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ABSTRACT 

The LGBT community in Turkey faces a system of structural discrimination. It is not 
afforded the same rights as those of the hetero-normative majority of Turkish society, and most 
fundamentally, there exists a reciprocal relationship between the actors of the hetero socio-
political sphere of state and non-state actors and the sphere of “homo-society”.  This relationship 
feeds into and is fed by the culture of patriarchy replicated in the homosexual sphere and the 
language of sexual binary opposition inherent in—but not unique to—the Turkish public domain 
to create a society in which structural discrimination and violence against sexual minorities is the 
norm.  The existence of a strict patriarchy in the sphere of “homo-society”, manifested through 
language of sexual binary opposition, provides the framework for structural discrimination 
against sexual minorities by the Turkish state and its tools of enforcement, as well as the non-
state actors of the public domain at large. This systematic discrimination against the LGBT 
community reinforces the patriarchy in LGBT spheres and categorizes its members as sexual 
deviants existing outside of the circle of hetero-normativity, and it has ultimately become 
entrenched into the Turkish cultural psyche.    
 

Introduction  

As the cliché goes, Turkey has for centuries provided a bridge from East to West, one 

that has been traversed by many conquering armies of several empires, as well as by harbingers 

of culture from ethnic groups hailing not just from Asia Minor (Anatolia), but also from the Arab 

lands, the Caucuses region, Central Asia, and the Balkans, each of which has made its mark on 

this land.  However, Turkey cannot be labeled strictly as Middle Eastern, and completely avoids 

any labeling of being Arab, and therefore is member to a classification all its own: Turkish, 

which combines elements of all the aforementioned regions into a unique.  Istanbul, as Turkey’s 

largest city today, fits the bridge metaphor quite nicely, as the city is in fact split between 

European and Asian shores, with two large bridges connecting them.  As a student abroad in this 

enthralling metropolis, I was constantly bombarded by this mixture of peoples and the countless 

histories around me.  However, one of these groups caught my attention more than others—the 

LGBT community.  It was my experience, then, as a temporary member of the gay community in 

Istanbul that prompted my interest in the subject of this research.  Not expecting the most 
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tolerant of environments—for various reasons, including my pre-conceived notions of gay life in 

a Muslim society—my visions of a repressed LGBT community were very unfortunately realized 

in the occurrences of harassment and violence that I saw some members subjected to.  One 

instance was an obviously gay male couple strolling down !stiklal Caddesi—the main 

thoroughfare that traverses Beyo" lu—have beer cans and nasty Turkish insults (there are plenty 

of them) thrown at them.  What looked like an inevitable street brawl about to happen in front of 

me was quickly dissolved as the couple forced themselves out of the confrontation and down the 

street, all the while the insults continued from the offensive party.  I wondered if it was just 

because they were obviously gay—their makeup, their mannerisms, their speech—that made 

them targets.  As far as I could tell, they had not provoked the other party in any other manner 

besides their just being gay.  Another instance of harassment I experienced was while in a cab on 

Cumhuriyet Caddesi, near Taksim Square.  Our cab suddenly came to a halt in the middle of the 

road, and upon wondering why, the answer became instantly clear: there was a transgender 

woman—a travesti in Turkish—making quite a scene in the middle of the boulevard.  Multiple 

police cars had stopped—clearly more force than necessary—to detain the woman.  She was 

topless, possibly having had it ripped off by the police during attempted detainment, and she was 

screaming at the top of her lungs, kicking cars and anything she could reach.  To make matters 

worse, our taxi driver decided it was a good (if not necessary) measure to call in more 

reinforcements.  There was nothing we could do but watch as this pitiful, helpless woman was 

slowly corralled by the police, put into the back of a patrol car, and we were on our way again.  It 

was only a couple months after witnessing this incident that I became aware of the horrors that 

most often befall those of the LGBT community that are unfortunate enough to be detained by 

the police.  It speaks to the discrimination specially allotted the LGBT community that there 
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exists a task force, known as the Balyoz Ekibi1 (Turkish for Sledgehammer Team), to specifically 

molest this group of people.   

This paper concerns the grave human rights situation for gays, lesbians, bisexuals, and 

transgender individuals in Turkey.  The existence of a strict patriarchy in the sphere of “homo-

society”, coupled with language of sexual binary opposition, provides the structure for 

institutional discrimination against sexual minorities by the Turkish state, as well as the non-state 

actors of Turkish public domain at large. This systematic discrimination against the LGBT 

community reinforces the patriarchy in LGBT spheres and labels its members as sexual deviants 

existing outside of the circle of the hetero social and political framework. 

To further understand the situation, I would like to first give the reader a background of 

historical implications and the present state of affairs concerning other violations of freedoms 

and rights currently being experienced in Turkey.  Turkey does share the majority religion of the 

neighborhood—Islam—so this may explain some of it.  Deniz Kandiyoti (1988), commenting on 

the role of patriarchy in Islam and how this relates to the situation of women in Muslim 

countries, has this to say: 

Women’s subordination in Muslim societies occurs in a multiplicity of locations: in 

kinship structures; in policies that harness women to state-building projects; in anti-

imperialist and populist ideologies that festishize women; in national and international 

development policies that instrumentalize them2.   

Although this observation relates to women here, I will argue that it is these same notions that 

provide a foundation for discriminatory practices towards sexual minorities in Turkey.  However, 

seemingly in spite of this theory of subordination, Turkey is frequently singled out as having 

                                                
1 Human Rights Watch 2008, 69 
2 Kandiyoti 1988, 8 
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succeeded in formulating and carrying out the “Turkish model” of democracy—a style of 

democracy that has been found to be compatible with a religious (here, Islamic) society.  

Namely, it is a secular state, set up by Atatürk in the 1920’s, governing a population of which the 

majority subscribes to Islam.  So far, to the outside observer, the Turkish model of Middle 

Eastern democracy seems to have worked rather well during the last century, barring the 

systematic occurrences of coups d’état led by the army during the 1960’s, 1970’s, and 1980’s.  

Turkey has not seen anything close to the Islamic Republic of Iran’s revolution in 1979, and this 

has been due to the army keeping the secularity of the state strictly upheld.  However, since the 

ascendancy of the AKP3 (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, Turkish for Justice and Development 

Party) from 2002 on, and with that the prime ministership of Recep Tayyip Erdo"an, Islamic 

tendencies regarding patriarchy—such as those outlined by Kandiyoti concerning women—have 

been gaining more legitimization in sectors of the state which were once highly secular.  Erdo"an 

has also, under powers vested in him through changes to the constitution, removed many powers 

previously endowed to the army in order to maintain a highly secular state.  Among some of 

these moves have been greater freedom granted to women who choose to don the hijab, or 

Muslim head covering.  Along with some opening up of religious society, there has been an 

overwhelmingly larger amount of crackdowns in other areas of the state’s control, namely in the 

freedom of the press and human rights.  Quoting from the party’s program on the official AKP 

website, AKP officially declares that “it is the expectation of our society to see Turkey…to be 

brought in the area of fundamental rights and freedoms to a position which it deserves”; “No 

individual or institutional oppression is acceptable”; and “Standards in the area of human rights 

contained in the international agreements to which Turkey is a party, especially in the Universal 

                                                
3 Hitherto referred to by its Turkish acronym AKP 
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Declaration on Human Rights, European Convention on Human Rights, Paris Charter and 

Helsinki Final Act shall be put into force.”4  As for freedom of the press, AKP’s site also extols 

this freedom as one of the  “essential conditions of contemporary democracies” and pledges to 

“meticulously” protect the freedoms of the written and visual media, while simultaneously 

removing bans and penalties that restrict the press’s freedom5.  In light of these words, then, one 

should be very surprised to learn that Turkey continues to be labeled as a country where 

“noticeable problems” exist with regards to the freedom of the press, according to Reporters 

Without Borders’ Annual Press Freedom Index6.  Dozens of journalists remain in prison, waiting 

for their court hearings.  Although technically not barred from discussing such inflammatory 

topics such as the Kurdish question, the Armenian genocide, and human rights violations 

(including those against the LGBT community), they do so at their own risk, and all too often 

they are censored from publications, fined, or at worst, jailed or killed7. 

