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Women for Women’s Human Rights (WWHR) is an autonomous feminist 
organization founded in 1993 to promote women’s human rights in Turkey and around 
the world. Since then, WWHR’s work has consistently stemmed from the belief that 
true and permanent change is possible only by implementing lasting programs that 
link the local, national, and international domains with a holistic and intersectional 
view of rights. 

WWHR puts this belief into practice by advocating for legal, social, and political 
transformation; running local programs such as the Human Rights Education Program 
for Women (HREP) that supports women in exercising their rights and organizing at 
the grassroots level; and producing and disseminating feminist knowledge. Working 
in a way where its program areas draw on and feed into one another and by building 
solidarity networks around common struggles, WWHR has coordinated campaigns 
for legal reform in Turkey, joined forces with the global women’s movement while 
engaging in advocacy work at the United Nations, and worked with tens of thousands 
of women and dozens of women’s organizations on the local level.    

Autobiographical in nature, this volume is an account of WWHR’s 30-year 
herstory, of the struggles and solidarity experienced as part of the national and global 
feminist movement. It aims to preserve and draw strength from the memory of our 
feminist struggle for a free and equal world, and also carries the hope of relaying our 
experiences to new generations and continuing to stand in solidarity with others in 
ever growing numbers.   
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Since 1993, we have sadly lost some friends along the way who made significant contributions 
to WWHR and we miss them dearly.

Fulya Ayata not only encouraged constructive reflection on our organizational structure but 
also enriched our team with her insightful experience from other rights movements. Her 
contributions to the Human Rights Education Program for Women (HREP), especially in 
developing The Purple Newsletter, were invaluable. Even when her health challenged her, she 
remained a source of inspiration with her unwavering spirit. Dicle Koğacıoğlu’s support 
after the 1999 earthquake and her work with children at our Rehabilitation Center in İzmit 
were profoundly impactful. Her academic writings and contributions to the booklet We Have 
Reproductive Rights! continue to influence the feminist movement today.

We have also lost three HREP trainers, Nejla Demir, Çiğdem Akbaba, and Sermin Turhan, 
whose contributions were pivotal to the program’s success and our collective solidarity. Their 
impact lives on through the women they worked with.

Recently, we lost Sevna Somuncuoğlu, a dear friend and significant figure in Turkey’s 
women’s movement. Her legacy continues through the Demir Leblebi Women’s Association, 
which she co-founded.

We also mourn three fellow activists from the Coalition for Sexual and Bodily Rights in 
Muslim Societies (CSBR): Ahlem Belhadj from the Tunisian Association of Democratic 
Women (ATFD), Toni (Zaitun) Kassim from Sisters in Islam (SIS) in Malaysia, and Nasreen 
Huq from ActionAid in Bangladesh. These leaders were instrumental in advancing feminist 
and sexual rights movements in their countries and shaping the vision and discourse of 
CSBR.

We will continue to honor them all with love and gratitude.

Women for Women's Human Rights Team 2024

Over the past 30 years, Women for Women’s Human Rights (WWHR) has been shaped by 
the efforts, contributions, and support of countless individuals. Unfortunately, this book only 
features a very small number of those who have crossed paths with WWHR and contributed 
to our work and struggle in various ways. Every person who has been part of our team since 
1993 holds a special place in the organization. With some, we collaborated on publications; 
with others, we organized advocacy campaigns, packed boxes in the office, crafted protest 
banners; with many, we organized global meetings, built solidarity networks both in Turkey 
and beyond, and ensured that no detail was overlooked in our activities. Together, we 
thought about how to ensure sustainability and transform ourselves, and in times of need, 
we reached out to you for support. Solidarity is something woven carefully, and each stitch 
contains your contributions.

We are fortunate to have been guided, supported, and inspired by so many people over 
these 30 years. The trainers and participants of the Human Rights Education Program for 
Women (HREP) and the members of the solidarity networks we built both in Turkey and 
internationally have played a crucial role in our shared struggle.

We are deeply grateful to all of you. And we are proud to stand side by side.

In remembrance
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Foreword 

Founded in 1993 by a small group of women preoccupied with the accessibility of women’s 
human rights in Turkey and violence and discrimination, Women for Women’s Human 
Rights (WWHR) emerged during a time when the women’s movement in Turkey was gaining 
strength, yet feminist organizations were few and limited to major cities. Even the idea of 
“organizing” itself was often met with apprehension. Everyone involved has played a crucial 
role in sustaining the organization and advancing the feminist struggle over these past three 
decades. As a result, our 30-year story is intertwined with the broader (her)stories of Turkey, 
its institutions, our rights, and feminist movements both locally and globally.

As an independent feminist organization grounded in a rights-based approach, we 
recognize that our vision for a just world requires not only advocacy and the creation, 
compilation, and dissemination of knowledge but also solidarity and mutual empowerment. 
Since our inception, we have actively engaged with movements and organizations at the 
local, national, regional, and international levels, fostering collaboration in the fight for 
gender equality.

The foundation of this struggle was laid by Pınar İlkkaracan, Leyla Gülçür, Karin Ronge, 
İpek İlkkaracan, and Gülşah Seral, who shaped the mission and values of Women for Women’s 
Human Rights. We are profoundly grateful to them for establishing this organization and 
ensuring its progress through their tireless efforts. We are very fortunate that they began this 
journey and united us in this shared cause.

Why did we undertake this book? As a team, we believed it was crucial to preserve 
the collective memory of WWHR from its founding to the present, to celebrate our past 
experiences, and to document the (her)story of the feminist movement we are part of. In 
preparing this book, it was inspiring to uncover traces of those who had contributed to 
WWHR over the years. From shared notebooks and emails used to organize daily tasks to 
campaign documents, various editions of our publications, and photographs—each item 
told a story. Viewing photos of individuals, whether familiar or not, engaged in office work, 
implementing HREP, participating in certification ceremonies, attending national and 
international meetings, protesting, and sharing moments of joy was profoundly empowering. 
What resonated most was the realization that, despite evolving conditions and methods, we 
have all remained committed to nurturing the dream of a world where equality and freedom 
prevail, driven by the same unwavering excitement, persistence, and determination.

It is important to acknowledge those who contributed to the creation of this book. We 
extend our gratitude to Esen Özdemir, Tuğçe Canbolat, and Derya Acuner, who supported us 
from the inception of this project and played a crucial role in its preliminary stages. A special 
thanks is due to the book’s editor, Liz Erçevik Amado, who approached this project with 
remarkable determination and perseverance. Liz meticulously managed the entire process, 
attending to every detail to ensure the book’s completion. Without her dedication, this book 
would not have been possible. We are also truly thankful to Derya Acuner, Gülşah Seral, and 
Irazca Geray for their continued support and commitment at challenging junctures. We are 
fortunate to have you with us.

As a feminist organization, reaching 30 years is a great joy and a serious responsibility. It is 
impossible to recount every challenge and success of the past three decades, yet throughout 
this time, we have never wavered from defending women’s human rights in Turkey and 
around the world, fighting for equality and freedom, and standing side by side against the 
violence, discrimination, exploitation, and oppression we face. As we look ahead, we are 
committed to continuing these efforts until the world we envision becomes a reality.

We extend our deepest gratitude to everyone who has tirelessly and optimistically 
supported our feminist struggle and solidarity over the past 30 years and to all the comrades 
who have walked this path alongside us. We are grateful for your presence and the journey 
we have shared!

Women for Women’s Human Rights Team, 2024
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As we sat at the kitchen table that day, reflecting on our experiences, the idea emerged 
to use the research funds we had received to establish a women’s organization in Turkey. It 
took only a few minutes to settle on the name: Women for Women’s Human Rights. Inspired by 
the success of the international women’s movement—a movement we were proud to have 
contributed to through our reports and data—Women for Women’s Human Rights embodied 
a core principle of the feminist movement: from local to global and global to local… This 
principle has guided us ever since. As you will see in the stories and testimonies in this 
book, we have consistently worked to connect the local with the global and vice versa. This 
approach has been a beacon, providing hope even in the most challenging times.

Our greatest strength has always been the extraordinary women who walked alongside 
us—not just our small team. This includes the hundreds of Human Rights Education 
Program for Women (HREP) trainers and the thousands of participants from across Turkey; 
the organizations and feminist allies with whom we collaborated in countless solidarity 
and advocacy networks; and the journalists, members of parliament, public officials, local 
administrators, lawyers, academics, social workers, UN staff, homemakers, musicians, artists, 
students, and many others—tens of thousands of supporters—who tackled these issues with 
the same feminist and results-driven spirit. We owe them all immense gratitude on behalf 
of all women. The successes and achievements depicted in this book were made possible 
by their efforts. Together, we walked the halls of Parliament many times between 2000 and 
2004. Together, we stood in front of Parliament and successfully reformed the Turkish Civil 
Code and the Turkish Penal Code to help women live safer, more equal lives. We worked 
side by side to ensure that our rights became enshrined in international human rights law 
through UN conventions.

We titled the book From Local to Global/Global to Local: What a Difference 30 Years Make! And 
indeed, so much has happened over these three decades! The following pages recount the 
30-year journey of a women’s organization committed to advancing and realizing the rights 
of women and girls (a journey that, unfortunately, is still ongoing). We extend our deepest 
gratitude to Liz Erçevik Amado and İrem Gerkuş, who worked tirelessly, day and night, and 
poured their hearts into preparing this book.

Highs and lows have always marked the progress of social movements. Establishing 
a social norm can take centuries, with phases of success, reactionary backlashes, and 
temporary setbacks—a recurring historical pattern. In difficult times, staying focused on the 
goal, identifying opportunities early, building networks instead of acting alone, and moving 
flexibly between local and global will, as in the past, remain critical strategies for the feminist 
movement.

Pınar İlkkaracan

From the Kitchen Table to the Parliament... 

The idea of founding the Women for Women’s Human Rights was born at a kitchen 
table—something many women can relate to. It was a hot August day in 1994. Leyla Gülçür 
and I were sitting at a kitchen table in a house just behind the train tracks in Feneryolu, with 
papers and pens spread out in front of us, hard at work. It had only been a few days since 
Leyla returned from New York, where she was pursuing her PhD, and I had just returned from 
Berlin, where while doing my doctorate studies in psychology I had lost myself in activism. A 
year earlier, Leyla had invited me to join her research on violence against women, funded by 
a grant she received. That day, we had met to compile the data from our research—hers in 
Ankara and mine in Berlin—to write our report on violence against women.

Both of us intended to stay in Turkey for a while. Between 1991 and 1993, Leyla and I 
had been intensely involved in the preparations for the United Nations World Conference 
on Human Rights in Vienna (1993). From Chile to the Republic of Fiji, thousands of 
women worked together under challenging circumstances and without the conveniences 
we take for granted today—such as the internet. We communicated via letters and since 
even fax machines were a luxury at the time, we often relied on friends with access to them. 
Despite these challenges, the campaign was fueled by extraordinary effort and excitement, 
culminating in a success that filled us with joy. A groundbreaking decision was reached at the 
1993 Vienna Conference: Women’s rights are human rights!

What is now a mainstream, universally accepted concept was revolutionary at the time. 
With this decision, women’s rights, previously treated as secondary, became recognized as 
fundamental human rights. Violence affecting billions of women and girls worldwide was 
only acknowledged as a human rights violation after this landmark decision. This recognition 
also led to the monitoring of discrimination and violations of women’s human rights by UN 
bodies beyond the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW). Member states were now held accountable for preventing violence 
against women and girls. 
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“We apologize for the delay in sending this report. Our network connection has been down 
this past week, and we could not get a fax receipt,” the cover letter of our 1994 narrative report 
reads. Thirty years may be a brief snippet in history, but it does have temporal substance: 
Individuals, societies, movements, and organizations evolve in three decades. “Change,” as 
the cliché goes, “is the only constant,” and our story has been one of striving to instigate and 
claim agency over change toward an order of equality, non-discrimination, and freedom. 
Feminist movements and the women’s human rights struggle—in Turkey and around the 
world—have collectively been exposing and upending patriarchal discriminatory legal, 
social, and political systems of power, holding accountable the perpetrators—be it the state, 
the international system, society, or individual men. Oftentimes, I think there may not be a 
more ambitious social goal, a more massive undertaking: in a world where more than half 
the population is subject to so many forms of discrimination and violence perpetrated and/
or disregarded by so many, persisting in the fight for equality and freedom. 

I have struggled with how to write this text and realized it would have to be personal. 
Material, technical details seem to matter—delving into the archives to find handwritten 
team meeting notebooks and “to do” lists; how we thought yahoogroups and having a server 
were miracles; the first 1994 publication of the booklet We Have Rights! now in its 27th edition. 
Having been a part of the WWHR team in various capacities since 2002, countless memories 
drift in—finding myself at the 2002 Women’s Shelters Convention, barely a novice, to be 
amazed (albeit slightly intimidated) to meet so many incredible feminist activists, adamantly 
arguing for hours to reach a consensus on the outcome declaration; the Coalition for Sexual 
and Bodily Rights in Muslim Societies (CSBR) groundbreaking NGO statement, delivered 
in Arabic no less, at the United Nations (UN) 2004 Arab Population Forum calling for the 
safeguarding of sexual rights applauded by the audience; toiling over not just the articles 
but also the justifications of the Penal Code Reform draft law to make sure they did not 
interevent our demands with minor changes in wording; the instant online international 
mobilization around our #UNITED4ISTANBUL campaign for the Istanbul Convention 
when I finally understood the power of virtual organizing. 

Introduction Feminist movements have achieved so much over the centuries despite the uphill battle, 
and WWHR has proudly been a part of this force for 30 years. We have strived to contribute 
to this endeavor through a holistic, universal, intersectional, interlayered understanding of 
rights. While compiling this volume, I have come to visualize our vision and approach as 
two intersecting Venn diagrams. One of the circles traces our four overarching objectives, 
which have evolved while also staying true to the same essential philosophy: advocacy on 
all levels for socio-political and legislative change and non-discriminatory social norms; 
building and partaking in cross-movement solidarity and advocacy networks; supporting 
grassroots organizing and women’s empowerment through women’s human rights training; 
and creating and disseminating a diverse body of feminist knowledge through various media 
to fortify these efforts. The second circle is geographical, traversing the local to the national, 
regional, and international contexts. Both circles translate into, inform, and reinforce one 
another, with the premise that we effectuate sustainable change towards gender equality 
through this multipronged approach. 

Women for Women’s Human Rights (WWHR) was founded in 1993 during one of the 
pivotal periods of advocacy and advancement in women’s human rights on the international 
level: “Women’s human rights” were explicitly recognized at the World Conference on Human 
Rights  in 1993, albeit almost half a century after the  Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR) of 1948, which had only included one reference to “the equality of women 
and men” in its preamble. Women’s and girl children’s empowerment, women’s reproductive 
health and rights (SRHR), gender equality, and their intrinsic link to development 
constituted the core of the 1994 International Conference on Population on Development 
(ICPD) Programme of Action; state parties declared that they were “committed to ensuring 
a gender perspective reflected in all their policies and programmes” in the 1995 Beijing 
Declaration and Platform of Action. Meanwhile, the women’s movement in Turkey, the 
first independent social movement to mobilize following the 1980 coup, was challenging 
the patriarchal order, undertaking milestone campaigns against domestic violence, sexual 
harassment, and legal discrimination against sex workers. The premise that “the personal is 
political” was becoming firmly rooted in feminist discourse. 

Against this backdrop, two feminists, Pınar İlkkaracan and Leyla Gülçür, preoccupied with 
how to effectuate change in Turkey through their experiences in the international feminist 
movement, founded WWHR as a non-formal organizing initiative. At a time when there 
were only a handful of women’s organizations in big cities, they envisioned multifaceted 
strategies extending from the local to the global to translate back to the local and shaped 
the longstanding aims of WWHR together with Karin Ronge, İpek İlkkaracan, and Gülşah 
Seral. Starting from the premise that knowing our rights and mobilizing collectively will lead 
to realizing these rights, they developed a legal literacy program that would later evolve into 
the Human Rights Education for Women (HREP); conducted feminist action-research; and 
published extensively. It is no easy feat to persevere as an independent feminist organization. 
As I compiled this volume, I am once again left in awe of their foresight in shaping our vision 
and working principles. 
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Thus, persistence might be the first word that comes to my mind in thinking of WWHR. 
I see this reflected in our solidarity and allies across movements; advocacy strategies and 
dozens of campaigns; HREP now in its 29th year; our enduring national and international 
networks; our awareness raising materials and publications. Two features make our efforts 
distinct for me: first, none are conceptualized or implemented in a vacuum, and second, in 
their durability, they are dynamic rather than static.

WWHR began to devise its efforts around a proactive advocacy effort both in Turkey and 
on the international level from the outset; it worked to change codified law and customary 
discriminatory norms and localize international achievements (whilst contributing to the 
global context from the grassroots). In the 1990s, we succeeded in achieving these with our 
campaign for a protection order law and the expansion of HREP. At the same time, looking 
back, I see how WWHR’s aim to contribute to feminist knowledge through multi-genre, 
multi-lingual, multi-medium publications on diverse subjects complemented these efforts. 

In dozens of campaigns, we have always tried to work with our solidarity networks, 
combine various methods, and impact policymakers and simultaneously public opinion. We 
made sure to document and disseminate our achievements, as well as our shortcomings 
and the lessons we learned. We endeavored to show that international human rights norms 
apply in all spheres, including our daily lives. We also tried to flesh out how experiences 
and knowledge-sharing in different countries contribute to rights struggles. We learned 
that daily follow-up and meticulous coordination in advocacy are as important as shaping 
the discourse of campaigns, and we never tired of the logistical work we carried out in the 
background. 

In my opinion, the Campaign for the Reform of the Turkish Penal Code (TPC) from a 
Gender Perspective, which we coordinated in the early 2000s, CSBR, which we co-founded 
and worked as the international coordination office, and HREP, which quickly expanded 
nationwide through our partnership with the General Directorate of Social Services (GDSS), 
were some of our most significant contributions to the feminist struggle in the 2000s. 

From the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) to CEDAW processes, from 
ICPD Conferences to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), we have contributed 
to advancements at the UN level as part of the international feminist movement. We have 
increased the representation of Turkish and Muslim countries at the international level 
and rendered visible the—in many ways rather revolutionary—struggle of feminists from 
the Global South. We have always been active in the negotiations, many of them strained, 
in drafting outcome documents, resolutions, and declarations in government or NGO 
delegations. 

In our penal code reform campaign, we joined forces with the LGBTQI+ movement and 
formed an advocacy alliance of this kind for the first time in Turkey. As the TPC Women’s 

Platform, we practically rewrote the sexual crimes section of the law after three years of 
breakneck campaigning. As a result, we achieved probably one of the most radical law reforms 
in Turkey, removing concepts such as “honor,” “morality,” and “chastity” from the law and 
abolishing the perspective that maintained that our bodies and sexuality were commodities 
of the family and society. I think the social transformation we created as a feminist movement 
at that time continues to have a significant impact to this day, as the government persistently 
attempts to jeopardize our rights, yet cannot conservatize society and take away our gains.

I believe each of us who has worked at WWHR has espoused the organization’s holistic 
approach of not just outcome-oriented but also process-based strategies, and diverse but 
complementary work areas and regions. Yet, we all must have an aspect of our work that stands 
closest to heart. For me, it is CSBR. By the time I was introduced to and enthralled by CSBR’s 
discourse and members, it was 2003. The consensus was adopting a holistic, positive, rights-
based approach to sexuality to build a solidarity network for strengthening SRHR advocacy, 
nationally and internationally. As our coalition expanded into South and Southeast Asia, I 
learned that religion and faith are not monolithic and that we can pursue rights-based work 
for legal change without excluding religion, while not denying how patriarchal readings of 
Islam shape our societies. Rather than being trapped in Western discourses or disheartened 
by prejudices and discrimination in our societies, we could promote the rights of women and 
all non-normative sexualities outside the heteronormative order. 

With core values stating, “Sexual and bodily rights are universal human rights based 
on the inherent freedom, dignity, and equality of all human beings and are central to the 
advancement of women’s human rights, gender equality, and democracy,” CSBR organized 
groundbreaking annual activities like the CSBR Sexuality Institute and the international 
One Day One Struggle (ODOS) campaign. Like WWHR, CSBR has evolved but continues to 
organize trainings and ODOS campaigns, produce publications on Islam and sexual rights, 
and support struggles in member countries.

To return to the national context, our comprehensive, participatory 16-week feminist 
training program HREP, which has reached over 17,000 women to date, was institutionalized 
through our collaboration with GDSS. This partnership, which may still be considered a 
unique model in Turkey, has enabled HREP to be run by professionals like social workers, 
using state resources. I remember celebrating the renewal of our partnership protocol with 
GDSS for 10 years in 2005 with cautious optimism: we were driven by the momentum of 
past years, but the ever-present political volatility, the government’s—at times explicit and 
at times implicit—anti-equality discourse preoccupied all of us, our team, trainers, and 
ally administrators at GDSS. The second honeymoon with GDSS was indeed short-lived, as 
GDSS began to lean towards conservative, family-oriented policies and programs, and the 
Ministry of Women and Family was replaced by the Ministry of Family and Social Policies in 
2011, thereby effectually undermining the position of women as individual citizens first and 
foremost. 
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We had already begun seeking alternative courses for the program’s sustainability. We 
initiated collaborations with other institutions and decided to turn to municipalities and 
concentrate on our cooperation with independent grassroots women’s NGOs. In addition 
to focusing on metropolitan cities and their environs for extensive outreach, we focused 
on the Southeastern region with Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP) municipalities with 
predominantly Kurdish populations. This strategy was valuable in that it led to the further 
localization of the program and diversified its outreach, expanding the HREP network in 
the Kurdish region while supporting and strengthening the local women’s NGO partners. 

The women’s movement had long faced conservative attacks, particularly from the 
religious right-wing and nationalist political actors. Still, their portrayal of the women’s 
movement as a “marginal group of urban women out to destroy the fabric of the family 
and, by extension, society” became more pronounced after 2010. The then-Prime Minister 
Erdoğan’s statement, “I do not believe in the equality of men and women, men and women 
are different, they are complementary,” at a public conference with women’s NGOs in 
Istanbul—as a group of us were lobbying during Turkey’s Periodic CEDAW Review in New 
York no less—was a new level of brazenness. I remember our feminist delegation sitting 
stunned on the steps before the UN headquarters, trying to decide how to respond and 
convey this to the Committee without sidelining our priority issues. 

Even in this context, we did manage to successfully conduct an extensive campaign for the 
new law on violence (no. 6284) from 2011 to 2012. This was the last time the government was 
open to working and negotiating with the women’s movement, albeit reluctantly. In the end, 
though the law was drafted based on the principles of the Istanbul Convention, references 
to “gender” were excluded from the law, presaging the brutal attacks on sexual orientation 
and sexual identity that were to follow. The subsequent step of drafting the statutes of the 
law was abruptly disrupted by Erdoğan’s attack on abortion with his twisted simile, “each 
abortion is murder, each abortion is Uludere,” citing the incident in which 34 Kurdish 
civilians were killed by the Turkish military. A widespread feminist mobilization thwarted 
any legal backlash against abortion, but the political hostility towards SRHR and obstacles 
hindering access to safe abortion increased dramatically, prevailing to this day. These were 
followed by the attempts to change sexual crimes and child abuse articles of the penal code to 
legitimize forced and early marriages and efforts to curtail alimony rights, indicating that the 
pro-family, anti-woman approach of the government was spreading to all spheres. 

However, this period also witnessed what could be deemed another milestone achievement 
towards gender equality with the SDGs, including achieving gender equality as a stand-alone 
goal (Goal 5) and establishing gender equality as an intersectional principle fundamental 
to development. While the SDGs are still far from being a reality and conservative forces 
continue to work at the UN to curb language on gender equality, SRHR, and GBV, the goals 
constitute solid foundations for pushing for the pivotal role of gender equality in Agenda 
2030. WWHR was one of the main actors in the international advocacy efforts in this process, 
again linking the feminist movement in Turkey and abroad.

Marked by political turmoil, increased state oppression, militarism, nationalism, and 
entrenching of security policies in Turkey, this era was defined by the 2016 coup attempt, 
which unhinged the government’s escalating hostility since the Gezi uprising, leading to 
blatant attacks on human rights defenders and independent organizing. Continuously 
extended states of emergency were used by the government to justify violence and oppression, 
restrict freedom of expression and organizing, appoint trustees, and dissolve NGOs, 
starting with women’s NGOs, particularly in the Kurdish region. Activists, politicians, and 
journalists—among many others—were imprisoned without indictments, while nationalism 
and conservatism fed into each other in an attempt to justify these attacks and promote 
an anti-rights, anti-women, anti-gender discourse through misinformation campaigns and 
twisted political discourses. 

The utterly unlawful, perhaps for some even inconceivable, withdrawal from the Istanbul 
Convention, beyond the sharpest irony given its name and signature in Istanbul in 2011, 
happened against this backdrop in 2021, with the government and its allies ultimately 
declaring—as they had done countless times over the past decade—yet now in the most 
shrill and unabashed tone, we will not uphold equality, human rights, democracy and don’t 
have to abide by international or national law: We intend to undermine gender equality 
and persecute LGBTQI+s; treat women as secondary citizens confined to long outdated 
traditional familial roles; and have no intention of combatting violence against women. 

Yet I don’t think they expected the instant, vigorously organized, extensive mobilization of 
the women’s movement, feminists, and women in general, echoing the determined struggle 
for gender equality in Civil and Penal Code reforms or preventing backlashes in gained 
rights in alimony, sexual crimes, and abortion, among others. If we manage to see the glass 
as half full, Turkish society and people worldwide learned what the Convention was and why 
it is important and started to support it widely thanks to the withdrawal. 

