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Abstract: While LGBT studies have been problematizing normative categories of sexuality
primarily in Western cultures, the status of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT)
individuals in non-Western societies remains understudied. This study examines the political
attitudes toward LGBT individuals in Turkish society and explores the experiences of
transgender individuals. While Turkey holds a strong economic position among Western
countries, the situation of sexual minorities lags behind international standards. This study
explores two research questions. First, what is the Turkish government’s outlook for the LGBT
community? Secondly, what kind of problems and challenges do trans-individuals experience
in Turkey? This study first introduces a macro-level analysis of the politics of gender identity
in Turkey by analyzing the debates of four deputies in the Turkish Parliament, each
representing their parties’ disparate viewpoints. Secondly, a micro-level analysis of
previously collected interviews with twenty-five trans-individuals are also examined that
shed light on the difficulties of being a trans-individual in Turkey. The content analysis shows
that trans-individuals experience physical, sexual, and emotional violence, in addition to
experiencing discrimination in employment, housing, and healthcare. The findings of this
micro-level analysis elucidate the continuous discrimination, inequality, and violence that
these individuals experience, while the macro-level analysis portrays the state’s discriminatory
policies toward LGBT individuals in Turkey.

Keywords: LGBT; Turkey; transgender; sexual minority; LGBT rights; political policy




Soc. Sci. 2015, 4 839

1. Introduction

Bihter, a transwoman from Ankara, was attacked with a knife by four men in April 2015. She received
172 stiches as a result of this incident [ 1]. The same year, Ipek, another transwoman, was also hospitalized
after an attack by two men. She was beaten, stabbed, and left to die in a deserted area in Mersin [2].
Another transwoman B. E. was choked to death by a man. The perpetrator hid B. E.’s body under a
pull-out couch and fled the city. B. E’s body was later discovered by the police when her neighbors
complained about the putrid odor coming from her apartment [3]. These horrific stories typify common
experiences of transwomen in Turkey. Sexual minorities, and transwomen in particular, regularly
experience sexual, physical, and emotional violence as a result of their sexual orientation and gender
identity. This study explores the Turkish government’s attitude toward the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender (LGBT) community and the difficulties and challenges trans-individuals experience.

Turkey currently has the 6th largest economy in Europe, and the 17th largest in the world [4]. While
Turkey holds a strong economic position among Western countries, the situation of sexual minorities
lags behind standards that are claimed to be essential by human rights organizations like the General
Assembly of the United Nations, the European Court of Human Rights, and the Supreme Court concerning
LGBT issues. Although the Turkish Republic was founded as a secular state, traditional Islamic values
remain omnipresent in most government and societal institutions. The influence of these values on
Turkish policy making has resulted in further marginalization, stigmatization, and socially-disadvantageous
outcomes for those who do not fit the dominant hetero-normative gender norms and sexual identities.
This study asks two research questions. First, what is the Turkish government’s outlook toward the LGBT
community? Secondly, what kind of problems and challenges do trans-individuals experience in Turkey?

This study first introduces a macro-level analysis of the politics of gender identity in Turkey by
analyzing the debates of four deputies in the Turkish Parliament, each representing their parties’
disparate viewpoints. It then reviews a 2013 bill that promoted the improvement of lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender (LGBT) rights in Turkey. The findings indicate that the tenets and beliefs of political
parties are strongly correlated with laws and regulations established by the Turkish Constitution. The
government’s macro level discrimination leads to detrimental consequences for LGBT individuals, while
perpetuating gender inequality in Turkish society. Recent parliamentary debates on LGBT rights in
Turkey portray a government that is failing to secure the civil and political rights of LGBT individuals.

Secondly, a micro-level analysis of previously collected interviews with twenty-five transgender
individuals in Turkey is examined. Seventeen interviews were compiled through snowball sampling as
part of a Social Justice and Art Project called Proudly Trans in Turkey. The rest of the interviews and
testimonies are derived from stories published in LGBTI News Turkey. The content analysis shows that
trans-individuals experience physical, sexual, and emotional violence in addition to experiencing
discrimination in employment, housing, and healthcare. The findings of this micro-level analysis elucidate
the continuous discrimination, inequality and violence that these individuals experience, while the macro
analysis portrays the state’s discriminatory policies toward LGBT individuals in Turkish society. Both
macro-level and micro-level discrimination influence one another, creating perpetual gender inequality
in Turkish society, which consequently leads to detrimental outcomes for LGBT individuals.
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2. Historical Background

Turkey has long been considered of strategic geographic importance because its landmass serves as
a bridge between Europe and Asia. It is often viewed as an example of a modern Muslim state, with a
secular, functioning democracy, in stark contrast to many other Middle Eastern governments that are run
by dictatorships and religious fundamentalism [5,6]. Turkish culture is greatly influenced by European
values as a result of its geographical position; however, traditional Islamic values also remain deeply
ingrained in most of the country’s social institutions [7]. In order to understand how gender inequality and
a hetero-normative value system persist in Turkish society, it is pertinent to examine the political, economic,
and social changes that Turkey has experienced since its formation in 1923.

Turkey was established as a secular democracy after the fall of the Ottoman Empire under the leader
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk. The cultural and political climate of Turkish society was strongly influenced by
the Kemalist movement that idealized modernization, secularization, and democracy, largely shaping what
it meant to have a Turkish identity in the 20th century [8]. During the 1920s and 1930s, Turkish society
experienced dramatic cultural, political, and economic transitions which resulted in the implementation of
a wide range of social and political reforms. These policies aimed to weaken the power of religion, promote
modernization, and spread a common sense of Turkish national identity [8,9].

