. At least, although we cannot say that IHD has 
completely overcome the homophobia within and there may be homo-
phobic people, they can never be allowed to be the decision-makers, we 
are in such a stage now. 

Do you remember the discussions in that period?

We were at the Istanbul Branch, we were hearing about that. I know that 
there was such a thing in Ankara Branch, but frankly I was not very in-
volved in this.

Öztürk Türkdoğan also mentioned the importance of coming side 
by side in this process and that they learned a lot from the LGBTI 
movement. Do you conduct joint studies with the LGBTI movement 
in Istanbul Branch?

Of course, we conduct from time to time, IHD Istanbul Branch and its 
Headquarters cannot have a contradicting attitude, we always act togeth-
er, and you know each other by acting together. Many homophobic ap-
proaches may be removed in this way and a contrary situation is not even 
a matter of discussion here, we always work together, but there are organ-
izations that do not want to do this, I know that.

Is not that strange? When you apply to a rights defender organization 
for the struggle for rights, is not it even irrational for you to face with 
the homophobia?

This is such a state, so unionist, racist, chauvinistic and male dominated, 
and you yourself become a victim. First of all, our labor is exploited, lets 



62

say the working class, but the biggest homophobia is there, although this 
class is also oppressed ... We have “priorities”, that is, people also have a 
priority in addressing the violations of rights. It should not be like this, be-
ing a human rights defender means removing that “priority”; first. Who-
ever says “My right has been violated” should have the priority, some can 
be the victim of war, some can be the victim of torture or a homophobic 
attack, and they all have priority. If you are a human rights defender, you 
cannot have a hierarchy of priorities in your mind. I think there are many 
people in IHD who can achieve this, but there are also those who fail. In 
general IHD does an advocacy by achieving this.

You are rather a lawyer working in cases of trans women. Are 
the cases you are dealing with, the cases of trans women in the 
LGBTI movement in general, or cases filed as a result of individual 
applications? Who are the perpetrators in these cases in general?

In general, the clients we have are the people who are referred to us by the 
movement or the ones who are involved in the movement come to me be-
cause they know me. But there are also people who come for a completely 
different reason, such as Ajda. Ajda is not a person involved in the move-
ment, but she applies to the Bar and a friend from the bar referred her to 
me. Mostly, there are trans women who are referred or involved in the 
movement; mostly trans women apply to us. The cases we deal with in-
clude police violence, police harassment and sexual harassment. The vast 
majority of them are against police’s sexual harassment. There are also 
fines imposed within the scope of the Law on Misdemeanors, we make 
objections against those fines. There are cases where we filed for discrim-
ination. For example, there was Ebru, who were rejected to use the bath-
house for women, although, she had even the pink identity card. There are 
lawsuits we have won, especially about gender affirming process surgeries, 
there are people who suffer a lot, surgeries are performed incorrectly or 
there are lawsuits we file against doctors doing the plastic surgeries.

Are these cases followed by your office or are the cases you follow as 
IHD?

We have a women’s law office since 1997, and we work as volunteer law-
yers for women and trans women who faced sexual torture by state forces. 
This is our independent women’s law office, we provide free legal consul-
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tancy to asylum-seeker women, trans women, or women who have been 
subjected to harassment and rape by police, military, and village guards 
due to legal or political reasons, we are supported by the United Nations.

So, are there lawyers of LGBTI organizations intervened in these 
cases?

Yes, in some cases. We usually address criminal cases collectively in the 
courtroom, but in more specific trials such as a compensation case against 
a doctor, we are the only ones in the courtroom.

“The Law on Misdemeanors penalties are revoked, but there is an 
effort for preventing the formation of precedent case law in that 
regard.” Can you give some examples of the lawsuits you have filed 
against doctors within this context?

Let me give an example of a plastic surgery. Our trans woman friend was 
a very conscious woman with money. The doctor constantly recommends 
surgery, knowing that our friend has money, and the woman’s face even-
tually becomes unrecognizable. We obtained reports from the Provincial 
Directorate of Health. While they should normally perform these sur-
geries in the hospital, there were those who performed these surgeries in 
their own offices under extremely unhealthy conditions. There was anoth-
er woman, who filed a criminal complaint on the grounds that the doctor 
raped her after the surgery, but the man was a former military doctor and 
he knew higher rank officials. Of course, the state immediately provided 
a protection there. Apart from that, we have a lot of criminal complaints 
filed against sexual harassment, but generally, the police are never sued 
for their sexual torture against women, but we won cases at the Europe-
an Court of Human Rights. There are not many trials in domestic law; 
the prosecutor’s office generally gives a decision of non-prosecution. It 
becomes final and we apply to the Constitutional Court and then to the 
European Court of Human Rights.

Especially sex worker trans women are fined frequently in line with 
the Law on Misdemeanors.

Yes, I was living in Harbiye four or five years ago. We were somewhere 
with my friends. Later, while walking on the road, we saw that there was 
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police search. While the police stopped two trans women, one of them 
saw me by chance, we hugged each other, the police stared at each other. 
The police also know us because of IHD. We prevented them by saying 
“What are you doing, you cannot impose a fine”, then the police left so that 
they did not want to fight with us. There I felt that our encounter gave that 
woman great power there, the police would fined her, maybe they would 
not be able to say anything, because she has to work in the same place. By 
the way, the police do not impose official fines on most of them actually; 
they take money for themselves.

So, have you ever filed a criminal complaint for this reason?

Yes, we applied to the Magistrates’ Court for discrimination for revoking 
the punishment. The Court annulled the verdict, but this could not be-
come a case law. It is good to revoke it but they continue to do it again. If 
they do not revoke it and we appeal to a higher court it can be a precedent 
case law, those fines cannot be imposed then, but they do not do it. There 
is no binding decision in this regard.

They do it on purpose, right?

I think they do it on purpose.

Because, in the Hande Buse Şeker case, a confidentiality decision 
brought up on the agenda due to the “reputation of the public 
official”. Since those who impose these sentences are public officials 
as well, could they be preventing these from being precedent cases by 
revoking the penalty and preventing the access to the higher court?

Probably so. Since they are public officials as well, they prevent the forma-
tion of case law.

How was the case of Hande Buse Şeker?

Hande Buse’s case was very striking for me. I also watched footage of the 
incident with other lawyers, it was a horrible hate crime. After the killing, 
there is also a rape mentioned on file and this man was released first. That 
means that Hande sensed about it and tried to ensure her own safety and 
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bought a camera a few days ago, and her friends identified the perpetrator 
from those footages. After the footage was given to the prosecutor’s office, 
the police was arrested, if there were not those footages, he would have 
said, “That person forced me to have a relationship.” They always use this 
argument as a defense, he would probably have been released like this, but 
due to those footages, they had to arrest him. Now the case is under con-
sideration, it will probably be concluded after a few sessions1.

From the law enforcement stage to the attitude of prosecutor and the 
court after the case is filed; how do you see the reflection of so many 
years of struggle on the judiciary? Should an example like Hande Buse 
be experienced in order for the judge or the prosecutor to provide the 
right decision in hate crimes and murders?

The same is true for violence against women; hate crimes, and political 
crimes in the judiciary. But I still believe there are some changes; I think 
the strengthening of the movement and its resonance with the public 
have an effect. One example of these is the punishment of the person 
who runs the bathhouse for discriminating against Ebru Kırancı, this is 
an important thing. The awareness of seeking justice is also developing 
and judges and prosecutors cannot insult persons as easily as before, they 
have to act more carefully. I think social media also has an impact. Now 
you can announce everything instantly on social media, as in the case 
of Ajda. Ajda was subjected to transphobic attacks by the people in her 
apartment, but now everyone knows, there is a person named Ajda and 
she was attacked by transphobic persons. So maybe they afraid of being 
disclosed on social media. For example, they had to punish people from 
Alperen Ocakları because this case was publicly embraced. There was a 
very obvious physical attack, they also told how transphobic they were at 
the hearings, and they argued that it was the right thing to do, but they 
were sentenced. This would not have happened before, but it will change 
over time.

1 T.N: The trial was concluded at the end of November 2020. The news in that regard can 
be accessed as follows: ”Police officer Volkan Hicret, who killed Hande Buse Şeker, was 
sentenced to life imprisonment for deliberate murder”, https://kaosgl.org/en/single-news/
volkan-hicret-the-murderer-of-hande-seker-is-sentenced-for-life 
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Ebru had a pink identity card. But what would have happened 
without her pink ID card? Was there a penalty for discrimination 
again? I ask this with the following purpose: There is a definition of 
hate in the Turkish Penal Code (TCK), but in fact there is no specific 
hate crime penalty. As a lawyer who has been struggling for years, 
how do you evaluate this?

There is a definition of hate but there are international conventions to 
which Turkey has ratified, even if there is no in its domestic law. For exam-
ple, the Istanbul Convention. In a very clear language, the Istanbul Con-
vention imposes the duty to the signatory states to fight against the gender 
perspective. “So-called honour” is written in the convention, You should 
open a discussion on this. According to the Constitution, the provisions 
of international conventions shall prevail the domestic law. Even though 
they did not have a domestic law, Turkey must act in accordance with these 
conventions since Turkey ratified these, but they do not act. As it was re-
flected on the press, we are following Buse’s trials. Buse is a trans woman, a 
political prisoner, a Kurdish woman. Buse fulfilled all the requirements of 
the law for gender affirming surgery. A lawsuit was filed, the court received 
a report from the hospital, it was determined that the surgery was neces-
sary both psychologically and physically, but the Ministry said, “I do not 
provide surgery, this surgery is for aesthetic purposes.” This is a perspective 
that sees the gender identity as aesthetic purpose. It is completely against 
the Istanbul Convention. Your law, your court decision says, “You will pro-
vide the gender affirming surgery”, but they still did not. The state said, “I 
will not cover the surgery” we are still trying to get Buse to have surgery.