Each era has its peculiarities, for better and worse, and the past five years have unfortunately 
been marked more by the latter. But what I have learned over the past two decades is that the 
struggle for rights and equality de facto excludes the sense of hopelessness and defeat, and 
rightfully so. For many of us prone to pessimism and nostalgia, it’s easy to romanticize the 
advances made in the 1990s and early 2000s. Still, those were also years when even GBV was 
not fully recognized; wars, conservatism, and oppression were as prevalent; LGBTQI+s right 
to exist was under constant threat; patriarchy and feminism were foreign, illegible concepts 
for many. From where I stand, our movements and WWHR as part of them have traveled 
so far and achieved so much since. Looking at the new, dynamic, persistent WWHR team, 
the ever so strong and empowering HREP network, our partners and allies in Turkey and 
abroad, the diversifying and bold feminist and women’s movements, innovative advocacy 
strategies, and activism transforming the curse and blessing of the virtual global world and 
social media, I also see how public opinion, legislation, and social practices have progressed 
in the grand scheme of things and how patriarchal norms, societies, and states continue to 
be profoundly challenged and transformed. At the same time, in this day and age, I think 
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it is further important to strengthen cross-movement rights-based alliances, recognize the 
intersectionality of rights, and be inclusive. 

***

This volume has been years in the making. Initially planned for our 25th anniversary, 
we have had to postpone it and even considered giving up the idea since we, like all of us 
in these movements, can find no time or energy for anything other than keeping up the 
struggle. Yet, we have maintained since the outset that documentation and production of all 
sorts of feminist knowledge is invaluable. We hope this volume serves as a contribution to 
this end while allowing us as WWHR to take a step back and revisit our (her)story to inform 
our future and recall the path we traveled with countless activists over the past 30 years. 

We have tried to recount our story in the context of the feminist and women’s human 
rights movements through both a chronological account and stories of—unfortunately, very 
few—the women who have been integral to our team at different times, with contributions 
from our partner organizations and women we worked with side by side over the years. We’ve 
been able to include very few due to space constraints. Needless to say, we are grateful to all 
included here and much beyond for your solidarity, support, inspiration, and commitment 
to advancing gender equality.

This book is a collective feminist undertaking, and I am grateful to the entire WWHR team 
for helping shape the volume at various stages and their contributions during the editorial 
process. Our designer, Ece Eldek, visualized our story beautifully, and our translators and 
copy editors made the volume ring true in both languages. To extend further personal 
thanks, Asena Günal, Damla Eroğlu, Derya Acuner, and Ebru Batık have come to the rescue 
many times. The last few weeks before a book is sent to the designer are uniquely stressful 
and fun. During those days and nights, Gülşah Seral, Özlem Şen, and Sena Çakır never left 
us alone. Irazca Geray has eased my burden, corrected my mistakes, and helped carry us 
to the finish line. Last but not least, my sincere gratitude goes to our coordinating editor, 
İrem Gerkuş, without whom this publication would neither be possible nor the process as 
enjoyable. 

I have thought often of three amazing feminist advocates and personal friends who have 
passed while working on this volume. Fulya Ayata, who was a light of her own, is one of the 
most incredible people I have ever met, with her resilience, intelligence, and creativity. Toni 
(Zaitun) Kassim from Sisters in Islam (SIS) in Malaysia was not only one of the adamant, 
inclusive feminists I knew but also one of the driving forces of CSBR. Ahlem Belhadj, the co-
founder of the pioneer feminist organization ATFD in Tunisia and a CSBR was an unwavering 
women’s human rights and SRHR advocate. I am grateful to them for their mentorship and 
all they taught me about solidarity and the power of organizing. 

From the Center for Women's Global Leadership Training, 1992. From Canan Arın's archive.
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1999 
 
As a result of the campaign to End Virginity Examinations, a directive was issued stating 
that virginity examinations could only be conducted with the consent of women and 
girls.

2000 

Through the advocacy efforts of the Equality Monitoring Platform, coordinated 
by WWHR, the UN General Assembly’s 23rd Special Session (Beijing+5) Outcome 
Document included “honor killings,” early and forced marriages, and marital rape as 
violations of women’s human rights.

2001 
 
The name of the LLPW was changed to the Human Rights Education Program for 
Women (HREP) to emphasize its rights-based perspective. 
 
As a result of the Full Equality in the Turkish Civil Code Campaign, which had been 
ongoing since 2000 with the participation of 126 women’s organizations, a new Civil 
Code that established equality between men and women within the family was enacted. 
 
Activists working on sexual rights in Muslim societies established the first solidarity 
network advocating for these rights in the MENA region at the Women, Sexuality and 
Social Change in the Middle East and Mediterranean Symposium. 

2002

HREP was being implemented in 44 community centers and women’s organizations 
across 28 provinces in total, with the participation of social workers and representatives 
from independent women’s organizations. 
 
WWHR, in collaboration with women’s NGOs and feminist lawyers from various regions 
of Turkey, established the Penal Code Women’s Working Group and launched the Turkish 
Penal Code Reform Campaign from a Gender Perspective.

1993 
 
“The human rights of women and girls” were recognized as “an integral, indivisible, and 
inalienable part of universal human rights” at the United Nations (UN) World Conference 
on Human Rights in Vienna. 

Women for Women’s Human Rights (WWHR) was founded in Istanbul as an independent 
feminist organizing initiative. It borrowed its name from the concept of “women’s human 
rights,” coined the same year.

1995 
 
At the UN World Conference on Women (Beijing Conference), member states were 
tasked with promoting gender equality and incorporating a gender perspective into key 
policies and programs. 
 
The first pilot implementations of the Legal Literacy Program for Women (LLPW)), 
developed by WWHR in collaboration with the Ümraniye Women’s Center (ÜKM), took 
place in Ümraniye and Gülsuyu, Istanbul.

1997

Pilot group implementations of the LLPW took place in Diyarbakır, Şanlıurfa, and 
Gaziantep. 

In collaboration with the Equality Monitoring Committee and Mor Çatı (Purple Roof), 
WWHR spearheaded the drafting of Turkey’s first CEDAW Shadow Report and advocacy 
during the CEDAW review process.

1998 
 
Following a two-year campaign, the Law on the Protection of the Family (Law No. 4320) 
was adopted, allowing women to obtain restraining orders against domestic violence. 
 
The Trainer’s Manual for Women’s Human Rights and Legal Literacy, consisting of 16 
modules, was completed. 

A partnership protocol was signed between WWHR and the General Directorate of 
Social Services and Child Protection Agency (GDSS) for LLPW. Following the first 
institutional training of trainers, LLPW reached 350 women through groups established in 
community centers across seven provinces.
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2010 

The number of women participating in HREP reached 10,000. 
 
During Turkey’s 6th CEDAW Periodic Review, then-Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
stated in a meeting with women’s organizations, “I do not believe in gender equality; men 
and women are different and complementary,” reflecting the government’s anti-equality 
stance.

2011 
 
The Ministry of State for Women and Family Affairs was replaced by the Ministry of Family 
and Social Policies, and the Social Services and Child Protection Agency was dissolved. 
 
Turkey became the first signatory of the Istanbul Convention (The Council of Europe 
Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic 
violence).

2012 
 
As a result of the Platform to End Violence's campaign, comprising 300 women’s 
organizations with WWHR in its secretariat, the Law on the Protection of the Family and 
Prevention of Violence Against Women (Law No. 6284) was enacted. 
 
Following then-Prime Minister Erdoğan’s statement comparing abortion to “murder” in 
reference to the Uludere massacre, national and international campaigns repelled efforts 
to ban abortion, though de facto restrictions increased.

2013 
 
HREP expanded through partnerships with municipalities and local women’s NGOs, 
reaching 12,000 women in 54 provinces.

2014 
 
The Istanbul Convention came into effect. 
 
Despite intense campaigning, a bill on sexual offenses (Articles 102-105 of the Penal 
Code) passed, introducing provisions that risk criminalizing peer sexuality and reducing 
penalties for child sexual abuse, undermining the sexual rights of women and children.

2004

The three-year Turkish Penal Code Reform Campaign from a Gender Perspective, led by 
the Penal Code Women’s Platform with WWHR as secretariat, secured women’s sexual 
rights in the new Penal Code. Sexual crimes were redefined from a gender perspective 
and categorized as crimes against individuals, not society.

An amendment to Article 10 of the Constitution affirmed, “Women and men have equal 
rights. The state is obliged to ensure this equality.” Changes to Article 90 recognized the 
supremacy of international human rights law at the constitutional level.

The Coalition for Sexual and Bodily Rights in Muslim Societies (CSBR) became a bi-
regional advocacy network with the inclusion of organizations from South and Southeast 
Asia.

2005

The number of women participating in HREP reached 4,500, and grassroots women’s 
organizations emerging from HREP totaled 15 across 10 provinces.

2008

The first CSBR Sexuality Institute, an international training on sexuality and sexual rights 
in Muslim societies, was organized.

2009

İpek İlkkaracan developed the “purple economy” model, centered around gender 
equality and valuing care work. WWHR began an international study on reconciling work 
and family life through a gender equality lens. 
 
The One Day One Struggle! (ODOS) campaign, organized annually by CSBR, was 
launched on November 9 with 16 simultaneous actions in 11 countries.
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2019 
 
The government proposed a bill to limit alimony rights. The Alimony Rights Women’s 
Platform, consisting of 160 organizations and coordinated by WWHR, successfully 
campaigned for its withdrawal.

2020

Women and civil society organizations were heavily impacted by the pandemic’s social 
and political effects, with the ban on in-person activities used as a tool for political 
repression. Amendments to the law on associations further subjected civil society to 
arbitrary inspections.

Women’s platforms successfully mobilized to block further attempts to amend Article 
103 of the Penal Code, which sought to legitimize violations like marital rape, forced and 
early marriages, and child abuse.

2021

The number of participants attending the Gender Equality Seminars exceeded 5,000. 
 
On March 20, 2021, Presidential Decree No. 3718 announced Turkey’s unlawful 
withdrawal from the Istanbul Convention. Women’s organizations organized some of the 
most widespread and impactful campaigns in recent years, rallying public support for the 
Convention. 

2023 
 
Over 28 years, over 17,000 women participated in HREP through 1,000 groups in 57 
cities. HREP’s institutional partners reached 20. HREP participants continue advocating 
for rights through women’s organizations they established or joined, local governments, 
and the women’s movement across all regions of Turkey. 

2015

All member states, including Turkey adopted the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). Due to the efforts of feminists, including Pınar İlkkaracan 
from WWHR, “achieving gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls” 
became a standalone goal (Goal 5). Furthermore, the intersectionality of gender equality 
with all 17 goals was underscored in the SDG Political Declaration. 

2016

WWHR signed Institutional Partnership Protocols with municipalities to formalize 
collaborations for HREP. 
 
After the coup attempt, the state of emergency intensified repression, nationalism, and 
militarism. The Kurdish movement, feminists, human rights defenders, rights-based 
organizations, public employees, journalists, women, and LGBTQ+ individuals were 
targeted. Trustees were appointed to HDP-run municipalities, and women’s organizations 
in the Kurdish region were closed. 
 
The Penal Code 103 Women’s Platform, with WWHR as part of its secretariat, successfully 
repealed a provision in Article 103 of the Penal Code that allowed for considering child 
consent in sexual abuse cases. However, a new provision raised the penalties for only the 
abuse of children under 12 years of age, not those between 12 and 15. 

2017  

WWHR launched Gender Equality Seminars (GES) for municipalities, the private sector, 
civil society, and local governments.

2018 
 
The presidential system was instated, limiting Parliament’s role and shrinking the space 
for rights-based movements and civil society. 

A proposed Penal Code amendment to increase penalties for child sexual abuse and 
introduce chemical castration was withdrawn after opposition from 160 women’s and 
LGBTQ+ organizations.
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1993 
1999-

Women for Women’s Human Rights (WWHR), based in Istanbul, was founded in 
December 1993. It borrowed its name from the UN World Conference on Human Rights 
organized in Vienna, where the term “women’s human rights” was coined. “The human 
rights of women and of the girl-child” were finally recognized as “an inalienable, integral 
and indivisible part of universal human rights,” and governments were called on to take 
legal measures to promote “the equal status and human rights of women.” Considering the 
fact that the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights contained only two references to 
women and no reference to gender, this was a milestone achievement. 

WWHR adopted a holistic approach rooted in grassroots organizing and building 
solidarity networks to advocate for legal, social, and political change by connecting the local, 
national, and global levels. To this end, it began conducting action-research on women’s 
human rights and rights violations, developing a legal literacy program, and creating and 
disseminating feminist literature and resources. 

One of our first activities was a field research on domestic violence conducted in Ankara. At 
a time when research on domestic violence in Turkey was scarce, the study employed a multi-
dimensional, feminist definition of domestic violence, covering its physical, psychological, 
sexual, and economic manifestations. Results indicated that 89% of the respondents had 
been subjected to one form of psychological violence, while 39% of them had faced at least 
one type of physical domestic violence.

At this time, when little attention was paid to violence in other countries as well, and there 
was a lack of systematically gathered data on domestic violence, WWHR also undertook 
a research project on the status of immigrant Turkish women living in Berlin, bearing in 
mind that migrant women experienced twofold discrimination based on their gender and 
status as an ethnic minority. The percentage of women experiencing violence in Ankara and 
Berlin were comparable, while a much larger percentage of women in Berlin sought formal 
strategies and social support mechanisms to cope with violence.

1993
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WWHR continued its field research in Istanbul as part of the international Women Living 
Under Muslim Laws (WLUML) network established in 1984. WLUML was a platform for 
information sharing and solidarity for women affected by Muslim laws both codified in 
legislation and/or resulting from customary practices. It was undertaking a research project 
on discriminatory laws, social norms, and best practices geared toward advocacy strategies in 
25 Muslim societies. WWHR conducted the Turkey leg of the research, a particular case as it 
was the only secular state in this geography, while women’s lives continued to be shaped by 
religious and customary patriarchal norms and practices. 

We organized informal community meetings with women in Ümraniye, Dudullu, and 
Kartal neighborhoods of Istanbul to identify women’s needs and build solidarity on the local 
level. These meetings also served as background for the field research in Istanbul and the 
Legal Literacy Program for Women (LLPW) developed by WWHR, which later evolved into 
the Human Rights Education Program for Women (HREP).

The first edition of the illustrated booklet We Have Rights! was published. Providing 
an accessible resource on women’s legal rights, the booklet included fictional anecdotes 
on women’s human rights and was one of the first of its kind to target women from all 
socioeconomic backgrounds, including women with low literacy levels. 

1994

“We always said, from the local to the global, 
from the global to the local. From the outset, we 
attached great importance to bringing an issue 
voiced in some remote town to an international 
meeting and simultaneously bringing back 
what was discussed there to the grassroots, 
sharing this information through HREP.” 

Gülşah (Seral)
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The UN 4th World Conference on Women, also known as Beijing 1995, was organized 
with the participation of 189 member states. Reaffirming that women’s rights are human 
rights, the Beijing Declaration and Platform of Action (PoA) called on member states to 
integrate gender and equality between women and men in all policies and programs. We 
participated in the conference and subsequently contributed to drafting Turkey’s National 
Action Plan to Implement and Monitor Beijing PoA. 

WWHR produced It’s Time to Say No!, the first documentary in Turkey on domestic 
violence. Through women’s stories, the documentary presented strategies to overcome 
violence; drew attention to the shortcomings of the legal framework, and served as a training 
and advocacy tool. 

The pilot implementations of LLWP were conducted in Ümraniye and Gülsuyu, Istanbul, 
with participants from different socioeconomic backgrounds, including women with lower 
literacy levels, women who had migrated to Istanbul recently, and Kurdish and Alevi women.

Leyla Gülçür conducted a research on migrant sex workers from the ex-Soviet republics 
and Eastern Europe in Turkey to unearth the complex system of discrimination they face 
legally, socially, sexually, economically, and racially. The first such study focusing on migrant 
sex workers’ experiences from a feminist perspective, “The ‘Natasha’ experience: Migrant 
sex workers from the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in Turkey” was published in 
Women’s Studies International Forum in 2002.

WWHR made field visits to Diyarbakır, Şanlıurfa, and Gaziantep in Southeastern Anatolia 
to meet women’s and human rights organizing initiatives, build solidarity, and explore 
partnership opportunities for its action-research. The research and our legal literacy 
program, designed with a participatory method with women from our first local partner 
ÜKM in Istanbul, were thus expanded in this region.

The pilot LLPW Trainer Training (ToT) was organized in Istanbul and 12 groups were 
conducted by our first trainers. The program’s main objectives were defined as informing 
women of their legal rights, collectively devising strategies to realize these rights and 
overcome rights violations, and facilitating grassroots organizing. The program, designed 
with a participatory and holistic approach, employed a three-phase methodology: Conducting 
the program modules with trainer candidates; implementation of the program in the field 
supported by supervision visits; evaluation meetings with trainers to assess and improve the 
program’s impact. 

The pilot implementations reaffirmed the program’s success in its twofold aim to instigate 
personal change and promote organizing: Only two months into the program, there were 

1996 

1995
women who asserted their civil rights in marriage, overcame domestic violence, established 
municipal marketplaces to sell their handicrafts, and organized parliamentary petitions. 

Sıcak Yuva Masalı [The Myth of a Warm Home] was published by the renowned publishing 
house Metis. Addressing domestic violence and child abuse from a feminist perspective, the 
volume included chapters on laws pertaining to domestic violence, findings of the Ankara 
and Berlin research studies, international mechanisms, and women’s personal experiences. 

WWHR co-founder Pınar İlkkaracan published an article titled “Women’s Movement(s) 
in Turkey: A Brief Overview” to discuss the particular case of women’s movements in Turkey 
as a predominantly Muslim society in a secular state. The article noted that the women’s 
movement had failed to bring a substantial critical approach to militarism in Turkey and 
the state discourses on Turkish identity rejecting and/or disregarding all minorities, and 
proposed that issues around sexuality and critiques of the heterosexual model should 
become a more integral part of the feminist agenda. 

WWHR conducted LLPW with women from three of the largest cities in Southeastern 
Turkey (Gaziantep, Diyarbakır, Şanlıurfa), where the armed conflict between the Turkish 
military and the PKK, the Kurdish Workers’ Party, had been ongoing since the 1980s. The 
region was prioritized due to adverse conditions stemming from the armed conflict, the 
predominance of customary patriarchal practices, and the lack of social services for women, 
and to bridge the gap between women’s advocates in the west of the country and those in 
the east and southeast. WWHR also began preparing the Legal Literacy Training Manual to be 
used by group facilitators.

In collaboration with the Equality Monitoring Platform (Eşitlik İzleme Platformu – EŞİT-
İZ) and the Purple Roof Women’s Shelter Foundation (Mor Çatı), WWHR drafted the first 
CEDAW Shadow Report for Turkey’s Periodic Review by the Committee. This was the first 
year the CEDAW Committee formalized the shadow reporting practice to integrate women’s 
NGOs’ input in the review process. Through our advocacy, the Committee’s Concluding 
Observations included almost all points raised in our shadow report: the recommendation to 
lift all its reservations to the Convention; the reform of the Civil Code; legal measures against 
so-called honor killings and other customary practices; the establishment of shelters. This 
effort to use international mechanisms on the national level to pressure the government was 
an important milestone that evolved into a strong advocacy tool for the women’s movement 
in Turkey.

1997 
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1998 
The protection order law no. 4320 was adopted, allowing women to get restraining orders 

against their husbands, children, or relatives perpetrating domestic violence. WWHR led the 
parliamentary lobbying efforts of the two-year-long campaign with support from the Women’s 
Status General Directorate. Though it fell short of including domestic partnerships, this law 
was one of the few examples of its kind at the time.

Following the pilot implementations and needs assessments based on participants’ 
feedback, the 350-page Legal Literacy Training Manual comprised of 16 modules was finalized. 

A partnership protocol was signed between WWHR and the General Directorate of Social 
Services and Child Protection Agency (GDSS) to implement LLWP at community centers 
across the country. This was a turning point for the program in terms of expanding outreach 
and the first example of such a partnership between a feminist organization and a state 
institution in Turkey. Since community centers were mostly located in socioeconomically 
disadvantaged urban areas, they catered to the women in the community through various 
social services, offering a safe space as a state institution. This corresponded with the 
program’s aim to reach diverse groups.

The first institutional Trainer Training (ToT) was conducted in collaboration with GDSS. 
The 19 social workers who participated in the ToT started 18 LLWP groups in seven cities. 

Now Organized! Rally, March 8, 1997
WWHR hosted the international training institute on Feminism in the Muslim World 

organized by WLUML and the Center for Women’s Global Leadership in Istanbul and 
organized networking and strategy-building meetings with local women’s NGOs and 
international activists. 

WWHR was invited to join the National Committee for Human Rights Education (HRE) 
in view of its advocacy efforts grounded in LLWP to contribute to the National HRE Action 
Plan. Our contribution to the plan included: the integration of human rights into the 
curriculum, human rights training for NGOs, the reinforcement of a democratic legal system, 
and the promotion of a culture of peace. The principle of a gender sensitive approach in 
HRE programs was also integrated into the plan.

The women’s movement’s longstanding campaign against virginity testing led the Ministry 
of Justice to issue a decree that mandated consent for virginity tests upon the crime of 
“deflowering” which was an offense subject to complaint. 

Over 18,000 people lost their lives in the devastating Marmara earthquake that hit 
northwestern Turkey on 17 August. In collaboration with GDSS, WWHR established a 
Rehabilitation Center in İzmit to provide rehabilitation services, especially for women, 
children, and the elderly. Securing four tents covering 190 m2 and establishing a volunteer 

1999 
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"Legal Guide for Women, WWHR", Hürriyet Pazar, 29 September 1996

group, the center opened its “tent flaps” to 400 children on 6 September. WWHR team 
members went to the Rehabilitation Center weekly for a year, holding support and awareness 
raising groups with women, workshops with children, and distributing booklets to assist 
women in stopping the increased domestic violence in the affected area. 

WWHR was invited to participate in the Global Video Conference organized by UNIFEM 
on 8 March and delivered a statement during the Video Conference at the UN General 
Assembly. The session was also broadcast live on the public TV channel TRT2, thus ensuring 
national outreach. 

Research articles based on our field studies on the status of women in Diyarbakır, 
Gaziantep, Şanlıurfa, and Istanbul were published by the History Foundation of Turkey. The 
research on women’s right to employment indicated that the gendered division of domestic 
labor and restrictions to women’s freedom of movement were the major obstacles to women’s 
participation in the labor force. The women and internal migration research revealed that, 
as opposed to earlier findings and the assumption that migration was liberating for women, 
the impact was more complex, depending on their familial relations, whether the migration 
was forced, and whether the women had the right to mobility. The analysis on women’s status 
and citizenship showed that while in the East, violations of women’s civil rights were more 
prevalently curbed by customary norms, restrictions on women’s freedom of movement 
were equally prevalent in the West and the East and the rural and the urban contexts. The 
research on women’s sexuality in eastern Turkey showed that blatant violations in this sphere 
were predominant, i.e., half the women were married without their consent, and half the 
women had been subject to marital rape, which at the time was not criminalized in Turkey. 

WWHR received the Leading Solutions Award given by the Association for Women in 
Development (AWID) in recognition of its contributions to advancing gender equality and 
social justice.
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Pınar (İlkkaracan)
Two years after I began my undergraduate studies, the 1980 coup d’etat took place, 

a process that profoundly influenced, hurt, and transformed me. Let alone organizing 
any demonstrations, even student club meetings were banned at the university. Police at 
the school entrance—police everywhere, actually. There was that feeling of being stuck, a 
desperation. 

Yet, informal feminist meetings were still organized during the state of emergency; I 
started attending these. The discrimination that girls and women were experiencing due 
to their gender was quite blatant, but the discourse wasn’t really grounded in Turkey at 
the time. Perhaps due to the generation differences and the consequent hierarchy, we, the 
younger women, could not participate; we mostly listened. 

Then, in 1988, I went to West Berlin for my PhD. Berlin was a deliberate choice as 
I was frustrated with the political oppression in Turkey after the 1980 coup. There were 
numerous bustling social movements—to use the term from the time—in Berlin. That 1980s 
Berlin was something incredible. Hundreds of social movements. I wanted to participate 
in political actions and be an activist. I jumped at every opportunity. First, I started with 
political activism for refugees. I became even more aware of the discrimination between 
men and women when I began to work with refugees. Domestic violence, already present in 
some families, was snowballing in these families, and women who wanted to separate from 
their husbands could not. She either had to accept domestic violence or be deported from 
Germany and sent back to her country. I heard this from so many women! The women not 
being able to leave that cycle of violence even though those laws that are supposedly in the 
name of humanity… And even though it is so blatantly clear, the unwillingness of the present 

through 
our eyes

“The logo had to be something 
simple but meaningful and this is 
what I came up with: The three 
feminas at the corners of 
the triangle symbolize women. 
The triangle symbolizes 
networking and solidarity. 
And the edges of the triangle are open, 
symbolizing the ever-growing developing 
networks, infinity.”

Pınar (İlkkaracan) 

system, the German judiciary, the UNHCR to see this, or rather to “refuse to see this.” I think 
that is where my sharp feminism began. A relatively democratic country, its institutions, the 
laws that were claimed to be written in the name of humanity, and even the United Nations 
disregarded such discrimination. 

After a while, I also started working in the women’s movement, in many women’s 
organizations, and in 1989, I began to work at a shelter in Berlin. Since Berlin receives a lot 
of migration, at the shelter there were women from all over the world. Around 40 percent 
were migrants. Working at that shelter marked a turning point in my life. It radically changed 
my view of life, politics, society, and the power dynamics between women and men. That is 
why I deeply value the Purple Roof (Mor Çatı), the feminist organization that opened the 
first independent women’s shelter in Turkey and all the women’s shelters across the world! 

Our shelter was the largest shelter in Germany. The capacity was for 100 people, but 
most of the time, there were at least 120-150 women and children at any moment. Working 
at a shelter for a long period of time is something else. Violence against women is so 
international, so infinite… There is no limit to what men can do, ranging from torture to 
murder. What we call the cycle of violence. 

After working in Berlin for five years as a feminist activist, first with refugee women 
and then in the shelter, I returned to Turkey in 1993. At the time, the democratization 
movement had begun. I asked myself whether I should stay in Berlin—I am from Turkey and 

BEGINNINGS
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should be doing this kind of work in Turkey. Thinking I did what I could do in Berlin and 
that I could contribute a lot to Turkey led me to return here to found Women for Women’s 
Human Rights (WWHR). 