I have chosen to first present and discuss the—at first glance, non-related—above issues 

and history because they in fact are related to the research at the heart of this paper.  The clamp 

that the Turkish state has on such fundamental rights as freedom of speech, the press, and 

religion, has led the state (in the past decade) to continue this campaign lacking in human rights 

to the forefront of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender community in Turkey.  Concerning 

this situation of human rights accorded to members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender 

(LGBT) community in Turkey, I would like to briefly touch on my own experience within the 

gay community during my time as an exchange student in Istanbul.  I had the opportunity to 

                                                
4 http://eng.akparti.org.tr/english/index.html 
5 http://eng.akparti.org.tr/english/partyprogramme.html 
6 http://en.rsf.org/report-turkey,141.html Reporters Without Borders 
7 Such was the case with murdered Armenian journalist, Hrant Dink. Reporters Without Borders, 
Turkey profile 
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spend six and a half months in Istanbul, and being there for a stay longer than the average 

tourist’s stint gave me a great opportunity to observe the gay scene in Istanbul and also the 

members of that community.  To be honest, before my visiting Istanbul, I was not expecting 

much of any type of gay scene.  I had in my mind a very closed, conservative society, where gay 

men were all but forced underground with their sexuality in order to properly conform to 

society’s norms.  What I imagined and what I experienced are two different, yet similar, things.  

Different in that the Istanbul gay scene, once I knew where to look, was in my face and out in the 

open.  Gay nightclubs and bars abounded in the less-than-conservative districts of Beyo" lu and 

Cihangir.  I would notice gay rent boys lining the back alleyways at night, sometimes even 

picking up customers on the main streets.  Where I found gay men in large numbers, they 

seemed to me to be happy, and relatively relaxed about the very real possibility of discrimination 

and harassment they could experience once out on the street in small groups or as individuals. 

For now, and as a starting point, let it suffice to say that the LGBT community in Istanbul 

and Ankara, and in the country as a whole, is not in fact afforded the same rights as those of the 

hetero-normative majority of Turkish society.  Additionally, and most fundamentally, there 

exists a reciprocal relationship between the actors of the hetero socio-political sphere of state and 

non-state actors and the sphere of “homo-society”.  This relationship feeds into and is fed by the 

culture of patriarchy replicated in the homosexual sphere and the language of sexual binary 

opposition inherent in—but not unique to—the Turkish public domain to create a society in 

which structural discrimination and violence against sexual minorities is the all-too-common 

norm. Speaking specifically of the binarism of language, we encounter that each term employed 

to refer to homosexuals has as its essence a notion that the person to whom the word is directed 

has degraded or lost his “masculinity” in some way, either by performing pasif in sexual roles, or 



 

7 

by simply appearing feminine in dress, manner, or speech.  This will lead us later into the 

discussion of the terms associated with gays and their inherent binary oppositionality.  The 

existence of a strict patriarchy in the sphere of “homo-society”, manifested through language of 

sexual binary opposition, provides the framework for structural discrimination against Turkish 

sexual minorities by the Turkish state and its tools of enforcement, as well as the non-state actors 

of Turkish public domain at large. This systematic discrimination against the LGBT community 

reinforces the patriarchy in LGBT spheres and categorizes its members as sexual deviants 

existing outside of the circle of hetero-normativity, and it has ultimately become entrenched into 

the Turkish cultural psyche.    

 Review of the Literature  

 The thesis statement, and hence the general argument of my research, is that the existence 

of binary terms of opposition used through a hierarchical patriarchy to define the break between 

the accepted hetero-normative masculinity that dominates Turkish public domain and language 

and other "unacceptable" sexualities that divert from this "norm", leads to the ability of the 

Turkish state to maintain and regulate this hetero-normativity through the procedural 

discrimination and abuse of sexual minorities.  Continuing along this train of thought, I will 

argue that because of the state actors’ and non-state actors’ use of both specially worded and 

negative language, discrimination and marginalization of the gay community in Turkey is 

endemic to the maintenance of the perceived balance, stability, and protection of the hetero-

normativity of Turkish society and culture.  In this chapter, I attempt to review the literature and 

research that already exists on this subject, particularly in the realm of recorded abuses of sexual 

minorities from first hand accounts as well as from third party advocacy groups.  Also warranted 

is a discussion of the literature that exists with regards to the varying and diverse stratifications 



 

8 

of gay society in Turkey, predominantly in Istanbul, and how this reflects not only men who 

identify as gay, but society's perceptions of the ever changing gay culture and the challenges it 

faces. 

 Before we can attempt to conduct a genuine discussion of the situation of sexual 

minorities in Turkey, however, the diverse language and self-identification methods of men who 

identify as gay, or men who have sex with men (MSM), needs to be hashed out.  Tarık Bereket, 

in his "The Emergence of Gay Identities in Contemporary Turkey" (2006) , describes how the 

common binary distinction aktif-pasif  (Turkish for active-passive) in the language of sexual 

organization within the circle of MSM in Turkey is becoming increasingly challenged from 

within the group itself8.  He continues to assert that, although "gender-inscribed sexual activity 

and passivity remains widespread among Turkish men, many others now resist it in the 

narratives of self, identifying their sexual interests in men as gey"9.   

Gay, or gey as it is spelled in Turkish, as a term used to identify one's sexuality, is 

generally recognized as a construct of Western societies.  This term, essentially hitherto 

unknown in Turkish gay society as a label for identification just a decade ago, has now made 

inroads in the psyche and talking circles of gay men throughout Turkey.  Helping this trend has 

been the increased globalization and mobilization of the gay community of such cities as Istanbul 

and Ankara, which has enabled urban, educated members of the gay community to venture to the 

West—Europe and North America—and experience different notions and alternative forms of 

expression and identification as gay men.  What also must be mentioned in the deciphering of 

this trend is the inevitable two-way direction that these ideas and notions are being taken.  Not 

only have gay Turkish men going abroad brought about this linguistic change of self-identity, so 

                                                
8 Bereket 2006, 131 
9 Bereket 2006, 132 
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too have foreigners—let us say Westerners for the sake of the argument—each brought their own 

version of gay identity from their own experiences and lives in their respective countries.  

Bereket (2006) mentions that "it is not unusual to see young Turkish 'gay men' outside Turkey, 

either as students for a university degree or as tourists, sharing their cultural experiences with 

others either by writing articles for the KAOS GL Magazine, or simply verbalizing their stories 

during weekly meetings"10.  In addition to relating stories, Bereket (2006) also reports that 

Turkish gay men also return home with samples of pornography obtained from abroad, which 

serves as another catalyst for change in the sphere of self-identification.  Quoting Sasho 

Lambevski (1999) in his "Suck My Nation", Bereket (2006) makes the connection between 

American gay pornography and the changing landscape of Turkish gay culture: "US gay video 

pornography, with its emphasis on the gay hyper masculine clone, has almost singlehandedly 

contributed to the discursive severing of the associative links between being a 'real, muscular 

macho man' and 'not getting fucked'"11.  This realization of reductionism embedded in aktif-pasif 

language experienced by gay-identifying Turkish men in turn contributes to the disuse among 

some circles of the aktif-pasif designations.  The trend is most commonly found, as stated 

previously, among the young, urban, educated middle class of gay men in Turkey today.  As 

described by Hüseyin Tapınç (1992) in another of Bereket’s (2003) works—“Camouflaged 

Liaisons: The Social Organization of Turkish Male Sexual Minorities”—“They represent a new 

sexually conscious stratum of the homosexual population in society, and have introduced the 

word ‘gay’ [gey] with which to identify themselves.”12  Bereket (2003) continues, “This can be 

related to Western ideas of ‘gay identity’ that have become entangled in globalization processes 

                                                
10 Bereket 2006, 136 
11 Bereket 2006, 136 
12 Tapınç 1992, 46 
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that have come to promote the emergence of alternative constructions of same-sex bonding 

around the world.”13  This is principally due to the attempts to move away from the strict 

patriarchy replicated in the homosexual sphere by men—MSM—who do not identify with the 

binary stricture of aktif-pasif or laço-lubunya, and instead wish to adopt a more progressive and 

less reductionist self-identification.  However, even the label gey falls victim to reduction, 

bringing to mind a hyper-sexualized individual; essentially, identifying someone as no more than 

his or her sexuality and sexual practices.  