Speaking of Buse, I would like to ask about the situation in prison. 
What kind of rights violations do trans people experience in prisons?

If you are gay, lesbian or bisexual in prison and if they do not understand 
you from your physical appearance, they do not harass you, but they cause 
serious problems for trans women and trans men. We mostly work for 
trans women. If you are a trans woman and you are in prison, you are 
under complete isolation, you face isolation. Because they do not put you 
in the women’s ward, they say, “You are not a woman” they do not keep 
you in the men’s ward either, and the trans woman herself does not want 
it. They say, “You are different, I will keep you in the isolated cell”. All 
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those are kept in isolated cells. For example, Buse will not be alone if an-
other trans woman convict comes to her cell, Diren came there before, 
they stayed together in the same cell for almost a year. Buse at that time 
damaged her own genitals, as she protested not being allowed surgery, and 
if Diren was not there, she might have bleed to death. After Diren yelled 
they came and took her to the hospital. You are in isolation again, but it 
is a two-person isolation, someone is with you at least, you are not alone. 
First of all, isolation is a torture method. If you are a trans woman, you 
are being held in prison under torture. If trans woman stays with women, 
but if she wants, she can stay in a separate cell if she says, “I want to stay 
in a separate place myself ”. Every area of life is completely arranged for 
heterosexuals, as a life style shaped for persons without disabilities. As the 
reason of the fines imposed according to the Law on Misdemeanors, it is 
written: “polluting the environment”, this is racism.

Of course, ill treatment and discriminatory practices in prisons are 
not only inflicted by the prison administration or public officials. 
They may also be discriminated by the other prisoners.

Yes, not only the prison administration, but also the attitudes of the pris-
oners are extremely homophobic and transphobic, and the prison is an 
environment where you can face attack at any time. Many of our trans 
woman clients tell us that the guards tell them sexually abusive words or 
simply address them by using their names on the ID. Their aim is to insult 
gender identity. First of all, the persons are persons in a way that they 
identify their gender identity, if someone says “I am a woman,” they must 
naturally stay in the women’s ward, they have a right, but the court accepts 
you as a woman if you have undergone surgery. We have a state structure 
in front of us defining us with our genitals. They see trans women as “giv-
ing up their masculinity”, they say, “How can you give up being a man”, 
masculinity is seen so superior.

The state says, ”If you have a pink identity card, you can stay in the 
women’s ward”; but the same state prevents trans people in prison 
from undergoing the surgery.

Yes, this is interesting. The state, which says, “If you have a pink identity 
card, you can stay in the women’s ward” this time, their surgery is pre-
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vented. I think there it says, “You are a man, where is the harm of being a 
man?” And it does not allow surgery. There are also those who do not have 
an open identity, there was a trans man I interviewed, he was afraid of his 
family. They have various fears. One of my clients told me, “Our families 
will abandon us first”, there are so many stories that I have actually seen. 
A mother, a father abandon their child, what kind of an understanding 
is this? There were many trans women I know, families who did not take 
care of them while they are healthy but they try to obtain their property 
the moment they died, it is a terrible thing. It is a racism causing them to 
abandon their own children. It is unbelievable. 
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“It is against human rights ethics 
to stay silent in case of a hate 
crime”

In the series of “Rights”, which we initiated by saying that “Now, it is high 
time”, our sixth guest is Feray Salman, General Coordinator of the Human 
Rights Joint Platform (IHOP). We discussed when and how the issue of 
discrimination brought up on the agenda of the human rights movement, 
the processes of their meeting with the LGBTI+ movement in the first an-
ti-discrimination meetings, the importance of monitoring and reporting 
in the human rights struggle, and the stance of human rights movement 
against discrimination today, with Feray Salman.

Salman reminds that the anti-discrimination meetings they initiated by 
IHOP are very important in terms of the human rights movement’s re-
lation with the LGBTI+ movement. Salman states that these gatherings 
and meetings, which spread over a long period of time, brought together 
the different rights organizations and LGBTI organizations and these are 
a step towards institutional recognition rather than individual acquaint-
ances.

Salman states that the debates in the human rights movement have also 
changed since the first day they organized anti-discrimination meetings, 
but Salman also states, “It is against human rights ethics to tolerate dis-
crimination inflicted as a result of certain beliefs and ideologies, to stay 
silent or to turn a blind eye to hate speech and hate crime against them.”

According to Salman, establishing commissions and secretariats or pro-
viding quotas within organizations and institutions does not mean in 
itself that the issue of women and LGBTI+ is internalized fully; on the 
contrary, it is necessary to make an effort more in that regard and Salman 
asks the following question:

“Well, for example, where are LGBTI persons in your general deci-
sion-making process? Do you really include them in the decision process? 
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I think there is still an inclusiveness problem that is evolving and growing 
and therefore you still have to think about and have plans for it. It cannot 
be ensured automatically when you say, “I did this, it was ensured”, while 
preparing its tools and providing possibilities, it needs to be internalized 
in order to ensure sustainability in that regard.”

Emphasizing that the LGBTI+ movement has taken its place in the human 
rights movement, Salman states, “The LGBTI movement makes a huge 
effort to internalize the human rights issue and it succeeds in this effort.”

You are actually an urban planner, but you have been working in 
the field of advocacy for many years. First, I would like to learn the 
story of your rights based advocacy struggle. How did you start your 
journey?

I can say that my involvement in the struggle for human rights is actually 
begun in 90s while working at the Delegation of the European Union to 
Turkey (EUD), where I was working in a section having relations with 
Human Rights Association (IHD). Because after graduating from uni-
versity in 1981, I both got married and participated in labor life quickly. 
After working for four years, we went to London. After returning, I tried 
to work in urban planning again, but I had problems and concerns about 
the profession. I started to search for another job not related to my pro-
fession; by chance I found a job in the Delegation of the European Union 
to Turkey. At that time there was the Gulf crisis, there was a Kurdish issue 
and there was a state of emergency in the region. I was in the leftist move-
ment when I was at METU. We were aware of many things, but when we 
start to encounter these experiences more, another awareness raised. My 
acquaintance with human rights coincides with the 1990s. At that time, 
I met the IHD. When I met IHD, Turkey had begun to accept the judg-
ments of European Court of Human Rights (ECHR). After that period 
where Turkey accepted the legal authority of ECHR, IHD also began to 
provide trainings on European Convention on Human Rights and ECHR, 
and so I began to go those meetings while following up the programs. 
It is actually those meetings that make me confront the truth, “What is 
happening in this country, what is happening in the east of the country?” 
You are astonished when things in your own little world suddenly meet 
this world, combined with the feeling of injustice. Finally I found myself 
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on this field. At that time, Kurdish deputies were in prison and their trials 
were ongoing. We were monitoring these, too. The conflict in the region 
became deeper. During this period, I came across with the Turkish Med-
ical Association, they were conducting a study on “Healthcare Services in 
Emergency Situations”, I started going to Diyarbakır. At that time, it was 
not possible to ignore the news from the state of emergency region, to 
ignore the forcibly displaced families in Diyarbakır, children working on 
the streets, and the murders by unidentified perpetrators. I also met doc-
tors, engineers, teachers, lawyers, and women striving for peace. It is very 
difficult for me to describe the feelings that the solidarity and friendships 
aroused in me.

At that time, Turkey was a country wishing to get closer to the EU, which 
wants to transform partnership relations for becoming candidate for 
membership of the European Union. There were many discussions and 
the protection of human rights was the most important issue at the center 
of these discussions, so I started to get into the field and learn. I became a 
member of IHD between 1997-98. IHD became a new school for me. IHD 
was a place for me to realize, learn and act on many issues ranging from 
pedestrian rights to refugees and the rights of the persons with disabili-
ties. At that time, I was still working at EUD. My post had also changed. 
I became the Information Coordinator working for the promotion of 
the EU; we have opened EU Information Centers in 10 cities of Turkey 
to ensure the spread of knowledge. This also enabled me to engage with 
non-governmental organizations more.

When we came to 2000, I said “I cannot stop doing nothing here, I want to 
go to the field” and I said “I need to go!” and left the EUD office and went to 
the Human Rights Foundation of Turkey (TIHV)‘s documentation center. 
Working in the documentation center was an incredible learning area. 
Documenting the events, chasing them and monitoring them constantly 
cause another burden for you. While all this is happening, it makes me ask 
the question of what I am doing. On the one hand, you learn more; you 
face the fact that how much you do not know so you work harder. While I 
was working for the TIHV, I started to take part in the board of the IHD. I 
was attending the general meetings of some branches, all of which further 
raised my awareness, reinforced it and reiterated my decision to be in the 
field of human rights. Both IHD, TIHV and perhaps some skills provided 
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by my profession helped me to determine my place in human rights ad-
vocacy. The issue of understanding my tendency to documentation and 
why reporting and tracking are so important actually started with the 
documentation center. I could not conduct the interviews too easily be-
cause I was crying in the interviews with the victim. In fact, human rights 
defenders should be a little more distant during the interviews, focus on 
how to reveal the truth, prioritize what the interviewee say, rather than 
crying together with the victim. I learned the advocacy for human rights 
by doing it more and more, and the reporting issue developed in this way.

When it comes to the 2000s, I think another phase has started in the 
struggle for human rights. The Human Rights Joint Platform was 
established with a specific purpose in the 2000s.