Right around this time, Leyla (Gülçür) and I met. She had received funds to conduct 
the Turkey leg of the comparative research on laws and traditional customary practices that 
impact women in Muslim communities, supported by the solidarity network, WLUML, which 
worked on women’s status in Muslim countries. She said, “Let’s do this research together.” 
I said, “Let’s, but only if we start a women’s organization here with part of this money.” She 
thought it was a great idea. And that’s that. We had begun our research in 1992 and had to 
turn in that research to the donor that funded the project. The funder was unaware that we 
would establish a women’s organization. They did not have such a request anyway. We set 
aside a substantial amount of the money we were supposed to receive for the research to 
establish WWHR. And when we returned to Turkey in 1993, we initiated the organization. 

Our name is Women for Women’s Human Rights. Why? That’s important! Both Leyla 
and I had worked for the 1993 UN Human Rights Conference organized in Vienna. The 
conference was a landmark; for the first time, the United Nations declared that “women’s 
rights are human rights.” That is why the association’s name is Women for Women’s Human 
Rights. We are trying to introduce and promote this term in Turkey. It’s not simply “women’s 
rights.” It is “women’s human rights”. 

Then, we developed the logo. I used design software on the computer for the first time. 
We were renting a room in the office of a friend who was also a computer geek. Thankfully, 
because we don’t own a computer, I would use their computer at night; I learned how to use 
the software and designed the logo. I will never forget this: we needed custom stationery, 
we needed to write to the ministry, official institutions, the press, other places… We didn’t 
have the money to have someone else design the logo. We were paying the rent for the 
office, the stationery, electricity, water, etc., from the funds that Leyla had received. We were 
left with little money, which barely paid for our basic living expenses. So, I sat down and 
designed a logo. It had to be something simple but meaningful and this is what I came 
up with: The three feminas at the corners of the triangle symbolize women. The triangle 
symbolizes networking and solidarity. For me, it symbolized the networks in Turkey and 
across the world. And the edges of the triangle were open, not closing, symbolizing the ever-
growing developing networks, infinity. 

We also began to meet with as many feminist organizations as possible with Leyla in 
those years, Ankara Women’s Solidarity (Ankara Kadın Dayanışma), The Women’s Library 
(Kadın Eserleri Kütüphanesi), Purple Roof, etc. We were shocked that there were so few 
feminist or rather truly grassroots feminist organizations. The meetings were lovely and 
warm, but we realized there were few publications and little research. For example, no 
research on violence against women. There was nothing except Purple Roof’s brochures. 
Existing organizations mainly consisted of educated urban women; what were women who 
were less educated doing? This was a big question mark. 

Leyla (Gülçür)
When I was interning at a women’s institution called the International Women’s 

Tribune Centre (IWTC) at the beginning of the 1990s, they said, “We happen to know 
another feminist woman in Turkey. Her name is İpek İlkkaracan.” They also told her about 
me when they talked to İpek, and we finally met and became friends. I later began to work 
with a women’s organizations network called Women Living under Muslim Laws (WLUML). 
Women from different countries were doing activism in Muslim countries. From Algeria 
to Pakistan to Bangladesh. They said, “We are beginning a research project spanning 25 
countries, and we want Turkey to be a part of it. Would you conduct the research in Turkey?” 
And I said yes. The project aimed to consider legislation and traditional customary practices 
impacting Muslim women. At that time, İpek introduced me to Pınar, and that’s how Women’s 
Human Rights began. At the end of 1993, we both returned to Turkey and launched the 
WLUML research. They looked at the following things in other countries: “Which codified 
law or Islamic laws and practices are pertinent for women, and which are not? Is there such 
a distinction? Where do we have space for activism?” As the law is secular in Turkey, we were 
somewhere in between. It was difficult to do something parallel or similar to other countries 
run by Islamic law. So we said, “OK, what is missing in Turkey? We are missing awareness 
around violence. Let’s research violence and customary laws—especially around sexuality—
that shape women’s lives; let’s look at those.” In our violence research, we saw that—as we 
all know already—women suffer tremendously from violence, especially when we take into 
account psychological violence. Pınar conducted the research with immigrant women from 
Turkey in Berlin, and I did it with women in Ankara. In contrast to Berlin, Turkey did not 
have any agencies that women could appeal to when they were subject to violence in the 
1990s. There were no shelters, nor could they go to the police. Appeals to authorities were 
almost 1%, next to none. This was a significant output. 

On the other hand, there were very few international-scale activities in Turkey as well, 
so we strategically began to focus on UN Conventions. The International Conference on 
Population and Development (ICPD) was held in 1994 and Beijing in 1995. As we were 
involved in international processes, we said, “None of these agreements are used for activism 
in Turkey. However, Turkey is a signatory. Why do we not use them; how could we use them?” 
So, we saw an entry there, a possibility, and tried to promote them locally. 

I remember those years with joy. It was a fascinating, positive process. Of course, there 
were difficulties, problems, and ugliness, but we persisted. We worked very long hours. 
We were also a bit chaotic, as one would expect. We learned how to make a budget for 
an organization from scratch. The issue of salaries, who would be on salary, and how the 
bookkeeping would be done. But everything was very exciting as possibilities appeared 
endless. 
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İpek (İlkkaracan)
I worked at UNIFEM at the beginning of the 1990s, specifically on countries in Asia 

and Africa. When we got together with Pınar, my sister, I would tell her about what I do at 
UNIFEM, and she would tell me about what she does at the shelter in Berlin. We talked 
about what we can do in Turkey in our conversations. Around the same time, UNIFEM 
had a sister organization, an NGO called IWTC. I believe it is one of the first international 
women’s organizations. They told me at UNIFEM that there was this woman from Turkey 
at IWTC, and her name was Leyla Gülçür, that we should meet. “She is also a feminist; 
you would get along so well,” they said. Leyla was similarly hearing about me at the IWTC. 
We met and became close friends, and I introduced Pınar to Leyla. Then they returned to 
Turkey to found WWHR and begin their research on “Women and Law” under the umbrella 
of WLUML. 

Once this project progressed, smaller projects, or rather mini sub-projects, began to 
emerge. Leyla conducted research on sex workers. They wanted to produce booklets and 
films and publish books to do advocacy. I had experience writing project proposals and 
budgets for projects, so I supported them from abroad for these activities. When Leyla 
returned to the US in 1996, Pınar said, “İpek I can’t do this alone. If Leyla is leaving, then 
you should come here.” So, guess we could say Leyla and I swapped places. The plan was to 
work part-time at WWHR because I also wanted to continue writing my PhD dissertation that 
I had begun at the New School in New York, but of course, that’s not how it worked out. We 
worked more than full-time, let alone part-time. First, you do a lot of the work on your own 
as resources are limited. Second, we were able to reach out to women and make a difference; 
we received such demand and positive feedback from these encounters on the local level 
that we could not say no to the women we worked with. You say, “This is my obligation. Let 
me also take this on. Let me train with this group, too; prepare this pamphlet as well.” So, in 
the end, we began to work in many fields with huge enthusiasm, working 24/7. 

Turkish Daily News, 25 December 1999

Karin (Ronge) 
My connections with the feminist movement began when I worked with young people 

and disabled people, and later at an independent women’s shelter in Berlin, where I worked 
with women and children who had experienced domestic violence. I was deeply involved in 
feminism, feminist theory, and women’s movements in Germany. Working on issues such 
as violence against women and children, the effects of violence, and their right to live in 
a non-violent environment, and advocating for human rights in general and women’s and 
children’s rights in particular shaped me and made me an activist.

The children we worked with had either witnessed violence inflicted on their mothers 
or had been directly subjected to violence. Some, mostly girls, had also been sexually abused 
by a family member. When I started working at the shelter in 1987, violence against women 
and girls, and the rape and sexual abuse of girls and boys, were still not fully recognized by 
society. We campaigned for the government to accept that ending violence against women 
and girls was the responsibility of the government and the state.

Pınar was my colleague at the shelter in Berlin. She focused on developing strategies 
to influence local and national legislation on combating violence. She emphasized the 
importance of building solidarity networks and forming alliances with various stakeholders 
and researched good global examples of advocacy for legal change. Pınar and I were also 
responsible for the communication policy at the shelter. We also played a role together in 
the establishment of the Berlin Initiative Against Violence Against Women (BIG e.V) during 
the process of reforming the law on violence against women in Germany.

When Pınar and Leyla decided to establish the WWHR, I was actually involved from the 
very beginning. I helped produce our documentary It’s Time to Say No! I accompanied Pınar 
to the Beijing Women’s Conference in 1995, faxing statements to partner organizations in 
Europe to establish international connections. In 1995, I took a year off from the shelter 
and came to Turkey. At that time, Pınar asked me to help the WWHR temporarily. I started 
to support her on various issues. I took on tasks such as running the office, renovations, 
accounting, and organizing the logistics of the meetings. Later, accounting became one of 
my responsibilities.

So, I was pretty much in the background at the beginning, and then I got more directly 
involved in our activities. I was a partial supervisor for WWHR’s trainings, helping to prepare 
training materials and publications. In the 2000s, I ran theater workshops at the annual 
CSBR Sexuality Institutes of our Coalition for Sexual and Bodily Rights in Muslim Societies 
(CSBR). In 2008, I organized an international conference in Istanbul under the theme of 
“Fighting Early and Forced Marriage” as part of the European Exchange Program to develop 
advocacy strategies and share good practices.
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 SEXUALITY AND SEXUAL RIGHTS: 

A FEMINIST AFFIRMATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

Pınar (İlkkaracan)
Both Leyla and I were women who had worked independently on feminist sexuality. 

What brought Leyla and me together was this common idea, this common feminist 
understanding. We also realized that no one else was working on sexuality. When I fully 
grasped feminism, I understood better how important it is for women to live their sexuality 
positively and to enjoy their bodies. I already knew this from my own experience, and I also 
realized to what extent sexuality can be used to oppress women.

There was no woman in the shelter in Berlin who did not have problems with sexuality. 
Women do not necessarily have to have experienced sexual violence. It’s hard to explain, but 
the man does not have to attack the woman, tear off her clothes and rape her. For example, 
a woman does not want to have sex after the violence, but her husband wants to be intimate, 
and the woman feels obliged to; this is a very important form of sexual violence. When I 
asked, almost all the women in the shelter told me that they could not have sex after the 
violence they experienced and this was painful. So I formed support groups on sexuality 
with women in the shelter. Although I initially had a hard time getting the team at the 
shelter to agree to do these groups, I finally convinced them. I said, “I can take 10 people,” 
and 35 people applied immediately. Those groups went very well. I learned a lot from that 
experience and from those women. I saw how violence affects sexuality and how this can 
be turned into a positive thing through what they told me. With this in mind, Leyla and I 
decided that WWHR should also focus on women’s sexuality from a feminist perspective.

In September 1995, I attended the Beijing Conference, a first for me. What happened 
at that conference shocked and agitated me. A coalition of women’s organizations from all 
over the world wanted the following paragraph to be included in the declaration: “The human 
rights of women include their right to have control over and decide freely and responsibly on 
matters related to their sexuality, including sexual and reproductive health, free of coercion, 
discrimination, and violence.” This paragraph caused a storm at the conference, and with 

the opposition of the Vatican and some Catholic and Muslim fundamentalist religious 
organizations, it became the most controversial and most fought-over article. Until the last 
minute, it was not even clear whether it would make it into the declaration. This block 
openly declared a woman’s body and sexuality do not belong to her; women have no rights; 
they implied we decide for them. These rights are well-established now, but at the time, it was 
a turning point. Later, this became an international political struggle. I experienced this very 
personally: who are you to tell me that my body and sexuality do not belong to me! Working 
on sexuality was our intention from the beginning, but this experience at Beijing led us to 
concentrate work much more on sexual rights.

Leyla (Gülçür)
Pınar was working specifically on sexuality. While we were talking about what we could 

do, I was vehemently putting forward the idea of   “positive rights.” This is also the approach 
of CSBR. Both here and around the world, women’s organizations generally emphasize and 
focus on “negative rights,” that is, violence and violations of women’s human rights. No 
one was focusing on “positive rights” back then. I was saying, “Let’s not just work on that. 
Let’s also try to advance positive rights in some way.” What do we mean by positive rights? 
For example, sexual rights, the right to pleasure, the right to be with whoever you want, 
LGBTQI+ rights. But let’s construct these based on positive rights rather than violations.

THE WOMEN’S MOVEMENT IN TURKEY IN THE ’90S 

Zelal (Ayman)
I came to Istanbul for my undergraduate studies in the 1990s. I come from a political 

family, but Istanbul is where I learned about the women’s movement and politics. Left-
wing politics, socialist politics, Kurdish politics, feminist politics… Women’s organizations 
were just beginning to emerge form at that time. When I was a student, there was the 
Women’s Research Center at Istanbul University; I started going there, and I joined feminist 
consciousness-raising groups. The Short Skirt (The Eksik Etek) group was one of the first 
consciousness-raising groups. We published a magazine in 1994-95. At that time, our attempts 
to respond to common problems with a joint activism and organizing had begun; feminist 
institutionalization was starting. On the one hand, there were small student groups like us, 
young women’s groups, and on the other hand, action platforms had begun to sprout. The 
first was the March 8 Women’s Platform based in Istanbul. If I’m not mistaken, it was 1995; the 
March 8 Women’s Platform was a group that included independent feminists and women’s 
groups, as well as women from unions, political parties, and other mixed organizations. 
We were trying to take March 8 from the hands of institutions dominated by men. And we 
succeeded. In 1997, we organized the Now Organized Rally; this rally was a milestone in 
terms of independent women’s organizing…

“We said, let’s work on positive rights and try to 
advance them. Sexual rights, the right to pleasure, 
the right to be with whoever you want, LGBTQI+ 
rights… But let’s construct these based 
on positive rights rather than violations.”

Leyla (Gülçür)



4746

1993 - 1999 
  20

0
0

 - 20
0

9 
       20

10
- 20

23 
 

Purple Roof had also been established around that time. There was the Women’s 
Library. The Women’s Solidarity Foundation and shelter organizations in Ankara… Of 
course, WWHR was also founded at that time. Relationships were not distant like they are 
today. We would always meet somewhere. There were only a few offices. We would use each 
other’s offices. Face-to-face relations were very strong. Of course, there was no WhatsApp or 
e-mail groups like today. The movement was not as big. Since we were small, we needed each 
other a lot. For example, if we needed to fax, we would use someone’s office. Even to make 
a phone call, we would ask, “Can we come and use your phone?” Because it was very hard 
even to find a phone. Coming face-to-face was very valuable. We would see each other, look 
into each other’s eyes, fight if we have to, build our struggle, our solidarity, and work side by 
side physically…

LAUNCHING LLPW WITH ÜMRANIYE WOMEN’S CENTER

Pınar (İlkkaracan)
After the research we conducted in Ankara and Berlin, we immediately started working 

to reach out to women of lower literacy levels and published the series We Have Rights!, which 
they could read easily and with pleasure, written in a simple language, with illustrations. The 
booklet targeted women with limited education with stories they could identify with about 
women’s issues and rights. At the same time, we prepared a documentary on violence called 
It’s Time to Say No! with Asuman (Sanver) and Karin (Ronge). The documentary received a 
lot of coverage in the press. In the meantime, the Ümraniye Women’s Center (ÜKM), a local 
women’s NGOs, called me to ask if they could screen the film. Partly they are women who 
shaped WWHR. Maybe they shaped the association even more than we did.

At that time, we had made this film and were thinking about how to reach more 
women. We said, okay, we will send it to women’s organizations. But our goal is to distribute 
it throughout Anatolia. We sent it to the entire press. When ÜKM said they wanted to screen 
the film, I said, “Could I come with my video?” I was over the moon with joy. I fell in love 
with them, and they did with me. After showing the film, they said, “Wait a minute, don’t 
go anywhere now; you are exactly what we were looking for.” “We can’t reach the women 
here or grow in number. How are we going to do this?” This is how our women’s human 
rights training program (HREP) was born. After the film screening, we had a wonderful 
conversation. They said, “This film and the booklets are great, but they are not enough; 
we need to find better ways to reach women.” Filiz (Afacan) put her heart and soul into 
this. While they were wondering how we could do it, I told them about the consciousness-
raising groups in Germany. I always had in my mind the need for women to organize. These 
consciousness-raising groups inspired HREP. It was born as a program that motivated and 
strengthened women toward independent collective organizing step by step, starting from 
the first week over the course of 16 weeks.

We Have Rights!, First Edition
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The women at ÜKM were from the Kemalist social democrat CHP party, but CHP 
used the women’s issue as a tool to gain votes, ignored their rights in the private sphere, 
saw equality as a secondary problem, etc. These women were much more advanced than 
CHP in their analyses of women’s issues. I can’t tell you how good I felt. In other words, they 
weren’t saying, “Atatürk saved women, or CHP will save women.” They were saying, “Women 
need to work for women.” I trusted them a lot in that regard. We had numerous meetings. 
What do women lack? What are women aware of? Women are not aware of many forms of 
discrimination or their rights. Such issues arose, and then the details followed.

But they didn’t bring up the topic of sexuality; I did. They brought up all the other 
issues. When I said, “Why didn’t you say sexuality?” They were stunned. I explained why I 
found sexuality to be so important. Then they said, “You’re right.” We organized the first 
sexuality groups. It became the most popular group, and that’s how sexuality was added to 
the training program.

Of course, the immediate question was where these groups would be held. Most women 
could not come to ÜKM because either there was no public transportation, they did not have 
money, or their husbands did not allow them to leave their neighborhoods. They said, “We 
will go to the women’s homes. We can go, but you should prepare the materials for us.” That 
is how the first training materials were prepared. Every week before they went to the groups 
held in the women’s homes, I would prepare the information notes that would later form 
the basis of the current training manual; I would photocopy pages for the modules and send 
them. Me being a psychotherapist also played a role because the program needed a group 
facilitator to lead and moderate the group. So, I conducted group facilitating trainings for 
all women who’d go out to the field. How to manage a group, communication skills and 
techniques for the group facilitator, dealing with difficult members, etc. That is how it all 
started.

The training needed to be formed around women’s needs, and it took its final form 
with the feedback they received; it was constantly updated and improved with the information 
coming from the field. In the meantime, none of us knew how this work would go or what 
it would bring. We were all excited. It may or may not be successful. We think it will. An 
instance I will never forget: one of the group facilitators cried when she told us what she 
experienced in her group: although she said she could take 15 people in the group, 27-
28 women wanted to join, she said, “I can take at most 15 people,” and the women were 
disappointed According to research, the group should have a maximum of 15 people. If 
there are more people, people cannot speak freely, and subgroups that can harm the group 
begin to form. This was a house in a shantytown. The woman who owned the house opened 
the windows. At least 10-15 women were at the windows; they said, “We will just listen.” That 
was a significant emotional turning point for me. We are on the right track, and women are 
hungry for it. At that time, it was said so often that “Women would not show up in Turkey; 
they do not self-organize.” I cannot explain it; those women have given me so much strength. 
If you offer what women need, they organize, they mobilize so wholeheartedly! If I remember 
correctly, women from ÜKM conducted around 15 groups in that first year.

Filiz (Afacan)
I moved to Istanbul in 1985 and opened my pharmacy in Ümraniye, a neighborhood 

close to a shantytown. I was bored to death; I did not know what to do with myself. My 
husband would often go to the municipality at the time and he met Gürdal Okutucu at the 
public relations department, a former MP. He tells Okutucu, “My wife is very interested in 
these kinds of social projects. She doesn’t know anyone here; let us know if an opportunity 
comes up for her.” That is how I met Gürdal. She said that, as the municipality, they were 
considering organizing a women’s conference that year and that they were establishing 
various commissions. She suggested I lead the health commission and find other healthcare 
workers to join. I said of course. We talked to women across all neighborhoods of Ümraniye. 
We started researching what health problems ailed women. There were other commissions 
too; the migration commission, cultural issues, and difficulties of assimilation and adjustment, 
etc. At the conference, we gave presentations for three days and filled the whole room talking 
about these issues. Then, yes, all the problems were aired, but what could we do? We decided 
there should be a foundation or a women’s association so that women could have access to 
information and get support to participate in social life. I think it was a year later my friend 
Gürdal said, “Let’s become an association. I will prepare the bylaws; we have lawyers at the 
municipality.” At that time, they wanted ten copies of the bylaws; we could barely afford the 
photocopies. Anyway, we somehow founded the association ÜKM. I became its founding 
president. It must have been 1990. We started an employment project for women. Women 
produced handicrafts at home, and they sold them. But we said, “These women should get 
out of the house.” This project became very successful. Women did jobs like assembling 
pens and wholesale clothing for ready-made garments. Many women eventually got jobs in 
different fields. They even went to courses on childcare and received certificates. We worked 
so hard… Everyone asked me how we set it up and who gave us the money. No one gave us 
money. We had no money. But we gave everything we had, ourselves, thinking, let’s serve 
women, let’s do this, let’s do that, we were overjoyed. We were five or six women. I mean, 
there were not a lot of us… But we could gather 100-200 women immediately when wanted. 
We held tea parties, we didn’t fit in the halls. We organized these to earn money. Otherwise, 
we wouldn’t consider tea an activity; we needed income to pay the rent.

Around that time, Pınar came to us. I’m not sure where she heard of us. But around 
then, I was featured on women’s shows on TV. They would call me all the time. I even 
participated in Ali Kırca’s popular politics program, Siyaset Meydanı. I would also take women 
with me, and they talked about what they learned and what they did. It was wonderful… I 
took women who were taking courses on carpet weaving. They talked about what changes 
took place in their lives; they told their own stories. We were very popular around then. 
A journalist even told me they had heard of me while they were in the US and came and 
interviewed me. 

We were doing incredible work, and it was all on our own. Looking back, I’m very 
proud of myself. We were only a few women. I have a stronghold of a friend, Leman Meriç. 
Her and I. She would do the accounting. She would organize the bookkeeping and the 
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records. She was also a volunteer at the association, teaching. When women began to come 
to the association, there was more work. I don’t remember precisely, but I have this image 
of Pınar coming there and sitting down. First, I was sitting at the table, and she was talking.

I did not understand the project at first. But it was obvious that it was a great project. 
She said, “We are going to train group leaders.” She said that the project was on legal literacy. 
When she told me about it, I said, “I will find you the women; many women here could 
become leaders; we can do this.” We began the work, and the group facilitation training 
was launched. We would each take to the street, reach the homes, and tell the women. 
What their legal rights were, and what they could do. Everyone would go to a different 
neighborhood. For example, one group would go to the Kazım Karabekir neighborhood, 
another to İnkılap, another to İstiklal, and one to Dudullu. That’s how we split up. I think 
we were seven or eight groups. 

Then we would give Pınar the feedback we were receiving. We often visited WWHR’s 
small office. But we received the training ÜKM; Pınar would come and hold the training 
session. How could we become leaders, what could we say, what could we do, how would we 
approach women, how would we gather people? She showed us the way. It was difficult, but 
it wasn’t that difficult. We finally got people to accept us and went into their homes. Eight or 
ten women would be there, and we would tell them, and they would listen to us very carefully. 

This was very novel to us as well. We would go there and did not know who we would 
encounter. Anyway, we established our groups. Then we would be in one house one week 
and another the next. We talked to many women. They would ask us questions, and we 
would respond. We were at one house one day and another the following week. We talked to 
many women. We would invite them to our association. “You could learn many things there 
and get a chance to leave the house and make use of your time. We have courses there, all for 
free.” But most importantly, they were learning what their rights were. Even before the civil 
law was changed, we would learn about rights we already had and tell them. 

When we shared with the women what we knew, there were things that they understood 
and accepted, but also things that they didn’t accept. We would give their feedback to WWHR 
every week. Pınar would take notes. Sometimes, even I did not understand. I would say, “Say 
this more directly; if I don’t understand it, how could we tell the women?” In many instances 
like this, things went back and forth because we had jumped into a huge project without 
knowing anything. 

We would gather a maximum of eight women at each house visit. It was not 20 or 
30 people. Since each week it was a different group of women, we repeated everything 
from beginning to end. We talked about domestic finances and their home life. We talked 
about giving birth and even went into their bedroom, so to speak. “We were all subjected 
to violence, and we didn’t even know. We were thrilled that our husbands were not beating 
us,” was part of the feedback. We went into neighborhoods primarily inhabited by families of 
Kurdish origin, where lots of people did not speak Turkish, and I was accepted even in those 
neighborhoods. As I was a pharmacist, a shopkeeper, I had dealt with all sorts of people. So 

they were never shy with me. We would tell them that we were an association, were open 
to all women, and did belong to political party A, party B, and Party C. We said, “Whoever 
comes to the association leaves their political identity outside; that’s how they can enter.” 

We would talk about violence. We talked about what constitutes psychological abuse, 
physical violence, and economic violence. Most women were not aware that they were being 
subjected to abuse. But most were subjected to violence. Some were suffering from economic 
violence, and some from psychological abuse. A woman said, “When I was a newlywed, I went 
to my mother’s house one day. My husband came home, took down all the curtains, and 
soaked them in water inside the tub.” I asked him why. He said, “To punish me. I would have 
to wash and iron them because I had visited my own mother. Now I understand that my 
husband subjected me to psychological violence.” Many had suffered from physical violence. 
They didn’t know what to do. We tried to support them. 

I went into neighborhoods and streets I had never known; I knocked on doors. I was 
never timid about this. I always said that I would be thrilled if we benefited one woman. If 
one woman had become more aware and realized things and could then take action, we 
would have achieved so much—even a single woman. 

I always had tremendous respect for WWHR. They achieved so much by finding the 
women, the smaller associations, or the women to reach out to. We also vastly benefited from 
them. I think we helped them as well. I believe that we achieved great things together. Pınar 
was the first to tell us about global women’s movements and what happened in India and 
Afghanistan. We know about these movements thanks to her. She facilitated such encounters. 