Ataturk’s political reforms began with the abolition of the Caliphate and adopting the secular European
model of the Swiss civil code. Modernization efforts also consisted of implementing secular public
education, adopting the Latin alphabet, and changing the official national language to Turkish. Religious
attire such as headscarves and fezzes were also banned in government institutions. Improving the
position of women in society was another objective of the newly formed Turkish government. Polygamy
was banned, and women were given equal access to divorce and inheritance. They became eligible to
vote and to hold public office. These reforms aimed to weaken the power of religion in government
institutions, infusing Turkish culture with Western liberal ideas to create a new type of citizenship and
a modern society. The goal was to remove Islam from public affairs through state control [7,10].
However, anti-discrimination laws that would protect the rights of LGBT individuals were not included
in these reforms.

3. Current Status of the LGBT Population

Although homosexual relationships were evident in the Ottoman era prior to the establishment of the
Turkish republic, the emergence of non-heteronormative identities as a personal and collective identity
did not occur until the 20th century [11,12]. This was mainly a result of rising globalization, industrialization,
and urbanization in contemporary Turkey. As a result, there was a growing public visibility of homosexuality
and gay identities with a mainstream understanding [ 12—14]. However, increasing visibility of same sex
relations did not translate into an increasing public tolerance toward homosexuality. A global study
conducted by Pew Research Center in 2013 reports that acceptance of homosexuality remains at a mere
9 percent. This is 5 percent lower than the year 2007. The low tolerance toward homosexuality has resulted
in many forms of violence and discrimination against the LGBT population, both legally and socially [15].

While homosexuality is not banned in Turkish society, it is largely viewed as immoral and unnatural
behavior. The government does not have anti-discrimination laws that prohibit discrimination on the
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basis of sexual orientation and gender identity. As a result, the discrimination and violence experienced
by LGBT individuals remain institutionalized problems. For instance, the military specifically disapproves
of gay males serving in the Turkish armed forces because it considers homosexuality a psychosexual
disorder. The Turkish military have a long history of protecting the gendered binaries of the Turkish
nation by excluding women and homosexual men. It is a social institution that promotes hegemonic
masculinity by excluding feminine bodies from service. As Basaran points out, “the active/passive
(penetrator/penetratee) binary correlates with the masculine/feminine binary regulating the dominant
understanding of homosexuality” in Turkey, similar to some Caribbean and South American cultures [16].

Accordingly, the military performs medical inspections on those who are seeking an exemption from
mandatory military service because of their sexual orientation. These inspections mainly include
psychological testing, interviews, and rectal examinations. Some are also asked for photographs of
themselves having homosexual intercourse and in which they can be seen as the passive partner [16—18].
Individuals who succeed in convincing military psychologists of their homosexuality are then given a
curuk raporu; a certificate that labels biological men as “rotten.” Homosexual men often apply for this
ineligibility report because they fear experiencing homophobic violence in the military.

Individuals construct and reconstruct their gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender identities, creating
their own narratives consistent with their culture and experiences. However, gay people are often
stereotyped as effeminate and are presumed to hold passive roles in homosexual intercourse in Turkish
culture [12,13,16]. While homosexual men who are not “feminine enough” are treated with skepticism
by the military psychologists, feminine homosexual men are more likely to be considered to be ineligible
for military service [16]. Gender inequality in the military is a persistent problem in and of itself, but it
also has broader social repercussions due to the large role military service plays in defining masculinity
in Turkish society.

The intersectional framework encourages us to think critically about how oppression manifests in
societies. Social taxonomies of race, class, and gender discrimination are not independent from one
another and should be examined as interlocking systems of oppression [19,20]. In predominantly-Muslim
societies like Turkey, the role of religion plays a greater intersecting role with gender and sexuality than
in most Western societies, resulting in alarming levels of institutionalized discrimination. LGBT individuals
have a minority status because they have been systematically oppressed as a result of their sexuality and
gender identity. Their oppression is a result of the patriarchal regime that punishes same-sex relations
under Islamic beliefs. Religiosity contributes to the social and legal punishment of those who do not
conform to rigid gender norms.

Individuals who fall outside the categories of socially-accepted norms of gender binaries are
ostracized, often subjected to emotional and physical violence. The data available on sexual minorities
are very limited and difficult to access. This is because once LGBT individuals reveal their nonconforming
gender identity or sexual orientation, their most basic rights such as the right to life, to labor, to housing,
to healthcare, and to education are greatly compromised [21]. Between January 2010 and November
2014, 47 individuals were killed in Turkey due to their sexual orientation and gender identity [22].

LGBT individuals also experience discrimination in employment. A study conducted by Mustafa
Bilgihan Ozturk examines sexual orientation discrimination in the workplace by interviewing twenty
lesbian, gay, and bisexual individuals in Turkey. He finds that most of the participants hide their sexual
orientation from their families and workplace due to fear of abuse or violence. Meanwhile, individuals
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who did come out expressed experiencing severe discrimination, often resulting in termination of their
jobs [23]. Other individual cases of discrimination have also been reported in the news media. For
instance, police officer F.E was dismissed from his duties because he revealed his sexual orientation.
When F. E. went to court to appeal for the state’s discriminatory action, the Ministry of Internal Affairs
provided him the following response: “The law foresees that these kinds of officers are to be cleaned out
immediately!” [24]. There is lack of official data on hate crimes and discrimination against sexual
minorities due to the systematic lack of attention by Turkish mainstream media outlets. As a result, most
cases of hate crimes and discrimination against the LGBT population remain undocumented. The data
on LGBT individuals are predominantly collected by volunteers of LGBT organizations [22].

The stories of transgender individuals are particularly disturbing. Transgender individuals are often
subjected to physical violence as well as discrimination by the police and other members of Turkish
society as a result of their gender identity. They are denied a safe working environment and are discriminated
against on a daily basis [23,25,26]. The experiences of these individuals highlight the inequalities they
face as a result of living in a homophobic culture that marginalizes and discriminates against them. The
alienation that transgender individuals experience from their families and communities begins at an early
age, and most often continues into an adult life in which there are often no other viable economic
opportunities available aside from various types of sex work. The Human Resource Development
Foundation (IKGV) reported that in 2011 there were about 4000 transgender sex workers working in
Istanbul, constituting 15 percent of the total number of sex workers operating in Turkey [27].