In 2005, EU-Turkey relations entered into a different stage, the candidacy 
process, acceptance of it, it was a period in which the EU accession pro-
cess was quite intense. The state of emergency was also lifted and there 
was a process of initiative in human rights organizations. Human rights 
organizations at that time questioned, “What can we do together?” and 
initiated the establishment of the Human Rights Joint Platform (IHOP). 
Yusuf Alataş said, “We are establishing a network, we have declared. Can 
you come into this field and be its coordinator?” and I said, “OK”. Amnes-
ty International, IHD, TIHV, Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly and Mazlum 
Der were the bodies of it. Turkey’s European Union Accession process had 
reached a serious stage and Turkey had to take steps in line with the Co-
penhagen Criteria. At that time, a relatively more favorable environment 
was also created for non-governmental organizations. Democratization 
steps had begun to be taken and human rights organizations had formed 
the IHOP in order to create a common voice and influence the process. So 
I returned to the field as the general coordinator of IHOP. I have been at 
IHOP since October 2005.

While carrying out your struggle for human rights, you work in 
various fields of it. If we talk about your field of study; what is the 
importance of reporting and monitoring in advocacy?

Human rights advocacy is not just limited to exposing the violation, but 
also includes fighting for change. In order to reveal what needs to change 
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and fight for it, first of all, it is necessary to make a study that will reveal 
what is not, why it is not, who does what, how it does, but what it actually 
has to do. Turkey ratified many of the international and regional human 
rights conventions and therefore Turkey is a state that is under the obliga-
tion to fulfill these conventions. In other words, it is obliged to ensure the 
equality of everyone in terms of human rights and freedoms. The main 
duty of human rights defenders is to monitor whether this obligation has 
been fulfilled and to make an effort to ensure those to be fulfilled. One 
of the most important tools of this monitoring is research, documenta-
tion and reporting based on evidence that will reveal the truth and based 
on human rights norms and standards. It is the work of revealing which 
persons cannot enjoy the human rights and freedoms, of demanding the 
rights and trying to ensure the access to the rights for them. That is why 
it requires sustainability. Revealing the truth is an important effort for the 
establishment of social peace, even though it disturbs some people. Each 
report then initiates an action process. Remedy the injustice is a guide to 
prevent other grievances and violations. 

So, when and how did your first contact with the LGBTI+ movement, 
both organized and individually, in your struggle against advocacy, 
start?

When I was active in the Human Rights Association, there was a good 
team consisting my friends who worked with me, we did the first study 
on the rights of the persons with disabilities, we conducted studies on 
refugees, we dealt with the land mines issue, we learned about the rela-
tions with international human rights mechanisms. One day Okşan came 
us and she was transwoman. This was the first time I met a transgender 
person. I did not know about the commission discussions that took place 
in IHD before at that time; I learned these later. Apart from my personal 
friendships, these friendships contributed a lot to my learning process of 
different aspects of human rights. After the first contacts at IHD, I worked 
more intensively with the LGBTI movement through my participation in 
STGM’s studies as a facilitator. As part of STGM’s support programs for 
non-governmental organizations, we started to meet with LGBTI organ-
izations as well as other organizations. These meetings enabled me to get 
to know the LGBTI movement, and those involved in the movement to 
get to know me more.
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In the early years of IHOP, one of the fields of study was determined as 
discrimination. Discrimination was a common problem of all IHOP’s 
founding organizations. We conducted various activities for this. In par-
ticular, the anti-discrimination meeting we held on 14-15 December 2007 
was very important in terms of building relations between LGBTI move-
ment and IHOP.

It is a step beyond individual acquaintance towards institutional recogni-
tion. This meeting was a meeting where 25 different non-governmental 
organizations, including the representatives of Kaos GL and Pink Life, 
came together on the common issue of combating discrimination with 
the facilitation of Melek Göregenli and Nilgün Toker. If I am not wrong, 
it was the first meeting in Ankara where LGBTI organizations and other 
non-governmental organizations came together.

After that meeting, there were no complaints from anyone about seeing 
each other, but rather everyone listened to each other. This paved the way 
for the Tea&Bagel meetings in Ankara. In fact, it was something produced 
by our friends in Istanbul, they were calling it “Tea&Bagel meetings”, and 
our meetings were very crowded. These were meetings where non-gov-
ernmental organizations working in Ankara came together without dis-
criminating each other, they started to visit each other, but something 
happened somewhere and this was interrupted. I think there was a break 
in the political environment. But in those meetings, channels were formed 
where everyone could really listen to each other and talk about their own 
agenda and activities. Then we continued to work on this issue of discrim-
ination. The organizations dealing with the discrimination problem and 
the anti-discrimination workshops, which we run with Melek Göregen-
li, Nilgün Toker and İlknur Üstün, contributed a lot to my better under-
standing of the political meaning of the issue of discrimination,

In fact, LGBTI organizations were involved in many of IHOP’s work, and 
Kaos GL definitely took part in the ones held in Ankara. We started a 
working group called the “Human Rights Defenders Network”; we also 
had friends from Pink Life there. At that time, Pink Life had a trial; it 
was filed against Buse (Kılıçkaya). When Hüsnü Öndül, the first secretary 
general of IHD and who had been the chair of IHD for years, joined the 
working group as a board member of IHOP, he followed the Buse’s trial. 
This is actually a very important thing.
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In 2009, the government of that period announced a new democratization 
package. One of the goals of this package was the fight against discrimi-
nation. After that, in IHOP, we started to produce the “Anti-Discrimina-
tion Draft Law”. In our draft we mentioned sexual orientation and gender 
identity. Just one organization; some of the friends from Mazlum Der at 
that time had a problem with this statement.

Öztürk Türkdoğan, Co-Chair of IHD, also explained the Mazlum Der 
process in our interview. What happened to the draft then?

But despite that, we held a series of meetings and in total 150 represent-
atives of organizations came together and produced a document: The 
Anti-Discrimination and Equality Institution Draft Law. It was 2010; 
Beşir Atalay was the Minister of the Interior and was responsible for the 
Democratization package. We sent our draft to them; they shared their 
draft with us. In their first draft there was sexual orientation and gen-
der identity, then they went into consultation processes with institutions 
within the public administration, they deactivated us there, we could not 
intervene, and ultimately it remained for a long time as a draft law where 
gender identity and sexual orientation is not included.

How were those arguments? Öztürk Türkdoğan also stated that 
Mazlum Der did not “want” the expression of gender identity and 
sexual orientation in the decisions of IHOP, later Mazlum Der 
somehow was divided into fractions and the new organization formed 
by those fractions who left Mazlum-Der today became the signatory. I 
want to listen your experiences about what happened in that period.

This goes long way back. We started anti-discrimination activities in mid-
2007 where we conducted various studies. Friends from Mazlum Der also 
participated in these activities. In fact, all the organizations that established 
the IHOP dealt with discrimination by different comprehension. While 
we were conducting the “discrimination networks” study in 2008-2009, 
our friends from Mazlum Der also participated. They had a discourse on 
the issue of sexual orientation and gender identity such as “We defend 
everyone’s right to life, they should not be killed, but we do not approve of 
its spread.” Mazlum Der’s board changed in 2010. Shortly after, this new 
board stated their dissatisfaction with the use of funds and informed us in 
writing that they decided to leave IHOP. However, in the context of IHOP, 
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the common opinion is that they had dissatisfaction with the approach of 
IHOP regarding gender identity and sexual orientation, apart from the 
dissatisfaction they mentioned in writing us.

You talked about addressing discrimination by varying 
comprehensiveness. Should not there be no priority in advocacy?

No way. You become specialized in such a field that the inside of that field 
actually includes everyone. Discrimination studies also create a basis for 
seeing other discrimination. In fact, it is against human rights ethics to tol-
erate discrimination inflicted as a result of certain beliefs and ideologies, to 
stay silent or to turn a blind eye to hate speech and hate crime against them.

Behind the fact that the human rights struggle and the LGBTI+ 
struggle come together, touch and contact each other, is there the 
fact that LGBTI+ persons state “we are here” every time in “general 
human rights struggle?” It is like reminding your existence each 
time... What do you think about this?

I think it has many effects, but to say that it is ensured with the reminding 
of the LGBTI movement does not explain this partnership in itself. I think 
that with the transformation of the LGBTI movement into a human rights 
movement and the gradual development of the human rights movement’s 
ability to embrace a holistic perspective on human rights is also effective. 
But I think the process of moving to another stage, accepting it, not seeing 
that being as an enemy or a threat is so slow, because dimensions such as 
the interaction environment and relationships outside actually affect all of 
these. Another factor is the low number of people who dare to break their 
own routine or to express it when they break it. I am not just saying this 
for a specific group. For some, I think they move by conscience, for others 
I think they need to be more confident. I think they saw it, but I also see 
that they prefer to stay silent.

Is not it necessary for the struggle for rights to have an approach with 
no ifs and buts? Is there another fundamental problem?

It is necessary. When the women’s movement empowered and oppressed, 
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organizations began to establish women’s secretariats, and when they be-
came women’s secretariats, men left all work to women. In fact, it was not 
internalized process with no contents. Now women say, “You cannot come 
to my meeting, you cannot intervene.” This is what really matters. If we 
look at the processes of this struggle and how we got here, a similar pro-
cess actually is the case for the LGBTI movement. The fact that something 
is being established does not mean that, a commission, for example, this 
is internalized there; there should be an actual effort. We often hear this: 
“We are welcoming everyone. For example, persons with disabilities may 
come, but they are not an organized group, they do not come” or “We have 
quotas, but women do not apply us”.

Could it ever be said, “We overcome these, we established 
commissions, we already have a secretariat, we already have a women-
LGBTI commission, there is no problem for us anymore?”

We cannot say this! Just as we cannot say “We passed that law, now we are 
relieved”, if we are trying to look at how that law was implemented, and we 
continue to monitor, report, advocate for it, it is actually the same thing.