 All these findings can therefore be taken into account and interpreted with one of the first 

serious academic works done on homosexuality in Turkey, Arslan Yüzgün’s “Homosexuality in 

Turkey: Yesterday, Today” (Türkiye’de e#cinsellik: dün, bugün), written in 1986.  As a 

pioneering study in this hitherto unrecognized area of academic research, Yüzgün (1986) 

attempted to establish just how gay men in, or sometimes only referred to as MSM, in Turkey 

classified themselves.  In fact, and to no surprise, he found that an overwhelming number of 

interviewees self-identified using the binary aktif-pasif designation.  In his study, Yüzgün (1986) 

interviewed 223 homosexual males from the Beyo" lu district in Istanbul.  When questioned 

about his preferred sex role, a majority (56.1%) answered that they preferred to be versatile (i.e. 

both aktif and pasif); 30.9% of them answered exclusively pasif; and only 13% of the men 

interviewed answered that they preferred to be exclusively aktif14.  Yüzgün (1986) then 

extrapolated this data to make claims and generalizations about the entire homosexual 

community of Turkey.  Although flawed in its design (as for the choice of men Yüzgün 

interviewed, he claims that he “knew they were homosexuals”15) and conclusions drawn, his 

                                                
13 Bereket 2003, 32 
14 Yüzgün 1986, 67-8 
15 Bereket 2003, 33 
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study did provide a gateway for further study for academics interested in the field.  For example, 

in promoting a different understanding in the way one—in this case, “the Turkish 

homosexual”—identifies himself sexually in opposition to the “Other”.  Here we see again the 

importance of binaries in sexual identification of Turkish men.  Taking this idea one step further, 

we can examine this binary oppositional language as part of the larger hierarchical structure of 

the patriarchy, modeled after that of hetero-normative spheres, that I argue is replicated in the 

sphere of sexual minorities.  Kandiyoti (1988) argues that there exists a certain system of 

bargaining within patriarchic societies, Turkey being included in her discussion.  She writes, 

“Women strategize within a set of concrete constraints that reveal and define the blueprint of 

what [she] determine[s] the patriarchal bargain of any given society,” and this in turn shapes 

“women’s gendered subjectivity and determine[s] the nature of gender ideology in different 

contexts…[ultimately influencing] both the potential for and specific forms of women’s active or 

passive resistance in the face of their oppression”16.  Her citing of “active or passive” plays 

directly into the binarism on which the homosexual patriarchy is structured.  In this structure, 

men who claim aktif-ness comprise the “masculine” construct, and those self-identifying as pasif 

are subjected to dominance because of their “femininity”.  

 This notion of defining oneself sexually even permeates those sexual relations that occur 

between homosexual men and “straight” male prostitutes, otherwise known as “rent boys”.  Once 

again, this hierarchy of patriarchy is revealed in the relationship between these two groups.  The 

man who self-identifies as aktif can claim heterosexuality and masculinity, because of his 

inherent higher position in the sexual hierarchy (in direct opposition to the subordination and 

femininity associated with the pasif partner).  Cenk Özbay (2010) points out these realities of 

                                                
16 Kandiyoti 1988, 275 
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sexual self-identification in his article on the masculinities of rent boys in Istanbul.  Through his 

study of and interviews with several rent boys and their clients in Istanbul over the course of two 

years, from April 2003 to August 2005, he concluded that the masculinity of the rent boys is 

always being formulated and prescribed as an opposition to the perceived or assumed femininity 

of the gay men who hire them17.  The acts performed by the rent boys, including details of how 

they maintain their bodies to what type of cologne they wear to being only aktif in their sexual 

relations with gay men, are all in the interest of maintaining their heterosexuality that is part and 

parcel of the Turkish hetero-normativity of which their gay clients are not and cannot be a part.  

He states,  

varo! [the adjective applied to the class of rent boys] is naturalized and linked to an 

inherent masculinity that gay men do not (and cannot) have.  In other words, varo! 

becomes a sign of an uncontaminated natural, physical, and authentic masculinity, while 

gay stands for feminine values and norms such as culture, refinement, and cleanness.  In a 

symbolic order of masculinity, varo! boys turn to be ‘naturally’ and unchangeably 

masculine, while gay men’s bodies represent a modern, inauthentic, and imperfect 

masculinity.18      

Özbay’s (2010) observations of the culture of rent boys and their relationship with gay men 

provides insight into the inner workings of the positionally defined roles of the gay community 

itself.  Just as self-described “straight/heterosexual” men allow themselves sex with other men so 

long as they perform “top only”, or aktif, so too do some homosexual men who have sexual 

relations with other homosexual men identify themselves in a way such as to preserve their 

masculinity in the gay community.  Although relating to the interactions between “straight”, 

                                                
17 Özbay 2010, 646 
18 Özbay 2010, 649 
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hyper-masculine rent boys and their gay customers, Özbay’s (2010) findings reflect a system 

inherent in the gay scene.  Özbay (2010), quoting Butler (1999), writes “Since gender is 

conceptualized as a continual ‘doing’ rather than as a natural ‘being’, gendered subjectivities are 

constituted through ‘the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly 

rigid frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of 

being’”, and due to the social construct that gendered subjectivities come into play within the 

bodily functions of the regulatory, hetero-normative framework, “rent boys [are able to] subvert 

their regular and ‘normal’ heterosexual script with male prostitution while they simultaneously 

try to re-stabilize it by enacting exaggerated masculinity—a style that requires well-defined 

gendered performances before different audiences.”19          

 In terms of language used by homosexual men to describe their peers, we have a similar 

situation.  Bereket (2006) describes that, although some of the language that Turkish men use to 

classify themselves and each other borrows heavily from the English language—in terms of the 

words aktif, pasif, and gey—there exist other, more homegrown Turkish terms for different types 

of gay men20.  In his study on the inner classifications of gay men in Turkey, he found that men 

who self-identified as pasif gey would also be labeled lubunya, and those who self-identified as 

aktif (it was found that they would never say aktif gey) would also be labeled laço21.  Therefore, 

we can conclude that the terms aktif/pasif are co-terminal with the labels laço/lubunya, 

respectively.  However, it is very interesting to note that Bereket (2006), in his study, could not 

find a laço man who also self-identified as “aktif gey”.  This speaks to a different issue—one of 

discrimination and aforementioned patriarchy—within the gay community itself.  I am speaking 

                                                
19 Özbay 2010, 650-1 
20 Bereket 2006, 133 
21 Bereket 2006, 137 
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of the sexual hierarchy inherent to the patriarchy replicated within the gay community.  The idea 

that one can be aktif while still retaining his culturally valued masculine traits, I argue, enables a 

structure of discrimination against those in the community who self-identify as pasif: these 

individuals have relinquished their masculinity due to their passive sexual behavior.  This 

equates them with women, who experience this same subordination in the patriarchy found in the 

hetero-normative sphere. 

 So far, we have discussed the literature regarding the intricacies of the classifications and 

the language of the modern male sexual minorities in Turkey within the context of hierarchical 

patriarchy.  Let us now concern ourselves with that literature that exists relating the structural 

discrimination and violence that the Turkish gay community endures on a daily basis.  At its 

core, this structural discrimination is intertwined with patriarchy, and is manifested through the 

language used both against gays and by gays (as we discussed for self-identification).  Along 

with the plentiful supply of gay slurs in Turkish, I will also be examining the use of state 

language to marginalize and discriminate against the LGBT community.  As for the gay slurs—

let us put those in the category of “street language”—I will examine how non-state actors 

perpetuate discrimination and violence through the constant employment of pejoratives against 

homosexuals and other sexual minorities. 

 Throughout my research, I will argue that because of the state actors’ and non-state 

actors’ use of both specially worded and negative language, discrimination and marginalization 

of the gay community in Turkey is endemic to the maintenance of the perceived balance, 

stability, and protection of the hetero-normativity of Turkish society and culture.  This belief that 

sexual minorities lie outside of the acceptable “hetero”, family culture that is inherent to Turkish 

society is not only perpetuated by forces outside of the LGBT community; astonishingly, as I 
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have shown evidence for before, a similar mentality of discrimination has taken root within 

certain circles of the LGBT community, of which the gay community will be the main focus.  

This is due in no small part to the existence of an engendered structure of patriarchy found 

within the LGBT community, which is itself a replication of the same patriarchal system found 

in the hetero-normative culture.  Therefore, what has mostly been regarded as a strictly hetero-

socio phenomenon, I argue that it is this same structure of patriarchy that enables structural 

discrimination in the sphere of sexual minorities. 