The stigma, discrimination, and violence experienced by transgender individuals are, of course, not
unique to Turkey. A low tolerance regarding their gender expression leads to a lack of employment
opportunities for many transgender women and to living their lives below the poverty line [28,29]. While
race, class, and gender can be seen as different axes of social structure, individual persons experience
them simultaneously [19,20]. Social taxonomies of race, gender, religion, and class concurrently play a
role in the experiences of LGBT individuals in Turkey. These categories operate together, influencing
and shaping one another and consequently producing mechanisms of social inequality. For instance,
racial and class differences can play a prominent role in transgender women’s experiences [28,29].
Transgender women of color often experience multiple forms of discrimination as a result of their race,
class, and gender identity.

Studies and reports conducted by LGBT and human rights organizations in Turkey [26,30,31] and
research in other countries [28,29,32] document that transgender individuals are subject to harassment,
verbal attacks, arbitrary arrests, and physical violence. In addition, they are discriminated against in
employment, education, housing, and healthcare. Transgender Europe’s Trans Murder Monitoring Project
reports more than 1500 trans-individuals were murdered in 57 countries since January 2008 [33]. These
homicides were recorded by trans-organizations and activists. Most instances of trans-gender homicide
take place in Central and South America. In Turkey there have been 34 reported murders of transgender
individuals since 2008, more than any other European country. The murders range from multiple
stabbings and shootings to death by castration and decapitation [33].

Although Turkey often prides itself for being a secular democracy with equal rights for women, when
it comes to transgender women, the state lacks the protection of these individuals’ rights. The general
lack of tolerance toward LGBT individuals in Turkish society manifests itself in the form of hate crimes
and discrimination. Research collected by Lambda, an LGBT activist organization in Turkey, surveyed
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116 transgender women through a snowball sampling in 2012. Approximately, 67.2 percent of the
respondents identified their occupation as sex workers, and 82.8 percent (96 individuals) participated in
sex work at least once in their lifetimes. The findings of the report also show that 90.5 percent of the
respondents were subjected to physical violence and 92.2 percent had experienced verbal and
sexual assault by police officials. In addition, 79.3 percent of transgender women reported experiencing
physical violence, and 89.7 percent reported experiencing verbal and sexual assault from people they
do not know [30].

Moreover, the Turkish legal system “under-punishes” those who commit hate crimes against LGBT
individuals, often imposing only small fines or minor jail time [34,35]. The reductions in punishments
are vindicated by judges because LGBT status is considered an abnormality in the eyes of the state law.
Political leaders often intertwine gender identity with sexual orientation when they are discussing issues
related to the LGBT population. Most state leaders also share the viewpoint that both homosexuality and
trans-identity are immoral. In 2010, Aliye Kavaf, the former State Minister of the Affairs of Women and
Families, said “homosexuality is a biological disorder, a disease. It is something that needs to be treated.
Therefore I do not have a positive opinion of gay marriage” [36]. In 2012, Ankara mayor and a JDP
Party member Melih Gokgek remarked:

Each society has its own moral values. Especially for our Turkish society, it is not possible
for us to be together with the gay culture in Europe. It is also not possible to approve of this.
How we have been brought up, our brand of morality, our views are a little different. I hope
to God that in Turkey there will not be a gay and there should not be [37].

Furthermore, on June 2015, Efkan Ala, the former minister of Internal Affairs and a current Justice
and Development Party (JDP) candidate for the parliament openly opposed gay marriage, stating that
gay marriage is the destruction of humanity. He also criticized the Peace and Democracy Party (PDP)
for promoting transgender and homosexual candidates for office. He stated, “For God’s sake, look at
these candidates that the PDP put forth. I can’t even bring myselfto say it. They have put forth candidates
that our citizen cannot accept.” He then argued that our society’s morality and tradition rejects men
marrying men and women marrying women [38].

In the next section, I discuss the data collection and methodology of this study. Drawing from
parliamentary debates, I elucidate the Turkish government’s contemporary political discourse toward
the LGBT population. I then extend my analysis by examining the testimonials of twenty-five transgender
individuals. This study will highlight the intersections between the institutionalized discrimination faced
by LGBT individuals in general and the individual discrimination experienced by transgender
individuals in particular.

4. Methods

This study first introduces a macro-level analysis of the debates of four members of parliament
representing their parties in the Turkish government. Republican People’s Party (RPP) Deputies Binnaz
Toprak and Aykan Erdemir, PDP Deputy Ertugrul Kurkcu, and JDP Deputy Turkan Dagoglu, are
analyzed concerning their attitudes towards LGBT rights in Turkey. These discussions took place on
Wednesday 29 May 2013 at the Grand National Assembly of Turkey (GNAT). English translations of
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the parliamentary debates were available through LGBTI News Turkey. As a native Turkish speaker, I
made small changes to the available translations if I felt a certain part of what the respondent said had
been omitted. This is the first government discussion about a 2013 bill that promotes the implementation
of LGBT rights in Turkey.

Secondly, a micro-level analysis of previously collected interviews with twenty-five trans-individuals
are also examined that shed light on the difficulties of being a trans-individual, and particularly of being
a trans-woman in Turkey. Seventeen of these interviews were part of a social justice project called
Proudly Trans in Turkey, and were compiled by Gabrielle Le Roux with the support of Amnesty
International and the Consulate General of the Netherlands. The collection of these interviews was made
possible by trans-activists Sevval Kilic and Kemal Ordek’s connections within the trans-community in
Turkey. Participants were recruited through snowball sampling. The research respondents shared their
intimate stories, considering themselves to be activists who chose to participate in this research in order
to make their voices heard. These interviews were collected in March 2012 and made available as an
online report by Amnesty International.