"Now Women Know More," Pazartesi, September, 1996.
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Many women who came to the association became business owners. Some started 
making Turkish dumplings at home and selling them. Some set up a pen manufacturing 
workshop. Some worked in childcare. When we helped those women a little bit economically, 
we also empowered them. They contributed to their home budget. Men say, “What do women 
do at home? They don’t do any work.” Pınar would tell us if you iron, it costs this much; if 
you cook, if you clean, it costs this much; in other words, her monthly salary is ten times her 
husband’s. This is how much it would cost if they paid for those services, etc. When we told 
these to the women, they would say, “Oh, it’s true!” They started to become more aware. So, 
when their husbands said, “I work. What are you doing at home, lying around all day?” they 
started to object, saying, “What do you mean, what do you do? Do I sit around all day? Let’s 
see how much you would pay for this work that I do. Your salary is not enough to pay for all 
of it.” They would come and tell us, “I said this, I did that…”

Maybe our program with WWHR ended, but our work together continued for years. 
But then we started to have some financial difficulties. We didn’t go to anyone for help. I 
said, “I’ll add my pharmacist friends to the association. I’ll add a few people, at least a dozen 
pharmacists. Let’s cook at home.” Pharmacists always need lunch. We cooked the food in 
our homes, brought it to the association, and set up tables there. We would offer the women 
three or four different dishes for 10 liras or 5 liras as long as they came there. We made 
up the rest from our own pockets to just pay our rent. Our only concern was the rent. If 
someone had paid our rent, we would stay open forever. We did everything ourselves. We just 
kept going for 20 years. Finally, when my mother and father got sick, I had to be there for 
them, and we had to close the association. I was devastated, as if I had lost a child. I put in so 
much effort... But I made an impact on others. And they impacted me, too. I gained a lot.

 

ACTION-RESEARCH

İpek (İlkkaracan)
I think it was a very bold undertaking, our action-research. I probably wouldn’t be as 

courageous today. When you are younger and less experienced, you are more courageous and 
fearless. It is a very labor-intensive process, but it is worth the effort. Beyond merely academic 
research and a publication geared toward academics alone, action-research basically means 
including the research subjects in the process as its active practitioners, enabling them to 
have a say in determining the research framework, thus developing the analytical framework 
together and empowering the women in this process as the agents of the research. It is 
very different from merely extracting information from them and analyzing it. What is the 
regular practice today? You contract a research company. You say, “Conduct a survey with 
this many women; ask these questions.” They do that and give you the data. You analyze and 
publish that as an article or a report. You do not even know if the results of that research ever 
reach the women who provided you with the information. There is actually no exchange 
between them and the research team. Whereas in action-research, what did we do? We 

did not work with a survey company or pollster. Our survey in Istanbul was conducted by 
grassroots women’s groups, the women we trained, ÜKM members. ÜKM was anyways one 
of the first independent local women’s organizations in Istanbul. We had also started the 
pilot implementations of HREP in Eastern and Southeastern Anatolia. Grassroots groups 
of women from different cities had begun to emerge there as well. So, we took the East and 
Southeast research to them. We said, “We’re doing the training, plus there’s this research. 
Would you like to do it with us?” They said yes. We explained the research framework in our 
mind, showed them our draft survey, and asked them, “What do you think?” and they gave 
their feedback. We finalized the research framework with them and went into the field with 
these friends. 

Naturally, it is a completely different thing for a local woman who has been through 
the women’s consciousness raising process to conduct the survey as opposed to a complete 
stranger knocking on your door and saying, “Ma’am, I have a few questions for you, would 
you spare me an hour of your time?” Plus, the women who participated in the research were 
told, “We have such and such get-togethers, this training, why don’t you come on over.” 
Looking back, I see that setting out to do this as action-research already in ’96-97 was actually 
a very original, apt, and brave undertaking. But, of course, also very arduous. 

LLPW TRAINER MANUAL AND PILOT IMPLEMENTATIONS 

İpek (İlkkaracan)
In 1996–97, we started traveling to Diyarbakır for the East and Southeast research. At 

the time, Gülşah (Seral) had joined us. Gülşah, Karin, Pınar and I… The initial name of the 
program was the Women’s Human Rights and Legal Literacy Program with Women (LLPW). 
We were structuring it through a legal literacy perspective. Filiz (Kerestecioğlu) also joined 
us as a feminist lawyer. And Ferhan (Özenen), a psychologist; was providing supervision to 
the trainers. With this group, we were writing the drafts of each fascicule. For instance, the 

"Honor as the pretext of violence," Cumhuriyet, 6 December 1996.
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legal section was written mostly by Filiz, and I would edit it, make additions. The section 
on violence was written by Pınar and Karin, while Gülşah was editing, suggesting additions, 
cuts, revisions. As such, we divided up the sections according to our fields of expertise. On 
the weekends, I would go to the East and Southeast. I left the office on Fridays and flew to 
Diyarbakır. The entire team, coming from Urfa and Antep, who participated in the training 
and also conducted the research, met up in Diyarbakır. We did the trainer training (ToT) 
on Saturday and Sunday from morning till night; usually covering two modules. I handed 
out the fascicules of the relevant modules. So, we first implemented the training with the 
trainers, that is to say, the group facilitators. There, they made suggestions: “This exercise 
went well. This story as a narrative example was spot-on. Here this was missing. This part 
wasn’t understood. Instead of this, the following example can be given…” I would go back 
on Monday morning with the feedback I received from them and relay the feedback and 
comments to whoever had written that module. And the team would revise and finalize it. 
That is how our 300-page Trainers’ Manual came to be. The year was ’97. 

The first model was as follows: We will give the ToT to women’s organizations, and 
with our support and supervision, they will conduct the training with their own groups in 
their own locality, like the neighborhoods of Ümraniye or the different towns of Eastern 
and Southeastern Anatolia, and thus we will expand our outreach. But we saw that if you 
do not have the skills, knowledge, and experience in group work, then you cannot become 
a trainer merely by completing a 16 session ToT; it may not be enough. “Oh no, we’re 
doing something wrong!” we said. It had gone well in Ümraniye but we could not ensure its 
continuity. Surely, Ümraniye and the East and Southeast of those years were also different. 
I think the gap is somewhat bridged today, but in the late ’90s it was a different matter. We 
also saw in the Southeast that a program developed for the empowerment of women had the 
potential of turning into something that could harm the participants. So, we said, “Let’s go 
to Social Services.” They had community centers and social workers at these centers. Perhaps 
we could do this training as it should be done. That is how our relationship with the General 
Directorate of Social Services (GDSS) began in 1998. 

Gülşah (Seral)
My first contact with WWHR was in the winter of ’96. It was for a translation. I did not 

even have a computer back then. I would handwrite the translation then come to WWHR and 
type it in the computer. I began working at WWHR in ’97; they were doing the Woman and 
Law research and had started the groundwork of HREP. Pınar had already done the initial 
needs assessment and the first implementations in Ümraniye and Gülsüyu. If I remember 
correctly, she had produced a structure, draft texts, and contents for 12 modules. We were in 
very close contact with ÜKM; we were doing the groups with them. Then İpek undertook the 
second pilot implementation in the East and Southeast. I had prepared one of the modules, 
with the support of Karin who is a pedagogue. That was emotionally very good for me. Of 
course, so was the entire program but the part I wrote always had a special place, the module 
on Gender Sensitive Parenting and the Rights of the Child. 

We implemented that module for the first time in Diyarbakır. I remember having a 
very hard time in the first meeting when women shared very intense, very sad experiences. 
But it was also very exciting. You design something in your mind, put your heads together, 
deliberate on how it would work, whether to say this or that… And then you implement it. 
It was a module that we based on the needs assessment and the question of “How should 
we raise our children?” But fifty people can convey such a subject in fifty different ways. Are 
the things we selected, the practices, exercises, discussion points appropriate or not? It was 
very exciting also in terms of observing all these. I must have spent at least the first hour of 
that four-hour session red as a beet. On the other hand, both for this session and the overall 
implementation I began to think: “Such subjects must be handled well, the group must be 
held together, including the people who do not speak in the group, also emotionally.” I 
remember thinking that such knowledge of the field, group facilitation, and certain skills 
must be supported in other ways as well. Nevertheless, irrespective of how intense and 
touching the subject might be, sometimes one must only bear witness, which I think has 
been confirmed time and again over the years. If that woman has managed to be in that 
group session that day, she has somehow dealt with it one way or another—psychologically—
be it in a healthy or unhealthy way. Sometimes it is such an empowering thing to bear witness 
to the person at that point of her existence, to bear witness within the group environment 
no less. I was very taken by this. 

“We would write the draft of each module 
as a team. Then, we would go to Diyabakır, 
meet with women there from the region, 
Urfa, Antep and conduct the session. Women 
made suggestions, “this was spot-on, this 
was missing…” Then we could come back 
with the feedback and make the revisions, 
this is how our 300-page Trainers’ Manual 
eventually came to be.” 

İpek (İlkkaracan)
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ADVOCACY AT THE 1997 CEDAW PERIODIC REVIEW 

İpek (İlkkaracan)
We also launched our international advocacy efforts from the outset. It was 1997, and 

the practice of CEDAW shadow reporting was just being institutionalized. For the first time, 
women’s organizations from the relevant countries were invited by the CEDAW Committee 
to official review sessions where the governments presented their periodic review reports. 
The NGOs were to present an alternative “Shadow Report” to that government report from 
their own standpoint. Coincidentally, Turkey was also being reviewed that year. They asked 
us, “Would you prepare the first shadow report on behalf of Turkey?” So, we embarked on 
that too. At the time, there were less than a dozen independent women’s organizations 
in Turkey. We decided to organize with them as a coordination group and said, “Let’s not 
present this only as WWHR, join us, let’s prepare a report together.” 

The Platform for the CEDAW Shadow Report of 1997 might be one of the first 
practices of working as a network in Turkey. We are talking about 30 years ago; this was a 
new initiative for the CEDAW Committee as well. Following the government delegation’s 
presentation of the official report, the committee members directed questions to the official 
delegation, informed by the background they received from the NGOs and the shadow 
report. Naturally, those questions are very important because the committee’s general 
recommendations to the government of Turkey emerge from that discussion. Thus, we have 
a space to influence those recommendations, which is very empowering. I will never forget 
those days: We enter the hall for the presentation. The government delegation will present 
its report. Dear Yakın Ertürk is on the official delegation. Imagine! In ’97, Turkey is run by 
such a government that the official report is already quite feminist. Sometimes I think about 
our advocacy with the government in the ’90s, and I wonder at the change. When you say the 
history of the organization, it is simultaneously the history of Turkey. It is the history of the 
public institutions, of the relationship between civil society and public institutions, and the 
transformation of democracy in Turkey. On the CEDAW Committee there was Feride Acar. 
In the government delegation, there was Yakın Ertürk. I am not exactly sure if Yeşim Arat 
was there too, but our government had set up a delegation comprised of feminist academics. 
Their suggestions of course tallied with ours, they told us, “The shadow report you presented 
strengthened our hand. We can say, ‘It’s not us but the women’s groups from Turkey who 
say this. See, the Committee too supports their demands.’” There was such an incredible 
interaction on that platform. 

On our return to Turkey, the General Directorate of Women’s Status and Issues (GDWS) 
called us. They said, “We thank you very much for your contributions. We will publish a book 
summarizing this entire process; it will feature the government’s official report, a summary 
of the Committee’s discussions, and its recommendations. We want to include your shadow 
report as well.” A public institution was calling an independent women’s organization 
and saying that they want to publish their reports together with our shadow report. Our 

"Women protest delay in violence law.", Cumhuriyet, 21 December 1997.

"Protest against virginity testing"
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shadow report revealed the shortcomings of the government report and obviously included 
criticisms. Despite that, they had no reservations about putting it in an official publication. 
Today, looking back at these experiences of the late ’90s, the extent of regression in the 
democratization processes of Turkey becomes ever more striking. 

 

CAMPAIGN FOR THE PROTECTION ORDER LAW NO 4320

Pınar (İlkkaracan)
When I came back to Turkey, what I essentially had in mind was to ensure the enactment 

of a protection order against domestic violence, similar to the effort I had spearheaded in 
Berlin for the we had passed in Germany. 

It was the end of my third year working at the shelter in Berlin. The first year at the 
shelter, you are astounded by the prevalence and dimensions of the violence that women 
experience. The second year, you are more active and perhaps can be more helpful. Anyways, 
in the third year, I almost lost it. Like Sisyphus, you know, say we help 500 women, a thousand 
new women come, all subjected to violence! We also carried out political actions, but nothing 
changed. I said, “Let’s do something different.” I had a hard time convincing the team 
but finally they said, “Ok, go research, let’s see what we can do.” I started researching the 
measures taken around the world. But it was very difficult back then. You correspond via 
letters…What’s happening in Brazil, what do they do about this in the States, in India, in 
other countries? I found Ellen Pence’s Domestic Abuse Intervention Program in Minnesota, 
found her articles. Thus, I discovered the “protection order” which we later adopted also in 
Turkey. This was great, because at least the woman and children subjected to violence would 
not have to leave their home. The state would have to protect them. 

Of course, it was not something that could be done with our shelter alone, so I strived 
to bring together the four shelters in Berlin to collaborate towards this goal. That was my 
first experience in building a platform. We got in contact with the ministry. We were not on 
good terms with the ministry at the time, because conservative Christian Democrats were 
in the government. The minister responsible for gender equality was weak, did not know 
anything about violence against women and thought that she had to stay away from feminist 
organizations. She did not take kindly to our demand for a “protection order.” So, we began 
to exert pressure through the press and public opinion. Our message was: “Violence against 
women does not end with giving financial support to the independent shelters founded by 
feminists, new strategies are required to end violence.” We worked very hard, and through 
pressure, lobbying, and campaigning, we got the protection order enacted in Germany. It 
took three years; it was not an easy campaign at all. For me it felt very good to be able to pass 
a law through activism, that such a thing was possible, that this protection order worked well. 
I returned to Turkey with that feeling. In 1993, the oppression of the ’80s was still continuing 
in Turkey, the state did not want associations or any form of organizing. However, the GDWS 
was founded in 1990, and Selma Acuner was appointed as its General Director. Everyone 

was speaking very highly of Selma. On a visit to Ankara, we made an appointment with her 
as well. But when we got to her office, she was packing up, Işılay Saygın had fired her that 
morning. What Selma had done was an incredible thing, very hard to come by in Turkey. The 
then minister Işılay Saygın had given an interview on the importance of virginity, defending 
the value judgments about virginity in Turkey. And Selma, as the General Director of GDWS, 
had given an interview criticizing this and explaining the taboos on this subject. And Işılay 
Saygın had fired her. Anyways, we sat and talked. Selma is truly, wholeheartedly a feminist. 
That gave me a lot of hope: so, it is possible, there can be a feminist General Director of 
GDWS in Turkey.

Then in 1996, we sent our book on domestic violence The Myth of a Warm Home to the 
then General Director of GDWS, Narınç Ataman—also a feminist from the Foundation for 
Women’s Solidarity and the shelter—and asked for an appointment. I wrote her a letter 
saying, “Would you please read the section on international strategies, let’s please pass the 
protection order law in Turkey.” When I got there, she greeted me enthusiastically. That is 
how the law no 4320 advocacy process began. 

Narınç being a member of the Foundation for Women’s Solidarity (Kadın Dayanışma 
Vakfı) was a wonderful coincidence, she always backed us up. Işılay Saygın was not too 
cooperative at first, there was the coalition government with the [conservative Islamic] 
Welfare Party at the time. After Narınç convinced Saygın and started the work and the draft 
law came to the parliament, a group of women began to hold demonstrations in Istanbul. We 
were conducting the coordination with the directorate, the negotiations at the Parliament, 
and the press campaign. Making sure to highlight GDWS in our communications with 
the press, we issued statements in support of them. The women’s movement did not have 
much pull back then, to the contrary, the press and the public opinion were hostile toward 
feminism and the feminist organizations. The Welfare Party opposed the law with vigor, 
there were [liberal conservative party] ANAP members who also opposed it, but they hid 
behind the Welfare Party. Nevertheless, during that period, whichever Welfare MP or group 
deputy chair we asked, we were immediately given an appointment. Later on, [the current 
governing party] AKP did not grant us audience for months. 

This is what I always heard from Welfare: “Ms. Pınar, you are well-intentioned, but this 
law will break the families apart. You cannot see that. Plus, such a law does not comply with 
our religion.” Very fatherly, as if I was a little girl trying to do good but cannot recognize 
certain things, whereas they do. We had no trouble getting appointments from [conservative, 
nationalist party] MHP as well. Their discourse was: “You cannot see the harms of this law. 
This will dynamite the basis of the Turkish people; families will fall apart.” 

But our connection, constant communication with GDWS was very important. We 
lobbied in the true sense of the word and carried out a press campaign. With Narınç’s 
influence, the women’s ministry too began to back the law. One way or another, at the end 
of a two-year campaign, the Law no 4320 was adopted in Turkey. We had prepared its draft 
based on the law in Germany, but of course, they truncated it more and more, and it was not 
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enacted exactly as we wanted. I objected to the extraction of certain things like the exclusion 
of divorced or unmarried women from the scope of the law, which were very crucial, and 
the alteration of its name from “Law to Protect Women” to “Law to Protect the Family.” 
Nevertheless, given the conditions of the time, it was a miracle for the protection order to be 
legislated by a coalition government with Welfare and MHP in its ranks. 

İpek (İlkkaracan)
Here is one of our favorite anecdotes from the Protection Order Law Campaign: 

Members of Erbakan’s Welfare Party raise their objections in the parliamentary commission 
saying, “A law that interferes with such domestic issues does not comply with our traditions!” 
We write to WLUML asking, “The conservative party here says the protection order law does 
not comply with Islam. Do any of you have a protection order law?” We find out that Malaysia 
has one. At the time Erbakan is constantly pointing at Malaysia as an exemplary economic 
model: “We will be like Malaysia. Turkey will develop like Malaysia.” It is constantly about 
Malaysia! Then it turns out that Malaysia has a protection order law. We ask our colleagues, 
“Can you send us a short translation, a summary of the law asap?” They do. We give it to our 
allies—some MPs, some experts—who enter the parliamentary commission discussions. And 
Welfare’s entire argument collapsed then and there. Plus, a women’s organization from Italy 
called us and said, “We’ve been doing advocacy for years to pass the protection order law in 
Italy. How did you pull it off in Turkey?” That too was a proud moment. 

Before WWHR, violence was not an area I specifically worked on as a feminist. 
Therefore, the advocacy process for the protection order law was an important learning 
process for me as well. Friends on our team and at Purple Roof had explained it as follows: 
Right now, when a woman is subjected to violence by her husband, there is only one thing 
she can do in terms of the law, to file a criminal complaint. Whether you are battered by 
a stranger on the street or by your husband at home, it is treated under the same article 
and punished by imprisonment. Within the current dynamic of economic dependency, the 
imprisonment of a man who thus loses his job is synonymous with condemning the woman 
and her children to poverty. First, many women would not want that. Second, there is the 
social pressure. You become “the woman who put her husband in jail.” People say, “What 
now, he flicked you, and you sent him to jail?” Women want to use this option only in the 
direst circumstances. Whereas this protection order is, I think, a social-legal innovation. It 
is quintessential to human nature, a sort of ergonomic law. In order to protect the woman 
faced with violence, the violent spouse is told, “I punish you not with jail but a restraining 
order, you will stay away from the home.” There, the woman takes a breather, the man is 
given a very serious message. The lawmaker and the law enforcement officers tell him, “You 
cannot do this. If you act this way, we will not let you go home or near your family.” But he 
does not go to jail, keeps his job. If needed, the woman may be given an alimony. She does 
not become the woman who put her husband in jail either. At worst, you become the woman 
who sent her husband packing because he hit her. These are very different things. 

COLLABORATION WITH SOCIAL SERVICES: 
INSTITUTIONALIZING LLPW 

Pınar (İlkkaracan)
I know Professor Sevda Bekman from Boğaziçi, a cofounder of AÇEV. She told me, 

“A very progressive person, Bülent İlik, is going to be appointed as head of the General 
Directorate of Social Services (GDSS). He aims to establish community centers in Turkey.” 
Back then, there was no such concept in Turkey, later I find out that all across the world, it 
is mostly women who frequent the community centers. A light bulb went off in my head, our 
program is perfect for the community centers. They need such a program, and it is a great 
chance for us to realize our goal of facilitating grassroots women’s organizing. Through 
GDSS will have a space to conduct our groups and we will reach the women. By doing the 
ToT with social workers, we will enable them to support the organizing as well. So off we went 
to GDSS with our training manual in our hand; it was 1998.

I began to tell him about the program: “We developed this program, it’s called Women’s 
Human Rights, it has a 250-page manual, we worked very meticulously on it. You, too, are 
doing a wonderful job; the community centers are extremely important. I think we have the 

"Women's rights training at Gazi", Milliyet, 6 April 1999
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very program you need.” Mr. Bülent says, “All these are true, let me see the book.” There are 
two modules of sexuality training in the manual. It is unheard of at that time. That you will 
go to the state and say, “women’s sexuality, vagina, orgasm, sexual rights…”! It is out of the 
question. We cannot give him the manual. I say, “Let me first get your opinion.” He again 
says, “Let me have the book.” Then I somehow felt we could be frank and said, “Mr. Bülent, 
I will give you the manual, but I have a request, if you touch a single word in the book, we 
cannot do this program with you because it is a holistic program, if one word is extracted 
something will be left out and we won’t be able to reach our goal.” He smiled and said, “Let 
me have the book Ms. Pınar.” He came to the sexuality section, smiled again, and said, “Now 
I understand why you wouldn’t give me this book. But in fact, you’re right on the spot. I 
myself worked in Anatolia for a long time. I know, I also worked with women. They have a 
tremendous need for such a thing. I approve it as it is.” There were such people back then. 
Narınç Ataman, Bülent İlik, Selma Acuner… They were spinning that entire wheel of state 
with great effort amidst privations. 

We immediately went to Ankara to conduct the first trainer training. Women social 
workers from various cities had come. The logic of the training requires everyone to take 
each other into their confidence, so it is a closed group. But there were also three people 
from the General Directorate who had come to keep an eye on us. Perhaps Mr. Bülent 
was trying to make sure we did not do anything untoward. Perhaps it was also to introduce 
the program to the department heads. One of them was antsy. We tried to explain that 

HREP Trainer Training, 2000

it is a closed group, but she insisted, “I will listen to everything!” I should say this woman 
later became a feminist and supported us a lot. In fact, the entire GDSS was transformed. 
Everyone embraced the program and acted like a part of it for years. I am grateful to all 
of them. Things changed a lot after AKP came to power. But the GDSS and the trainers 
defended HREP, they devised intricate strategies to continue the program all the way until 
the community centers were shut down. 

 On the other hand, women’s organizations started to spring up one after another. 
HREP contributed the emergence of many feminist women’s organizations ranging from 
Çanakkale ELDER to Van Women’s Association (VAKAD). Just like we had imagined it would. 

İpek (İlkkaracan) 
When we met Mr. Bülent and said, “We want to implement this program in your 

community centers,” he grasped our intention immediately. He already had field experience, 
knew the logic of social services, and gave weight to the issue of gender. With such a 
background, he understood what we were talking about from the outset. When he looked at 
the manual, he said, “I cannot believe it. This is exactly what we were looking for. Let’s sign a 
partnership protocol and start right away.” At the time, GDSS was opening these community 

“As we began collaborating with social 
services, the program gradually found 
its home. Social workers already have 
a background in group facilitation and 
working on the local level. And if they are 
also interested in gender issues, this is an 
ideal combination for the implementation 
of the program.  Thus, magnificently, 
HREP began to be implemented in about 15 
cities and spread rapidly.”

(İpek İlkkaracan)
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centers and receiving a flood of applications from women; the social workers were swamped. 
They received so many individual applications that they had no time but to give counseling 
to women. Everything happened in the wink of an eye. That protocol was signed, then the 
first ToT in the heat of August in 1998… Pınar, Gülşah, Karin, and I went to Ankara to give 
the 15-day long training, the first trainer training within the scope of the protocol. 

The social workers who received the ToT, then went back to their respective cities and 
began to implement the training in the field. The program thus gradually found its home. 
GDSS social workers already have a very significant formation in conducting group work 
and working in the field on the local level. On top of that, if a social worker is volunteering 
to participate in the HREP Trainer Training that means she is interested in gender issues 
and women’s problems. This is an ideal combination for the proper implementation of the 
program. 

Then, magnificently, HREP began to be implemented in about 15 cities and spread 
rapidly. Before long, it reached about 25 cities. In 2002, local organizations founded by HREP 
participants like YAKAKOP and ELDER said, “We too want to implement the program.” 
Thus, over time, women organized at the grassroots also began to implement HREP. If you 
asked me what I am most proud of having done in my life, I would first say HREP. 

Nigar (Etizer Karacık)
I am a social worker who met WWHR at a very young age, and fortunately so. I worked 

in the field from the community centers’ initial founding stages until they were shut down. 
In that sense, I am very lucky because that was an incredible experience. 

At my trainer training, İpek, Pınar, and Gülşah were there, supported by Karin. 
They are wonderful women. You can tell right away. It is a team that builds a more equal 
relationship from a very kind, knowledgeable, professional position. Plus, they employ social 
work principles. I was most struck by that. I saw it right away, understood what they were 
doing. I thought, “All right then, we are on a par with these women and together we will do 
something for the women of this country.” They made us feel this so beautifully, that sense 
of togetherness, that everyone’s idea is invaluable… Plus, the program was so apt, almost 
tailor-made. It was a ready-made program for the community centers. I immediately wanted 
it to become a routine part of the community center. Such a carefully, thoroughly developed 
program. Throughout the entire implementation as well, there were no problems with its 
design or content. How could you put so much thought and effort into it? How could you 
be so thorough?

I remember the games in the training. We were always cautious when sharing something 
personal. We were doing this training in a hall within a state institution. What if the word 
gets around! I was telling something private about myself, or another friend was, but we were 
worried about its confidentiality, what if it is heard by the higher-ups? The WWHR team kept 
saying that confidentiality is very important, that they would take utmost care of it, and they 
also showed it with their actions. But they too were worried about how they would ensure it. 