 As for hetero-normativist state actors, their main mission seems to be to label sexual 

minorities as suffering from a mental or physical disorder—sometimes both—and of being 

considered social deviants who do not deserve basic human rights.  Amnesty International’s 

2011 report, entitled “Neither an Illness Nor a Crime”, details multiple instances of various 

ministers’ comments on homosexuality.  Most notable is Aliye Kavaf’s designation of 

homosexuality as a “biological disorder” that needs to be treated22.  Her position as Minister of 

State responsible for Women and the Family, gives her words an audience of many who are 

bound to agree or be persuaded to.  AKP, as mentioned in the introduction, has been most 

complicit in this perpetuation of hostility towards the LGBT community.  Another spokesperson 

for AKP, Burhan Kuzu, in 2003 derided any hopes of constitutional reform by the party to allow 

LGBT members to serve in the party, stating that, “they can establish their own. Gays have made 

requests during the negotiations on constitutional changes.  Are we going to respond to their 

requests?  It is not possible in the current conditions.  The public is not ready for this.”23  The 

Amnesty International (2011) report highlights the fundamental reason (or better yet, a product 

of) for the state’s hostile stance towards sexual minorities.  This is because, since “no explicit 

                                                
22 Amnesty International 2011, 9 
23 Amnesty International 2011, 8-9 
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protections of the right to non-discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation or gender identity 

exist in national law”, this in turn enables the state to have “certain criminal and civil law 

provisions…frequently applied by the judiciary in a discriminatory manner” towards members of 

the LGBT community24.  Given that there is specific language lacking in the law to protect the 

rights and freedoms of LGBT people, in the state’s eyes, legal language is what comes between 

protected human rights and structural violence and basically, state-sponsored discrimination.  

 As for the marginalization and violence enacted on the LGBT community by non-state 

actors, such as the military and the police, as well as acts of violence conducted by homophobic 

or “self-hating gays” of the Turkish community at large, there exists a wide range of avenues via 

which LGBT people are discriminated.  Once again, the language of the perpetrators is the most 

important, whose meanings in relation to defining LGBT members against a “hetero” norm will 

be analyzed in a later section.  Suffice it to say that this language is used time and time again to 

continually harass, marginalize, discriminate and enact violence against members of the LGBT 

community.  I am aware that all discrimination is borne out of language; however, I am arguing 

that in this case it is language that is bred by the patriarchy of the hetero-normative society, and 

furthermore replicated and appropriated by the members of the patriarchy present in homosexual 

circles, which is at the heart of this discrimination.  Specifically regarding harassment by the 

police, Yüzgün (1993) describes how endemic this system of violence and repression is, 

especially against members of the transgender community in Istanbul and Ankara.  Even though, 

as he states, “no Turkish law regards homosexuality as a crime,” he goes on to state the reality of 

the situation: “The treatment of homosexuals, however, does not reflect this.  Even today, being 
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a homosexual is the same as being a criminal without having committed any crime.”25  We find 

more details of both state and non-state actors in the reports by Human Rights Watch (2010), 

Amnesty International (2011), and even the European Union Progress Report for Turkey (2011).  

All of these cite the systematic and structural disenfranchisement of the LGBT community.  The 

European Union’s report (2011) states that, “lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender persons 

(LGBT) continued to suffer discrimination, intimidation, and violent crimes.”26 

 Considering the literature previously introduced, we now have a solid platform from 

which to launch our discussion on the ways LGBT persons, specifically gay men, in Turkey are 

identified by themselves as well as others in the community, how that language is used by inside 

forces to perpetuate the entrenched discrimination of these sexual minorities and to re-establish a 

hierarchy of hetero-normativity within the gay community, and finally how state and non-state 

actors also use this language to their advantage to perpetuate the entrenched discrimination and 

violence against LGBT persons in Turkey. 

Language of Binary Opposition in the Gay Community 
 

In any society, words and terms have been coined to designate members as belonging to a 

certain community.  This is no different for the LGBT experience.  In English, designations—

and most of them pejorative, although re-appropriation of these words as positives seems to be 

somewhat on the rise—such as queer, homo, gay, fag, queen, dike, and the like have been 

employed for the past half-century to separate those who are sexual minorities from the 

overwhelming majority of the hetero-normative sphere of daily life.  The experience for sexual 

minorities in Turkey, in terms of having distinct designations to cordon them off from hetero-

normative culture, has been similar.  Tarık Bereket, in his 2006 piece entitled “The Emergence of 
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Gay Identities in Contemporary Turkey”, lays out the pejorative terms for gays in Turkish as the 

following: ibne, top, e!cinsel, homoseksüel, and lubunya27.  If we were to dissect these terms to 

their core, we would encounter that each has as its essence a notion that the person to whom the 

word is directed has degraded his “masculinity” in some way, either by performing pasif in 

sexual roles, or by simply appearing feminine in dress, manner, or speech.  This will lead us into 

the discussion of the terms associated with gays and their inherent binary oppositionality.   

Let us first discuss the above terms.  "bne, in Turkish meaning “the one (usually male) 

who receives during sexual intercourse”, comes from the Arabic word of the same general 

meaning: namely, the (assumedly/necessarily effeminate) male who is subjected to penetration 

by an (assumedly/necessarily masculine) male counterpart28.  Derogatory slang used against 

those men who are homosexual or who are perceived to be such also includes the word for “ball” 

in Turkish: top.  Although its literal meaning is “ball”, as is such with slang in most languages, it 

has come to designate a passive person in a relationship between men.  E!cinsel, for its part, is 

the Turkish derivation for homosexual:  e!, meaning “one of a pair, equal, like, duplicate”, 

combined with cinsel, meaning “sexual”29, arrives at the desired meaning of “equal sexual”, i.e. 

homosexual.  Homoseksüel is Turkish’s English or French borrowing of a concept that seems at 

times to be a Western construct, as I have briefly hinted at before in the literature review.  

Finally, lubunya is a very interesting term, since it constitutes a very specific type of male and 

his gender role, namely to be effeminate and exclusively pasif in his sexual relations.  It is also 

generally recognized to designate, essentially, a woman trapped in a man’s body30.  
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 So far, I have avoided bringing to light the inherent binary qualities of names for sexual 

minorities (i.e. gay men) and the prescribed gender roles each entails for the recipient.  All of the 

terms outlined above constitute one half of the binary system: the half that describes roles for the 

men who subscribe to the more feminine (in this patriarchal binarism, admitting homosexual 

attraction is tantamount to being a woman) and passive of the male-female binary that exists in 

Turkish gay culture as well as hetero culture.  However, Turkish society is unlike the bulk of 

Western culture, where gender does not constitute a certain “role” (i.e. position) to be fulfilled, 

either in daily life, or more pertinent to our discussion here, in sexual relations. In this same vein 

of comparison, this would indicate that many speech communities of the West do not employ as 

many binary oppositional terms regarding sex (especially homosexual sexual relations) as 

Turkish speech communities would.  Determining the answer to that question, however, requires 

research that falls out of the parameters of this paper.  We have seen already that Turkish 

society—similar to so many Mediterranean, Middle Eastern, and Latin American cultures—is 

binary in style, which means that “male-male sexual relations are expected to embody a 

gendered division between an inserter (aktif) considered ‘masculine’ and a receptive partner 

(pasif) who is expected to show some aspect of the feminine gender in behavior, voice, or 

dress”31.  This also supports my argument for the existence of a patriarchal system that 

homosexuals subscribe to, as we have seen examples of men fulfilling both the “masculine” 

gender role and the “feminine” one within the gay context.  As mentioned before, Turkish 

culture, and hence language, falls within this construct.  Therefore, terms to denote the more 

“masculine” (aktif) partners in homosexual sexual relations need to be presented.  Before that, 

though, a point needs to be made.  Although terms for the active partner in these relations do 
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indeed exist, they are sometimes used with hesitation or seldom used at all for self-identification.  

This is precisely due to Turkish culture’s taboos and discriminations to homosexuals in general, 

so one who does not perceive himself as gey should therefore perceive and carry himself as a 

heterosexual male—a “real” man—who happens to enjoy aktif sex with men.  In fact, Bereket 

(2003) states that “during anal intercourse, the person who penetrates preserves his culturally 

valued masculinity and is not labeled as ‘homosexual’; while the receptive partner is stripped of 

all male privileges—and as a ‘real’ homosexual—is constructed as a man performing the 

‘woman’s role’ (equating homosexuality with effeminacy)”32.   