Each respondent was asked between twenty-five to thirty open-ended questions that capture a
different aspect of the respondents’ testimonies. These questions include some demographic inquiries
about age, gender identity, and occupation, as well as other questions concerning the ways in which
respondents are affected by hate crimes and discrimination, what the influence of religion is on their
lives, what doors their gender identity opens and closes, what the condition of trans-individuals in Turkey
is, what their dreams and aspirations are, and what repressive things they would like to see changed. Part
of the interviews with each respondent were also video recorded with the exception of one individual
who decided to reveal his name and voice but not his face. These video interviews include 18 video
clips; ranging from three to 45 min, totaling four hours and 30 min. All the interviews were collected in
the respondents’ native language, Turkish. While the videos included English subtitles, I translated the
rest of the interviews. I use these interviews in my analysis because the report is solely available in a
raw interview format and the participants’ responses have never been subjected to critical analysis under
a sociological lens.

In addition to these participants, the remaining interviews and testimonies of Turkish trans-individuals
were retrieved from a website called LGBTI News Turkey. LGBTI News Turkey is a volunteer run
organization that is dedicated to providing English translations and sources on issues related to LGBTI
individuals living in Turkey. These testimonies strongly capture the difficulties of having a trans-gender
identity in Turkish culture. It should be noted that the data that is available on sexual minorities in Turkey
is very limited and very hard to access. This study does not aim to generalize to the experiences of all
trans-individuals in Turkey. Instead, it aims to share some of the difficulties trans-people experience as a
result of living in a staunchly heteronormative culture.

The data used for the content analysis in this study thus consist of a total of twenty-five testimonials
from two different sources. The study is focused on the intersection of micro-level data provided by
these individual accounts and macro-level political attitudes that have a distinct impact on the lives of
LGBT individuals. The parliamentary debates focus on the larger issue of institutional discrimination
against LGBT individuals in Turkey, whereas the interviews encompass issues facing the general
transgender population.
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5. Findings
5.1. Political Parties’ Attitudes and Policies toward LGBT Individuals

The ideals and beliefs of political parties in the Grand National Assembly of Turkey are strongly
correlated with laws and regulations that are established by the Turkish constitution. There are currently
a total of 550 senate members in the Grand National Assembly. Elected political parties include (1)
Justice and Development Party (JDP), with 258 members; (2) Republican People’s Party (RPP), with
132 members; (3) Nationalist Movement Party (NMP), with 80 members, and Peace and Democracy
Party, (PDP) with 80 members [39]. The distribution of the female members among political parties is
shown in Table 1 (17.82 percent, totaling 98 individuals).

Table 1. GNAT deputy distribution by gender [39].

Party Name Female Members Male Members Party Total
Count Percentages Count Percentages
AKP 41 15.89% 217 84.11% 258
RPP 21 15.91% 111 84.09% 132
NMP 4 5% 76 95% 80
PDP 32 40% 48 60% 80
Total 98 17.82% 452 82.18% 550

The political speeches of four Turkish parliamentary members: Binnaz Toprak (RPP Deputy), Aykan
Erdemir (RPP Deputy), Ertugrul Kurkcu (PDP Deputy), and Turkan Dagoglu (JDP Deputy) are analyzed
concerning their attitudes towards LGBT rights in Turkey. This was the first government discussion in
regard to LGBT rights that took place in the Turkish Government. Members of the Nationalist Movement
Party (NMP) were not present during the discussions and remained absent from the voting. On 12 February
2013, Binnaz Toprak with the support of 54 deputies of CHP requested a Parliamentary inquiry in order
to determine the problems of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans individuals in accordance with Article 98,
and standing rule 104 and 105. The proposed bill aimed to investigate the causes of these problems in
terms of political, economic, social, and psychological aspects so as to prevent discrimination and
violence against LGBT individuals. Their motion included a brief description of types of violence,
discriminatory practices, and stigmatization experienced by LGBT individuals both on the state and the
individual level [40].

The Republican People’s Party’s introductory bill criticized the Turkish constitutional law of equality
and argued that the law is not holding up to the standards of the European Union and the United Nations
clauses on prohibiting discrimination against LGBT individuals. Article 10 of the Constitution proclaims
that, “Everyone is equal before the law without distinction as to language, race, color, sex, political
opinion, philosophical belief, religion and sect, or any such grounds” [41]. Supporters of the proposed
bill argue that “Article 10 and Article 70” of the Constitution of the Republic of Turkey, and “Article 57
of the Labor Law should also broaden its categories to sexual minorities in order to reduce gender
discrimination. Legal guarantees on behalf of sexual orientation and gender identity must be provided
for LGBT individuals [40].
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On behalf of the Republican People’s Party (RPP), both deputies Toprak and Erdemir spoke in favor
of the proposed bill. Erdemir stated:

They could not find a place for my child in this huge world,” distinguished members of the
parliament, these are the words of the mother of our citizen with a different sexual orientation
who was murdered in September 2010 in Bursa. Today we are talking about opening a tiny
space in this huge world to fit these parents’ children. Is there a tiny space for the ones who
have been murdered by 12 stab wounds, 40 stab wounds, or for the ones whose bodies have
been inflicted by wounds that will not heal, whose wounded hearts will not heal [42]?

Erdemir (2013) then discussed the progress of LGBT rights in Turkey by saying,

(...)The world is changing. Taboos are breaking. A better, freer, and more equal world is
possible. Unfortunately, Turkey is not moving forward in the same speed as the Western
systems in regard to freedom of gender expression (...) As Republican People’s Party, we
wish that in Turkey, we would not move with anger and hate. As we have also engaged in
our election report; we are demanding the creation of a legal arrangement for the fight against
discrimination and hate crimes as soon as possible. We want that, we hope that one day in
the huge agenda of the assembly a tiny space and time will be created for hate crimes [42].