Everyone and all institutions should question, “Do I prepare this ground 
for the idea, philosophy and requirements of human rights as these should 
be? Do I have make efforts for ensuring this?” Otherwise, it turns into a 
dull thing: again, you create fora within yourself and say, “Look, I have 
X commission, look I have a Y commission.” So, for example, where are 
LGBTI persons in your general decision-making process? Do you really 
include them in the decision process? I think there is still an inclusiveness 
problem that is evolving and growing and therefore you still have to think 
about and have plans for it. It cannot be ensured automatically when you 
say, “I did this, it was ensured”, while preparing its tools and providing 
possibilities, it needs to be internalized in order to ensure sustainability in 
that regard. Human rights are such work; it is not a matter of “I did it”. It is 
an area that needs to be followed and monitored constantly. Human rights 
movement should consider “the every step I take or not take in the face of 
injustice affect whom and how”.
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You gave the first monitoring and reporting capacity building 
trainings of Kaos GL and created a database together. What did you 
experience during that monitoring and reporting process, what was 
your experience, how was it developed?

For me, it was a very instructive work. We received reporting and mon-
itoring training in 2007 for weeks, and Kaos GL was in that training. 
Umut (Güner) (pronoun: they) also participated in those trainings, so 
they knew that IHOP was close to this issue. They called me and said 
that they would produce a database. We held meetings separately and 
together, including Pink Life, worked with Melek Göregenli and learned 
together: “Acting on a certain systematic; in a case that comes before 
you, you realize which right has been violated, with which documents 
we will prove this, and more importantly, how many different violations 
take place together, what kind of consequences it caused. We discussed 
such questions: “How can we report this systematically, under which 
title, talk about its data collection, sources, what kind of evidence to 
collect?”

For a long time, we have listed the violations against LGBTI persons, the 
discrimination they face, as “Such violations fall under this, such viola-
tions fall under this”. Although it was a technical work, it was actually a 
learning exercise. The monitoring and reporting work is something like 
this: “How do you describe what happened to you, can you describe it 
correctly so that we can ensure the right advocacy and remedy” was a 
very good study that addressed the basic rules of human rights. I do not 
know how Kaos GL experienced this process, but we did a very serious 
work. This work continued during the state of emergency. For example, 
it was a study in which we talked about how the notifications by social 
workers can be transferred into a database environment, which part can 
and cannot be used, and principles of privacy. In fact, we did a work that 
I could not do with anyone, friends from Kaos GL embraced the work I 
wanted to do but could not do with anyone, and we could do it togeth-
er with them. We did not establish a hierarchical relationship with each 
other, we did not use such a language, everyone learned from each other, 
they learned from me and I learned from them. We were equal partners 
of a working group.
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You have been working together by having parallel studies for a long 
time, but still, have there been times when you said “I could not 
realize this” or you received a warning in that regard?

Of course, there have been such times. I prepared a state of emergency 
report; it was a period when I was alone in the office. Our financial re-
sources were over, some of our friends could stay, some of them could 
not, some of them continued to work voluntarily and we had to publish 
a state of emergency report in such a period. Because we cannot read a 
whole story of the 90s, all the works have always been done in parts. On 
the other hand, I wanted to prepare the state of emergency report in a 
holistic manner. We monitored the decrees and reported the associations 
that were closed down; we addressed the problems based on gender in 
those reports. At that time, we asked friends from Kaos GL to understand 
whether any LGBTI persons dismissed, but they said they could not iden-
tify this. We did not know the existence of people who were dismissed on 
account of sexual orientation or gender identity, because we cannot see 
them from the lists.

We wrote those reports and at that time the decisions of the Ankara Gov-
ernorate began to come, but I had progressed in the report; by narrowing 
down the dismissals and closures through decrees and as far as I could 
find, I checked the decisions of dismissal and closure made outside the 
decree. But I missed the decisions of the Ankara Governorate, the objec-
tions raised by Kaos GL, the interventions in the Pride Parade. Yıldız (Tar)
(pronoun: they) called and said, “Why we do not exist there, this is a state 
of emergency intervention”. I could not complete that state of emergency 
report completely, but of course it will be in the final report. Their warning 
was important. Naturally, “How did I miss this?” you say, this is a serious 
problem; I have not monitored it properly. I was alone, I was by myself, I 
was very tired, and I can say that there was the Büyükada Case to justify it, 
but no, you cannot say that internally.

I collected the final report to shed light on the past, for providing a doc-
ument and a record, and included those court decisions I missed. I think 
the issue of warning and intervening is extremely important.
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Was there any other development regarding LGBTI+ persons in this 
period?

Lastly, when Turkey repealed Human Rights Institution of Turkey, a draft 
law for the establishment of Human Rights and Equality Institution of 
Turkey was brought to the Parliamentary Commission on Human Rights; 
we have criticized them because they removed sexual orientation and 
gender identity. In the previous preliminary study, Kaos GL was there; we 
have already made the study together. I raised this issue when I spoke at 
the Assembly.

You have been fighting for human rights for a long time; you have 
been working against discrimination. You can easily see and analyze 
the stages of evolution the struggle has undergone in these years. At 
this point, how do you evaluate where the LGBTI+ rights struggle, the 
LGBTI+ movement stand now and the stages these have undergone?

The LGBTI+ movement is no longer just a victim organization. A move-
ment that takes its place in the human rights movement. Its solidarity 
within itself is extremely strong. Although the relations it establishes in 
the field are interrupted from time to time, it can be able to survive. The 
importance it attaches to learning and promoting human rights is remark-
able. The LGBTI movement has been making a lot of effort to internalize 
the human rights issue, and it succeeds in this effort. It has a stronger and 
more enduring movement in big cities, but I still think we should look at 
the other regions as well when we start to move towards Anatolia. Because 
it is much easier to find protected areas and to build solidarity networks 
in cities, but I think they are effective in this sense. There may be a risk of 
leaving things behind once every movement has begun to develop within 
itself, but that is too early to talk about that. There are risks such as con-
stantly changing agenda, returning organizations to their old systematic, 
but what are the ways of it maybe should be considered. 

What do you mean by inclusiveness?

For example, Umut is my natural companion; I think it is important to 
establish a partnership that will not only provide protection for them but 
also for me, knowing that our solidarity will mean something. Let me ex-
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plain it like this. “This is my place in the course of Turkey, the place I want-
ed to be in, this is what I want to do” we could say that. Maybe we should 
ask the question “What else can we do if we take the issue of self-defense 
and constant self-expression further?” It is necessary to consider the 
meaning of the words comprehensiveness and inclusion in themselves 
and how these should be described better, or we should revise the existing 
definitions. They may need to review their solidarity, whom they might 
influence, their issues with the unorganized ones. Solidarity is needed in 
eliminating the obstacles that may arise. It is not something to be done 
unilaterally. It is necessary to continue the struggle for human rights in 
solidarity and by talking together.
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“The feminist movement cannot 
and shall not be essentialist and 
conservative”

In the series of “Rights”, which we initiated by saying that “Now, it is high 
time”, our seventh guest is Berfu Şeker and Özlem Şen from the Women for 
Women’s Human Rights– New Ways (KİH-YÇ -WWHR). We discussed 
women’s human rights, the theme of feminist and LGBTI movement from 
the past to the present, the attacks against these two movements and the 
struggle against current debates with them.

According to Berfu Şeker, the women’s movement still takes into account 
the category of “cisgender, heterosexual woman” while struggling. How-
ever, Berfu reminds that the institution having a stance against both the 
feminist and LGBTI+ movement is a hetero-patriarchal institution, and 
that this institution stands in a place that oppresses women and LGB-
TI+ persons. For this reason, Berfu states that while using the concept 
of “women’s human rights”, they carry out their work in an intersectional 
way from a point where they see the power imbalances between genders 
as much as possible and the mechanisms of oppression and violence it 
creates.

Özlem Şen states that “We are aware of the needs of lesbian, bisexual and 
trans women in the movement, but perhaps we are not yet aware of from 
where we can approach and what method we will use”. Özlem points out 
that both movements had intense contact in both the 90s and the early 
2000s, but at this point, attacks against movements can change the dimen-
sion in discussions and contacts.

Drawing attention to the fact that both movements have been under attack 
for years, Özlem Şen underlines that the perpetrators of attacks are attack-
ing the feminist and LGBTI + movement at the same time. Therefore, “it 
seems possible that the LGBTI movement and the feminist movement can 
move forward together and act beyond this awareness,” Özlem says.
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Berfu Şeker and Özlem Şen see the Solidarity Keeps Us Alive Workshop, 
which they organized together with Kaos GL in November 2019, as an 
action to regain this theme.

As KİH-YÇ, you have been working in the field of women’s human 
rights for more than 25 years. In this regard, what is the scope of 
your rights based studies? With what need did the concept of women’ 
human rights arise?

Berfu Şeker: The concept of women’s human rights; in fact, arose from 
the criticism of feminists and women about the fact that the concept of 
human rights claiming “universality” does not take into account genders 
while describing male western white subject. The intensive struggle of 
women locally, across countries and internationally, and especially in the 
United Nations fora, is emerging when women bring up the issue of mak-
ing visible the violations of their rights due to their gender and with their 
engagement in intense advocacy studies.

Because human rights actually stands in the place of defending the rights 
of a white man theoretically. The feminist movement has a struggle in the 
international context exactly about this, and as a result, the United Nations 
has started to hold four World Conferences on Women since the 1980s, 
and in 1995, the Beijing Fourth World Conference on Women, this year we 
celebrate its 25th anniversary, took place. The concept of gender is settled 
here, it is included in the United Nations documents. Prior to this, a hu-
man rights conference was held in Vienna in 1993, where the word “wom-
en’s human rights” entered the United Nations system and this concept was 
accepted. As a result, the international women’s struggle brings up the is-
sue of women’s human rights on the agenda. The name of our association is 
Women for Women’s Human Rights as a result of this Vienna Conference.

Well, are the women’s human rights that were needed yesterday 
needed also today? Does this concept still meet the need today, what 
is the situation now? Based on your 25 years of experience, can you 
tell us about your inferences in that regard?

