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Tur key

Deniz Kilic¢c and Gaye Uhcu

GENERAL OUTLOOK

urkey has a secul ar systemof governnent and oper -
Tates nominal |y as a denocracy. It is currently seeking

nenbership in the European Community (EQ and has
al ready becone part of EC custons unity agreenents. Mny
new | ans have recently been introduced in Turkey, including
a new national health service and laws that w !l increase
penal ties for rape and donesti c vi ol ence.

Despite these prom sing changes, many narginal i zed
groups, including ethnic, religious, and sexual mnorities,
continue to be denied their rights. Hinan rights violations in
Turkey have been increasing as religious fundanental i sm
has gai ned strength over the past severa years.

SOCI AL AND CULTURAL PRESSURE ON LESBI ANS
The popul ation of Turkey is 99%Mslim A though the
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country has a long-standing tradition of secularism religious
fundanental i sts are currently gaining political power and
influence inthe country. Asis the case wth any formof reli -
gious fundanentalism Mislimfundanentalismthreatens to
nake |ife very dangerous for all narginalized conmunities.

Honosexual ity is prohibited wthin Islamc law The Koran
tal ks about the tribe of Lut, in which nen had sex wth nen;
as punishnent for this transgression, Alah sent stones rain-
ing down on themfromthe sky. I'n many nosques in Turkey,
religious authorities preach agai nst honosexual ity and tal k
about AIDS as another rain of stones on honosexual s.
Through teachi ngs such as these, Turkish children are
brought up to believe that |eshians and gay nen are sinners.
Honosexual ity is seen as a threat to the fanily and by
extention to society as a whol e.

LEGAL SI TUATI ON

The Turki sh Penal Code has been subject to a series of
revisions, beginning inthe early 19th century, that have

In July 1993, the Istanbul city govern-
nent intervened to stop Turkey's first

| eshi an and gay pride cel ebration,

been based | argely on French law A though honosexual ity is
not nentioned in Turkish law however, there are several
broad ranging provisions that have been selectively
enforced agai nst sexual mnorities. These |aws, which pro-
hibit indecency and of fenses agai nst public norality, * are
nost often used agai nst transvestites, transsexuals, and
gay nen, particularly those who are sex workers. Because
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the terns of the laws are fairly broad and do not specifically
single out leshians or gay nen, they are extrenely difficult
to chal l enge, even when they are enforced in a discrimna-
tory nanner.

In July 1993, the Istanbul city governnent intervened to
stop a group of leshians and gay nen fromorganizing a | es-
bian and gay pride cel ebration. In the week prior to the
event, the organizers al so received calls fromfundanental -
ist groups threatening to bonb the ci nema where the activi -
ties vere schedul ed to take place. This harassnent was pro-
voked in part by inflamatory reports in the newspaper
Blgin, which for an entire week devoted its back page to
the event. Articles announced that “perverts” woul d be
neeting in Istanbul and that “perverts” fromabroad were
comng to force Turkish youth into decadence. On the day
the cel ebrati on was schedul ed to begin, the Governor of
Istanbul faxed hotels in the city instructing themnot to
accept foreign participants in the cel ebration. The next day,
Turkish authorities arrested and expel | ed 28 forei gn del e-
gates who were there to take part in the celebration. In
addition, three Turkish nen were arrested for their efforts
to organize the event. Letters protesting the governnent’s
action arrived fromnany different countries around the
world, and the incident was included in the Hinan R ghts
Foundation’s 1993 report on human rights abuses in
Turkey.

There have been no reports of Turkish | eshians bei ng
arrested or otherw se subjected to state persecution on the
basis of their sexua orientation. Thisis in part duetothe
invisibility of leshians in Turkish public life. Leshians are not
a visible presence on the streets or in bars, and the events
in 1993 have cast doubt on the ability of any | eshian or gay
group to forma legal organization, since this would require
registering wth the governnent. Turkey's first |eshian
group, \enls' Un K zkardesleri (Ssters of \Venus), was estab-
lished in July 1994 (see below), but the group does not
exist legally and cannot hol d a bank account or otherw se
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establishitsdf plidy.

| SOLATI ON OF LESBI ANS

The pervasive prejudice within Turkish society puts | es-
bians under a great deal of pressure. It is very difficut for a
| eshian, especially a young | eshian, to “cone out” to hersel f
or to her fanmly or friends. Each |eshian has to find her own
way, wthout the help of a visible |eshian coomunity or any
sort of support organizations. Forced narriages are very
common, especially inrura areas, and girls are brought up
to believe that there are no alternatives to heterosexual
narriage. Inbigcities, the incidence of forced narriage is
not as high, but younger |eshians are frequently sent to psy-
chol ogi sts to be “cured.”

LESBI AN ORGANI ZI NG

Leshi ans who have nanaged to |ive independently have a
difficut tine reaching other leshians. The Ssters of \enus,
the first leshian group in Turkey, began neeting in July
1994. This group began wth three leshians; it has grown to
over 20 wonen, and the nenbership continues to increase
as nore wonen | earn of the group’s existence. Wile the
group is not yet strong enough to be a palitica pressure, it
is nonethel ess able to offer support to | eshians. The group
hol ds regul ar neetings where nmenbers can share experi -
ences and difficulties wth one another. It has begun to print
brochures and to assenble a snall library of articles and
books. The brochures focus on subjects, such as “comng
out,” honophobia, howto feel proud of one s sexual iden-
tity, adthe like. A geat risk Ssters of \enus lists its post
of fi ce box nunber on these brochures and receives both
positive and negative feedback. Ssters of Venus nenbers
also contribute to Turkey's only | eshian and gay publication,
KACS GL, which is an underground publication that cannot
be distributed openly. The organization has al so responded
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to the mai nstreamnedi @ s general Iy negative portrayal of
| eshians by sending protest letters.

Ssters of Venus is beginning to work wth other organi za-
tions in Turkey, including the ADS Prevention Society; feni-
nist groups such as Eksik Bek, Mr Giti, Pazartesi, and the
Voren' s Human R ghts Project; Lanbda, a gay nen’s group
inlstanbul; and KAQ. G, a lesbian and gay group in Ankara.
The group has al so begun to network with organizations in
other countries, such as the Indian group Sakhi, the organiz-
ers of the Berlin Leshian ek, and Frauenzei tung in Mini ch.

Wile Ssters of Venus has recei ved support from nany
femnists, there is clearly a need for |eshians to organi ze
i ndependent |y of the femnist novenent. Sone | eshians
work in feninist groups, but they can only be out spoken on
het er osexual women’ s issues because even within such
organi zations anti-|eshian prejudice is pervasive.

CONCL USI ON

The | eshian and gay novenent is just beginning in Turkey
and is limted to urban centers. The threat fromthe funda-
nental i st novenent and, conversely, the possibility of
Turkey' s beconing a nenber of the European Community
have created strong incentives to organi ze and to push for
an increased enphasi s on hunan rights.

NOTES
1 Aticles 419, 547, and 576 of the Penal Gode.
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