For example, I remember Gülşah getting up time and again to close the door. Like a guard… 
I remember very well all the details of how they would come into the hall before any of us 
and check it thoroughly for our safety and comfort, even checking the chairs to make sure 
their legs were sturdy. Plus, the magical part for me is that this group spirit has lived on since 
1998. 

After the ToT a dream took shape in my mind: The sooner I start this work in the 
field with as many women as possible, the larger our community in Çanakkale will be. Soon 
as I returned from the training, I opened eight groups, which is incredible because HREP 
groups are very intense, it’s a heavy workload. There were 25 women in each group, one 
group would come in the morning and the other in the afternoon. But I told myself, “You 
never know, we are collaborating with the state; what if tomorrow they say, ‘No, we’re not 
doing this anymore,’ let me get this done now, train at least 200 women, and then enable 
them to organize on their own. Then this work can go on in the civilian front with or without 
me.” Those 200 women were always the pioneers in Çanakkale until the community centers 
were closed down. I sometimes marvel at my level of concern. But this collaboration with 
the state ran smoothly for years. Frankly, I appreciate this too. Both WWHR and GDSS, the 
administrators, all of us truly committed to the program. We created a wonderful example of 
State-NGO collaboration in this country. I kept opening groups until the year the protocol 
ended. I ended up doing HREP with over a thousand women. This is a great achievement 
for me, an incredible professional feat. 

I think that being a participant before becoming a trainer is integral to the program. 
You should first inspect the beam in your eye… See yourself, take a look, where do you 
stand? It is extremely important to first be a participant. When you become a trainer, you 
should be able to more or less identify with what the women might be feeling. Learning the 
ropes, the language, how to behave… When we were participants, we copied the trainers’ 
behaviors to a tee. It was a master-apprentice relationship. This part was very important. 
Because it was designed so beautifully, down to the minutest detail of what you will say or 
do… The information was constantly updated. Whenever something new came up it was 
immediately relayed to us, which truly eased our work. But despite the protocol with the state 
and the fact that we are sent on assignment, it is unfortunately not so easy to explain it to the 
administrators in the field. You are told, for instance, “Why, no need to do that program, do 
this instead.” It has been an endless battle. So, we must not leave it up to their intentions, it 
must definitely have a foothold in the civil society so that if things go sour on this side, it can 
continue on the other side. 

1993 - 1999 
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THE 1999 EARTHQUAKE

Zelal (Ayman)
The earthquake affected us all. We talked with the women, and we all went to the 

field. That is when we established the Women’s Solidarity Foundation (KADAV) in İzmit. 
WWHR also worked there. As KADAV we first built a tent, then we offered income-generating 
workshops, vocational training courses, and counseling support against violence… This and 
similar projects were done also by WWHR and other women’s organizations as well. KADAV’s 
purpose of foundation was to support women in disasters so that was our primary work. Later 
we always kept in touch with WWHR. For instance, we brought three women from KADAV 
working on the field into the HREP network of trainers. It was beautiful to have feminist 
organizations side by side, always exchanging and sharing, without discriminating against 
anybody.  

Gülşah (Seral)
When we understood the severity of the situation, perhaps on the second day after 

the earthquake, we decided to put our tasks on hold for at least a month and work for 
the earthquake zone. Pages and pages of lists of needs were coming in. Meanwhile, Dicle 
(Koğacıoğlu) was on the field. We were proceeding with the news we got from her and 
organizing the delivery of the relief materials sent from all across Turkey. Everyone was 
involved in the process. Few people had email of course, so most things were done over the 
phone. 

Meanwhile, we were talking about what we could do. We have to go to the field; we have 
to see for ourselves. We have a HREP protocol with GDSS, but it is very new. We thought about 
using the collected money to establish something like a rehabilitation center. We decided 
to do this in collaboration with GDSS Kocaeli Provincial Directorate. We met with them, a 
site was identified, it was quite big. We decided to put up a large tent on that site. We also 
received three small tent donations. I remember being very tired emotionally during those 
first weeks. One day on the phone, I was trying to find body bags for example. Hearing that 
the ice-skating rink in Kocaeli was used as a morgue froze my blood. When we were setting 
up the tents in İzmit, the aftershocks were still continuing, as the ground shook, it was very 
strange to feel that tremor rise from my legs up my body. It was an environment where one 
could not feel safe in any shape or form. Our center was set up right by the tent city. I went 
there once a week for a year to be with the women. We distributed the booklets, talked about 
our rights; meanwhile, with Pınar, we discussed what can be done in such situations after 
natural disasters, and prepared a brochure. Pınar and Karin also worked with the children. 

A FEMINIST APPROACH IN THE FIELD

Gülşah (Seral) 
It is probably the combination of numerous factors that have made it possible for 

HREP to be sustainable for almost 30 years. The most fundamental one, I think, is the needs 
assessment that underlies the program. Not only the group facilitators but the participants 
also make a great effort and contribute to it. I think that the approach at the core of the 
program, that is, “I hear you, I am ready to hear you, let us together hear one another and 
learn from each other,” and the reflection of this feminist ideology in the field has been 
crucial for its sustainability. Another enabling factor is WWHR’s capacity as an association—
because it’s no easy feat to conduct this type of program. There is the logistics, the trainer 
training, the field implementation, the supervision, and of course we have a relationship 
with all the trainers. The fact that we still live in a very patriarchal society is actually another 
factor that enables the continuity of HREP. I wish we did not need such a program anymore. 
But we are not there yet. So, thankfully there is HREP. 

 As a team, like all feminists, even if we get tired, guess we are also a bit stubborn in terms 
of keeping up the struggle. Especially at the start, WWHR’s effort to bridge the international 
women’s movement and the local women’s movement was very important. We said, “from 
the local to the global, from the global to the local.” From the outset, we attached great 
importance to bringing an issue voiced in a district of some remote town to an international 
meeting and simultaneously bringing back an issue discussed at an international meeting, 
sharing and spreading this information through HREP, later for example via the Purple 
Newsletter or now our social media accounts, and before the advent of mass media by using 
other means such as our regular letters to the trainers. Because information is empowering. 
Not everyone has to speak English, French or German in this country. I think the right to 
access information is sacred. Having UN level information discussed in local HREP groups is 
perhaps a more systematized version of this. Having this information shared on social media 
accounts today is perhaps a more updated version. 

I am very fortunate to have been at WWHR! First of all, thanks to HREP, I was allowed 
to touch the lives of many women and, to a small extent even men, from all walks of life. I 
see this as a tremendous blessing. My friends in our team and the feminist perspective have 
greatly influenced who I am today. I am still constantly learning things. My horizon is further 
expanding, and my teammates are truly my companions. 
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2000
2009-

Women participating in LLWP in Çanakkale, who had initiated their organizing efforts 
in 1998 by opening a marketplace and establishing a municipal women’s council, founded 
the Çanakkale Association to Promote Women’s Handicraft and Women’s Counselling 
Center (ELDER) and included in their bylaw the participation in LLWP as a requirement 
for membership. This first local NGO emerging from the program continues to be an active 
part of the national women’s movement today. 

WWHR played a key role in both the preparations for the 23rd Special Session of the UN 
General Assembly (Beijing+5) and advocacy during the special session. We established and 
coordinated the national Equality Watch Platform. Through intensive lobbying, many of our 
priority issues, such as the recognition of “honor” crimes, forced and early marriages, and 
marital rape as women’s human rights violations were included in the Outcome Document. 
Another important gain was securing the inclusion of women from our platform in the 
official government delegation, which became standard practice in the following years and 
led to Turkey’s adoption of a progressive stance in UN processes until the government’s 
hostile approach to feminist NGOs became more pronounced in the 2010s. 

Upon our return from Beijing+5, we started working on the dissemination of information 
on the process and its outcomes. The national conference titled The Repercussions of 
International Gender Politics in Turkey: The State, Civil Society, Democratization during 
the Beijing+5 Process was organized in collaboration with Anakültür. Women’s NGOs, 
academicians, and state officials, including the Ministry of Women and the Family, 
participated in the meeting, which called for state accountability in the implementation of 
Beijing+5 decisions.

The reader Women and Sexuality in Muslim Societies (Pınar İlkkaracan, ed.), which was 
the first compilation on the subject, was published. Bringing together diverse genres such 
as theoretical articles, research, literature, personal accounts, and cartoons, the anthology 
showed that the taboos, discriminatory oppressive practices, legislation, and social norms 
around sexuality in Muslim societies were as diverse as they were similar and that “the sexual 
oppression of Muslim women is not the result of the ‘Islamic’ vision of sexuality, but a 
combination of political, social, and economic inequalities throughout the ages.” The book 
was also published in Turkish in 2003 and in Arabic in 2005.

The second booklet of the We Have Rights! series, We Have Sexual Rights! was published. 
Offering a positive approach to all sexual rights, including the right to sexual pleasure, the 
booklet contains the international human rights perspective and does not reduce women’s 
sexuality to reproduction. 

2000
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"Let us represent Turkey at the UN,", Milliyet, 3 July 2000

The name of our training program, LLPW, was changed to Human Rights Education 
Program for Women (HREP) to emphasize its aim of a holistic rights-based approach.

The third booklet of the We Have Rights! series, We Have Reproductive Rights! was published. 
With a critical approach to population policies, the booklet defined women’s reproductive 
health and rights as human rights and emphasized their fundamental right to decide freely. 

The number of completed HREP groups reached 100 as the program spread to 24 cities 
across the country.

The women’s movement’s largest advocacy effort to date, the Campaign for Full Equality 
in the Turkish Civil Code resulted in the enactment of an egalitarian Civil Code. The activism 
for the reform had its roots in the 50s, gaining new momentum in the 80s with the rise of the 
new feminist movement. Turkey had lifted its reservations on CEDAW in 1999, affirming that 
changes in the Civil Code were on the way. Finally, after Beijing+5, the draft law was opened 
to revisions in the Parliament. 

Despite the opposition of nationalist and conservative parties, Turkey witnessed the 
alliance of over 120 women’s organizations nationwide. WWHR was among the coordinating 
groups of the campaign, focusing mostly on parliamentary advocacy and lobbying. The new 
Civil Code abolished men’s supremacy in marriage and advanced women’s legal status within 
the family—albeit with certain shortcomings. 

As a result of the Civil Code Reform: 

∙ The article declaring the man as the head of the household was abolished and marriage 
was defined as a union of equals.

∙ The legal age of marriage for women was raised from 15 to 17, as was for men.
∙ Children born out of wedlock were given the same inheritance rights as others. 

2001

"Women raise their voices for the Civil Code,", Cumhuriyet, 29 April 2001
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The Feminist News Journal, Vol. XXXII No.3/4 

∙ Single parents were given the right to adopt a child. 
∙ The default matrimonial property regime became the joint ownership of acquired 

property. It was the most controversial issue during the campaign. The initial draft, which 
foresaw an equal division of all property acquired during marriage, was met with fierce 
resistance from the nationalist and conservative parties. As a result of the intensive campaign, 
the joint property regime that recognizes the economic value of women’s invisible labor 
was accepted. Eventually, joint property regime was accepted, yet at the last minute, the 
opposition parties added a clause to make this new regime applicable only to property 
acquired after the new Civil Code entered into force. 

Immediately after the adoption of the new Civil Code, WWHR held the first local training 
on the reformed law in collaboration with EL-DER in Çanakkale. This conference, also 
attended by local government officials, aimed not only to inform women about their new 
rights but also to pressure state officials at the local level to take action to guarantee its 
implementation.

Women, Sexuality and Social Change in the Middle East and the Mediterranean Symposium 
brought together activists and academicians working on sexuality and sexual rights in the 
Middle East and Maghreb (MENA). This landmark meeting included participants from 
Algeria, Egypt, France, Lebanon, Morocco, Pakistan, Palestine, Syria, Tunisia, Turkey, and 
Yemen. It was also significant in that it was held immediately following 9/11 amidst a very 
militarist and anti-Islamic global context and a constraining atmosphere in the region. The 
press statement issued at the end of the meeting affirmed that the right to sexual life “entails 

“Gendermaire Stop the Mountain Demostration”, Hürriyet, 30 April 2001
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not only the right to determine one’s sexual behavior, but also the right to seek pleasure,” 
and noted that “sexuality is not a personal and private issue but is linked to systems of power 
and domination in society.” Delivered in Turkish, English, and Arabic, the statement was 
published in newspapers and journals such as Reproductive Health Matters. The symposium 
also laid the foundations of the solidarity and advocacy network, the Coalition for Sexual 
and Bodily Rights in Muslim Societies (CSBR).

The 4th HREP ToT was organized, also including participants from local women’s 
NGOs. Women’s Solidarity Foundation (KADAV), Diyarbakir Metropolitan Municipality 
Center for Research and Application on Women’s Issues (DIKASUM), Çanakkale ELDER, 
and Van YAKA-KOOP became HREP organizational partners. The number of HREP trainers 
increased to 95 while the program outreach expanded to 28 cities. 

WWHR launched the Campaign for the Reform of the Turkish Penal Code from a 
Gender Perspective by establishing a women’s working group (WG). Aiming to proactively 
develop a comprehensive overview of recommendations to the Draft Law from a gender 
perspective, we organized monthly WG meetings with feminist lawyers, academicians, and 
NGO representatives from all regions of Turkey. The group concluded that the patriarchal 
discriminatory approach of the penal code needed to be reformed holistically to safeguard 
women’s sexual, bodily, and reproductive rights. 

When the conservative Justice and Development Party (AKP) came to power in the 2002 
elections, the WG reevaluated its strategies and initiated a long-term advocacy campaign 
with the foresight that our demands would be met with resistance from the new government. 
The WG drafted and disseminated a detailed proposal with demands for the necessary 
amendments formulated word by word, organized a conference on gender and the penal 
code, and held press conferences. 

The continued campaign against virginity testing resulted in the cancellation of the 
Ministry of Health and Ministry of Education statute clauses that allowed virginity testing in 
high schools. The phrase “determining the chastity” used to legitimize virginity testing and 
define girls’ sexuality through so called morality was also removed from the statutes. 

WWHR co-organized the international meeting on Deconstructing Masculinity and 
Femininity in the Middle East and Maghreb in Beirut, Lebanon in collaboration with 
the Lebanese Council to Resist Violence Against Women (LECORVAW). Geared toward 
strengthening our regional network for sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) 
and deconstructing traditional taboos and norms of masculinity and femininity, the meeting 
built on the outcomes of the Sexuality Symposium. The impact of fundamentalism(s) on the 
control of women’s bodies was identified as a common thread challenging the work around 
sexuality. 

2002

As a result of the advocacy efforts of WWHR in collaboration with the women’s movement, 
Turkey ratified the Optional Protocol to CEDAW. 

Following the international backlash led by the conservative politics of the Bush 
administration in alliance with the Organization of Islamic Cooperation countries and the 
Vatican at the UN, the 5th Asian and Pacific Population Conference to be held in Bangkok 
was critical for sexual and bodily health and rights. WWHR acted as a coordination point 
between the International Sexual and Reproductive Rights Coalition (ISRRC) and the NGOs 
in Turkey, while lobbying the Turkish government to be included in the official delegation of 
Turkey. We were not invited to the delegation, yet we managed to work with them for Turkey 
to adopt a progressive position at the conference. The Plan of Action adopted at the end 
of the Conference included a commitment to further the SRHR despite the opposition of 
conservative forces. 

HREP Evaluation and Coordination Conference was organized to share the findings of 
the independent evaluation study of HREP. Conducted on the national scale covering the 
period from 1995 to 2003, the research revealed that the program succeeded in dispelling 
the fears and misconceptions around “feminism” and “grassroots organizing” and the major 
factors contributing to the program’s impact were the length and comprehensiveness of 
the program; the participatory principle; preventive nature of its approach; the integration 
of global gender equality norms, and collaboration with GDSS. 74% of the participants 
indicated their decision-making power within the family increased, while 29% joined the 
workforce. 41% participated in grassroots organizing activities after HREP. 85% of the 
participants who faced domestic violence were able to stop or reduce the violence. 

In line with one of HREP’s new objectives to promote institutional change regarding 
perspectives on gender equality, the program was conducted with policewomen and public 
health workers. 

2003 was a year when grassroots organizing initiatives emerging from HREP gained 
notable momentum: 

∙ Women in the Gazi district of Istanbul established the Kybele Women’s Cooperative 
organizing awareness raising events and opening a restaurant catering to the community. 

∙ EL-DER began to conduct trainings on violence against women (VAW) to the police 
force and counselling services for victims of domestic violence.

∙ HREP participants in Van co-organized conferences with the Chamber of Commerce 
and the Van Bar Association.

∙ Istanbul Okmeydanı Purple Paper Recycled Paper Production Atelier secured a studio space 
from the municipality, where women began to manufacture and sell their products.

∙ In Edirne, HREP participants established the Yıldırım Women’s Working Group and 
conducted a campaign to support a woman candidate for local elections. 

2003
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∙ In Diyarbakır, the Fatihpaşa Women’s Candle Production Group began to sell their products 
in a national supermarket chain.

∙ Participants in İzmir and Samsun mobilized to form associations to work on VAW and 
support community centers. 

∙ In Sapanca, participants started to assist women survivors of the 1999 earthquake to 
obtain sustainable housing. 

∙ In Ankara, HREP participants were elected to the board of directors of the Sincan 
Community Center Support Association. They began to provide community trainings on strategies 
against violence.

The Workshop on Sexual and Bodily Rights as Human Rights in the Middle East and North 
Africa was co-organized by WWHR and the Mediterranean Academy of Diplomatic Studies. 
NGO representatives, researchers, and academicians from Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, 
Morocco, Palestine, Tunisia, Morocco, Pakistan, Turkey, Pakistan, the USA participated in 
the workshop, where activism for holistic legislative change especially in penal codes; sexual 
orientation, and sexual pleasure and desire as a human right were discussed.

The Campaign for the Reform of the Turkish Penal Code from a Gender Perspective 
continued with full momentum. The report on the recommended amendments was revised 
and disseminated extensively in the parliament. What made the report unique was the 
comparison of the draft law and our demands, formulated word by word, for over 30 articles. 
The working group expanded to become the Turkish Penal Code (TPC) Women’s Platform 
including over 40 women’s and LGBTQI+ NGOs, who lobbied MPs and government officials 
and garnered public support through media campaigns. 

WWHR co-organized the international high-level conference Dialogue on the Turkish 
Penal Code, Gender & International Human Rights Law in collaboration with the UN Special 
Rapporteur on VAW Yakın Ertürk and the Middle East Technical University to break the 
government’s resistance and a national conference on Grassroots Organizing and the TPC 
Reform, bringing together 50 HREP trainers and local organizations. HREP participants 
and grassroots initiatives in Ankara, Çanakkale, Diyarbakır, Istanbul, and Izmir launched 
actions, including petitions, demonstrations, action alerts, and press conferences. 

HREP was chosen as a “best tactic” in the international project New Tactics in Human 
Rights coordinated by the Center for Victims of Torture (USA) and the Helsinki Citizens 
Assembly (Turkey), for being a unique program utilizing institutional and financial support 
from the government to implement a holistic women’s human rights education throughout 
Turkey. The project identified several factors for the creation and sustainability of the 
partnership: the success of the pilot program and tested content; the partnership protocol 
giving WWHR full oversight; the integration of HREP in community center activities so 
trainers could implement the program as part of their job description. 

2004

As of December, 15 independent women’s grassroots organizing initiatives that had 
emerged from HREP were working in 10 provinces. Van Women’s Association (VAKAD) was 
founded, which became the only NGO providing support on VAW in Van for many years 
until it was closed by a presidential decree in 2016.

WWHR began to organize a series of HREP Network and Regional Grassroots Organization 
Meetings to facilitate collaborations, joint advocacy efforts, and strategy exchange. ELDER 
played host to the first meeting for the Western Regions (Marmara and the Aegean) and 
followed in the next years by one co-organized with VAKAD for the Eastern Region and with 
trainers in Ankara for the Mediterranean, Central Anatolia, and Black Sea Regions.

WWHR was approached by The Body Shop International to partner in an awareness 
raising campaign against domestic violence. The Body Shop reached WWHR via the Purple 
Paper Recycled Paper Production Atelier founded by HREP participants. The campaign 
aimed to raise public awareness on the issue of domestic violence and also provide financial 
support to grassroots organizing initiatives emerging from HREP by selling their products.

The new Turkish Penal Code was accepted in the Turkish Parliament on 26 September. 
As a result of the three-year-long campaign, the new law included more than 30 amendments 
that constituted a major step towards gender equality and protection of the sexual and 
bodily rights of women and girls in Turkey. This was ensured through our insistence on a 
rights-based approach and language to replace the discriminatory perspective of the old law 
structured around controlling women’s sexuality.

The platform’s demand to criminalize discrimination based on sexual orientation was not 
included in the law, even though it was approved in the Sub-Commission. Yet, our persistence 
for this demand served to generate awareness on LGBTQI+ issues and strengthen ties 
between the women’s and LGBTQI+ movements. Additionally, the government’s last-minute 
proposal to criminalize adultery almost derailed the efforts and brought final negotiations 
to a halt; however, through the quick and strong advocacy of the women’s movement and 
public outcry, the proposal never made it to the table.

The new Turkish Penal Code: 

∙ States in the first article that the aim of the law is to “protect the rights and freedoms of 
individuals”;

∙ Presents progressive definitions and higher sentences for sexual crimes; 
∙ Criminalizes marital rape; 
∙ Brings measures to prevent sentence reductions for perpetrators of honor killings;
∙ Eliminates all references to patriarchal concepts like chastity, honor, morality, shame, or 

indecent behavior; 
∙ Abolishes the previous discriminations against non-virgin and unmarried women; 
∙ Abolishes provisions granting sentence reductions in rape and abduction cases;
∙ Criminalizes sexual harassment at the workplace and considers sexual assaults by security 

forces as aggravated offenses. 
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An amendment was proposed to change the constitutional equality article. Women’s groups 
advocated for the inclusion of a provision stating that “The State shall take all necessary 
legislative and institutional measures to achieve de facto equality between women and men. 
Temporary special measures taken for this purpose shall not constitute discrimination.” 
Despite pressure from women’s groups and women MPs of the opposition party, the 
amendment was passed only to include the provision, “The State is responsible for realizing 
equality between men and women” without any reference to special measures or positive 
discrimination. Yet, another gain in the reform process was the amendment of Article 90 
to recognize the supremacy of international human rights law over national legislation in 
matters pertaining to “fundamental rights and freedoms.” 

The UN Arab Population Forum was the final regional meeting within the scope of 
ICPD+10, for the review and reaffirmation of the ICPD Plan of Action. WWHR coordinated 
the participation of CSBR members at the Forum. The coalition issued an NGO statement at 
the plenary session in Arabic. The statement called on Arab governments to reaffirm ICPD 
without reservations and take the necessary measures to prevent human rights violations 
related to sexuality. Endorsed by 30 leading NGOs from the region, the statement was the 
first of its kind issued in a UN meeting in the Arab region, declaring sexual rights as human 
rights. The statement addressed previously taboo issues such as discrimination based on 
sexual orientation, abortion, HIV/AIDS and demanded a rights-based approach in all 
spheres to promote sexual and reproductive health. The rapporteur of the Forum referred 
to the statement in the closing session and included it in the Forum outcome report.

The regional meeting on Sexuality and Human Rights in Muslim Societies in South / 
Southeast Asia organized by WWHR in cooperation with the Women’s Health Foundation 
in Jakarta included 23 participants from Bangladesh, Egypt, India, Indonesia, Lebanon, 
Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippines and Turkey. Creating an opportunity for dialogue on 
pivotal human rights issues related to sexuality and sexual politics, the meeting served to 
institutionalize CSBR as a bi-regional network of NGOs from the MENA and South and 
Southeast Asia regions. 

The total number of HREP participants reached 4500, including women working in the 
public sector, such as health professionals, teachers, and lawyers from bar associations. 

The TPC Women’s Platform, coordinated by WWHR, drafted the CEDAW shadow report 
and participated in the periodic review. The report focused on the recent and upcoming 
legislative changes in Turkey pertaining to discrimination against women and gender 
equality, namely: our remaining demands for the TPC; the effects of the ongoing Public 
Administration reform process on women; the inclusion of special temporary measures for 
de facto gender equality in the constitution; the need for an Equality Framework Law; and 
the amendment of the joint property regime. All the issues raised in our shadow report 
were included in the recommendations of the CEDAW Committee to Turkey. WWHR also 

2005 

facilitated the participation of NGO representatives from Ankara, Istanbul, and Van in the 
Review Session. 

WWHR facilitated the participation of CSBR members at the 49th Special Session of the 
UN CSW on Beijing+10 with the aim of contributing to the international efforts to safeguard 
SRHR and provide an opportunity to render visible the efforts of activists working on SRHR 
from our regions, often stigmatized by the international community. With 18 prominent 
activists from Bangladesh, Egypt, Lebanon, Malaysia, the Philippines, Tunisia, Turkey, and 
Yemen, some of whom served on government delegations, network members participated in 
the international NGO caucuses for SRHR advocacy and the working groups on resolutions. 
The delegation also delivered an NGO statement, which was highly acclaimed both by 
governmental and NGO delegations as one of the most progressive statements. 

WWHR organized a bi-regional meeting titled Gender, Sexuality and Law Reform in the 
Middle East, North Africa and Southeast Asia in Istanbul for NGO and intergovernmental 
agency representatives, experts, and academicians working on issues of gender, sexuality, 
and law reform on national, regional and international levels. The plenary sessions included 
case studies of successful campaigns, strategizing for SRHR advocacy, advocacy at the UN 
level, and contextualized issues of gender, sexuality, and law reform in the region through 
analyses of emerging trends and discourses. Gender, Sexuality and the Criminal Laws in the 
Middle East and North Africa: A comparative study was also published this year as an advocacy 
tool and resource, examining the similarities and differences of criminal codes in the region 
with respect to sexuality. The study provided insight into the tribal, religious, and colonial 
backgrounds of these laws in relation to honor, adultery, marital rape, homosexuality, sex 
work, and FGM. 

“Women Storm the Parliament”, Posta, 5 May 2004
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CEDAW Working Group

"Report on Kurdish Women to CEDAW," Gündem, 25 January, 2005.