Berfu: In 25 years, we have raised that women have been subjected to 
gender-based discrimination and violence just because they are wom-
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en, but the gender category itself covers a much wider area. Beyond the 
asymmetries and power imbalances that arise solely from the binary issue, 
there are various forms of violence and discrimination to which different 
gender expressions are exposed. Facts and terms such as sexual orienta-
tion and gender identity have brought up on our agenda. Therefore, ad-
dressing the issue of gender not only through women, but through the 
category of gender, of course, stands in a place that meets today’s needs 
and today’s issues more. We still use the word and concept of women’s 
human rights, but we try to carry out our work from a perspective that 
also sees the power imbalances between genders and the mechanisms of 
oppression and violence created by gender as much as possible, and we try 
to address them with a more intersectional manner. In fact, the associa-
tion conducted some international studies in this context.

The Coalition for Sexual and Bodily Rights in Muslim Societies (CSBR) 
is an advocacy and solidarity network in which the association has been 
actively involved in its establishment and has taken place in its secretariat 
for 10 years. CSBR is a solidarity advocacy network covering regions such 
as the Middle East, North Africa, Central, South and Southeast Asia. This 
network was established to make visible the issues of discrimination and 
violence due to gender, sexual orientation and gender identity in societies 
where Muslims live as the majority, and to influence the will of states and 
policy makers regarding sexual and physical rights. CSBR also advocates 
in intergovernmental structures such as the UN, as well as functioning 
as a capacity building and solidarity network. Our work here actually fo-
cuses on issues of sexual orientation and gender identity. After the asso-
ciation left the secretariat, our work on sexual and bodily rights and our 
membership to this network still continues, but I can make a criticism by 
evaluating the past. I can say that Women’s Human Rights has undergone 
a period when that perspective started to fade away a little. But in 2018, we 
prepared a new 5-year strategic plan, and in this new strategic plan, we put 
forward some plans in the context of advocacy, especially for the LGBTI+ 
issue to be on our agenda.

What are your plans? We talked about the white male. This white, 
western male is also heterosexual, and the system allows him to look 
at him from a heterosexist perspective. When looking at women’s 
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human rights, what exactly caused your strategic plan, what kind of 
issues is covered in this planning?

Berfu: We chose to address the issue of sexual orientation and gender 
identity from an organizational perspective. There are rising right-con-
servative ideologies and organizations that we are facing right now. These 
describe themselves in terms of anti-gender perspective. They are attack-
ing women’s and LGBTI+ rights, as well as feminists and LGBTI+ organi-
zations by imitating the methods of rights defenders. These are very pow-
erful groups, supported by states, by other powerful structures, and they 
can exist in authoritarian governments. In fact, there are some attempts 
to take back many acquired rights both internationally and nationally. We 
tried to build our strategy by taking into account this, mostly on LGBTI+ 
and feminist organization solidarity. The defense of compulsory hetero-
sexuality is of course a very important part of this attack, and the source 
of these attacks is to protect the heteronormative family structure, heter-
onormative and patriarchal gender power balances, and nurture the vio-
lence and discrimination experienced there. Therefore, here, we need to 
build solidarity together. The structure we are talking about is not only pa-
triarchal, but also a hetero-patriarchal one, and this of course has a stance 
that oppresses women and LGBTI+ persons.

You define yourself as “working for women’s empowerment through 
the production and sharing of feminist knowledge”. What is the 
production od feminist knowledge, what makes your advocacy for 
women different from other advocacy studies? How has this affected 
the perspective of women’s human rights advocacy? While 10 years 
ago, sexual orientation and gender identity could not be expressed 
in women’s human rights; today has this production of knowledge 
proceeded you to another stage? For example, are lesbian, bisexual 
and trans women now subjects in the advocacy for women’s human 
rights?

Berfu: What the association is really meant by it is to combine research 
with action. We have a Women’s Human Rights Education Program (Kİ-
HEP- HREP), which is based on a study, and the results of the study con-
clude that women need to know their rights in order to enjoy their rights. 
There is a lack of knowledge, so a training program that is developed by 
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feminist awareness raising method is essential to overcome this lack of 
knowledge. Although there is the Ministry of Women and the Social Ser-
vices and Child Protection Agency, social services experts become Kİ-
HEP trainers within the community centers aiming to raise awareness of 
rights and this program is implemented in community centers. This is 
an example of the production and sharing of feminist knowledge. Apart 
from this, there are many research studies and publications that the asso-
ciation had before. I can say that this research issue has regressed a little 
in recent years. Data-based advocacy was a practice previously owned by 
the association, and it yielded very good results. We are trying to enact 
this again with new research projects and relate it to our advocacy stud-
ies. Apart from that, we have some publications related to our programs; 
there are “We Have Rights” booklets within the scope of KİHEP, we try to 
disseminate them as much as possible and make them accessible in digital 
platforms. We have “Karşılaşmalar” videos, these videos are just a new 
study and our priority in this is to address all other identities and social 
issues that intersect with the issue of gender. Those videos have a content 
in which we started to address the intersections such as sexual orientation 
and gender identity. But, as I said, we are currently continuing our stud-
ies for the reports of the programs and their distribution, sending to the 
rights holders, we share information about international conventions and 
mechanisms that guarantee gender equality by developing new websites.

In order to answer if any materials produced to meet the needs of lesbi-
an, bisexual and trans women; I can say that no we do not. This may be 
a self-criticism that I have provided as an employee of our association, 
but we have thoughts and an intense effort that we need to produce more 
material and address these needs more, we want to make our studies as in-
clusive as possible. But I do not think that this perspective currently exists 
enough either in our association or in any other women’s organization. To 
what extent are trans people involved in the women’s movement, or how 
many studies have been conducted on the needs and advocacy of lesbian 
and bisexual women? Different sexual orientations and gender identities 
are still not in the center of our policies, the movement still conducts stud-
ies through a category of “cisgender, heterosexual woman”. As a part of 
that movement, although our association tries to be more intersectional, 
I unfortunately think that this perspective still lacks, especially in policy 
making, and this is the issue that we discussed within KİH-YÇ.
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Özlem Şen: Although the LGBTI movement and the feminist movement 
were in contact in the 90s, I do not see that they were so intertwined that 
they could meet each other’s needs and see each other. Of course, at this 
point, there are also reasons that will necessitate movements to focus on 
their own problems. It is also about the fact that the feminist movement 
has a need to combat against domestic violence more intensely since it can 
afford on lt this combat. But as Berfu said, today at this stage, we can in-
evitably see the awareness of this very clearly. We can see that many of the 
feminist organizations are also aware of this, but of course it is not yet ideal.

One reason why the concept of women’s human rights is still interpreted 
in a heteronormative way may be this. We are aware of the needs of les-
bian, bisexual and transgender women in the movement, but perhaps we 
are not yet aware of how we address these and what method we can use. 
At this point, it seems possible that the LGBTI movement and the feminist 
movement can take action beyond this awareness by moving together. If 
we look in the context of the association, this place has now included this 
in its principles and bylaws, and it has a goal that its activities should and 
will include LGBTI+ rights.

Berfu: I do not think that the feminist movement and the LGBTI move-
ment are always disconnected. There was a coexistence that increased 
towards the end of the 2000s. Especially our trans, lesbian and bisexual 
feminist friends organized within the LGBTI + movement worked hard 
in establishing these relations. At least I can say that for the ones in Istan-
bul. The coexistence of feminist organizations and LGBTI organizations 
has provided a continuous exchange of knowledge and experience and a 
constant environment of discussion. Issues such as trans rights, criticism 
of heteronormativity were part of feminist politics and had been centered. 
But then these spatial contacts were broken down, after Gezi events when 
Turkey entered a process politically different, the field of political and ac-
tivism is narrowed. I can say that these relations started to break a little 
more for this reason.

Özlem: Yes, I agree with you about that. I meant the early 90s. The gov-
ernment’s policy was also effective in that break. As we tried to keep our 
vested rights, we somehow lost our contact with each other, the spatial 
separation had a very important effect, but the policies of the power also 
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had an incredible effect. Everyone was suddenly absorbed by their own 
studies, there is still a great silence for a long time. We have been under 
constant attack since almost 2015. “Are we going to lose it, the Istanbul 
Convention should be implemented, there should be the right to alimo-
ny.” Those perpetrators of attack are attacking the feminist and LGBTI 
movement at the same time, and the way we stand alone and look at it 
from where we are, will not get us anywhere, and at some point, this cause 
a break in our relations.

Berfu: The perpetrators see that intersectionality so well that it attacks 
both feminists and LGBTI persons through that intersectionality.

As for today, did you see a need for lesbian, bisexual or trans women 
while you initiated your alimony campaign? Are there any debates on 
this perspective and this inclusiveness in the movement?

Berfu: While talking about the right to alimony, I cannot say that we in-
itiate the campaign in a way that covers the economic rights of LGBTI+ 
people who do not have the right to marry and who will never have access 
to alimony. There is no discussion in that regard, we look at the category 
of women as a somewhat homogeneous category, and we are considering 
the women who have the right to marry and who can enjoy this right. 
Therefore, the answer to your question does not cover sexual orientation 
and gender identity, but it should. The following question should also be 
asked: For example, why are not trans women involved more in the wom-
en’s movement or when will a discussion about that begin? But this is also 
true that there are so many attacks on our rights that we are unable to 
engage in internal discussions because of responding to these attacks. Not 
only this issue, but also many questions that need to be discussed, the fem-
inist method needs to be brought up for discussion, but since responding 
to attacks is much more absorbing and we need to be action-oriented, the 
discussions themselves took a back seat.

Özlem: It has been like this for a long time.

You are publishing “Mor Bülten”, but is LBT women’s rights struggle 
or experiences reflected in these publication, and if so, how?