 Now, given the explanation of this construction, let us shed light on the few terms that do 

exist for the active male partner in homosexual relationships.  The most commonly employed of 

these labels is aktif, the Turkish word for “active”, i.e. the penetrating partner in sexual relations.  

With regards to homosexual relations, this is the man who anally penetrates his more pasif (see 

description above) partner.  Aktif also makes up one half of the generalized (reduced) binary 

aktif-pasif distinction for homosexual relationships.  For these men who conform or subscribe to 

the aktif side of this binary system, this is the only way that they are able to maintain their 

masculinity.  Bereket (2006), in his surveys with homosexual men on how they identify and label 

themselves, finds that even the labeling of aktif gey for some results in a perceived loss of 

masculinity; for even by hinting at the fact that they are gay is damaging to their image as a “real 

man”33.  Even though the label aktif gey designates a gay man who is exclusively active, this still 

constitutes as anathema to any man who perceives himself as “macho”.  It is fair to say then, that 

even the seemingly neutral term gey precludes some sort of femininity that is shunned by the 

aktif partner.  Bereket (2003) labels this phenomenon as the “compulsory heterosexuality” of the 
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aktif or “macho” partner, which may or may not reflect the reality of the situation, which we 

shall discuss later34.  In his interview with the same man above, another self-identifying term 

comes to light.  Laço, in plain English best translated as “hyper masculine” or “macho”, is how 

this man identifies himself (this is the same man for whom the label aktif gey is out of the 

question, once again harkening back to the oppostionality found within the patriarchal 

hierarchy).  He says that, to him, laço signifies “being a friend, lover, or husband to a man who 

likes to be anally penetrated (and likely to be feminine)”35.  He adds a very interesting point of 

view to this: he also affirms that he is no different from his heterosexual friends, and that by 

being in a sexual relationship with a lubunya does not have any effect on his being a “real” man.  

In terms of binary oppositional terms, here we see evidence, through his use of pairing the labels 

laço and lubunya, of a hierarchy in parallel to aktif-pasif; in fact, it is the same.     

 I have already delineated how this culture of binary coupling within the gay community 

provides for the “opposites attract” schema to actually become the rule.  Bereket (2003), through 

his numerous surveys of gay men in Turkey and investigation into their self-identification labels, 

finds that many respondents actually highlight this phenomenon.  On the aktif/laço side of the 

construction, Tarkan (one of the respondents) says that it would be virtually impossible for he 

and another laço male to strike up a conversation in a bar, to even have mutual attraction.  

Underscoring the binary opposition, he states that “‘two similar poles repel each other’”, and that 

two “real” men would find it nearly impossible to relate to one another36.  This again is in 

concordance with the existence of a hierarchy of masculinities within the patriarchy construct of 

sexual minorities.  This thought process is not solely restricted to those who identify themselves 
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as the “man”; the pasif/lubunya side (Bereket (2003) creatively labels this the other side of the 

“sex coin”37) of the binary construction also understands this “law of attraction”, if you will. 

However, the claim that these two men of the same “masculinity” (or lack thereof) in the 

hierarchy would be not attracted to one another is misleading: this repellant behavior exists 

because each would be threatened by the other’s masculinity (or lack thereof once again), and it 

would be necessary to have a “feminine” or “masculine” partner, respectively, to maintain the 

balance of the affirmed patriarchy.  Kandiyoti (1988), in recognizing a similar situation with 

women in patriarchal societies, comments that, “Women have very little to gain and a lot to lose 

by becoming totally dependant on husbands, and hence they quite rightly resist projects that tilt 

the delicate balance they strive to maintain”, yet however, in spite of this, “their passive 

resistance takes the form of claiming their half of this particular patriarchal bargain—protection 

in exchange for submissiveness and propriety”38.  Referring again to Bereket’s (2003) interview 

subjects, we come across answers and statements that reaffirm the previous argument with 

regards to the system of patriarchy found in the homosexual sphere.  One of the respondents, on 

questioned whether he looks for prospective partners at KAOS GL39, says no, because they are 

all “women” (kadın in Turkish), highlighting that men with same characteristics (i.e. effeminacy, 

indicating a pasif sexual role) do not find each other attractive, or even potential mates.  Another 

respondent, Ahmet, who self-identifies as lubunya, goes even further, stating that two “women” 

would have nothing to offer each other (both in a sexual and relationship sense).  Bereket (2003) 

underscores these responses with his ultimate finding that for some gay men, it is the opinion 

that once a “gay” (gey, aktif, pasif, or versatile) label is attached to them—either a “self-
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inflicted” or societally imposed one—they are no longer regarded as having those masculine 

qualities that are so culturally valued, and are therefore regarded as women40. 

 This last point actually provides the window into the next discussion of how this 

linguistically-based culture of binary construction plays into the way that gays, as members of 

the LGBT community—and hence, residents outside the circle of hetero-normativity in Turkish 

society—face structural disenfranchisement, marginalization, discrimination, and violence from 

both state and non-state actors.  More specifically, it is the engendered hierarchy of the 

patriarchal construction of Turkish homosexual society that primarily plays into this.  With the 

replication of the inherently submissive institution of patriarchy in the Turkish hetero-normative 

public domain, the different constructions of masculinities in the homosexual sphere vis à vis 

that of the accepted hetero-normativity provides the framework for much of the institutional and 

structural violence against LGBT persons.           

Neither a Law Against, Nor One Supporting, the Rights of Homosexuals 

Considering the deplorable state of civil, legal, and human rights pertaining to the LGBT 

community in Turkey, it is curious to note that there actually exists no law in any Turkish body 

of law—the Constitution being the most important of these—that discriminates on the basis of 

sexual orientation or gender identification.  On the other side of this, though, that means that 

there is also no law that seeks to protect these rights, either.  In fact, according to the Amnesty 

International Report (2011) on gay rights in Turkey, several of the criminal and civil law codes 

are all too frequently applied in a discriminatory nature against sexual minorities41.  Many 

instances have been recorded of politicians actually espousing clearly homophobic statements 

intended, we can say, to promote structural discrimination against this community.  Coupled with 
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this has been a refusal to accept changes in the wording of laws that specifically do not protect 

discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation or gender identity.  Not only does this refusal 

to amend the non-discrimination provisions get directed at those LGBT groups inside of Turkey 

proper, indignation is also expressed towards the international pressure that the Turkish 

government has received from neighboring nations and organizations, including the heavyweight 

European Union (which has until recent years been successful in nudging Turkey towards 

progressive reforms, including those regarding human rights)42.  Of the most notorious examples 

of Turkey’s refusal to reform its non-discrimination policies is its lack of ratification of Protocol 

12 of the European Convention on Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, which provides 

for a provision of free-standing non-discrimination43.   

In direct relation to this, government indifference has in the past decade turned to 

government hostility towards the LGBT community.  I say that this trend has been most visible 

in the last decade because it has coincided with the ascendancy to power of the Justice and 

Development Party44 since 200245.  Frequently labeled as “mildly Islamist”, members of this 

party have been most responsible for discriminatory statements towards the LGBT community 

and the hostile attitudes towards any reform of the non-discriminatory policies currently in place.  

Although there has been some research in the area of the extent the role of Islam plays in modern 

Turkish politics and society, I will not enter into the details of that discussion here46.  Suffice it to 

say that some, both scholars and politicians alike, believe Islam and homosexuality to be 

incompatible, providing an ideological underpinning to the obstinacy to equality reform currently 
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being expressed by the Turkish government.  However, it is too simplistic to say that it is Islam 

alone that is at work here; as I have argued before, it is the patriarchal social construction that is 

supported by Islam47 in the subordination of women, and for the purposes of my argument, of 

sexual minorities.  In concordance with this, Bilgin (2004) quotes !lter Turan (1991) in 

describing the three functions of religion in Turkey:  

First, religion provides a framework within which political power may be 

exercised…Second, religion is an element of social control as it contains values such as 

the show of respect to government authority and its public servants, and compliance with 

the government’s commands…[thirdly] religion in Turkey appears to be an underlying 

dimension of membership in the political community; through its moderate role in the 

achievement of political legitimacy…[it is] a source of values which affect political goal-

setting and behavior in society48. 

This argument—that Turkey’s Islamic identity and the inherent patriarchy that is borne out of it 

plays into the core of the presence of structural discrimination and marginalization of sexual 

minorities—as stated by Turan (1991) provides enough information for us to make some 

hypotheses about the current situation.  For example, the theory that religion—coupled with 

government—has direct influence over “political goal-setting and behavior in society” could 

provide clues as to why non-state actors also participate in structural discrimination against 

members of the LGBT society, those outside of the hetero-normative experience.  Once again, it 

is the Turko-Islamic construction of patriarchy at work here. 