The increased interest and discussion among CSBR members to create spaces to address 
the contested domain of LGBTQI+ issues both within the network and on the national and 
international levels culminated in the consultation meeting titled Inclusive Approaches 
to Sexuality in Muslim Societies organized in Beirut. Emerging points included the need 
for an inclusive approach in addressing sexual rights; the possibility of using different 
frameworks (i.e. health, personal rights, right to privacy) to advocate for SRHR; and the 
necessity to build alliances with other movements. The most significant outcome of the 
meeting was the consensus that rather than adopting a Western discourse, there was a 
need to create an alternative, innovative discourse from a Southern perspective. Thus, the 
term “non-conforming sexualities” was coined to encompass sexualities that fall outside the 
heteronormative, patriarchal social constructs of “expected and accepted” sexual behavior. 
This was suggested as an inclusive definition that can include—in the broadest sense—any 
person, preference, conduct, which does not conform to the norms of a heteronormative 
patriarchal society, i.e., women who choose not to get married, women with multiple partners, 
women who express their sexual desires openly, etc. 

Our 12-episode documentary The Purple Series, depicting our rights in different spheres 
and how women changed their lives after participating in HREP, was aired on the national 
TV news channel NTV. The episodes were conceptualized around HREP modules, 
including interviews with trainers, participants, feminists and experts, depicting stories of 
transformation ranging from overcoming violence in the family to participating in local 
politics, asserting sexual rights to starting businesses. Part of the aim of the series was to 
counter the dominant discriminatory trend in Turkish television victimizing women and 
provide an accessible and empowering visual resource. The Purple Series was subsequently 
broadcast on local TV channels in Ankara, Diyarbakır, İzmir, Samsun, Sivas, Van, and Yozgat.

HREP participants founded the Yozgat Women’s Association to Promote Women’s Labor, 
which continues to work in collaboration with local women’s cooperatives selling produce 
and women’s handicrafts. 

With a group of women’s NGOs, researchers, and academicians working on economic 
rights, WWHR co-initiated the Women’s Labor and Employment Initiative (KEIG) to 
promote women’s economic rights and employment. One of its most important advocacy 
efforts this year was to ensure the representation of women’s NGOs in the Europe – Turkey 
Joint Consultative Committee (JCC) for its report on women’s employment. 

WWHR facilitated the participation of a delegation of CSBR members from Bangladesh, 
Egypt, Indonesia, Lebanon, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippines, Tunisia, and Turkey at the 
UN High Level Meeting on HIV/AIDS (UNGASS). In addition to advocacy efforts during 
negotiations, our delegation organized two panels on “Sexuality and HIV/AIDS in South/
Southeast Asia” and “Sexuality Education in Muslim Majority Countries and the Fight against 
HIV/AIDS.” 

2006
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The New Anatolian, 10 February 2006

The attack on Lebanon in July 2006 came as a major stumbling block for SRHR and human 
rights in the region, fueling increasing conservative, militarist, and nationalist ideologies. In 
response to the war and militarism in the region that would curb progressive spaces, CSBR 
launched an online publication titled Of War, Siege, and Lebanon.

Since its foundation, one of the objectives of CSBR was to support the efforts on the 
national level to promote sexual, bodily, and reproductive rights, moving forth from the 
parallels in our legal and socio-political contexts, as well as learning from the diversity in 
Muslim societies. In this scope, we co-organized two meetings, the international consultation 
on Trends in Family Law Reform in Muslim Countries in Malaysia in collaboration with 
Sisters in Islam (SIS) and Women, Sexual Rights and Reproductive Rights: Gains, freedoms, 
resistances with Association Tunisienne des Femmes Démocrates (ATFD). The former 
aimed to address the backlash in family law in Malaysia with contributions of religious 
scholars from Iran and Morocco, offering more progressive interpretations of Islamic law 
to use in advocacy. The latter, which was the first-ever meeting on sexual rights in Tunisia, 
was organized under very constraining political circumstances due to the immense state and 
police pressure and oppression in the country, including refusal to issue visas, blockage of 
ATFD’s bank accounts, and police surveillance. Despite all these obstacles, the conference 
drew wide interest with over 100 participants and helped devise strategies for campaigns for 
penal code reform and sexuality education.

The quarterly HREP bulletin, The Purple Newsletter, was launched to create mass outreach, 
networking, and awareness raising. The newsletter, with input from HREP participants, 
trainers, local women’s organizations, and feminists, was conceptualized to increase HREP’s 
visibility and connect HREP participants, grassroots organizations, and the national women’s 
movement.

A new addition to our We Have Rights! booklet series on our sexual rights in the reformed 
penal code was published to increase awareness of our newly acquired rights on the local 
level.

The institutional partnership protocol with GDSS was renewed for 10 years. This was a 
milestone for establishing a more sustainable partnership, also thanks to the determined 
efforts of the trainers and administrators to make the program an integral part of community 
center services. 

Pınar İlkkaracan, and the two organizations she co-founded, WWHR and CSBR, were 
awarded the Gruber Foundation International Women’s Rights Prize for their efforts to 
reform Turkish laws to advance gender equality and make these laws accessible to women at 
the grassroots level, instigating advocacy efforts to promote sexual, bodily and reproductive 
rights in Muslim societies, and working on the international level for the advancement of 
women’s human rights. 

2007 
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Protest Against Erdoğan's 
Anti-Quota Remarks, 2007
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The CSBR General Assembly / Strategic Planning Meeting was organized with the 
participation of 29 members from 10 countries. For the upcoming three years, CSBR 
identified several priority working areas: 

∙ An international comparative research on sexual and bodily rights in Muslim societies; 
∙ A training on sexuality and sexual rights aiming to solidify a common language on 

sexual and bodily rights, improve advocacy skills, and build knowledge from a theoretical 
and practical framework; 

∙ An annual international one-day campaign in respective member countries for the 
promotion of sexual and bodily rights in Muslim societies; 

∙ Advocacy at international UN and non-UN platforms to increase the visibility of activists 
in Muslim societies working on sexual rights and health. 

Two articles by Pınar İlkkaracan based on her research on the penal code campaign were 
published in international journals: Re/forming the Penal Code in Turkey from a Gender 
Perspective: The Case of a Successful Campaign” and “How Adultery Almost Derailed 
Turkey’s Aspiration to Join the European Union?”

The 6th HREP ToT was conducted with participants from 18 cities and the program 
expanded to Giresun, Hatay, and Zonguldak. Ayvalık Independent Women’s Rights Initiative 
became an organizational partner of HREP. 

HREP Regional Evaluation, Capacity Building and Planning Meetings were held for 
the Central Anatolia, Marmara, Mediterranean, Black Sea, East and Southeastern Anatolia 
Regions throughout 2008-2009 to discuss the program’s sustainability given the emerging 
challenges such as rising conservatism and regressive changes in the GDSS administration. 

WWHR began to explore possible future collaborations with other public institutions. We 
organized a conference with participants from various state institutions such as ministries 
of justice, national education, health, employment, the Presidency of Religious Affairs, 
municipalities, and international agencies. This led to generating interest in the program 
from the Presidency of Religious Affairs, General Directorate of Employment, and General 
Directorate of Security Forces; HREP was implemented with all of them in various capacities. 

On 8 March, The Purple Series was aired on local channels in 13 cities, Amasya, Ankara, 
Aydın, Balıkesir, Burdur, Denizli, Diyarbakır, Edirne, Kayseri, Mardin, Mersin, Muğla, and 
Nevşehir.

CSBR organized the first international institute on sexuality and sexual rights in Muslim 
societies in Malaysia. The CSBR Sexuality Institute brought together leading sexual rights 
activists, academics, and researchers from 14 countries throughout Asia, Africa, and 
the Middle East. The program was designed to cover  a holistic curriculum on SRHR in 
Muslim societies, combining historical, theoretical, and conceptual frameworks of sexuality 

2008
with emerging issues, contemporary discourses, and field experiences. Another unique 
aspect of the Sexuality Institute was that it introduced feminist readings of Islamic texts. 
Composed of lectures, discussions, group work and exercises, roundtables, panels, site 
visits, and film screenings, the Institute sought to provide a comprehensive overview while 
also engaging participants’ own experiences. Themes of the sessions included gender and 
sexualities through theoretical, historical and conceptual frameworks; sexual diversities and 
non-conforming sexualities; body mapping; sexuality and power; the evolving definitions 
of sexual rights; Sharia and sexuality; sexual orientation and Islam; sexual health; HIV/
AIDS, gender and politics; youth sexuality; sexuality education; and sexuality and war. CSBR 
Sexuality Institutes, which were held until 2017, created a unique space as most participants 
had to work in isolated and arduous contexts. The opportunity for exchange, scholarship, 
and advocacy building to collectively counter the dominant religious right-wing discourse 
claiming sexual and reproductive rights are Western imports that aim at the disintegration 
of Muslim communities was deemed the most important aspect of the training. 

CSBR prioritized participation in international human rights, feminist and academic 
circles in addition to its UN advocacy since its foundation. In this context, WWHR facilitated 
the participation of 16 CSBR members at the International AWID Forum and organized 
two panel sessions on Building a diverse and inclusive movement to break new ground: 
The Experience of  CSBR, and Movements for social change and law reform in Muslim 
societies: Mobilizing for sexual rights amidst increasing political turmoil, militarization and 
conservatism. 

1st CSBR Sexuality Institute, Malaysia, 2008
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An edited volume by Pınar İlkkaracan titled Deconstructing Sexuality in the Middle East: 
Challenges and Discourses was published by Ashgate Publishing. Comprised of nine chapters 
depicting different sexual rights struggles in the constantly changing contexts of Iran, Iraq, 
Jordan, Lebanon, Pakistan, Palestine, and Turkey, the book explored the role of sexuality 
in political and social struggles and the politicization of sexuality and gender in the region. 

As a partner of the Active against Forced Marriage Conference Series, part of a multilateral 
project of the European Commission’s Daphne Program, WWHR co-organized the Turkey 
conference of the series, bringing together project partners from six countries including 
NGOs, consulates, EU and UN representatives, and state agencies. 

The attempt of the government to reform the Social Security Law proposed major 
backlashes with regard to women’s human rights. The government proposed to remove the 
obligation to open daycare centers for enterprises employing more than 150 women, which 
had been a major achievement of the women’s movement. The draft law also fell short 
of providing unemployed women with social security benefits. WWHR co-coordinated an 
advocacy working group with KEIG. As a result, the removal of the daycare center obligation 
was retracted. However, other discriminatory measures remained, such as forestalling health 
insurance and retirement eligibility, leaving women dependent on fathers and husbands for 
access to cost-free health care, and lack of social security for homebased work, revealing the 
increasingly conservative, family-oriented approach of the government. 

Eight HREP groups were conducted with 110 Quran instructors working under the 
Presidency of Religious Affairs. 

HREP participants founded the Çankırı Women’s Solidarity Association in Central 
Anatolia and the Karabağlar City Council Women’s Assembly in İzmir, both of which began 
to implement the program as part of their activities. 

HREP was implemented in partnership with ILO and İŞKUR (Turkish Employment 
Agency), in the framework of their project titled Project on Active Labor Market Policies 
for Advancing Gender Equality through Decent Employment for Women in Turkey. HREP 
trainers conducted 32 HREP groups with 720 women as part of the vocational trainings in 
Ankara, Gaziantep, and Konya. This project also laid the foundation for future collaborations 
with ILO.

Upon the completion of its comparative international research on the burden of care 
and women’s employment, WWHR co-organized an international conference with Istanbul 
Technical University Women’s Studies Center, KEIG and İŞKUR titled Towards Gender 
Equality in the Labor Market: Work-Family Life Reconciliation Policies with the participation 
of parliamentarians, employer organizations, women’s NGOs, trade unions, international 
agencies, and researchers. The research project included case studies from France, Mexico, 
the Netherlands, the Netherlands, Spain, South Korea, Sweden, and Turkey. The research 

2009 

findings focusing on legal and institutional frameworks to discuss what models can lift the 
burden of care on women and increase their participation in the workforce were presented 
at the conference.

İpek İlkkaracan coined the term  “purple economy”  and formulated an economic 
framework that recognizes the centrality of care work for a gender equal economic order. This 
framework builds upon the feminist assessment that the conventional gender division of 
labor is a fundamental source of gender economic gaps in time-use, employment, earnings, 
and jobs segregation.

 Purple Economy is structured around four pillars:

· A universal social care services infrastructure
· Regulation of the labor market for work-life balance
· An efficient physical infrastructure reducing women’s unpaid work burden in less 

developed rural contexts 
· An alternative egalitarian macroeconomic policy framework

Purple Economy proposed an economic model based on gender equality and 
shared care work complementing  the  green economy towards  a sustainable, inclusive, 
and  resilient  economic  order.  WWHR continues its national and international advocacy 
efforts to promote  the  purple economy  framework  and policy agenda. The concept 
has served to guide feminist social science research, as well as being adopted by international 
agencies, international women’s organizations, and feminist NGOs in Turkey in advocacy 
and training programs.

The Parliamentary Commission for Equal Opportunities for Women and Men (KEFEK) 
was established. Women’s organizations had demanded that the commission be instated as 
the “Commission on Equality between Women and Men.” Although its mandate was limited, 
KEFEK created a space for the women’s movement to advocate on issues such as law-making 
processes and maintain constructive relations with MPs and political parties.

CSBR launched its annual simultaneous international campaign on sexual rights in 
Muslim societies titled One Day One Struggle! (ODOS). The campaign aimed to raise public 
awareness on sexuality and sexual rights in national contexts; contribute to our advocacy 
efforts; increase the visibility of CSBR, and set a precedent for changing the understanding 
of sexual and bodily rights in Muslim societies internationally. The first ODOS Campaign 
consisted of simultaneous actions held on November 9 to complement the advocacy efforts 
on the pertinent issues in the national contexts. Campaign activities ranged from workshops 
and conferences to demonstrations, exhibitions, media campaigns, and artistic performances 
addressing various issues such as sexuality education (Tunisia), FGM (Indonesia), stoning 
for adultery (Aceh, Malaysia), and femicide (Palestine), among others.
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"Solutions to promote women's participation in employment,", Kazete, 12 June 2009

"Full time homemaking is the most common job for women,", Akşam, 18 June 2011
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CAMPAIGN FOR THE REFORM OF THE CIVIL CODE

Selen (Lermioğlu)

The campaign for a Civil Code taught us all in the women’s movement many things. We 
organized a campaign of that magnitude for the first time; it had to be built on a consensus. 
Back then, the internet and e-mail weren’t as commonly used. It was 2000, but I remember we 
still reached a million women. The campaign didn’t remain within the movement. Women’s 
groups were reaching out to women in their own cities and neighborhood markets. They 
listened to their problems and talked about what the Civil Code would mean for women 
in their everyday life. In fact, I remember that those conversations helped the women’s 
movement turn to economic issues as well… Women were following the price of green 
peppers or apples they were buying weekly, and quite rightly so. It was essentially tracking 
the cost of living and the rise of inflation. While we were drafting the Civil Code, discussing 
divorce, property division, etc., we also began to discover areas where women were quite 
empowered in their daily lives. 

The biggest issue during the campaign was the division of property. In a parliament 
comprised entirely of men, we were trying to pass a law so that these men would share their 
property equally with their wives. It was an issue that almost all men contested, regardless of 
party affiliation. That was difficult for us. We engaged in serious campaigning and lobbying. 

through 
our eyes

Since we couldn’t talk about their wives, we explained it by giving their daughters as an 
example. It taught us a lot.

You have to remember that very few people were using the internet in those days. 
So, we were still trying to communicate in person or over the phone. We had in-person 
meetings that took longer; were directly in contact. We couldn’t send group e-mails or make 
decisions over email; we didn’t have time to work on texts collectively. I remember constantly 
sending or waiting for faxes. Still, I was really surprised that there was a movement that could 
mobilize this fast.  

Zelal (Ayman)

We first formed a platform with the participation of 126 women’s organizations, each 
representing different groups in the 2000s. It was the first platform we had of that scale. 
WWHR was conducting the parliamentary lobbying. I was at KADAV (Women’s Solidarity 
Foundation - WSF) at the time, and they were very active in the field, with demonstrations and 
campaigns. and I was a part of the secretariat. We held meetings at WWHR and WSF and did 
very good work together. The penal code campaign came right after that. During the penal 
code campaign, WWHR began to coordinate the secretariat more professionally, so our work 
was more structured. Right after the protection order law campaign of 1997-98, we moved 
on to the civil code, which was a major catalyst for a major legal and political transformation 
in terms of the economic compensation of women’s invisible domestic labor. When the new 
Civil Code was enacted in 2002, we started the penal code campaign.

I think there were three elements that connected us as the women’s movement of the 
time: First, improving the existing laws; making them more secular and egalitarian—all these 
motivated us greatly. It brought women from all walks of life together. The relatively more 
established organizations—WWHR, WSF, Purple Roof, and the Foundation for Women’s 
Solidarity in Ankara—were carrying the torch, and tried to share whatever resource they 
had, be it information, office space, financial support, or human resources. Second, there 
was a united front against violence towards women. We all said, “shelters are necessary, 
solidarity centers are necessary, the state should do their part, and the laws must be reformed 
to that effect.” Strengthening women’s organizing was a hugely important priority, as well. 
The period between 1995-2005 can be seen as a time of increased mobilization and the 
emergence of new women’s organizations.

 

Pınar (İlkkaracan)

Women first proposed a change to the Civil Code in 1951. When we founded WWHR 
in 1993, the Turkish Women’s Union was still campaigning for Civil Code reform. We were 
all fed up. Women had been trying for years—the new Civil Code is discussed in the ’80s, 
the ’90s, and it never passes! It’s 2001. The women’s movement had come a long way in 
two decades, but still, no reform. Finally, we did it. How? Hanging around the parliament, 
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writing letters to the commission—that alone won’t work. You must form public opinion and 
work with the press. We conducted a real campaign. We protested across the country. We 
worked with the press, one-on-one in various cities. That’s how we did it.

We were in the secretariat during the campaign. Some nights we had to issue a press 
release or write letters to 20-25 journalists. Those personalized letters were very important. 
“Dear so-and-so, today you wrote this or that about the Civil Code, but tomorrow they’re 
discussing the such-and-such article in the commission; it’s very important; please write about 
this…” We worked until 3 or 4 in the morning. Some organizations wouldn’t have the time. 
But say you needed to send a press release. There’s no way to get approval from 120 different 
organizations. You have half an hour before you send it, maybe an hour. We’d pass it over to 
the Women’s Assembly e-group, and we’d add, “We have half an hour, any objections, send 
them immediately.” You need to move fast sometimes during a campaign. But we never had 
any issues. We had a lot of trust, respect, and love for each other. Nobody said, “I didn’t see 
this,” or “Why did you write that?” Never happened.

One scene I remember vividly. During the campaign, we made appointments with 
deputy group chairmen from different parties. One appointment fell on 8th March, 
quite accidentally. It wasn’t on purpose; we were constantly going there anyway. And that 
appointment was with the nationalist party, MHP, chairman—a patriarchal guy. I just 
happened to be walking a few steps ahead as the chairman arrived with a bunch of roses. He 
gave me one, since it’s 8th March, you know. When they had only a short time ago opposed 
the Civil Code and rejected our demands. So, I took the rose and threw it on the ground. I 
said, “We don’t want roses; we want rights!” All the women in the room threw their roses on 
the ground. It became a spontaneous protest. 

CAMPAIGN FOR THE REFORM OF 
THE TURKISH PENAL CODE FROM A GENDER PERSPECTIVE 

Pınar (İlkkaracan)

Two things to note about that time: The euphoria that came after the success of the 
Civil Code and being in the parliament so often that we knew seventy percent of the MPs 
personally. Who would vote on our side and who would not. There was a lot of positive 
press when the Civil Code passed. The public opinion was in favor of women, too. The 
whole women’s movement was united and had a lot of momentum. And we were always 
spearheading the legal issues. What could be next? 

The accession period with the EU had begun by then. Turkey was going to reform the 
Turkish Penal Code (TPC) in the medium term. What does that mean? Everyone was busy 
with short-term reforms. I said, the TPC will come up sooner or later, so let’s take the lead 
there. Let’s be proactive and not reactive. As WWHR, we organized a meeting in January 

“Women March to the Parliament”, Sabah, 20 March 2001



9796

1993 - 1999 
  20

0
0

 - 20
0

9 
       20

10
- 20

23 
 

2002 with the women who had been active during the previous campaign. We said, let’s 
form a new initiative; let’s be proactive and work for the reform of the penal code. We talked 
about lessons learned. We said, let us be the ones to write the law. And so, the TPC Women’s 
Working Group (WG) was established.

For me, advocacy is all about seeing the opportunity. They were predicting reforms 
during the EU accession period, though there was no talk of penal law reform. “Well, let’s 
take the lead there!” Seize the opportunity. We had good relations with the parliament and 
the press, so let’s use that. We invited representatives from bar associations, from Diyarbakır, 
for example. We tried to ensure regional equality. We invited NGOs, feminist academics 
who’d worked on the issue. This strategic WG went through all the articles one by one. Some 
of them were horrible: one said that if a woman was married off to her rapist, the man’s 
sentence is overturned. Or let’s say that the woman is raped by seven people, and one of 
them marries her, and then everybody is free to go, as well. I can’t forget this. The woman 
will be traumatized for life after the trauma of being raped. A lawyer friend once said, “In 
rural areas, sometimes the whole village comes together and tells the woman, forget what the 
courts said. You’ll marry this man; you have to.” She is pressured by the entire village and is 
married off without even a trial. 

At WWHR, we say that the law is not for lawyers but for ourselves. Same for HREP. 
We’re human beings, we’re citizens. We have the right to understand and to write the laws. 
So we sat down and rewrote them. We were coordinating the secretariat. We sat down and 
rewrote the articles one by one. After a while, it was clear that there was no use revising 
them individually. The law is terrible, the section titles are terrible. For example, rape and 
sexual assault are clearly crimes against the individual. This is also the case in international 
law. But in Turkey, they are categorized under crimes against the family and society. Such 
absurdities. Finally, we realized that we needed to change the entire penal code, not just 
revise articles, but also change the section titles and overall perspective. The WG met every 
two weeks. Brazilian law was relevant to us due to honor killings, so I sought the help of 
Brazilian friends. We discussed how it was done elsewhere, using examples from around the 
world, and how we should do it. This is how we rewrote the Penal Code, which took a year. 
Of course, since we knew 70% of the members and had convinced them on the Civil Code, 
we thought we’d be able to pass the Penal Code in the parliament. We were in touch with 
the MPs, asking them to support us. We also had our comparative booklet ready that year, so 
I thought it would all go rather smoothly. We knew it would also be challenging because the 
women’s movement had not worked on the Penal Code or sexual rights before.

All the while, Turkey is in political turmoil. On February 19th, 2001, the President 
throws the constitution at his Prime Minister, and the economy sinks into chaos. Elections 
are held in November 2002, and AKP wins. For the first time, an Islamist party forms a 
majority government by itself. We had been at work for a year when they suddenly came 
to power. We held an emergency meeting after the election. “So this happened. What do 
we think?” The mood was pessimistic, and we were feeling terrible, but we also had worked 

like hell for a year. At WWHR, this was all we were thinking about. “We can’t leave it now,” 
I said. For the sake of future generations, and after all this effort! Of course, most people 
were thinking that since an Islamist party came to power, it was all over. I think I was more 
courageous than some since I knew about Muslim societies and countries and what reforms 
related to women had been done there. I didn’t think we couldn’t talk to those at AKP or 
nothing could be done.

But then, request appointments from AKP, but don’t get any response from the ministry. 
Such disrespect towards citizens and women! You’re a parliament elected by the people, at 
their service. Refusing to meet with NGOs and women’s organizations, the impertinence! We 
had good relations with the press, so after six months, I called all the well-known columnists 
we knew. These people aren’t giving us a meeting, not even responding, I said, it’s unheard 
of. Our minister is busy, they say, but are reluctant to give a written reply.

Ferai Tınç, Zeynep Oral, Ruhat Mengi, Emel Armutçu, Meliha Okur, many many 
others… Ferai is one of Hürriyet’s best columnists, and she wrote about this at least three 
times. “I’m calling on the Minister of Justice. These women have written to you, and you 
haven’t responded. They’ve been calling your chief of staff, and he’s not responding either.” 
Zeynep Oral wrote several times. It became a story in the press. Finally, we got a response 
saying we could meet with the AKP Deputy Group Leader. We had our booklet with all our 
demands. We went to meet with him as the entire TPC Women’s Working Group, booklet 
in hand. Some advisors and MPs were also present. Cemil Çiçek, the Minister of Justice, 
wouldn’t meet with us, but we said that’s fine. “Here’s our demands. We’ve been working 
on the Penal Code for a long time, and we want it written this way. We’ve already written it, 
so just pass the laws exactly as written.” And we handed over the booklet. I remember the 
look of astonishment in their eyes. “What do you mean?” They had no clue. If we won the 
TPC campaign, this is how. We initiated it and we were perfectly prepared before they even 
started. We were three points ahead of them.

So they took the booklets. Before we left, we asked about our next meeting, and they 
said they would give us a call. Of course, they never called us, but we had opened a door of 
sorts. We went for the second time. We asked what they thought, and they said, “We reject the 
whole thing.” I was truly shocked; I had never expected this. As we were working, we realized 
that some articles were eighty years old. Some of them were completely outdated—in terms 
of international law, women’s rights, human rights, and science.

So, ok, at the time, some countries were still debating whether marital rape was a crime 
or not. I was expecting an objection from the AKP on that issue. But, for example, a woman 
is raped and is married off to her rapist. This was taken from the penal code of Italy during 
Mussolini’s time. I wasn’t expecting them to oppose such a thing. I expect even them to be 
shocked that such a provision still exists in the penal code. There is something called intra-
familial sexual abuse, which is now recognized and condemned in Turkey and throughout 
the world. The whole country now talks about this. In the old law, sexual abuse of a child is 
still considered rape if the child is under 15, and the child is asked to testify in court, whether 
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"Women Reject the TPC Draft Law," Tempo, 9-15 September 2004
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it was consensual or not. I think it was a show of strength, like, who are you to sit down with us 
and discuss your demands? We were frustrated when they said they rejected the whole thing. 
We said we’d come back, that they can’t reject everything, life doesn’t work that way. “This is 
not how the law works anywhere else,” I remember saying. “Your ideas are very wrong.” Sure, 
some issues can be discussed, but some are already outdated in the Turkish Penal Code. I 
said, “It seems like you haven’t looked at the penal code at all.”