Berfu: We released the last issue of “Mor Bülten”, after that a digital bul-
letin will be published. There is no specific focus on LGBTI+ persons in 
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the publication policy of Mor Bülten, for example, the articles on Pride 
Week or Pride Parade bans are included, but there was no editorial policy 
for systematically addressing LGBTI+ issues, I think this is a deficiency.

There are also LBT women among women’s human rights. What are 
the rights of LBT women? I would like to ask about the rights, which 
exist fundamentally because of being human and being a woman, but 
that have been taken away or ignored because of being LBT.

Berfu: Every person is expected to have equal rights. However, being a 
woman is already a barrier to accessing rights, apart from that being a 
lesbian, being bisexual, especially being trans creates significant barriers 
in terms of access to these rights. Because there are structural obstacles 
to the issue of sexual orientation and gender identity, the whole system, 
services, laws are based on binary gender and compulsory heterosexuality. 
For example, the right of trans women to health is a very important issue, 
there are many violations in this area, but it is an issue that is almost not 
visible, spoken and defended. Such a fundamental right is ignored. For 
example the right to housing or the right to work... These are the funda-
mental rights that a person should enjoy without discrimination in order 
to have a decent life, but we see that even LGBTI+ persons have great dif-
ficulty in accessing these rights ... Much more specific and organized work 
needs to be done to remove these barriers. However, since there is still a 
right advocacy and struggle in the context of the women’s movement that 
focuses on cisgender heterosexual women, we have not yet been able to 
center this by saying “This is also a central problem.”

Özlem: We have a fertility right module in our training programs; does 
this not include trans rights? Actually, it does, because trans people’s re-
productive rights are being taken away.

Berfu: It is now time not to think of gender only in binary terms. In fem-
inist organizations as well as the women’s movement, how much are gen-
der identity and sexual orientation in the foreground? You are looking at 
lives, people and the diversity of gender expressions represented, but our 
discourse is still stuck in the boundaries of binary system. I think we have 
not been able to address the issue of sexuality very well anyway. I have 
always thought that in the feminist movement there is much progress to 
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be made for addressing issue of sexuality in general, talk about it and de-
velop a policy in that regard. Nowadays, with the conservatism imposed 
by the authorities, I think the space for thinking and speaking on sexuality 
has narrowed, so the issue of sexual orientations and gender identities is 
increasingly decentralized.

KİH-YÇ and Kaos GL organized Solidarity Keeps Us Alive Workshop 
on 8-9 November 2019. Why was this workshop held, what was the 
reason and how was it planned?

Özlem: We would like to organize the workshop to discuss the Istanbul 
Convention, religion-oriented, male-dominated, heteronormative world 
opinion that has become widespread in many countries through the dis-
course of opposition to women’s rights and LGBTI+ rights and of the 
protection of family integrity, since we observed that there are policies 
developed against gender equality. We held the workshop to discuss how 
we can establish alliances and a joint struggle against these policies and in 
order to draw a road map. Another reason is that there were many discus-
sions last summer as if we had not been together, as if we have never had 
these discussions, especially regarding the case you mentioned in 2005, as 
if we never had awareness. Just from the perspective of Berfu and starting 
from the trans exclusionary discourses, we started to question “How did 
we actually get to this point, how did we lose the contact, did not we have 
these discussions, how did we go back in time?” Of course, there were 
external factors, but we also lost something, and we decided to organize 
this workshop in order to remind us of something that actually existed 
and to show that when we come together, we can actually overcome these 
together with solidarity. I think it has been the best thing organized lately. 
To be able to see, contact, hear each other in terms of both movements... 
I saw some of the things that were said during that workshop - and I have 
always been in both movements - so many points that we had missed. I 
realized that we did not even come together in our daily lives. We have in-
clined away from each other due to our state of constantly being absorbed 
by studies for responding to every attack ... Therefore, we organized such 
a workshop with Kaos GL in order to see what we can do against current 
attacks and what we have lost with those trans exclusionary statements 
under the 6 thematic areas we have determined.
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Afterwards, we published our report on 6 thematic areas and we will con-
tinue our study. We even think to hold another one on media.

Berfu: There are media organs that are attacking feminists and LGBTI 
persons.

Özlem: Yes. There is a structure built only on this and that carries all its 
work on it. There are media organs that attack the freedom of expression 
and association of feminists and LGBTI+ persons. They use social media, 
which we use as a tool for organization, as a tool to organize hates speech. 

These attacks, which also use the media in an organized way, have 
become systematic. Perhaps in all the sections that will be added to 
the workshop from now on, “Should we respond to these systematic 
and organized attacks with a more organized struggle?” can be 
discussed.

Özlem: Yes. But this is not only the wish of our association and Kaos GL, 
but also the wishes of many people who attended this workshop where 
we talked with them. When we first held the workshop, we did not prom-
ise to continue this, but everyone who came to the workshop, at the end 
of the first day asked us to hold more, they demanded other workshops. 
Because, apart from the conversation between our two organizations, we 
have seen that this is needed and demanded in organizational terms. In 
such workshops, it is generally not asked whether a report will be pub-
lished in the end, but in this workshop, immediately, they asked about a 
final report and whether there will be more workshops like this. 

People from both movements came together in this workshop after 
a long time. In addition to talking about what had happened, a list 
of needs was produced. After a long time, it was discussed in an 
organizational sense what to do next. I think this process helps people 
to contemplate on the situation while looking for the methods. Both 
movements needed to come together to discuss, I think.

Özlem: That is why we organized the first one as a workshop. In con-
ferences, in similar discussions or meetings, someone talks, somebody 
listens, but we prefer to hold it as a workshop to understand “the stance 
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of those people, what they see from where they are, how they evaluate 
the disconnection between the two movements right now and where they 
stand in the last discussions.” So everyone spoke, looked where they were 
standing, and we realized something. We will continue the next process 
with the knowledge and experiences we have gained. It will again be a 
forum where we can listen and discuss. The main issue was that we never 
discussed the things going on for a long time. We are absorbed with a lot 
of action and work. Since we are very action oriented, we can make politi-
cal discussions in associations and NGOs at a very minimum level.

Berfu: This workshop was a response to the current debate in Turkey and 
over the world actually. Anti-gender wing is becoming increasingly com-
mon, stronger and we see the manifestation of these in Turkey in victim-
ized fathers, the divorced fathers and in the news or Yeni Akit newspaper. 
We observe the same methods of conservative opinions also in Turkey 
as in the international arena. In my opinion, this conservatism itself is 
reflected on the feminist field in the international context. For example, 
TERF and SWERF discussions. We are facing with an agenda where an 
increasingly conservative and essentialist understanding of feminism tries 
to dominate the movement, with TERF debates or anti-sex work debates 
in the West.

I think the Solidarity Keeps Us Alive Workshop was a response to these 
discussions. The feminist movement cannot, should not, be essentialist 
and conservative, if so, it defends the same things as other patriarchal-het-
eronormative structures, and becomes the same. At a meeting I attended 
abroad, when I told that most of the LGBTI+ activists in Turkey identify 
themselves as feminists, they were very surprised because these two move-
ments are seen as two distinct mediums. In most places in the world, there 
is no space for movement and discussion where feminists and LGBTI+ 
persons come together. This unique special situation in Turkey together 
with the political atmosphere in Turkey, have recessed over the years and 
this is very sad. Therefore, I see this as an action aimed at regaining this. 
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LGBTI+ persons were the last ones 
to be salvaged in case of a fire!

We discussed the series of “Rights”, which we initiated by saying that “Now, 
it is high time”, with Umut Güner (pronoun: they) from Kaos GL. They eval-
uated the series of “Rights” as “More constructional steps shall be taken in 
order to ensure a concrete structural change. Therefore, it is meaningless to 
say, ‘We are here, come to us’”.

In the series of “Rights, we have addressed the following: when and how 
human rights organizations brought up the rights of LGBTI+ persons on 
their agenda; whether the activities of NGOs on the issues of LGBTI+ per-
sons are sufficient, the discrimination experienced in the past in the field 
of rights and why it is important to ensure the access to any rights without 
saying “it is not the right time”. 

Evaluating the stages where both movements have undergone from past 
to present, Umut Güner points out that the fact that homophobic people 
are leaving organizations does not mean that the culture of an organiza-
tion has changed in itself and underlies the “organizational memory” by 
saying that “More constructional steps shall be taken in order to ensure 
a concrete structural change. Therefore, it is meaningless to say ‘We are 
here, come to us’”.

According to Güner, who stated that there was a “hierarchy of rights” 
which they called as a triple hierarchy in the past within the rights move-
ments, the relation established by the groups forming the organization in 
line with their own grassroots was also important in terms of who was 
violated and LGBTI+ persons were not able to find a space in terms of the 
hierarchical fora. They ask organizations that defend LGBTI+ rights “with 
no ifs and buts” today: “Will they be able to continue to say out loud that 
they have a firm stance on LGBTİ+ rights? How much does this discourse 
change manifest itself in the policies of organizations?”

Güner also explains that establishing commissions within unions and or-
ganizations would not be enough by itself and states “Kaos GL has been 
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reporting what LGBTI+ persons working in public institutions faced for 
five years, but KESK/ Confederation of Public Employees’ Trade Unions 
never hear or see this”.

On the historical partnership of the movement with the feminist move-
ment, they state “Feminist movement itself has questioned ‘How can we 
see LGBTI+ persons?’, the demand came from the feminist movement di-
rectly, it was the feminist movement that provided a space”. According to 
Güner, the feminist movement has embraced the issue of LGBTI+ persons 
from the very beginning and acted together with LGBTI+ movement.