 Among those politicians and government figures that have in the last few years made 

reprehensible remarks towards homosexuality and members of the LGBT community have been 
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chiefly AK party members.  Statements, such as the ones to follow, show a deep ignorance and 

misunderstanding of homosexuality and trans-gender identities—most often labeled a 

“disease”—which spawns an overall prejudice towards sexual minorities that is highly visible.  

For instance, Aliye Kavaf, the former minister of State responsible for Women and the Family, 

cited homosexuality as “a biological disorder [that] should be treated”49.  Another statement 

comes from Burhan Kuzu, head of the Parliamentary Constitutional Commission, in which he 

said: “Gays have made requests during the negotiations [for constitutional reforms on non-

discrimination and equality] on constitutional changes.  Are we going to respond to their 

requests?  It is not possible in the current conditions.  The public is not ready for this”50.  Also, 

considering Turan’s (1991) understanding and layout of the role that religion—Islam—plays in 

Turkish society, sexual minorities are very explicitly left out of the political sphere.  In fact, they 

are not just left out, but are either forced out or barred entry altogether.  That sheds some light on 

the socio-political source of the above statements made by politicians, those in power who are 

comfortably residing in the hetero-normativity of Turkish society, and dictating whom and 

whom may not hold membership in the realm of politics.  Not surprisingly, another member of 

AK was recorded as saying, upon being asked if LGBT people could participate in AK politics, 

“homosexuals cannot be members [of the ruling party]…they can establish their own”51. 

 I now want to take a moment to really delve into the argument that Turan (1991) is 

making about Islam’s purpose in Turkish society with regards to the discriminatory environment 

that sexual minorities all too frequently find themselves in.  Of Turan’s three functions of 

religion, the two that are the most relevant to our discussion of the existence of structural 
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discrimination and violence against LGBT people are his second and third: that religion provides 

a framework for societal control, and that religion seems to underlying provide membership into 

the political sphere, and through government legitimacy, aids in the inculcation of acceptable 

societal behavior.  This phenomenon is very apparent in the resistance of the ruling party (AK) to 

any type of reform regarding the equality or the protection of sexual minorities.  Religion’s role 

as a basis for the creation of societal values and behaviors, as well as the sense of obedience to 

governmental bodies, feeds into this resistance.  This all, then, is part of the hetero patriarchy that 

dominates the Turkish public domain.  Resistance to change, in fact, is seen both on the state and 

non-state levels.  Here we are discussing putting into law (or the lack thereof)—a state-run 

activity—the legal protection of sexual minorities.  However, this undeniably feeds back into the 

psyche of the Turkish citizen, leading him or her to ignore calls by LGBT people for equality 

reform, and more disconcertingly, perpetuate the structural discrimination towards this group 

found on the societal level.   

 Speaking on terms of state action, resistance to the removal of the structural 

discrimination system has been recorded as resistance to both groups inside of Turkey, and also 

to much larger international bodies, such as the European Union (EU) and the United Nations 

(UN).  Once again, in-country calls by LGBT rights organizations have been denied by AK 

politicians.  Both Dengir Mir Firat and Mehmet Zafer Üskül have made statements claiming that 

it is too soon for equality reforms, the former specifically stating that, “the 21st century was too 

soon for such amendments, but maybe in the 22nd century LGBT rights would be protected”52.  

This notion of stalling and delaying the reformation demanded by LGBT people is part of the 

inherent system of structural discrimination, which is promulgated by the government (state 
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actors) and feeds into the culture and society, which in turn legitimizes this action (hence, the 

power and role of non-state actors).   The occasional—although occurring in ever-increasing 

frequency—opposition to this state level intransigence is reflective of the slow change that 

Turkish society is undergoing in terms of acceptance and tolerance of sexual minorities.  

However, their being a minority to the majority who subscribe to the status quo is seen as outside 

of the norm, and therefore legitimized by neither the political arena nor the social one.  One 

national voice of opposition in particular has been a journalist by the name of Kür#ad 

Kahramano" lu.  He was arrested and prosecuted for his statement that the above quoted 

politician, Burhan Kuzu, was a “politician of the last century, not this one”53.  As stated before, 

voices in opposition to the current situation regarding sexual minorities in Turkey are being 

heard, but they are systematically being ignored as illegitimate challenges to the hetero-

normative social structure (considering Turan’s [1991] thoughts, we may also be able to say the 

Islamic-normative social structure founded on hierarchical patriarchy).   

As I mentioned before, opposition to reforms singling out sexual orientation and gender 

identity has also been aimed at international governing bodies.  The following examples 

demonstrate the degree to which the political elite is committed to entrenching and preserving 

the structural discrimination afforded to sexual minorities.  The United Nations Universal 

Periodic Review Process in May 2010 encountered much resistance from Turkey regarding 

constitutional reform with regards to securing equality for sexual minorities.  Again, in 

December 2010 at the United Nations General Assembly, Turkey refused an affirmative vote in 

the barring of “extrajudicial, summary, or arbitrary executions”, specifically those targeted at 
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sexual minorities54.  Furthermore, Turkey did not support a statement presented at the United 

Nations Human Rights Council in May 2011 “ending acts of violence and related human rights 

violations based on sexual orientation and gender identity”55.  The Turkish government’s 

response to most or all of these refusals to expand on or to support further rights for sexual 

minorities is that the protection against discrimination on the grounds of “sex” is already present 

in the constitution.  Pertinent to the refusals previously mentioned, at that time the term “sexual 

identity”—intended to be an umbrella category for both sexual orientation and gender identity—

had been included in the draft of the Law to Combat Discrimination and Equality56; however, 

that wording has since been removed from the final document, to the lament of LGBT rights 

groups in Turkey and elsewhere.  In light of this, we can examine the above opposition to 

inclusion of the LGBT community in Turkish law as an attempt to preserve the larger structure 

of patriarchy as acted out by the state; for to yield to demands to safeguard the rights of sexual 

minorities would tip the carefully constructed balance of the “masculine” Turkish state in a 

dominating relationship to the inherently (and by the patriarchal construct, necessarily) 

“feminine” homosexual society.  This brings the notion of patriarchy to an institutional level, and 

we see it acting as a super stratum to the patriarchy experienced at the societal level.       

Let us now turn to the language in the laws that do exist, and how that language and 

wording enables manipulation to perpetuate structural discrimination towards sexual minorities 

while preserving the “correct”, hetero-normative society that it is intended to serve.  As 

mentioned before, there is no law in Turkey that explicitly criminalizes homosexuality or 

homosexual acts.  However, as stated before, it is not within the written law that sexual 
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minorities are discriminated against: it is how the written law—in its benign and all-embracing 

appearance—is skirted or manipulated in ways that enable both state and non-state actors to 

disenfranchise, marginalize, discriminate and in some instances, aid and encourage violence 

towards members of the LGBT community.  This is precisely because these laws are interpreted 

through the lens of a hetero-normative patriarchy that is at its core in opposition to—or rather, 

performs a dominating role towards—the sphere of homosexuality.  The hetero-normativist 

actors of the Turkish state feel the need to fill a dominant role with regards to the inherently 

“submissive” society of sexual minorities.  This is an institutional replication of the societal 

patriarchal hierarchy that exists at the level of the citizenry, both hetero and homo.  It is the aim 

of the interpreters of these laws—to discriminate against the “Other”—to preserve values of the 

Turkish “family” and “public morality” (nebulous and easily manipulated concepts) against any 

encroachment of the subordinate community of sexual minorities.  One prime example of this is 

the inclusion and implementation of the provision in Article 125 of the Civil Servants Law, 

concerning itself with employment, which prohibits “immoral and dishonorable behavior”57.  

The terms “immoral” and “dishonorable”, flexible and relative in their meaning, are employed to 

discriminate against sexual minorities in the workplace.  It is very important to note here that 

“immoral” and “dishonorable” are taken here in the context of hetero-normative Turkish society.  