The EU accession process had actually started during the previous coalition 
government, and AKP was then intent on continuing it but had not taken up the penal code. 
It was partly thanks to us that they woke up to it. “Oh, there’s a Penal Code, and it’s part of 
the EU program, and it needs reform!” Anyway, they were forced to start working on the 
penal code because of our persistence. A sub-commission was established. Today, laws are 
passed through omnibus bills and presidential decrees, completely stripping the parliament 
of its legislative power. Back then, the one-man politics hadn’t reached this level, and they 
formed a justice commission with MPs and experts on the penal code. We worked with them 
directly for two years. It was a big opportunity for us that the sub-community chairman was 
Hakkı Köylü. I still like him very much. Though a conservative, he was a fair, respectful 
chairman, open to debate, and he appointed three academics to the commission: Adem 
Sözüer, İzzet Özgenç, and Ahmet Gökçen.

There was an MP from CHP on the commission, Orhan Eraslan. He was incredibly 
helpful. He supported and defended our points at least as much as we did. Professor Adem 

“Reject the mentality, not the article,”, Yeniden Özgür Gündem, 4 November 2003

Sözüer was likewise. He had been a strong supporter of Erdoğan when he was imprisoned 
for his poem. İzzet Özgenç had close ties to the AKP, and he was heavily criticized for it. But 
he is a scholar who stands for justice and the law; I can attest to that. We were in constant 
contact with Eraslan and Sözüer, and we held countless meetings. Eraslan convinced Sözüer 
on many issues and gained his support. All three were very skilled in debate, and we were 
very lucky to work with them.

And, of course, there was our ally, MP Gaye Erbatur from CHP. She was incredible. She 
mobilized CHP and had them give us their unanimous support. Without them, this reform 
would not have been possible.

We had done an incredible job. Our booklet was incredible; no one could find anything 
to object. We studied various laws from around the world, as well as their justifications. 
All our answers were ready—New Zealand laws are like this, Australian laws are like that, 
and German law like this… This was our greatest strength. For instance, Germany is not 
necessarily a country to be taken as a model, with their patriarchal laws, but even there, the 
articles concerning women have changed over time. I sat down and studied what happened 
in society, why and at what time, and how those changes occurred. We discussed them with 
Sözüer, and he was impressed and came in our support. I was able to back up many of our 
demands from an Islamic perspective. I firmly believed that everything we advocated can be 
defended from also an Islamic perspective.

While the commission was discussing the articles, the team would sit at WWHR until 5 
in the morning, writing letters to allies in the press, asking them to write about whatever issue 
was on the agenda, and they did. When the commission members woke up in the morning, 
they’d see these in the news. The very topic they were going to discuss that day had become 
a headline! That was so fun. Meanwhile, we were always visiting the parliament; we spent two 
years on the road. The organizations in Ankara arranged our trips, they welcomed us; we’d 
have breakfast near the parliament early in the morning, do a final prep meeting, and then 
head on to the parliament. They always took care of the logistics. Ankara Women’s Solidarity, 
the Republican Women’s Association, the Turkish Women’s Union, KA-DER Ankara. When 
we couldn’t make it in time to the parliament from Istanbul, they would always be there.

The article about marrying the victim with the abuser was one of the most striking 
anecdotes here. I thought that this article would be one that even the AKP, provided they 
had any conscience, would change. At the time, Doğan Soyaslan was Chief Advisor to the 
Minister of Justice. He was called the professor of professors. Up until then, we had done 
a great press campaign; the penal code was the hot topic in the press, on every front page, 
and in every news program. Our various demands and their justifications made headlines 
every day. All the news programs talked about this. One day, NTV invited Doğan Soyaslan 
for an interview about that article and asked him, “You have two daughters. Let’s say one is 
raped and in court, and she is asked, ‘Will you marry your rapist? If you do, he will not be 
punished.’” And he said, “This naturally does not concern my daughter. This article is for 
the poor girls in Anatolia. My daughter is not what we are discussing, but what can the poor 
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“You cannot make women accept this Draf Law,”, Vatan, 14 October 2003

girls in Anatolia do? They have to get married.” I was in front of the TV. Such an arrogant, 
vile display of superiority, looking down on the public in that manner. And a professor of law 
is saying this! I jumped from my chair, flapping my arms and legs. We won, I said, it’s over! 
And it was true. After Soyaslan said that, the entire press and public opinion sided with us 
against AKP. People believed that whatever women said and wanted was right. I believe we 
won that campaign there and then.

Karin (Ronge)

The work of WWHR on the local level and the experiences of participating women 
equipped us with strong arguments for our campaigns. WWHR initiated campaigns advocating 
for the enactment of a protection order or the reform of the Turkish Civil and Penal codes. 
The other important leg of successful campaigning was intensive networking with other 
women´s organizations and allies from the LGBTQI+ movement, the bar associations, the 
media, other influential actors, and some politicians. 

 Was it easy? Not at all, criticism from even within the women movement(s) in Turkey 
on what we advocated for and with whom we collaborated were sometimes quite, let’s 
say, disrespectful, unfair, and sometimes even rude. One critique was that changes in the 
law don’t have much an impact on women lives. True, if not properly implemented, or 
women are kept uninformed about their rights. But what if there is no law frame defining 
gender equality and granting women rights to self-determination and bodily integrity? Then 
patriarchal traditions and customary laws, like early and forced marriages or homicides in 
the name of honor, which sometimes differ from one village to the next city or change 
depending on the religious background, remain dominant. And violence against women 
and girls goes unpunished as it is framed as a private matter.

Gaye (Erbatur)

The most important work I did with WWHR was the Turkish Penal Code Campaign. 
We worked together throughout. On 8th November 2002, I was elected as an MP from 
Adana. Women had come together to form a working group to change the Penal Code at 
the time. They had worked on which articles needed to be changed and drafted amendment 
proposals. The issue of “honor” was very important, especially since women’s “honor” was 
defined as chastity and was under men’s control. This needed to change, honor killings were 
very common. It was difficult, but the women truly succeeded. After I became an MP, around 
March or April of 2003, a group of women from the campaign visited the Parliament. I 
remember Canan (Arın), Hülya (Gülbahar), and Pınar being there. They visited the MPs 
and gave us their booklets regarding the amendments they wanted. Their lobbying in the 
entire Parliament was excellent. At the time, a Penal Code reform was not on AKP’s agenda 
and wasn’t being discussed in Parliament. The women had started it before it even came 
on the agenda. There were negotiations with the EU, the Penal Code was not yet on the 
table. When AKP began to address the reform in October 2003, the Penal Code Working 
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Group came to the Justice Commission. I wasn’t a member, but I attended the meeting 
because it was of vital importance to women. A sub-commission was formed there, consisting 
of three AKP and two CHP MPs, all men. I spoke with our MPs and expressed my wish to 
attend the meetings. They were very pleased. I attended all sub-commission meetings. I 
was a little late to the first one. When I entered, I was taken aback. A group, only men, sat 
around the table, working on the Penal Code. When I walked in, I believe the fourth article 
was being discussed, and there was a change that the women demanded. I immediately 
intervened, objected, and made a speech about the need for its change. That was approved, 
and that’s how the whole thing started. Afterwards, I constantly met with Pınar, Hülya and 
Canan. We worked together. Whenever there was a deadlock in the commission, I would call 
them—whoever would pick up. I got information on what to do and say and would inform 
them about what they should lobby for that day and request their support. We built true 
solidarity with women during this period. Whenever a proposed change got stuck, women 
sent constant faxes to the commission, parliament members, and administrators. Women’s 
organizations in Ankara also visited the Parliament and talked to the commission members 
in person. There were deadlocks on several issues like marital rape and marrying the victim 
with their abuser. I also remember that I fought very hard on the issue of abortion. The 
commission members approved abortion up to 10 weeks of pregnancy, but we wanted it to 
be 12 weeks. We thought women might need that extra time. Also, in the previous abortion 
law, the husband’s or a man’s consent was required for an abortion. We wanted the criminal 
penalty for the consent obligation to be removed. I worked on that. We worked hard to 
ensure that women could have an abortion if they wanted, without husbands’ consent. 
Unfortunately, despite all our efforts, we couldn’t pass the 12-week limit at the time, but the 
consent provision was removed. Some other things we didn’t manage to pass, either. But 
on the issue of marital rape, the MPs from CHP made a great effort, and we succeeded in 
defining marital rape as a crime. Of course, there were times when I felt frustrated because 
I was the only woman attending these meetings. Sometimes I felt very lonely, but on the 
other hand, I received support from the women deputies in my party and convinced the 
party leader when it was necessary. As female members of the CHP, we drafted a document 
in line with the demands of the women’s organizations, stating that we absolutely demanded 
these changes, and we handed it out to the commission members. AKP’s women MPs did the 
same thing. So, women MPs collaborated to ensure that the changes women wanted were 
reflected in the penal code. This, in my opinion, led to many changes constituting a victory 
for women.

Selen (Lermioğlu)

The Penal Code Campaign was an amazing effort. We were constantly in touch with the 
WWHR, always talking with Liz or Pınar. Our friends did an excellent job of incorporating 
the international experience. The experiences of international women’s organizations, the 
translations of these laws, etc. We held meetings frequently, sometimes lasting for hours. 
Sometimes we were busy with other things, but there was always communication and 

exchange of information. If, for instance, we didn’t reach a conclusion during a meeting, 
that was to be continued, we wouldn’t leave it at that. The age of consent, for example. We 
had long debates about the age of consent. Should it be 16, or should it remain at 18? We 
would ask, “Well, how did the other countries handle this?” and WWHR would immediately 
work on it and bring it to us. That was a tremendous support. We could see why other 
countries had made their decisions so, as we were also connected with women’s movements 
in those countries. We asked how it should be in Turkey, and what each option would entail, 
what about adolescent sexuality. After long discussions, we collectively agreed on 16 as the 
age of consent. This is just one example, we had lengthy discussions on every article, and 
WWHR facilitated them. Today, we can see the positive reflections of this. When AKP tried 
to amend the sexual abuse law again a few years ago, we had already reached an agreement 
on the age of consent because we had debated it. When they suddenly brought up the issue 
of adultery at the last minute, we were prepared to respond immediately. We could speak 
through a shared political language. There are things left undiscussed, that’s true, but we are 
addressing them as they come to our attention.

It was also crucial for the campaign to remain proactive. When explaining advocacy 
campaigns to women’s movements, I always try to use the Penal Code Campaign as an 
example. It’s important to be proactive, not reactive—to anticipate what’s coming and 

“Women demanded it and the Penal Code was changed,”, Türkiye’de Akşam, 22 October 2003
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consider where the country might be heading. Because then, you have time to engage in 
deeper political discussions and build a consensus. We started working before the change 
was even on the docket. We were able to create those solidarity networks and get ready. Who 
was in the parliament? We could get real-time information from the women MPs and the 
commission members we were in touch with.

Being proactive also allowed us to develop strategies based on demands. For example, 
marital rape is a difficult article to pass. But we made great gains when the parliament saw 
a group that presented justified and informed arguments. They weren’t prepared. They 
had nothing to respond with. We also didn’t bring up marital rape too much during our 
lobbying or with the media, we included it in our general list of demands. We tried to let it 
“slip through”, so to speak. After it was accepted, that was when we publicized it. 

Other advocacy groups weren’t as proactive. Journalist associations weren’t this 
prepared. Even legal professionals and bar associations weren’t as prepared. No one was 
ready except the women’s movement. That’s why things didn’t turn out entirely positive for 
them. Of course, there were articles that weren’t accepted or didn’t come out in the way we 
wanted, but we managed to get nearly ninety percent accepted. The advances in technology, 
e-mail, and e-groups also made things a bit easier for us. 

“At WWHR, we say that the law is not for 
lawyers but for ourselves. Same for HREP. We’re 
human beings, we’re citizens. We have the right 
to understand and to write the laws. So, we sat 
down and rewrote the penal code. They had 
no clue. We initiated it and we were perfectly 
prepared before they even started. We were 
three points ahead of them. If we won, that’s 
how we did it.”

Pınar (İlkkaracan)

Zelal (Ayman)

With the Penal Code Campaign, WWHR proactively fortified and strengthened its 
secretariat model. Secretariat, coordination… Thanks to this, we began to create alternative 
drafts to the government’s proposed law, along with lawyers and feminist activists like myself. 
This was an entirely new approach to organizing. It was an important model for the entire 
women’s movement. And we accomplished something worthwhile. It was a spirited period 
that spanned three years. It began immediately after the Civil Code, without taking a breather.

I remember Köksal Toptan was the Chairman of the Justice Commission during 
the campaign. We had meetings with him. The Penal Code was about to be passed. Some 
journalist associations and human rights organizations made some last-minute objections 
about a few articles so that they could be changed further… Köksal Toptan said something 
to them along the lines of, “Well, you should have worked as the women’s organizations 
did! Prepared your drafts and articles in advance and frequented the Parliament as much as 
they did.” Adultery was a critical last-minute issue in the Penal Code. Tayyip Erdoğan—then 
Prime Minister—said that they would criminalize adultery only days before the law was to be 
passed, and it led to us organizing a mass rally in Ankara, gathering again many signatures, 
making press statements, and ultimately thwarting the attempt…

Of course, we used the EU accession process and our relations at the parliament. At 
the time, the parliamentary system was very strong. Relations with party officials, women 
MPs… We tried to use the media effectively. We followed the process and the news very 
closely. Who said what, who did what. That was our whole life. Even a tiny newspaper article 
could be crucial for us. We were constantly giving statements, constantly appearing on the 
news with our protests and press releases, which made us very visible and effective.

The media, the parliament and internal organization were key considerations for us. 
We were trying to organize internally. I think successful and result-oriented campaigns lie in 
spending at least fifty percent of the effort on building a solid internal organization based 
on consensus. It was important for every constituent of the movement to understand and 
embrace this issue. That’s why moving in unison as a platform, the idea of being one and 
making sure everybody embraced it was a very important strategy for us. Working together, 
not being divided, regularly meeting, systematically and thoughtfully… Feminist lawyers 
made an incredible contribution there. We could talk for hours about a single article, and 
that article would only be written that way.

Irazca (Geray)

I began working at WWHR at the beginning of the Penal Code Campaign. We were 
working on a publication, possibly Beijing+5, and I believe there was also a HREP training. 
When I started working, there was a kind of hustle and bustle. I was like, “What’s the Penal 
Code?” I had no idea, I’m not a lawyer or anything. We all worked together, trying to 
understand what the current Penal Code was saying. Is that in Arabic or Ottoman Turkish? 
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It’s not legible. “So first, let’s figure out what that law says, where they took it from, and 
see what those countries are doing now… What’s the status in Switzerland and France?” 
We looked at how violations of sexual rights were handled in the Penal Code and aimed to 
change it accordingly. I thought we would just change a single section, but we literally took it 
and combed through the whole thing. That’s where I gained legal literacy; it still benefits me 
in entirely different situations today. It was necessary to translate and understand the current 
law and other laws, make comparisons, and do it from a feminist perspective. The goal was to 
clearly determine what we wanted in our own language. That was difficult. First, we made an 
Excel table: The current law says this, such and such law says this, we don’t understand this 
article, does it say that, is it problematic, etc.

Then we organized the first WG meeting with women from İzmir, Diyarbakır, Ankara… 
That’s when I saw those amazing women across Turkey. Kemalists, Kurds, Turks… How to put 
it? Our political stances might have been different, but the fundamental feminist outlook 
was the same. For example, in a bride kidnapping case, a feminist lawyer said, “Don’t word 
it that way. In the Black Sea region, that is the way to get married. They call it kidnapping, 
but the girl actually wants to get married. They just don’t have the means. We shouldn’t ask 
them to forbid it. That would be anti-feminist.” In other words, the women in the working 
group brought diverse practices from different parts of Turkey to that table. And in time, 
the Excel table began to shrink. We got in a headspace of “This is the current law, and that 
is what we want.” That took months. In the end, we produced a booklet that explained what 
the current law said and what we wanted word for word in a table. But it wasn’t like, “Do it 
like that” – the whole thing was debated to the very punctuation, from start to finish. Should 
we say “one” there, put an “or” there, add an “and” there? It was that detailed. We gave our 
amendment proposals to the parliamentary sub-commission in a format they could easily 
copy and paste. Then the government presented it to the EU and said that “We”—meaning 
the AKP—“changed the Penal Code.” It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that we wrote 
that law.

Then there’s the matter of every campaign having concurrent components. Sure, 
you drafted the law, but who will advocate for it? How will you explain it, and to whom? 
There’s the Justice Commission, the advocacy, lobbying, media… For every amendment, 
they launch a parliamentary sub-commission, then it goes to the Justice Commission, and 
then to the Parliament General Assembly. Pınar was following this process. There was also 
the matter of ensuring widespread street mobilization and, of course, the media presence. 
During the formation of the Penal Code Women’s Platform, there were over a hundred 
signatory organizations across Turkey. All those organizations had their own local and 
national networks, thousands of such examples… That might have been when the close ties 
between the women’s movement and the LGBTQI+ movement were first established, Kaos 
GL and Lambda joined the platform then. And afterwards, we walked side by side. Everyone 
could have gone back to their own agendas, but that didn’t happen. People organized and 
embraced it. It was truly everybody’s campaign. I can’t say how many faxes we sent out for 
months from dozens of organizations. “And the 'revolution' started - women at the parliament,”, Sabah, 15 September 2004
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“This is how adultery was left out of the law,”, Radikal, 15 September 2004 "Here is the new penal code,”, Star, 14 October 2004
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CAMPAIGN FOR FULL EQUALITY IN THE CONSTITUTION 

Selen (Lermioğlu)

Since the constitutional amendment proposal came up rather out of the blue and our 
time was limited, we couldn’t be as proactive as we were in the Penal Code, but it was still a 
good campaign. KA-DER handled the coordination. Hülya (Gülbahar) and I were handling 
the secretariat work. WWHR, Purple Roof and WSF were also in the working group. We were 
somewhat reactive there. In May 2004, while our Penal Code campaign was still ongoing, we 
received a constitutional draft. It must have been leaked. I mean the government did it on 
purpose, to signal such a document was being worked on. Lessons learned help—each time 
we add something new. And we worked a lot then as well. We held frequent meetings and 
carried out much of the work over e-mail groups. We set up one large group and also had 
our secretariat and technical group. The Constitution was a political issue, of course. You 
have the question of mother tongue, sexual orientation, and gender identity. Those issues 
were more prone to creating differences. Violence, sexual abuse, rape, women’s groups were 
united; in consensus on these. But when sexual orientation or the Kurdish issue came up, 
we found ourselves in the middle of something we knew would cause a lot of disagreement. 
The strategy then became something along the lines of: This is the Constitution, and we 
probably won’t reach consensus, but at least let’s straddle a political line that won’t block 
each other too much. It was a time when we were always in touch with Muslim feminist 
NGOs like Başkent and AKDER because we wanted to be able to talk, and we managed that. 
But the moment we said that gender identity and sexual orientation should be included in 
the equality and anti-discrimination articles, our friends said, “We cannot sign this.” And 
we expected that. They excused themselves from the platform. But we thought strategically 
and said, “We understand, but please don’t oppose it in your own statements.” And they 
really didn’t stand in the way. The mother tongue question created another tremendous 
dissent. But we talked directly, face to face, with the women’s organizations that were more 
quote-unquote, Kemalist. We spoke with non-feminist organizations, or those that did not 
call themselves feminist but were so in practice… We didn’t want to exclude them because 
most of us wanted to reach a consensus on the issue. Did we have disagreements? Sure, but 
only a few. We were still able to succeed. They signed our document. But it was a bit more 
challenging. Again, we made all the decisions together. We were in daily contact. At the 
time, different groups were working on different issues. We decided to get involved in all of 
them, attend every meeting, and present our demands. If we could become members, we 
would; if not, we’d still attend the meetings and work to ensure that they at least included 
our demands for equality. We constantly engaged in advocacy, everywhere at all times. We 
were lobbying the government and political parties, while also advocating in the civil sphere. 
We ensured that most civil platforms included the demand for equality. We discussed and 
worked extensively on Article 10, the article of equality. We highlighted our concern with 
the formulation of the article: “Women, the elderly, and children are groups in need of 

protection.” We made our first press statement on this article in the draft, before any other 
group. We also explained to the commission chair why the article shouldn’t be formulated 
that way, and he agreed. He said, “You’re absolutely right, we’ll change it.” The dress code 
issue also emerged at the time, and we responded swiftly… With the lessons learned, we 
were able to carry over a more effective and well-established machinery to the Women’s 
Constitution Campaign. There were probably over 120 organizations within the platform. It 
was a good number for the time.

UN COMMISSION ON THE STATUS OF WOMEN (CSW) 

Gaye (Erbatur)

Another area I worked on with WWHR was the United Nations Commission on the 
Status of Women and Conferences (CSW). In 2002, when I was elected to the parliament, 
I attended the ECOSOC meeting in Bangkok at Pınar’s insistence. Pınar said no MPs were 
attending that meeting, that it was critical because the Bush administration wanted to roll 
back gains made in Beijing in 1995 and Cairo in 1994, especially on abortion, and that 

“Campaign for de facto Equality,”, Özgür Gündem, 23 May 2004
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it would be good if I lobbied there. So, I went as a newly elected MP, and I learned a lot 
there. I was the only MP in the official delegation. At the time, there was no WhatsApp or 
smartphones but Pınar and I continuously communicated via e-mail and messages. Pınar 
told me to speak with certain people. By talking to them and introducing myself, I was able to 
participate actively in the meetings. Turkey played a very important role. We fully supported 
the resolutions adopted in Beijing and Cairo. We managed to prevent any backlash there. 
I find this important because World Women’s Conference reviews can be platforms for 
reversing the rights gained. Fortunately, women worked hard, resisted, and prevented it.

 

BREAKING TABOOS: 
WOMEN AND SEXUALITY IN MUSLIM SOCIETIES

Pınar (İlkkaracan)

In the 90s, I traveled to Muslim countries like Pakistan and Bangladesh to meet various 
women from feminist NGOs at the invitation of WLUML. I started visiting local women’s 
organizations working on issues like harassment and rape, but sexuality was a taboo. There 
was little to go on, but I started collecting what I could; someone would hand me a story or a 
poem written by a female poet a century ago. I started a personal archive, then I conducted 
extensive research and contacted academics studying sexuality in Muslim societies.

I saw that I had collected quite a bit. I had the idea of publishing this as a book, but 
of course, we wanted it to be used for activism, so we needed to publish it ourselves and 
distribute it for free to reach activists. That’s how Women and Sexuality in Muslim Societies was 
born. Back then, I didn’t know how hard it would be to publish a book like that without a 
publisher. If it weren’t for Gülşah’s meticulous work, that book wouldn’t have come out. 
After a lot of work, we published it in 2000. It received much more attention than we had 
anticipated. We sent it to people by post. Most of them were asking for 10 or 20 copies to give 
out to other organizations in their countries.

The positive feedback was overwhelming… But I was afraid. It was a very radical book 
for its time, especially the section on lesbianism—even the mention of homosexuality was 
against the law, a taboo in many Muslim countries back then. Despite this, I even received 
congratulatory letters from imams. That I wasn’t expecting. A letter from an imam in Fiji! 
Somehow, the book reached him, and he sat down and wrote us a congratulation letter. This 
led us to think that perhaps we could do activism on this issue in Muslim countries. That’s 
when the idea of building a network that worked on sexual rights in Muslim societies was born.

COALITION FOR SEXUAL AND BODILY RIGHTS 
IN MUSLIM SOCIETIES (CSBR)

Pınar (İlkkaracan)

I visited organizations and academics working on sexuality in many countries before 
founding the Coalition for Sexual and Bodily Rights in Muslim Societies (CSBR). That’s 
always been my strategy, go, meet in person, have a conversation. Get to know the people 
you’ll be working with individually, before establishing a network. And let them get to know 
you. I don’t believe that a network forms by just organizing a meeting. You need to build 
a relationship of trust. I was thinking of establishing a Middle East network. Turkey is a 
Middle Eastern country. For instance, “honor killings” don’t just happen in Turkey, but in 
many parts of the Middle East. I traveled to Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, Palestine, etc., 
looking for organizations that worked on sexuality. Some dealt with forced marriages, others 
with “honor killings”, and some with sexual violence. But no one looked at it holistically 
through the lens of sexual rights.

We identified 21 people and brought them together at a conference in Istanbul, at the 
Pera Palace Hotel. I insisted on holding the meeting there because of its special history. In 
a sense, I thought we women were rewriting the history of the Middle East and the Ottoman 
Empire concerning our sexual rights in this historic hotel.

The meeting was planned, everything was ready, and then 9/11 happened. No one in 
the world was traveling, including diplomats. We wrote to everyone. I called the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs: “We have a meeting; what should we do? Is there any danger for Turkey?” 
They said, “Absolutely not. Do not hold such a meeting.” We wrote to everyone, saying, 
“Let’s postpone, because we are responsible for your safety,” etc. But everyone, except for 
one person, said, “Even if we die, we will come to that meeting. The topic of sexuality is very 
important, and we must do this.” It was a huge risk for us, but we held the meeting anyway. 
It required a bit of feminist courage.

We decided to establish a solidarity network at the meeting. We held a press conference 
afterward. The media interest was incredible! Muslim society, sexuality, women, rights… the 
media was fascinated. It was a very sexy topic. The room was packed. The conference had 
ended the previous evening, and there was a press conference at 10 the next morning. We 
had to write the press statement, which we finished at 5 in the morning, working all night. 
There were arguments, noise, chaos… Some said, “We can’t say sexual rights.” Others said, 
“It’s a Western term,” for example. CSBR later contributed significantly to establishing the 
term “sexual rights” in these countries, but we couldn’t use it in the press release at the 
time. However, all the participants were deeply feminist—the leading feminist organizations 
in their countries. The statement included the word sexuality many times. It repeatedly 
said that violations of sexual rights are violations of women’s human rights. The statement 
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included the phrase, “Women and men have the right to live their sexuality according to 
their own values.”