Before Erdemir could finish his speech a deputy of the Justice and Development Party (JDP) Ibrahim
Korkmaz interrupted Erdemir’s speech three times by shouting, “What you are talking about is immoral”.
Korkmaz left the assembly room without hearing the rest of Erdemir’s speech. The Peace and Democracy
Party (PDP) deputy Ertugrul Kurkcu also expressed his supportive views of the Toprak’s bill proposal
by stating that, “There is a group of people who are pushed to the margins of society because of public
bias, traditional behaviors, legends, and negative myths. Special precautions need to be taken in order to
make them equal with the rest of the society. This is why this inquiry is necessary” [43]. In addition,
Kurkcu argued that the state cannot protect people’s rights if it neglects or denies the rights of certain
groups. To support his point of view he argued:

When we said, we are Kurds in Sisli and gays in Taksim during gay pride, media outlets
propagandized against this said, “they are homos too”. In truth, it would not have matter
even if [ were; however, the issue here is to ask for protection of the rights of homosexuals
even if one does not consider himself as one. The day we protect the rights of those who are
not like us, then we are going to see a real change in this country (...). Otherwise, things will
stay the same. You will continue to stone homosexuals, and in places where you cannot stone
them, you will insult them and leave the assembly room [43].

After Kurkcu’s speech, Turkan Dagoglu, a physician, spoke against the proposal of Toprak’s motion
on LGBT equality on behalf of the Justice and Development Party. She began her speech by questioning
what it means to have an LGBT identity, asking whether it is a biological deficiency, a sociological
appearance, or a psychological problem. Dagoglu stated that “women marrying women, or men marrying
men is not a right, on the contrary it is a proposal that converts accepted sexual understandings that
smooths the path of degeneracy of society” [44]. The JDP deputy continued her speech by arguing that
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LGBT identity is an abnormal behavior that is proven by research that was presented in 1972 and 1992.
She argued that:

Researches on this topic has been done previously in both in the US in 1972, and by the
European psychological association in 1992. They found that what we consider an LGBT
status is not normal behavior [44].

Dagoglu also labeled homosexuality as a degeneration of society by stating:

Affiliates of the JDP, regularly express valuing humans simply because they are humans,
treating everyone equal under the law, loving every creature because of the creator. Social
measures that are taken are not for a specific sexual orientation, it is for the benefit of all
humanity. Nonetheless, these attributes cannot be used as a door opening to lifestyles that
our society disapproves of or as an encouragement for the sort of behavior that triggers the
degeneration of the population, and cannot be assessed as a criterion for democracy [44].

The suggested bill that promoted the inquiry into LGBT individuals’ problems and needs did not receive
enough votes that day in the parliament. Only 59 parliamentary members voted in favor of the bill that
would safeguard the rights of the LGBT population. No further developments or measures have been taken
by the Turkish government since the parliamentary debates to protect and recognize the rights of the LGBT
citizens. In fact, current Minister of Family and Social Policy, Aysenur Islam noted homosexuality as
preference instead of sexual orientation [45]. It should be noted that while gender identity and sexual
orientation should be treated as distinct identity categories, the Turkish political representitives do not
make this distinction in their discourse. Instead, they often treat transgender status, a distinct gender
identity, similar to having a gay, bisexual, or a lesbian sexual orientation.

Some scholars argue that LGBT rights have not been recognized in Turkish society because LGBT
issues challenge the Justice and Development Party’s modern conservative agenda. JDP’s conservatism
considers the family to be the primary social institution and sees its values and traditions as essential to
nation building and maintaining peace. Modern values are thus perceived as a threat to the disintegration
of traditional social values. Many conservative political leaders emphasize the need for Westernization to
be a selective process in order to prevent social degeneration in Turkish society [46]. As JDP political
representatives and supporters such as Dagoglu, Islam, Ala, and Kavaf confirm in their speeches, sexual
deviance is considered a gateway to the degeneration of society. As a result, the recognition and protection
of LGBT rights have not been granted because such legislation would defy the JDP’s conservative
democratic identity. In a similar way, the Nationalist Movement Party (NMP) has remained silent on
issues related to homosexuality and LGBT rights. However, they showed their support for the JDP by
not voting in favor of the bill that would improve the rights of LGBT individuals. The NMP’s presidential
candidate Ekmelettin Thsanoglu has also denied that homophobia was a universal issue [47]. According
to both the JDP’s and the NMP’s conservative agenda, traditional family values trumps civil rights issues
such as LGBT rights. Instead of ameliorating LGBT issues, the government considers legitimizing civil
rights a deterioration of moral values.

Although homophobic attitudes are not limited to conservative circles, representatives of both the
RPP and the PDP have been more prone to form strategic alliances with LGBT rights organizations and
promoting LGBT candidates in local and national elections. Two years ago, Kemal Kilictaroglu, the
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leader of the RPP, stated in regard to gay marriage and gay political representation: “I do not think the
society of Turkey has reached this level of maturity. Because of this, it is not possible for the RPP to
declare a gay candidate as mayor or establish gay marriage in a legal framework” [48]. Despite his
previous response, Kilictaroglu later had met with representatives from the Platform for LGBT Political
Representation and Participation. Social Policies, Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity Studies
Association (SPoD) also prepared an LGBTI Rights Pledge and called on political candidates and parties
to work towards the inclusion of LGBTI individuals in decision and policy-making before the 2015
general elections. Sixty-four candidates for parliament, twenty-three from the RPP, twenty-five from the
PDP, and two from other parties, signed SPoD’s LGBTI Rights Pledge before the recent elections and
promised to safeguard the rights of the LGBTI individuals [49].