Homosexual relations and transgendered identities are clearly outside of this sphere, therefore 

subject to the labels of “immoral” and “dishonorable”.  Further linguistic manipulation can be 

found in the Turkish Civil Code, where various cases have been made for the abolition of LGBT 

organizations, the recall of LGBT publications, and the monetary reparations for depictions of 

homosexual relations on television.  All these have in common the argument of the Turkish 
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government for the crime of having “violated national and spiritual values, and Turkish family 

structure”58.  Once again, here we can see the presence of a sacred, legitimate political structure 

(“the national values”) working in sync with the “spiritual values” and the “Turkish family 

structure” of the societal sphere in the argument of those outside of the hetero-normative 

experience being in complete violation of “normal” society.  Not unrelated, certain language is 

utilized during criminal proceedings involving LGBT persons.  Assumed guilty because of their 

non-membership in normative society, sexual minorities involved in violent crimes as the 

victims, are actually put in a light of the aggressor, being faced with the accusation of “undue 

provocation”59.  This assumes, among other things, the notion that sexual minorities—

homosexuals in particular—are hyper-sexualized individuals, most likely  guilty of attempting 

rape or sexual aggression, and therefore subject to just criminalization as sexual deviants.  This is 

entirely due to their exclusion from hetero society, and their “illegitimate” claim to an equal 

place in Turkish society.   

   It can be included in our discussion, therefore, that there is a lack of laws protecting 

LGBT people because the government wants to perpetuate the structural discrimination that 

already exists and forms a basis to Turkish society, and furthermore, to perpetuate the well-

established culture of patriarchy, where in this sense the state is the dominating oppressor to the 

subordinate LGBT community.  This is evidenced in the reports of statements made by members 

of the ruling political party (AK), and by this government’s refusal to implement changes in the 

non-discrimination policies, wishing instead to remain in a stagnant position on the issue—a 

position from which the legitimized political and social spheres are able to perpetuate the 

structural discrimination against the LGBT community. 
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Institutional Discrimination: Marginalization Conducted by State and Non-State Actors  

We have now discussed the language of binary opposition that is appropriated and forced 

upon the LGBT community, and we have also seen how this linguistic discourse feeds into and is 

fed by a religiously and societally legitimized political sphere, which in turn creates a 

“legitimate”, hetero-normative society (as opposed to that of the sexual minorities) that 

implements and manipulates law not to protect all its citizens, but only those residing in the 

hetero-normative sphere of it.  Finally, we have also come to see that structures of power in 

Turkish society—whether political or social—are governed by the notion of hierarchal 

patriarchy, through which we have examined subjugation of the LGBT community through the 

manifestation of binary oppositional language.  We have here, therefore a reciprocal, if not self-

fulfilling socio-political system which, through language of binary opposition inherent to Turkish 

society, has created an environment of structural discrimination towards sexual minorities. 

This structural discrimination is not limited to just lack of laws protecting non-

discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation and gender identity; it constitutes an all-

encompassing environment of justified—and in fact, encouraged—marginalization, 

disenfranchisement, terror, and violence towards those who live in Turkey but reside outside the 

boundaries of the inflexible socially acceptable hetero-normative socio-political stricture.  This 

discrimination, as we have seen, exists in language and the laws governing this society, and is 

enacted by both state and non-state actors alike.   

First, we will discuss the ways in which state actors—most notably the police force and 

the military—perpetuate the structural discrimination and violence against sexual minorities.  

These two institutions make up the most visible state-sponsored discriminatory agents 

responsible for abuses against LGBT persons.  This discrimination policy lends itself from the 
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relatively “benign” and anticipated day-to-day disenfranchisement of sexual minorities to the 

full-blown violence—sometimes ending in death—towards this community.   

Structural Discrimination in the Turkish Military 

In the previous section, we discussed the ways in which the state manipulates certain 

language to perpetuate this discrimination.  As an arm of the state, the military has instituted its 

own brand of discriminatory practices towards homosexuals.  The Turkish military, unlike other 

institutions, actually employs explicit discriminatory policies against homosexuals.  As we 

discussed the laws beforehand as implicit discriminatory practices, the military reserves the right 

to deny anyone they suspect or have “tested” as being a homosexual from performing military 

service.  A 15 month-long military service rotation is compulsory for Turkish males between the 

ages of 19 and 4060.  As Article 72 of the Turkish constitution states that “military service is the 

right and duty of every Turk”61, this service therefore serves as a basis for “masculine” pride in 

society, and a perpetuation of the “highly-valued cultural masculinity” that is associated with it.  

However, homosexuals are rarely, by law, afforded this opportunity, and therefore are stripped of 

their masculinity at the state level.  Those who do make it into the required military service face 

homophobic discrimination and violence by their superiors and their peers alike.  Many, under 

risk of criminal prosecution, evade their service entirely out of fear of this structural homophobic 

violence62.  According to military standards, homosexuals are barred from service on the grounds 

that, in the Turkish military, homosexuality constitutes a “psychosexual disorder”, a “condition” 

resulting in these men being “unfit to serve”63.  The military uses the 1968 edition of the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, which, to the contrary of its latest 
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editions, defines homosexuality as a psychosexual disorder, rendering the individual diagnosed 

with this “condition” to be exempt from service64.  The exact stipulations of the Turkish Armed 

Forces Health Requirement Regulations are thus: no person shall serve who exhibits “high level 

psychological [psychosexual] disorders (homosexuality, transsexuality, transvestism)”65.  As we 

can see, the wording of the law explicitly bars sexual minorities from service on account of their 

“psychological disorder”.  Besides this notion’s being backwards in the developed world, the 

regulations are using specific language to affirm the “wrongness” or “otherness” that is 

perpetuated by the state and feeds into the Turkish psyche, re-affirming the widely-held societal 

belief that sexual minorities are “sick in the mind” and need “curing”66.  This sets the stage for 

justified and structural discrimination of sexual minorities during military evaluations and, if 

they do somehow make it into service, during their time of service.   

Discrimination and humiliation take place during military health tests for homosexuals.  

The stipulations cited above continue to state that, “It must be proved with documentary 

evidence that the defects in sexual behavior are obvious, and that when revealed in a military 

context would cause problems”67.  Here is an explicit example where the military (as an arm of 

the state, in congruence with our state and non-state actors explanation) utilizes language in a 

manipulative and inherently discriminatory manner, citing but not specifying “obvious sexual 

defect[s]” that would “cause problems”, which automatically reduces the person in question to 

“defective” and a societal pariah.  This language, of course, is intended to once again re-affirm 

the bond between the state and hetero-normative patriarchal society in singling out and 
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marginalizing the LGBT community.  What is more, the discharge from military service with the 

reason being “psychosocial disorder” sets up the released individual for continued structural 

discrimination down the road.  He or she is possibly barred from future state employment, and 

even private sector employers, upon seeing the designation “unfit for military service”, usually 

assume that that individual was refused service because of their sexuality68. 

Those who do manage to secure clearance—despite their sexual orientation—to perform 

military service are met with disturbing structural discrimination and violence while carrying out 

their stint.  A replication of the binary patriarchal society found in Turkish civilian life is 

replicated in the military environment, with the homosexual men being forced to assume the 

pasif (feminine in this case, since it involves heterosexuals) sex role, often involving violent rape 

and other punishment justified by their sexual orientation.  “They were saying [to me]: ‘We can 

have some fun.  We haven’t seen a woman’s face.  You’re like a woman, aren’t you?’” recounts 

one man of his experience.  “The soldiers told the other prisoners that I was gay—they gave me a 

nickname, pembe, pink.  They shouted at me all day long”69.  This man’s being labeled as a 

woman, and as being associated with the color pink, divulge the deeply-held societal beliefs that 

homosexuals, whether or not having the physical appearance of a male, are no longer considered 

masculine in society.  Their acceptance of “sexual deviance” automatically gives them the 

characteristics of a woman, of the pasif sex role.  Along these same lines, another homosexual 

man, who attempted to complete his military service but was faced with an insurmountable wall 

of discriminatory behavior—including violence—was discharged with a document entailing his 

engagement in “‘perverse sexual relations with men’”70.  In a similar vein, by labeling 
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homosexual relations as “perverse”, the individual is no longer considered to be protected by the 

strictures of the hetero socio-political system in Turkish society—in fact, he is seen as a defect in 

it—and is at once stripped of his eligibility to participate in that system. 