“Solidarity can always be one-sided until equality is ensured because 
I need it”. In Kaos GL, we published a series of interviews called 
“Now it is high time” In this series, we got together with Child 
Rights Center, IHD, TIHV, Eren Keskin, Feray Salman, HAKIM 
and the Women for Women’s Human Rights– New Ways (KIH-YÇ) 
Association and discussed the following: when and how human 
rights organizations brought up the rights of LGBTI+ persons on 
their agenda; whether the activities of NGOs on the issues of LGBTI+ 
persons are sufficient, the discrimination experienced in the past in 
the field of rights and why it is important to ensure the access to any 
rights without saying “it is not the right time”... What is your opinion 
about the information provided in this series in terms of the historical 
background of the rights movement and LGBTI+ movement?

I have been working in Kaos GL since 2000. The process of building a 
relation for me with Kaos GL and the rights based movement was similar. 
It has a meaning for me; sometimes one wants to stop and breathe, ques-
tions what we are doing. These interviews are meaningful since it tries to 
show the experiences of the others as much as of us, those are meaningful 
in terms of showing what the others see, what they want to see, what they 
remember as organizational memory. In addition to providing an inside 
to history, those also show the present times. Those do not just focus on 
the past, recording the past was not the only concern. Those interviews 
and this series were very valuable in terms of finding an answer to the 
question: “Where does the LGBTI+ movement and the rights struggle 
find a space within the human rights movement right now?”



95

While conducting these interviews, we also would like to thank you for 
your efforts. Those were such interviews in which human rights defenders 
could also open themselves up easily without repeating the standard dis-
course of their NGOs. The fundamental criticisms brought by Kaos GL to 
the human rights movement were also reflected very well in the process 
of building this Series. Because the rights movement is not a movement 
consisting only fundamental human rights organizations. The struggle for 
children, the environment, and animal rights are also part of this move-
ment. We say, “We are the equal actors”. The effort to provide an equal 
floor for everyone is also important in terms of reflecting how Kaos GL 
sees the struggle for rights and how it wants to see it. For us, the strug-
gle of Human Rights Foundation of Turkey is equally important as the 
struggle for animal rights by HAKIM and those are the integral parts of 
the struggle. We want to see it this way and we want to fight together with 
solidarity in such a movement. 

What did you observe in these interviews? What do you think about 
the organizational memories of both movements?

When working in the field of human rights in a country such as Turkey, 
you have always a busy agenda. And sometimes, in such a busy agen-
da, you may not see the issues outside of your own agenda. This was a 
self-criticism provided by everyone, but on the one hand, it is also a criti-
cism brought against the LGBTI+ movement and a self-criticism that the 
movement itself should provide. But I was not very pleased that this was 
brought in the interviews to the point that “the LGBTI+ movement should 
also provide a self-critism”. I wish we could provide this self-criticism by 
ourselves. In fact, this was the communication problem we had with the 
actors of the human rights movement. We do not have equal rights and 
opportunities with organizations and activists who say “But the LGBTI+ 
movement should do such and such”. This should have been known. As in 
the transactivists’ manifesto “We are equated with transgender persons” 
on June 18; when we have that power, we have to provide the self-criticism 
as mentioned. But if we do not have that power, this should not be what 
is expected from us. Solidarity can always be one-sided at a certain stage 
until that equality is ensured. Solidarity should not always be seen as a re-
lation between equals. Basically, this may be my criticism to all the actors 
in the interviews. 
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Secondly, in the interviews, we can easily see the difference between the 
feminist movement and human rights defenders who are fed by the femi-
nist movement and men. 

The sentences they use are more about their own subjectivity. Although 
the persons represent a movement, they also present themselves as polit-
ical subjects and evaluate themselves in this way regarding the process. 
They do not just give an institutional response on behalf of the organiza-
tion, they say “Me too” and makes you feel this while reading. They ex-
press more clearly that this relation should be natural. When other human 
rights defenders provide self-criticism, they say, “We were not able to do 
this”, but they are not so clear that this should have happened in the past as 
well. I observed this in the interviews. Basically, this is because our part-
nership with women’s rights defenders continues in different places and 
at different times. In fact, it is reflected in their discourses since we have a 
more organic relation. 

At this stage, our organizational and personal memories can sometimes 
mislead us and human rights activists. These interviews were also impor-
tant in terms of seeing and understanding how actors strive and do not 
strive for our involvement are positioned, while we think that we are po-
sitioned differently or not sufficiently included in the human rights move-
ment. Yes, our memories are common at certain points. Well, when we 
thought we were all excluded, not involved enough, one of them could 
come out and say easily, “There is no such a thing”. We saw that they can 
mirror themselves. It is also important that this issue is visible in the pub-
lic sphere. It is important in terms of showing that the possibility of find-
ing a space for the LGBTI+ rights struggle is not always possible or will 
not be. It showed that we are not alone right now. I see the actors in the 
interviews made a promise in the sense of institutional representation. 

“We need to monitor human rights in order to say “this data should 
be prepared like this”

Öztürk Türkdoğan, Co-Chair of IHD, said that people from different left-
ist fractions were under the umbrella of the association and homophobia 
was present in the association during this period. He explained that there 
were disintegrations over time and that they would not tolerate homopho-
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bia at the IHD right now. Chair of the TIHV Metin Bakkalcı said, “The 
fact that the persons does not know enough may be a reason up to a point, 
they may not know us, but those who know us may not trust us enough”. 
Do you think this self-criticism and the stage reached now is enough?

The fact that homophobic people leave the organization alone may not 
mean that an organization’s culture has changed. There is something 
called organizational memory, and in organizational culture, organiza-
tional memories feed the organizational culture. More constructional 
steps shall be taken in order to ensure a concrete structural change. In 
case of torture and ill treatment, it is necessary to do the filing accord-
ing to how they address the trans survivors when they are recording the 
statements, they need to know how to address them well, and develop 
skills for all these. That is why, it is not enough to say “We are here, come 
to us”, unlike Metin Bakkalcı stated. For example, when it comes to trans 
persons, the form and extent of torture can vary. The haircut trans women 
are forced to by the police may have another effect; the rehabilitation and 
support mechanisms may vary for them. These organizations now say that 
they are welcoming LGBTI+ persons, but they should also show that they 
are taking steps to cover LGBTI+ persons. 

For example, Metin Bakkalcı said, “One of our difficulties in reaching 
LGBTI persons is that they do not trust us enough”. I asked the 
following question to the others we conducted the interviews with. 
Now I want to ask this you too. Have rights based organizations ever 
communicated with LGBTI associations to remedy the violations 
following the applications made to them by LGBTI+ persons or about 
what procedure can be followed?

The contact we have is in minimum level. In the past, we have asked these 
questions as well. We were visiting organizations institutionally and ask-
ing if they are monitoring LGBTI+ persons, how we can assist this mon-
itoring, what we can do together. These were not the processes where we 
got answers. Especially during the establishment process of Pink Life, we 
wanted to publish one of the press statements about the reflection of the 
Eryaman gang and Esat tortures at IHD Ankara Branch. We built this 
process with the support of feminist rights defenders. It was the end of 
2005, the beginning of 2006. We provided the statement, the survivors 



98

were also there, but IHD did not show any reaction to have an act upon 
this. IHD did not actually see that information in the same way we do. 
Trans persons were subjected to torture in the Esat police station, they 
faced usurpation by gangs in Eryaman, the prosecutor did not conduct 
an investigation, but these are not turned into data in the reports of IHD 
Ankara Branch. After all this, we need to monitor human rights ourselves, 
we need to gain this skill in order to say, “This data should be prepared 
like this”. Then, they are waiting for LGBTI+ survivors to approach them. 
They do not make an effort to reach LGBTI+ survivors. This is actually a 
fundamental problem. 

LGBTI+ persons were the last ones to be salvaged in case of a fire 
according to the hierarchy of rights within the organizations. Did 
monitoring and reporting start after this process?

Yes. The first report was prepared in 2006. We invited Pink Life, Black Pink 
Triangle, and Lambda Istanbul organizations to monitor human rights. 
We started monitoring all together. Feray (Salman) became one of the 
trainers. We did not have the knowledge on torture, ill treatment and how 
to monitor this process, we worked together. In general, the human rights 
movement did not have a briefing process on how to provide support to 
survivors. This could be a bigger criticism. Human rights area is a struggle 
for rights and, on the one hand, a struggle formed by the organization of 
survivors. Naturally, whoever was outside of that victimized fraction did 
not have enough information about how to create the whole mechanism. 
When we started to monitor human rights, we also encountered viola-
tions that were not on the agenda of the human rights movement. In the 
early 2000s, the issue of discrimination was not discussed extensively. The 
torture and ill treatment cases were more addressed. We started to report 
the cases of discrimination as well.

The difficulty of the relations established with the human rights move-
ment and the fact that LGBTI+ persons were not included in human rights 
reports spontaneously brought about a process that transformed human 
rights organizations. It developed in Ankara, Istanbul, Izmir and Mersin. 
We can say that it was a positive reflection of the difficult relationship in the 
past. As a result of this reflection, LGBTI+ organizations have expressed 
that “we are human rights organizations, fighting for rights” out loud. 
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What do you think about the statements of rights based organizations 
“We could not take action at this point, we could not think about 
it?”, while evaluating their inability to see the discrimination against 
LGBTI+ persons clearly or to attract their attention. Eren Keskin said, 
“although the people appreciate me in the Kurdish issue later mocked 
me because I was addressing trans women”. Why is there a hierarchy 
of rights restricting the rights violations to whom the violation was 
committed against and the perpetrators of these?