Moreover, the Peace and Democracy Party and its leader Selaattin Demirtas have been actively
speaking to eliminate discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity. The PDP is
known as a voice of the Kurdish minority, aiming to stop discrimination against Kurds in Turkey.
The party’s political agenda has been a pluralist form of government that represents economic, political,
and social demands of marginalized populations such as Kurds, women, workers, Alevis, and LGBT
individuals [47]. The PDP and its representatives have been stressing the importance of fighting against
all ethnic, religious, sexual, gender, and class discrimination. At a recent press conference, in regards to
discrimination against LGBTI individuals, Demirtas said:

LGBTI individuals who are targeted, killed, repressed, or ostracized because of their sexual
orientations and sexual identities are ignored by the system. LGBTIs’ mere existence is seen
as a crime. Homophobia and transphobia are fed. “New Life” calls for equal citizenship
rights for all sexual identities to live free and honorable lives in society without fear of
discrimination [47].

The Turkish government continues to deny civil rights to those who hold an LGBT identity and
homosexuality remains to be considered a disease and abnormality in the eyes of the Turkish government.
The state justifies its discriminatory actions by supporting their arguments with outdated scientific
evidence on sexuality, or religious arguments considering homosexuality as immoral. Consequently, the
state also fails to address the needs of this particular population. While a small minority of the
parliamentary members promotes the rights of the LGBT individuals, the majority of the deputies are
not supportive of homosexuality. These parliamentary debates elucidate the hetero-normative values that
remain very present in the country’s social institutions.

5.2. Experiences of Transgender Individuals in Turkey

The next part of this study discusses the findings of a micro-level analysis of experiences of
twenty-five transgender individuals. Among the twenty-five respondents, seven identified themselves as
transsexual women, one identified as a female-to-male transsexual, fourteen referred themselves as
transwomen, one defined himself as a trans-man, and two referred to their gender identities as just “trans”.
For the purposes of this study, the word transgender is used interchangeably with the words transsexual,
trans-woman, trans-man, and trans, when referring to individuals in this study. Eight individuals identified
themselves as transsexual. However, it is not clear for some individuals whether they have gone through
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sexual reassignment surgeries, are undergoing hormone therapy, or they prefer solely cross-dressing.
Although every trans-person’s story is unique for each individual, various experiences stand out when
comparing the experiences of transgender individuals in Turkey. Physical violence, discrimination,
emotional and verbal abuse on both the state and individual level are among the common themes of
experiences of transgender individuals in Turkey because of their gender identity or sex worker status.

When individuals were asked about their gender identity, some expressed that they do not like to
stereotype themselves. For instance, Buse said, “I am who I am. I am labeled as trans so I’'m just carrying
the label” [50]. Destina said, “I am a heterosexual transsexual in full acceptance of the world” [50] and
Belgin said, “I’m a transsexual woman. I’'m a woman. I’m a woman in my mind and soul” [50]. The
interviewees’ ages range from 24 to 57. However, three of the women specifically did not want to provide
their ages. Selay noted, “I don’t want to tell my age. I’'m exactly as old as I look and not so old as you
see” [50]. Three of the trans-women also identified their Kurdish background. The respondents’ occupations
consisted mostly of activists, sex workers, or a combination of both (Table 2).

Table 2. Demographic distribution.

Names Gender Identity Age Race Occupation

Aras Transman 28 Turkish Activist

B.E. Transwoman Unknown Turkish Sex Worker

Belgin Transsexual woman 57 Turkish Sex Worker/Activist
Bihter Transwoman Unknown Turkish Sex Worker

Buse Trans-woman Did not want to answer ~ Turkish Sex Worker/Activist
Demet Transsexual woman 50 Turkish Ex-Sex worker/Activist
Demet Y. Transwoman Unknown Turkish Activist/Sex Worker
Deniz Transwoman 28 Turkish Activist/Part-time Sex Worker
Destina Transsexual woman Did not want to answer ~ Turkish Sex Worker/Activist
Doga Transwoman Unknown Turkish Former Commander
Esmeray Transsexual woman 38 Kurdish Sex Worker/Actor/Activist
Eylul Transwoman 25 Turkish Sex Worker/Activist
Eylul Cansin  Transwoman 24 Turkish Sex Worker

Gani Transwoman 40 Turkish Sex Worker, Activist
Gorkem Transwoman Unknown Turkish Sex Worker

Ilksen Trans 26 Turkish Musician/Activist

Inan FTM Transsexual 24 Turkish Activist

Ipek Transwoman Unknown Turkish Sex-Worker

Oyku Transsexual woman 41 Turkish Ex-sex worker/Activist
Ruzgar Trans 24 Turkish Activist

Selay Transsexual Woman Did not want to answer ~ Turkish/Kurdish ~ Sex Worker/Activist
Sema Transwoman 24 Turkish Student/Activist

Sevval Kilic =~ Transwoman 50 Turkish Activist

Sinem Transsexual 39 Turkish/Kurdish ~ Sex Worker/Activist

Su Transwoman 26 Turkish Sex Worker/Activist
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Family abuse tends to be a common problem in transgender individuals’ lives. Coming out to their
families is a very stressful event for transgender individuals. Since traditional norms of gender binaries
are still a prominent part of Turkish culture, even the person’s own biological family can turn to violence
once individuals verbally express their nonconforming gender identity. Sinem’s eyes got watery when
she talked about the brutal tragedy she experienced when she first opened up to her family:

After I told my parents about my gender identity, the family assembly got together and
agreed upon my death. I was chained to a twelve meter iron chain for 3 days. I was also
terribly beaten. On the third day, my older brother unchained me and threw me out at the
railroads and told me I had a better chance to survive there [50].

Another woman named Su who also currently works as a sex worker and an activist told a
similar story:

After I came out to my parents, my brother threatened to kill me. He cut my hair and I was
chained to a radiator for eight months. The chain was only long enough to reach the toilet. I
lived like that, without any human interaction. It was a very traumatic experience for me [50].