  Non-state actors also have collusion with the military in the process of structurally 

discriminating against sexual minorities.  Doctors, psychiatrists, and psychologists have a role to 

play in perpetuating this structural disenfranchisement.  Due to their job of “testing” for 

homosexuality in order to determine eligibility for military service, these professionals—

considered respectable by the hetero-normative members of society—use derogatory, pejorative, 

and marginalizing language when referring to homosexuality and when speaking with sexual 

minorities.  They refer to homosexuality as a “sickness” (in line with the accepted medical 

beliefs in Turkey).  In fact, one doctor, upon having been requested by a man to hand over his 

homosexuality test results, is reported as saying, “‘We don’t give results of the tests to ‘sick 

people,’”71 further reducing homosexuals as non-entitled members of a society outside of the 

hetero-normativity these medical professionals subscribe to.          

Structural Discrimination in the Turkish Police System   

 The structural discrimination inherent—and justified—in the military system is just one 

of the most visible ways in which the state has an active role in the perpetual marginalization and 

disenfranchisement of sexual minorities through the structure of patriarchy.  The other, possibly 

even more visible institution than the Turkish military is the Turkish police force.  Both the 

military and the police “take homosexuality as a vice,” something that needs to be stamped out.  

“‘We live in a society in which police power is very great, and militaristic…This is why people 
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who are homosexual face a great deal of violence’”72.  This is according to Eren Keskin, a 

lawyer and former chair of the Human Rights Association of Istanbul, who represents individuals 

involved in gay rights abuse cases.  She also remarks on the “irrelevance of the rule of law where 

social stigma and police authority are unchecked, and intersect”73.  This notion fits well with the 

already well-established belief that sexual minorities cannot have membership in the hetero-

normative atmosphere of Turkish society, and the overtly masculine and militaristic institutions 

of the police force and the military come into direct opposition to the inherently “feminine” and 

“inferior” environment of the LGBT community.  By this it can be argued that once again the 

socio-political sphere of hetero-normativity—here represented by the state-run institutions of the 

military and the police—contributes to and is fed by the structural discrimination faced by sexual 

minorities.  For, if these people are considered sexual deviants, outside of hetero-normativity, 

and institutions of the state espouse a prideful patriarchal masculinity, how can one expect these 

members of the former community to be allowed to participate in the latter?  With particular 

regards to the discrimination faced by sexual minorities by the police, it is the police force’s 

regard for these individuals as “deviants” that puts these two groups into constant conflict74. 

 Shedding light on details of these encounters, Yüzgün (1993) describes an account of 

some of the most infamous periods of police violence towards homosexuals in Istanbul: 

The period of notorious “hair-cropping” resumed, the truncheons were replaced with 

thick wooden sticks and plastic hoses and gay people were beaten up ruthlessly.  Some 
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gay men were sent away from the town, some were stripped naked, truncheons were 

inserted into their anuses and they were beaten severely75. 

Fear of the police, due to their discriminatory language and violent behavior towards sexual 

minorities, is second nature to the LGBT community.  One gay activist states, “The police are a 

patriarchal institution; they protect an idea of masculinity…Police committing crimes against 

gay people, transvestites, transsexuals, is part of the mentality of the institution”76.  Stated here, 

this “idea of masculinity” is once again a key to understanding the system—legitimized by the 

hetero socio-political patriarchy of the majority—that sexual minorities are barred membership 

in, thus enabling their marginalization.  The language used here—masculine—automatically 

rejects the possibility of participation or protection of homosexuals or transgender individuals, 

because due to their “condition” they inherently lie outside of this “masculine-dominated” 

community.  LGBT persons, gay men and transgender individuals in particular, are routinely 

assaulted with derogatory and vile terms that I have discussed already: ibne (faggot), top 

(receiving partner), and the like.  Police, as in the following case, express resentment and hatred 

towards sexual minorities whom they frequently and without reason stop on the street: “‘Don’t 

ask ibne, just hand it over [his ID card]…You’re a man like a ram [a colloquial expression for a 

strongly-built man]: why are you doing ibnelik [being a faggot]?...There’s no room in Ankara for 

faggots’”77.  The following recorded statement, directed at the same individual as above, is more 

evidence of specific language—in this case, the term for “faggotry”—used in the intimidation 
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behaviors of the police force, and once again affirming the hierarchical patriarchy that has been 

institutionalized:  “I will kill you if I see you again doing ibnelik”78.  

The statistics of LGBT persons being exposed to violent language at least once are high: 

97% of the respondents to the Amnesty International Report (2011) on LGBT Equality79.  

Moreover, a smaller but not comforting percentage (77%) of respondents stated that they had, 

after having been verbally harassed and assaulted, been subjected to physical and/or sexual 

assault.  It is my argument, therefore, that it is with the use of this discriminatory and violent 

language that the police force feels justified—indeed, senses the need for—in its actions of 

sexual violence against those against whom they are trying to preserve the hetero-normativity of 

Turkish society. 

Structural Discrimination in the Case of Violent Crimes (Non-State Actors) 

 “In 2010 alone LGBT associations documented 16 murders of individuals believed to 

have been killed due to their real or imputed sexual orientation or gender identity”80.  Far from 

uncommon, this statistic sheds light on the current situation, of living in fear of daily violence, 

faced by the majority of sexual minorities in Turkey.  Frequently, as the above quotation 

demonstrates, these acts of violence are carried out for no other reason than the perpetrator’s 

view of the victim’s sexual orientation or gender identity as a threat to their life (and also their 

valued masculinity).  We can explain this behavior by again regarding the societal values held 

about hetero-normativity that is at work in the Turkish psyche, and the language that feeds into 

these tendencies.  Just as we saw homophobic and violent language being used by the police and 

military institutions (state actors) to justify discrimination and violence, here, through the 
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behavior and language of non-state actors, we see that sense of justification for discrimination 

and violent crimes replicated at the non-state level.  According to Amnesty International (2011), 

in many “cases of violent crimes against people with a different sexual orientation or gender 

identity, victims referred to homophobic or transphobic language by perpetrators or information 

relating to the identity of the victim being used by the alleged perpetrator to justify the crime”81 

Let me argue once again that this shows that this language is endemic to the Turkish socio-

political structure, and facilitates the perpetuation of structural discrimination and violence.  In 

justification for crimes against sexual minorities, many alleged perpetrators claim that they had 

been “provoked”, or that the victim was “encouraging” the violence by initiating a sex act or 

attempting rape82.  Furthermore, the notion that sexual minorities’ being outside the acceptable 

and defensible culture of hetero-normativity makes them open to violent crime is pervasive.  

Upon reporting several incidents of rape to the police, activists in Eski#ehir report to having been 

told this: “In any case, you are gay, you are open to rape”83.  In this same line of thought, 

intentional misapplication of the law frequently accompanies the judicial process of these cases, 

leaving a complete sense of helplessness and guilt with the victim.  Given the claims of some 

alleged perpetrators to being under the pressure of “undue provocation”84, these crimes are seen 

as self-defense: a person of the hetero-normative social structure undoubtedly defending against 

a “sexual deviant” outside of that sphere, and because of this, outside of the realm of 

“victimization” or innocence.  Turkish socio-political construction of members lying outside 

hetero-normativity as the “Other” once again comes into effect here. 

Conclusion 
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Speaking on the construct of a certain Turkish masculinity and hetero-normativity, 

Kandiyoti (2002) states:  

The institutions shaping and reproducing hegemonic masculinity [are] central to the 

maintenance of relations of power and hierarchy in the society as a whole.  Dominant 

constructions of masculinity define the standards against which other masculinities are 

evaluated, and some may emerge as the bearers of subordinate identities85. 

This statement plays well into the thesis of my research: that binary linguistic and socio-political 

practices in Turkish, branching from a certain hetero-normativity constructed through 

hierarchical patriarchy (against a nebulous “homo-abnormativity”) inherent in Turkish society, 

feeds into and is fed by the structural discrimination and violence faced by the country’s sexual 

minorities.  These two notions—language and culture—cannot be divorced in Turkish society; 

there exists a symbiotic relationship—symbiotic, in the sense that it is reciprocal—between the 

two.  Language and cultural practices in Turkey, specifically regarding the notions and 

sentiments of where the LGBT population’s place in society is, feed off of one another in a way 

that creates an environment for structural discrimination and violence against this community 

that I have demonstrated throughout this paper.  For, as long as their exists a binary sense of 

society—which is vocalized through the language and manifested through a hierarchical 

patriarchy—between the “right” hetero-normative socio-political system against the “Other”, it is 

my opinion that sexual minorities in Turkey will continue to face structural discrimination, 

marginalization, and violence at both the state and non-state levels.  
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