There are three separate hierarchies. A hierarchy about right to life. There 
is also a hierarchy about who violated the right and whose rights were 
violated. For example, in the case of trans people, if the violation of the 
right to life was inflicted by civilians, it did not directly turn into an area 
of human rights movement. The relation that the segments of that organ-
ization established on their own grassroots was the hierarchy about who 
was violated. In terms of these three hierarchical levels, LGBTI+ persons 
are not addressed anywhere. A culture in which the killing of civilians by 
civilians was not seen as a violation of rights was dominant. In the case 
of torture, even if LGBTI+ persons faced torture, it was not included in 
“that definition of “torture”. However, we witnessed a period like Hortum 
Süleyman in the 90s. Was not that torture? But there, too, they had dis-
crimination about who faced torture. That hierarchy also appeared in the 
differences between organizations. Mazlum Der, which was respected as a 
rights organization in the past, was raising up its voice with regard to the 
issue of headscarf. IHD was doing the same about the Kurdish issue. But 
nobody was raising up its voice with regard to LGBTI+ persons. TIHV 
used to raise up its voice against torture, but this torture did not cover 
LGBTI+ persons. In this case, in addition to the triple hierarchy, LGBTI+ 
persons were the last ones to be salvaged in case of a fire according to this 
hierarchy of rights within the organizations. 

“Will they be able to continue to say out loud that they have a firm 
stance on LGBTI+ rights?” Being LGBTI+ rights organization may be 
seen as a specific area in itself... 

That is why it is not included in many networks. At that time, Kaos GL 
had more than a hundred studies on refugees compared to others, but you 
are seen as a specific area. This showed that the organizational culture had 
not changed. 
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For example, the studies on constitution. When Kaos GL went to the field 
on 1 May, emphasizing the equality article of the constitution, equality 
was always on its agenda in the constitutional debates in every field. At 
that time, sexual orientation was brought to the fore in the constitutional 
demands of non-governmental organizations, but human rights organiza-
tions made demands regarding the constitution. They probably could not 
agree on sexual orientation and gender identity. Their failure to raise up 
their voices to say “I will not compromise about LGBTI rights” was also 
effective. At that time, nobody worried about Mazlum Der’s homophobia, 
they said, “It is their opinion”. Until Mazlum Der left IHOP, nobody said, 
““We cannot explain to grassroots why we cannot compromise about LG-
BTI rights”. Actually, I am not sure what really changed from that process 
until now. Will those working in the field of fundamental human rights be 
able to continue to say out loud that they have a firm stance on LGBTİ+ 
rights or they will not compromise on LGBTI+ rights? 

Sexual orientation and gender identity had been included in the 
amendment of IHD’s bylaws in 2014. If we look at it from here, we see 
that we struggled hard in the early 2000s and actually achieved the 
mentioned gains in the last 6 years. However, the human rights and 
LGBTI movement is an area of struggle for 30 years. In other words, 
there is a situation of not being seen in the right-based community for 
almost 25 years...

Exactly. In fact, we started to gather around the same table with the democ-
ratization process of the European Union. This showed that we are also a 
human rights organization by being gathered around the same table. 

“How much does this discourse change manifest itself in the policies 
of organizations?” It is necessary to be together for the EU accession 
process. 

Yes. On the one hand, the closure of Kaos GL right after it became an asso-
ciation brought up on the agenda in that process. An association is being 
violated. We did not see it is also reflected in human rights organizations 
during that period. As you said we are talking about a long history, yes. 
But it is a process where transformation ensured so late. Gays left IHD 
in 1994, the commission was dissolved and the relation became slower 
in the process from there to here. Actually, there is a discourse change in 



101

the last process you said, namely in the recent history. How much does 
this discourse change manifest itself in the policies of organizations? For 
example, IHD made an amendment in the bylaws in 2014, but it was not 
shared with the public. The reason why we are so persistent in the process 
of this relation is also related to our participation in life. You are implicitly 
given the message that “You are not the primary subject of this place”. It 
makes you feel like that. We went to visit Mazlum Der in 2003-2004, Yıl-
maz Ensaroğlu was the chair of the board at that time, we tried to explain 
him homosexuality. We never went to anyone and question them “how 
come you do not know this”, we went to all one by one and explained our 
problems and our existence even though they rejected us. One of Kaos 
GL’s voluntary activities was to go to non-governmental organizations and 
women’s organizations in Ankara and leaving Kaos GL magazines for the 
Board in order to tell them that “See us, we exist”. 

This dialogue environment progressed through a process that we con-
stantly demanded. This culture of relation is about the change of the hu-
man rights movement as well as the demands of donor organizations. 
Donor organizations ask them “what kind of studies you conduct for LG-
BTI+ persons, for women”, naturally, this relation process also develops, 
changes and is affected. The democratization process of the European Un-
ion also had such an impact. 

“Kaos GL has been reporting what LGBTI+ persons working in 
public institutions faced for five years, but KESK never hear or 
see this”. Feray Salman from IHOP pointed out that establishing 
women’s and LGBTI+ commissions in unions and organizations 
would not be enough alone, and drew attention to the importance of 
internalization. Do you think LGBTI+ persons remain just as a title in 
associations and unions? We are talking about a 6-year “awareness” in 
which the commissions were established, bylaws were amended, but 
do you think to what extent this has been internalized? 

Establishing these is not enough by itself, but it is also an act of recog-
nition, so it is necessary. We held the first union activity in 2003, and in 
2004 we organized a meeting of gay and lesbian workers. The people had 
warned the union executives we invited, by saying “Are you going there, be 
careful about the fags”. It is important that unions evolved from there to a 
stage where they establish a commission. But what Feray says is absolutely 
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correct, where and how you define it is also important. The LGBTI+ issues 
are referred to the women’s issues, and it provides studies under the wom-
en’s secretariat. This is actually an act of not recognizing us as subjects. 
Recognition of the persons in the unions is also a means of removing the 
barriers that to apply in case of discrimination there. The dynamics of the 
LGBTI+ movement are also changing, it is not a process that can be said 
“we did it, it is ensured”, but it should take an act at a minimum level. As 
Feray says, it is not such a process that “we did it, it is ensured”. For exam-
ple, unions do not prepare a report on what LGBTI+ persons experience 
in the public sphere. Kaos GL has been reporting what LGBTI+ persons 
working in public institutions faced for five years, but KESK never hear or 
see this. However, this report should be data for KESK. A commission was 
established in Mersin and Izmir in IHD, this is good. But sometimes they 
establish these but never promote it. In the time of Pride, on 20 November, 
for example, IHD does not provide its logo in rainbow colors. The question 
that how do we internalize and continue should be asked. They now de-
clare that they do not exclude us and this is considered sufficient for them. 

“Feminist movement itself has questioned ‘How can we see LGBTI+ 
persons?’, the demand came from the feminist movement directly, it 
was the feminist movement that provided a space”. Lets talk about 
the intersectionality of the feminist movement and the LGBTI+ 
movement. Both movements have a historical partnership. You 
have been in the movement for so many years, can you talk about 
this partnership, the intersectionality and memories of the two 
movements?

The birth of the feminist movement in Turkey was important primarily in 
terms of creating a space for the LGBTI+ movement. If we evaluate past 
years, there were members who left the association and women’s com-
mission in 1993 after the gay and lesbian commission of the IHD was 
not recognized in the general meeting. They say that without the recogni-
tion of gay and lesbian rights, there cannot be a struggle for rights. Then 
there was a good partnership in civil law and Turkish criminal law studies. 
There is a very important cooperation between the feminist movement 
and the LGBTI+ movement in terms of conveying the demands of the LG-
BTI movement to the Parliament. It is a good example of how solidarity 
can be one-sided. The feminist movement provided solidarity at that time. 



103

The women’s movement evaluated the articles that were not mentioned, 
such as general immorality, in the debates on Turkish penal code as its 
own failure. It did not consider it as a success although 97 of their 100 rec-
ommendations were recognized. The feminist movement was not satisfied 
and also declared this. Ten years after that, after the law on refugees was 
passed, it was stated by the rights based NGOs that although the sexual 
orientation clause was not mentioned in the law, it is an achievement that 
most of the demands other than that were passed. The difference between 
these two is obvious. The human rights movement says it is an achieve-
ment, the feminist movement says it is a failure. It shows how the relation 
built by the feminist movement with us is real and visible. I recalled when 
you asked this question that we never approach the women’s movement 
like we did in case of the other NGOs. Feminist movement itself has ques-
tioned ‘How can we see LGBTI+ persons?’, the demand came from the 
feminist movement directly, it was the feminist movement that provided a 
space. It was a relation to establish partnerships, to struggle together. LG-
BTI+ movement’s involvement in the Women’s Shelters Congress is easier 
than its involvement in any human rights network or study. For example, 
the difficulty of being included in the refugee network I mentioned. The 
women’s movement never told us, “You do not meet these criteria”, from 
the very beginning and it thought that our presence should already be 
there since it is empowering. It is a more inclusive movement when it is 
compared with other social movements. 

In 2019, people from both feminist and LGBTI+ movement came 
together at the “Solidarity Keeps Up Alive” workshop organized by 
Kaos GL and KİH-YÇ Association. Activists from both movements 
said there that the former spatial partnerships were not possible 
anymore, that both separate and common points in both movements 
was under attack of the hetero-patriarchy, and that they had to focus 
on their own agenda while responding to these attacks. What kind of 
partnership was this that was not possible today but was possible in 
the past?

When Akit newspaper first started to escalate its hate speech, feminists 
in Ankara said, “We will hold protests, we will be the host of the act” 
and we protested together in Ulus, in front of Akit’s building. Since femi-
nists embraced the matter, they also faced the attacks together with us and 
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reacted together. They did not wait for an invitation, they organized the 
protest directly and we attended the protest together. Being not contam-
inated with the public sphere culture that emerges from “the personal is 
political” issue also shows the basis of the partnership of two movements. 
The people from the leftist fractions mentioned in the establishment of 
rights organizations did not have to carry the culture of the place they 
came from, women questioned that culture and left and formed the fem-
inist movement. When you went to a feminist organization, you did not 
face such a reaction “we will discuss this in the board of directors and we 
will contact you, the experience of struggle and organization between us 
is very similar. Therefore, it is easier and possible to have solidarity with 
feminists, anyhow. 