It is not uncommon for trans-individuals to experience violence and isolation from family members.
Most of the respondents explained that they feel closer to the trans-community than to their biological
parents. For instance Sinem claimed that, “What life taught me is that a trans-woman’s only real friend
is another trans-woman. Trans-women supported me in my most difficult times. They are the reasons
why I am still alive” [50]. On the other hand, not every transgender individual experiences violence in
their family homes. Some parents are prone to empathize with their children in addition to providing
emotional, financial, and legal support. Families that are supportive of their children’s transition period
have positive effects on their children’s development and can alleviate much of the pressure of living in
a heteronormative culture. For instance, Pinar, a mother of a trans-woman asserts that:

The thing we most want for our children is for them to be able to act with more freedom in
this country we live in. We are fighting for our kids legal rights because all of our kids are
victimized. We have children that are afraid to go outside because they are treated roughly
in every step they take. We do not want our children to go through this [50].

The isolation, discrimination, and violence transgender individuals experience continues in their adult
life and often results in participating in sex work. The Turkish government further facilitates job
discrimination of transgender individuals by not employing policies that support the freedom of gender
identity and expression. These inequalities block transsexual individuals’ paths to economic opportunity
and social mobility. Destina notes that:

All trans tell similar stories. I experienced a lot of work discrimination. I was fired from
multiple jobs specifically because of my gender identity. I had no other choice but to
participate in sex work. The good part is that I have united my body and soul. The bad part
is I’'m forced to do sex work and that’s horrible. Being a woman and having to be a sex
worker tears me apart inside [50].

Su also agrees with Destina by saying, “I engage in sex work because of survival needs. It’s not
something I would like to be doing” [50]. Demet, an ex-sex worker and currently a human rights activist,
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argued that trans-individuals have very limited working opportunities. Her only alternative thirty years
ago was to work as a sex worker and this still continues to be the case for most trans-woman in Turkey
today. Sinem (a former teacher currently working as a sex worker) also protested the fact that she was
discriminated against at her workplace as a result of her transgender identity. Consequentially, she was
left with no choice but to return to work as a sex-worker. She said:

Even though I have been experiencing many types of discrimination as a result of my gender
identity, I graduated from university and became a teacher. While I was on my fourth year
of teaching in Mus, Ministry of Education began preliminary field investigation on behalf of
me. My teaching location was changed multiple times. I loved my job, but because of the
endless pressures I experienced, I resigned from my job crying. I knew my only other
alternative would to be back to participating in sex work [50].

Doga, a former military commander faced discrimination and inequality once she came out as trans.
She said:

I was a commander in the state’s military at age 18. The youngest soldier was 21. There were
other soldiers in lower ranks. At age 18, I was above so many people in this ridiculous way.
They expected me to manage them, and be a harsh man. [ was successful in terms of work.
Because I worked as a gendarmerie, we dealt with judicial things such as traffic accidents
and murders. I had all these badges. Even though I was so successful, when I came out as
trans, all those certificates, praises, badges were zeroed [51].

Although this study does not account for every transgender individual, the findings also correlate with
previously collected research on transgender individuals. Collected research both in Turkey [26,30] and in
other countries [29,32,52] elucidate that transgender individuals work in dangerous environments and
regularly experience harassment, verbal and emotional abuse, violence, and arbitrary arrests in addition to
the fact that they frequently experience discrimination in employment, housing, education, and health care.

Some Turkish transwomen have a more positive and professional outlook of their work regardless of
the social pressures they experience. These results also support Don Kulick’s findings on transvestites
who participate in prostitution in Brazil [29]. Regardless of the dangers of their work environments,
Kulick’s respondents did not perceive being a sex-worker as a demeaning occupation. Some of them
stressed that they like the fact that they can be their own boss. They also believe that sex work provides
a greater opportunity to earn a higher income than other types of employment that are available to them.
Similarly, Turkish trans-woman Eylul argued that:

I’ve been working in a variety of jobs since [ was 14, including fast food chains, restaurants,
hotels, efc. I remember a time when I worked for 20 hours and got paid 20 liras (about 13
dollars). But I’ve been a sex worker for the last two years and I’'m making good money. |
like this job since I earn what I deserve [50].

Selay, also transsexual sex worker living in Istanbul said:

I’m a sex worker. This is what I’ve studied for the past fifteen years and that’s why I’'m good
at it. I respect others in this industry. Some are forced to do it. They cry and take drugs to



Soc. Sci. 2015, 4 852

tolerate it, but I’'m proud of what I do and I can shout it out. So I want to keep doing my job
but I want protection and a safety net because ultimately I am providing a service [50].

Whether these women consider their job oppressive or empowering, safety is a major concern that all
of them have in common. Many of the respondents expressed the fact that they live with a constant fear
of death. Some of the individual comments capture this sense of anxiety. For instance Destina states that
“Whether or not I work on the street, a violent act towards a friend affects me too. I know if it’s happening
to one person today, and it might happen to me tomorrow” [50]. Selay also states that “I feel afraid to go
out because anything can happen at any time. We are abused all the time”. Sinem also said:

“Hate crimes control my life. I’ve been working as a sex worker for thirteen years, and each
night before I go out, I take a last look at my house. Each night without exception I feel like
I won’t be back. I put many of my flat mates and best friends underground. I buried them
myself” [50].

Additionally, some women express their sadness at the fact that these crimes often go under-punished.
Esmeray, a former sex worker and a current sex activist, stated that:

The murderer can easily get off by saying “I visited this person thinking that it was a she but
it turned out to be a he and I killed him”. And the judge takes that into account and extenuates
the punishment. There are so many cases of this. But nowadays most cases go unclosed
without even being investigated [50].

Agreeing with Esmeray, Buse also protested this phenomenon by saying,

We live in a country where people murder trans-individuals and justify it by saying “I killed
her because she was transgender” [50].

Inan, one of the trans-men, expresses these feelings in regard to hate crimes:

As long as it’s not obvious that I’'m a trans, and that I refuse to identify my gender identity,
I am safe as a part of the masculinity. But at the moment that I come out or my gender
identity is revealed, I became subject to violence [50].

When individuals were asked what repressive practices they would like to see changed, they provided
some intriguing answers. The conventional family, religion, and heteronormativity were among the
common themes. Aras said, “The institution of family. We are haunted by it. It’s like an evil curse, a
great burden that can’t easily get rid of” [50]. Inan expressed that he finds masculinity to be the most
repressive, arguing how “patriarchal politics impose male pressure to be more masculine” [50]. Deniz and
Belgin portrayed similar views to Inan and found the heterosexual and male-dominated lifestyle to be
the most repressive aspect of Turkish society. In addition, Sevval Kilic stated that, “I find religion to be
the most repressive. After that the government, and then the traditional family structure. These institutions
constantly tell you what is right and what is wrong” [50].

In regard to the current status of transgender individuals in Turkey, most respondents had a negative
outlook and argued that the treatment of trans-individuals is deteriorating. For instance, Inan argued
that most trans-individuals in Turkey are unhappy because they do not have any space to live freely.
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He said, “We do not want much. Like we want to be able to walk on the road or ride the bus (without
getting harassed)” [50].

Moreover, LGBT individuals also suffer from increased risk of suicide and depression. Studies show
suicide rates for LGBT youth are higher than their heterosexual counterparts. Attempted suicide is even
higher for transgender individuals [53—55]. A Turkish transwoman Eylul Cansin committed suicide in
January in 2015 by jumping off of the Bosphorus Bridge in Istanbul. Cansin left a suicide video saying
she is doing what everyone wanted her to do. In tears, she recorded:

I was born in 1992. Now I must be 24 and I’'m ending my 24 years. Kisses to everyone. |
couldn’t. I couldn’t because people did not let me. I couldn’t work, I wanted to do stuff, I
couldn’t...You get me? They impeded with me many times; they made me suffer a lot. I
leave everyone alone with God and now I’m going to the Bosphorus Bridge. Kisses to all,
God bless you [56].

In addition to Cansin, a trans-boy named Okyanus Efe Ozyavuz from Izmir, trans-activist Figen from
Mersin and an Iranian gay refugee in Denizli were among the ones who committed suicide in 2015 [43].
Previous studies point out that institutionalized and internalized homophobia and discrimination can lead
to serious mental health problems [57-59].

At the micro level, the findings of this study demonstrate common difficulties of transgender
individuals in Turkey. First, a lack of family support combined with cultural homophobia that is present
in Turkish society creates socially disparate outcomes for transgender individuals. Experiencing violence
and discrimination as a result of their gender identity, respondents often struggle to secure employment
opportunities and thus participate in prostitution out of economic necessity. The low tolerance towards
their gender identity can result in anything from verbal attacks to physical violence to brutal homicides.

Discrimination and violence trans-individuals experience at the micro-level continues at the macro-level.
Lack of safety is a predominant concern for transgender individuals. The Turkish government’s
criminalization policies toward prostitution combined with lack of protection of civil rights perpetuate the
economic deprivation, social marginalization, and violence against transgender individuals.

6. Conclusions

LGBT rights in Western societies have been progressing more rapidly since the 1970s, while public
attitudes and government policies in Turkey are not making such rapid strides toward tolerance. This
study examines political attitudes toward the LGBT population in Turkish society by first analyzing the
debates of four cabinet members, each representing their party’s point of view. The results of the
parliamentary debates show that the majority of Turkish representatives are not supportive of LGBT
rights. As a result, the Turkish government fails to protect the rights of sexual minorities. This study also
documents twenty-five transgender individuals’ experiences of discrimination, abuse, and violence as a
result of living in a staunchly hetero-normative culture.

One of the limitations of this study is the possibility of community bias. Since most participants in
the secondary-data analysis identified themselves as activists, they may have produced biased results.
The small number of observations is another limitation in this study. A larger sample size and the
selection of individuals from all ethnic, age, and class groups, proportionally, may reduce this sampling
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bias. Further research that encompasses a larger number of interviews with a probability sampling technique
to produce data that is representative of the LGBT population in Turkey is also needed. However,
quantitative research on hidden populations are difficult to obtain since these populations are not included
in large datasets. While this study methodologically poses challenges, it still enables us to learn about a
vulnerable population that is outside mainstream social research and is extremely difficult to access.

Although this micro level analysis cannot be generalized for every trans-individual in Turkey, an
overwhelming majority of them work in dangerous environments and regularly experience harassment,
violence, and abuse. They also experience discrimination in employment, housing, education, and
healthcare. This is not a unique circumstance to transgender people in Turkey. Global research on
transgender individuals also supports this phenomenon. Accordingly, certain reforms and policy changes
need to be adopted by the Turkish government in order to reduce discrimination and safeguard the equal
protection of LGBT individuals in general and trans-individuals in particular.

One of the reforms that would ameliorate the rights of LGBT individuals is the adoption of
anti-discrimination laws on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity. “Article 10 and Article 70”
of the Constitution of the Republic of Turkey, and “Article 5” of the Labor Law should aim to broaden its
categories to sexual minorities in order to reduce discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and
gender identity. Secondly, proportional legal punishment of those who commit crimes against the LGBT
population is crucial for combating hate crimes. The government also needs to expand social services
available to the LGBT population such as suicide prevention, job placement, and housing. Finally, the state
needs to improve medical and health care services that serve the LGBT population’s needs such as
hormone therapies, gender reassignment surgeries, and unbiased treatment. These revisions in the law are
crucial for LGBT individuals to safeguard their rights to life, labor, housing, healthcare, and education.
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