First, the statement would be read in Turkish and English; participants said let’s also 
read it in Arabic. It was a great idea. Then we sat down, going over the translations word 
by word. That was very important. “Should we translate it this way or that way in Arabic?” It 
took hours. The smallest letter can change the whole meaning in Arabic. Amal Bashar from 
Yemen read it, starting with “Bismillahirrahmanirrahim.” I can’t describe the shock on the 
press members’ faces. It’s funny now, but at the time, it was very new for feminists to start a 
press statement on sexuality with “Bismillahirrahmanirrahim”.

That’s how we started in the Middle East. We met once a year, and we said, “Let’s invite 
organizations we know.” For example, Tunisians would then invite someone from Palestine. 
The meeting and our press release received a lot of attention. News spread that women from 
Muslim societies had come together to work on sexuality in the Middle East. We received so 
many e-mails. “What are you doing? This is amazing!”

Irazca (Geray)

That was back in 2001… I was expecting the symposium to be a chaotic mess, but it 
didn’t turn out that way. I had no idea what to expect; I didn’t know any of these women, and 
I had no clue what sexual rights even were. I was 24. So, I was supposed to be dealing with 
the logistics. There were interpreters, translation booths, cables running across the middle 
of the meeting room. I was constantly worried that someone would trip over the cables and 
fall. But then the discussions started, and while I was keeping an eye on the cables, I was 
also thinking, “Oh my God, what are these women talking about?” Seeing those powerful 
women from North Africa, the Middle East… right in front of me! I’ll never forget the ones 
from Palestine, especially Nadera Kevorkian, and Aida Seif El Dawla from Egypt. It stirred 
up something entirely new for me, both emotionally and intellectually. I’ve never worked 
in a place that excited me as much as this did. It was thrilling. 9/11 had just happened. We 
went ahead with the meeting plans. All the women who were coming had confirmed. They 
were already living in very difficult places, and they were still going to come. Then, after 
9/11, everything came to a halt: flights, everything. The whole world stopped. And it was 
the Middle East, after all. How would it work? People said, “Let’s cancel this, this isn’t the 
right time.” We thought they probably wouldn’t come. But all those women said, “Enough, 
our demands keep getting postponed, sidelined, no, we refuse this, we reject being put on 
the backburner again!” I don’t think a single person cancelled. And all the languages—
English, French, Turkish, Arabic… That was the first time I saw how differently feminism 
could be understood. Not just within one country, but across these regions; how it could be 
understood and lived differently, yet still find such clear common ground. And then there 
was the issue of religion. There were countries and individuals who didn’t identify as Muslim, 
like me. I was thinking, “I have no religion, no faith, what am I doing here?” Years later, I 
saw that there were women in the coalition promoting women’s rights using the Quran in 
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“9/11 happened, the whole world came to 
a halt… And it was the Middle East, after 
all. We thought they probably wouldn’t 
come. But all those women said, 
“Enough, our demands keep getting 
sidelined; no, we refuse to be put on 
the back burner again!” And after three 
days of discussions in Arabic, French, 
English, Turkish, we began the press 
statement with “Muslim societies” and 
ended with “the right to pleasure.”

Irazca (Geray)

Asia, and it was an eye-opener. The courage of those women… Anyway, that first meeting 
was amazing. It wasn’t calm at all; a lot of shouting and arguing. In the end, we had to come 
up with a declaration. The discussions went on until morning… We needed to produce a 
one-page document, just a few items… The right to sexual pleasure, getting that into the 
text… After hours of debate in Arabic, French, English, Turkish… We started with “Muslim 
societies” and ended with “the right to pleasure”.

Pınar (İlkkaracan)

In the early 200s, there was a strong global movement to advance sexual rights. I was 
sending information and materials to the coalition, and we were discussing them among 
ourselves. In Muslim societies, radical Islam or the radical right opposes anything Western, 
and that movement is very strong. It’s not something to take lightly. So the activists weren’t 
opposing the content, but since the term “sexual rights” first emerged in the West, they 
feared radical Islam and the far right would say, “You copied this from the West! You’ve taken 
a Western term, which means you’re betraying your people!” They were afraid of this. But 

then we had a meeting in Malta in 2003, where the concept of “sexual rights” was accepted 
by everyone and added to the coalition’s name.

With our initiative and the recognition of the coalition in the region, NGOs in the 
network began to engage with LGBTQI+ issues. But it was only by crossing borders, breaking 
barriers—both internal and international—that they encountered sexual orientation and 
gender identity, which led to a transformation. I always emphasize the importance of crossing 
borders and barriers, both internal and international, for the feminist movement or social 
movements.

In the Middle East, for any organization to work on sexuality, even on issues like 
“honor killings” or forced marriage, let alone LGBTQI+ matters, is extremely political. I 
believe this is still the case, but back then, it was even more so. These were deeply political, 
radical organizations. However, there were no organizations working on LGBTQI+ issues 
in their own countries. Through CSBR, the topic of homosexuality entered the agenda of 
these groups in the Middle East for the first time. The coalition and the local organizations 
started supporting them. For example, the Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights (EIPR) 
was inspired by the coalition. Its founder, Hossam Baghat, came to Istanbul and said, “We 
started our NGO thanks to you.” They also played a pioneering role in Egypt and the Middle 
East. CSBR acted as a catalyst in the formation of many organizations in the region.

I’ll never forget this: In 2003, we started receiving letters from women’s NGOs in Asia. 
I knew some, others I didn’t. They said, “You’ve started something like this in the Middle 
East, and we really need it too. Can we join?” I brought it up at our meeting: “Asians are 
saying this.” Everyone responded, “What does that have to do with anything?” So I replied, 
“Why don’t you establish your own organization or network in Asia?” Then Shazia Premjee 
from Aahung, a sexual health and rights organization in Pakistan, wrote: “Let me explain 
the situation as a Pakistani. Is Pakistan in the Middle East or Asia? Do we have ‘honor 
killings’? Yes. Do you have them too? Yes. There are also many other human rights violations 
related to sexuality. Clerics coming from the Middle East to Asia bring with them human 
rights violations against women, the traditions, customs, all in the name of Islam. Saudi 
Arabia finances them, and they spread from the Philippines to Malaysia and Indonesia. The 
practices that violate women’s rights in the Middle East are brought to Asia by these clerics. 
Radical Islamists are working together; we women, feminists, also need to work together.” It 
was an excellent analysis; very convincing. And that’s how CSBR expanded to Asia.

Dédé (Oetemo)

I met Pınar in 2003, at the Reproductive Health and Rights Conference in Bangkok. As 
an Indonesian, I had learned a lot from my Muslim colleagues and students about sexuality 
and various gender identities in the context of fiqh and hadiths. I gave a presentation on 
the topic at the conference. After my presentation, Pınar approached me and asked to be 
introduced to my colleagues. I was part of a broad network of feminists, LGBTQI+ activists, 
and those working on sexual and bodily rights in Indonesia. Pınar also met organizations 



123122

1993 - 1999 
  20

0
0

 - 20
0

9 
       20

10
- 20

23 
 

like Sisters in Islam (SIS) in Malaysia, ARROW, and the Women’s Health Foundation (WHF) 
in Jakarta, as well as Nursyahbani Katjasungkana, a rising politician from one of Indonesia’s 
Islamist parties and a sexual rights activist. Later in 2004, WWHR and WHF co-organized 
a meeting in Jakarta. Activists, academics, and organizations from the MENA region came 
together at this meeting. We discussed various topics such as early marriage, sexual and 
bodily rights, and LGBTQI+ rights. From the beginning, we had a queer feminist perspective, 
which was crucial. This is how CSBR emerged and expanded into South and Southeast Asia.

We used e-groups to organize, this was before Facebook. We shared information, 
wrote petitions, and issued action alerts to support the sexual and bodily rights advocacy 
our partners were conducting in their countries. For example, I remember the campaign we 
ran against the re-criminalization of adultery in Turkey. We also worked at the UN, the CSW, 
ICPD, etc., where we engaged in lobbying and advocacy activities and organized parallel 
events.

Karin (Ronge)

We were also questioned why CSBR is called “Coalition for Sexual & Bodily Rights in 
Muslim Societies”. Why Muslim societies, why emphasizing a religious discourse? Because 
the members of the network live in countries with mostly Muslim majorities: politics, laws, 
and societal life are very often based on religious interpretations and traditions; religious 
arguments of right or wrong are misused to oppress people who differ. But not only in 
Muslim societies, in every country and culture in the world—also in secular ones—religion 
plays an important role in the construction of patriarchy and the discrimination of women, 
girls, and LGBTQI+, as rising conservatisms and right-wing movements show us. We should 
definitely be prepared and develop counter arguments as activists. 

 The extensive exchange of diverse opinions is often the best to develop strategies. 
Sometimes, it is necessary to get out of one´s own bubble to develop new approaches; new 
ways of thinking and acting. This was also incredibly important for WWHR’s work at the UN 
level. Problems women in Turkey are facing are not unique; it’s often a worldwide problem, 
like violence against women. But we need different approaches. Every country has different 
legislation, and it is very important to share good practices as wells as mistakes to find the 
best approach for advocating women’s human rights on all levels, locally and internationally. 
I think it became even more important in Turkey after AKP came to power. 

A PATH TO WOMEN’S SOLIDARITY: 
HREP AND COMMUNITY CENTERS

Nigar (Etizer Karacık)

Women in Çanakkale who participated HREP immediately started to organize and set 
up a marketplace. I had already conducted groups with 200 women in the first two years. 
This quickly evolved into the idea of establishing an association. We met with the women, 
drafted the bylaws, and were ready to establish the association. We were so excited. We were 
going to go to the police station to register. I’ll never forget, it was a Wednesday. We were 
supposed to meet in front of the station at 10. We arrived, but no one else was there. These 
women, who usually arrived on time, even before me, hadn’t shown up. What to do? We 
called, but no one answered. Two women eventually showed up, but we needed seven. They 
said, “Their husbands didn’t give them permission.” There wasn’t time to go and convince 
the husbands. I said, “This can’t happen. We can’t turn back now. We’ll be embarrassed in 
front of the police; they’re expecting us.” Meanwhile, our group of elderly women were at 
the community center. It was quite funny. They had their choir practice, but these women 
were also a group committed to gender equality. I went in and said, “We need your help. 
Something happened. Who will come with us to the police? But you’ll have to form the first 
board of directors.” These women were around 70 years old. They finished their singing and 
stood up. “We’ll come. If it’s going to open a path for the younger women and be of any help 
to them, we’ll do it. And our husbands won’t mind; they’re six feet under.” So, we went to the 
police. Our association was actually founded thanks to the power of these elderly women, 
who paved the way for the younger ones. They formed the board for the first six months. 
Then, with the events we organized, the younger women gained courage. Later on, the 
younger women’s husbands realized there was nothing to be afraid of and felt more at ease.

The solidarity within the groups was wonderful. One woman was newly divorced and 
attending the group for the first time. All the members gave her incredible support. “Do you 
have a place to stay? Do you have furniture? I have an extra, take this…” They set up a home 
for her. Another woman from a different HREP group helped her find a job. 

I recall so many things! One day my trainer friend Nuran and I were at the market, 
and a watermelon seller recognized us. He said, “Lady, my wife and sister are attending your 
program. And it’s been great. They’ve stopped fighting since they started attending. “That’s 
wonderful,” we said, “we’re so glad. They’ve probably changed you too.” He replied, “How 
could I not? They keep talking about it all the time. Going on and on, ‘We have rights, we 
have rights!’ You give them those pamphlets, and they’re making me read those too.”

When it came to the sexuality sessions, they didn’t want to talk about it at first. If they 
shared any experiences, it was always about someone else. But on the other hand, they also 
wanted to talk. In HREP, the topic of sexuality is separated from reproduction. It focuses 
entirely on a woman discovering her own sexuality—getting to know her body and respecting 
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it. But how about your story? Transitioning to that part is a bit challenging. But once they 
do, it brings incredible relief. After the sexuality module, the whole group atmosphere 
changes. Their way of looking at each other, supporting each other, changes. The order of 
the modules has a logic. If this topic were discussed earlier, they might not talk about it at 
all because they don’t yet trust each other or know that it would remain confidential. A key 
aspect of the program is the principle of confidentiality, and as women come to believe it, 
they share more readily.

I’ll never forget this: One day, I came to work, and a man had left a flower on my desk. 
“Who brought this?” I asked. Later, I found out… “Thanks to you, my relationship with my 
wife has improved,” this man said. I asked, “What relationship?” “You know, that kind of 
relationship… intimacy. Our marital relationship has improved. We still argue, still fight, but 
our marital relationship has improved tremendously.” He didn’t say sex life, he said marital 
relationship. So, I asked, “How did it improve?” The woman had told him, “This isn’t just your 
thing. I can enjoy it too. This also concerns me, so I have a say in this.” The man said, “When 
she relaxed, I relaxed.” So he had decided to come, despite his embarrassment. “Whatever 
you’re doing, it’s for the good of the country and the nation. You’re doing something good 
for the families of this country. Whatever you’re doing, keep going. And may God bless you,” 
he said. I never thought I’d hear “God bless you” in connection with those topics.

Another one: we had a woman, an assistant staff at the community center. During the 
sexuality module, we wrote the names of sexual organs on the board and talked about them 
very openly. After we left, she saw the board. She ran to the director and said, “Ma’am, those 
crazy women downstairs are telling women inappropriate things. Do you know about this?” 
And the director said, “No way! Really? Listen carefully to what they’re saying. Let me know 
what they’re up to.” So she followed us around like a spy. But our director was a wonderful 
woman who totally supported us. She actually told the assistant to listen because she wanted 
her to learn about these things. A few months later, the director told her, “You’ve changed 
tremendously. Something has happened to you in these four months.” The assistant replied, 
“It’s like I’ve graduated from a university just by listening to these groups. These women 
have taught me so much. I never realized I had so much to share. I want to join and tell 
my own story.” She joined the next group. She had only gone to primary school but said, “I 
graduated from the HREP university. And I have a diploma now.”

Community centers provided an excellent environment. They offered an ideal space for 
working with women, a safe space. When the community centers closed, we were concerned 
about where and with whom HREP would continue. However, by the time the centers closed, 
the program was already well-known. Both in Çanakkale and across the country, HREP had 
become a recognized name in many places. Even though we were worried when the centers 
closed, soon after, applications for new HREP groups began to come. Despite the closure of 
the community centers, I continued to run HREP groups for four years in state institutions, 
using the meeting rooms of the provincial directorate or other places. Twenty women would 
come and say, for instance, “We want to take HREP.” I would tell them, “Write a petition, 
apply, and I’ll arrange a place.” The administrators couldn’t turn down those petitions. 

“We managed to sustain HREP through 
organizing with women who participated in 
the program. They demanded it. Because by 
then, thousands of women had personally 
discovered its importance, benefits to 
themselves and others, and, of course, to 
society. Also, all our trainers are fantastic 
women; everyone found a way. So, it’s not 
that simple, even if you say it’s over, it won’t 
end, it will grow stronger.” 

Nigar (Etizer Karacık)

We continued our work wonderfully. Meanwhile, municipalities and universities started to 
provide spaces, and HREP groups continued there.

What did I do in Çanakkale? I opened four community centers. The first was a public 
institution, but the others were opened in neighborhoods as civil initiatives. We opened 
them with the support of ELDER, the association founded by HREP participants, other 
civil women’s groups, and the municipality. They are still operational. We achieved this 
with women who organized through HREP. They went to the municipality and demanded, 
“This can’t be done with the municipality alone, it has to be done with us.” There’s even a 
speech by the mayor, saying, “We are doing this with HREP women.” Nothing ended, but 
we struggled a lot, and we are really struggling in these recent years. But that’s life. We keep 
fighting, and we’ll continue to fight.

Maybe if the community centers had closed within the first few years, the negative 
impact would have been much greater. But after all those years, the negative impact was only 
a bit of lost energy, strength, and time. Then we stood strong again in the field. Because by 
then, thousands of women had personally discovered the importance of this program, its 
benefits to themselves and others, and, of course, that it was a program contributing not just 
to women but to society as well. It also has to be said that our trainers are all fantastic women, 
so everyone found a way. Even if you say it’s over, it won’t end, it will only grow stronger. If it 
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“Women are Organizing”, Çanakkale Gündem, 3 August 2000

were going to end, it would have ended in the first five years, but now it won’t. As we say, “It’s 
over when we women say it’s over!”

I’m the mother of two daughters. Doğa is 30 years old, the same age as the association. 
I call her a WWHR child. I think the association must have polished my eggs. Something 
wonderful came from within me. Do you know why? Because I could speak freely, I could 
talk about my own sexuality freely. I found the strength to transform my experiences. I had 
the feeling of doing something very important, it’s not something that can be measured with 
money or status. To me, WWHR means finding myself. And once I found myself, it meant 
I could tell other women, “It’s been done before, so you can do it too.” I know that a more 
democratic, a more equal country is possible for my daughters, and I am working to help 
create that.

Karin (Ronge)

HREP, which we called the legal literacy program for women initially, aims to empower 
women by learning and exercising their rights granted by laws. But WWHR’s aim has 
always been broader: in meeting as a group over a longer period in neighborhoods and 
community centers, women experienced solidarity and support; they not only learned about 
laws and rights but also how to stand up together to fight against injustice, discrimination, 
and oppression. And they became encouraged to start their own projects, platforms, and 
organizations. They became agents not only for their own lives and decisions but also 
resource persons for their communities. As Margaret Schule and Sakuntala Rajasingham 
say, “Legal literacy is situated at a crossroads in which law, education, gender, and political 
action intersect.” (“Legal Literacy: A Tool for Women’s Empowerment,” WLD Publications, 
UNIFEM OEF International, 1992.)

The impact of HREP for most of the women attending was sometimes incredible. At 
a meeting in Gazi neighborhood community center with the director of the Global Women 
Fund at the time, Kavita Ramdas, one the women told her story about how much her life 
and that of her family had changed since she participated in HREP. She started to work and 
earned the respect of her husband for the first time. Oh, she also met resistance at first, but 
with the support of her peer group, she could withstand the badmouthing of her broader 
family. She said the best thing that happened was that she and her husband fell in love with 
each other after so many years of estrangement on both sides as her marriage had been 
arranged as she was quite young.

Another woman talked about how her relationship with her daughter had dramatically 
changed after the training. She understood that she had treated her daughter the very 
same way she had been treated as a girl: disregarded for her abilities, forced to keep quiet, 
discriminated against as a girl. After HREP, she started to communicate openly with her 
daughter and support her in all her decisions. She said it is not only men who oppress 
women and girls; women very often support patriarchy, therefore both need to change, men 
as well as women.
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As WWHR started to implement HREP at state run community centers all over Turkey, 
we were strongly supported by state actors, and it didn’t change as AKP came to power at 
first. Slowly over the years, this changed. We got some criticism on our HREP brochures like 
we should not publish training materials on sexual rights of women but rather on decency 
and honor of women. We did not give in; we did not change the themes and messages of our 
training materials or our publications, which are another imported tool for information and 
experience sharing. 

HREP’S JOURNEY: LEARNING, ORGANIZING, MOBILIZING

Ebru (Batık)

We did supervision visits after the trainer training, and the first one I attended was 
in Van with Zelal. I felt like I was in a documentary, to be honest. We were with the women 
of Van, who speak half in Kurdish and half in Turkish. The training session was ongoing, 
while children were coming in and out, with their mothers chasing them around. There 
were elderly women as well as very young women, all passionately talking. It was Müjgan’s 
group, I remember that clearly. She managed the women beautifully, sweet yet firm, she 
would scold them but also make them feel completely at ease. I was really impressed. When 
I introduced myself and said I worked with HREP, they would welcome me warmly: “Oh my 
dear, welcome!” You quickly became part of that community, like you’d been there for ten 
years, waking up in that house every morning. Then we would move on to Adana, the same 
thing. It felt like one big family. It was like visiting an uncle, then an aunt, later staying with 
cousins for a few days… It was like a huge community spread across Turkey.

I first heard about local organizing through WWHR. In my mind, organizations would 
usually have a president, a vice president, a board. But the idea of local women organizing 
“based on their own needs” as the saying goes… that was new to me. For instance, it wasn’t 
about working for the children but working with the children. That’s what organizing meant 
at WWHR: working together. It wasn’t about doing something for others, everyone was doing 
something for themselves, but we were moving together—that felt really good. That was 
beautiful to me. I think this is also why HREP groups naturally transformed into solidarity 
networks and led to local organizing. And why the association worked well with these local 
organizations. We might have appeared more privileged and bourgeois, but it wasn’t like 
that within the association. There was the sense that we all had something to learn from 
each other and we were beautiful together, which I believe resonated deeply in the local 
organizing efforts.

 

Evre (Kaynak)

I started coordinating HREP at a very young age. I thought I knew a lot, but quickly 
realized that I knew nothing. It was actually HREP trainers and the women at WWHR who 
truly educated me. I learned incredible things from them. İpek is one of the women from 
whom I’ve learned the most in my life. I learned a lot from the trainers as well. Nigar is a 
person who’s changed my life, for instance. I learned what it means for a woman to hear 
her own voice. People talk about the women’s movement and empowerment and often 
focus on women feeling good and having self-esteem. But HREP showed me that change 
wasn’t about that. It was about transforming life, about creating real change. Women joining 
the workforce, organizing… It wasn’t just about how women felt but about how they lived 
and true transformations. Seeing how these changes could happen through human rights 
programs and solidarity between women was truly striking for me. I believe I benefited from 
the program just as much as the participants. I don’t see myself as coordinating the program 
but more as a beneficiary.

“Organizing meant working together 
at WWHR. It wasn’t about doing 
something for others, everyone was 
doing something for themselves, but we 
were moving together—that felt really 
good. That was beautiful to me. I think 
this is also why HREP groups naturally 
transformed into solidarity networks 
and led to local organizing. And why the 
association worked well with these local 
organizations.” 

Ebru (Batık)
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The New Anatolian, 23 August 2005

"I changed myself and my husband," Vatan, 12 February 2006

"I changed myself and my husband," Vatan, 12 February 2006
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The job required a lot of travel, but I always traveled with joy. Van was an experience 
in itself. In places like Diyarbakır and Van, where many women were more restricted, the 
courage of these women and how it transformed the women’s movement and their daily 
lives—that was incredibly powerful. People feel hopeless about the state of human rights 
work in Turkey sometimes, don’t they? This program showed me that there’s no need to lose 
hope.

Another valuable feature of the program was its ability to cater to different learning 
styles. You didn’t need to be literate or work within social services to internalize, understand, 
and utilize the program. It is accessible to women from all sorts of backgrounds, from those who 
couldn’t read or write or who had never been in a formal education environment to lawyers 
and highly educated women with university degrees. Regardless of her status, every woman 
faces discrimination in some way. That’s for certain. İpek, Pınar, and Leyla, the creators of this 
program, these women may come from higher educational and socioeconomic backgrounds, 
but they too have faced discrimination simply for being women. So, the program isn’t based 
on encyclopedic knowledge; it’s grounded in lived experiences. Whether it’s about sexuality, 
economic rights, or something else, when someone develops something based on a need 
they know and have experienced firsthand, it can truly lead to change. And at that point, 
socioeconomic differences, educational differences, and other disparities vanish. We see this 
in sexuality or women’s participation in the workforce in everything. 

Through HREP and WWHR, I realized that everything I thought I knew about women 
was wrong. I learned that women in Turkey and the women’s movement here are truly 
revolutionary. I saw this with organizations like Purple Roof, Amargi, Lambda, KAOS, and 
countless others, as well as with HREP trainers and participants from all over the country. I 
experienced that WWHR is a revolutionary organization, both in its work with HREP and the 
feminist movement in Turkey, as well as within Muslim societies through the CSBR.

Ebru (Batık)

There’s something funny about HREP groups, and I love that about the program. It 
always surprises you. For instance, if I didn’t know anything about the program, I’d assume 
younger women would be more open to talk, and older women would be more reserved. 
But my experience in the groups was the complete opposite. Married women with lower 
education levels, high school or less, were very comfortable discussing issues like violence 
and sexuality. As the socioeconomic level rose and the age group got younger, women were 
more inhibited. In my group with younger women, I ended up talking the most. They were 
so reticent. I kept saying, “We’re going to have so much fun, it’ll be a great session,” but 
no one would share anything. I mentioned this to Gülşah, and she said, “It’s not just you. 
Younger women are actually more conservative about these topics, they don’t talk about 
them as much.” For older women, sexuality is such a natural part of life. But with younger 
women, there’s a hesitancy. “Should I say this? Or that? Could I say I experienced this or 
not?” It was a bit of a sociological contradiction. The same was true for discussions about 

violence. Middle-aged women in neighborhood groups were more open, while the more 
educated or younger groups feared judgment and criticism. It could be something people 
struggle to admit to themselves. One participant said, “I’ve had all this education. I’m a 
master’s graduate, a PhD student, a social worker, but I lived with this for years. Admitting 
it is very painful for me.”

Evre (Kaynak)

I went to Zonguldak for supervision. It is a relatively conservative city. I attended the 
group as a supervisor, just listening. The participants were a bit older, and it was a session 
about sexuality. I didn’t know how it would go, so I was wondering, “What will happen? How 
will this go?” During the tea break, the women chatted with me, saying, “It’s obscene, but it’s 
so nice to talk about these things.” Sexuality might be seen as something “obscene”, but here 
the women were, able to talk and share about it together.

Saba (Esin)

Once I delved further into HREP, I thought, “What a wonderful thing to be part of.” 
I can’t remember if it was my first year at WWHR, but we had a big meeting where all the 
trainers came together. I had been calling everyone beforehand, so everyone knew my name, 
but no one had met me in person. Everyone arrived at the hotel, and in the evening, we were 
supposed to welcome them. Everyone was asking, “Where’s Saba? Who is this Saba who’s 
been calling us and booking our flights?” They were all keen to meet me. It was wonderful 
to see so many women together… I felt so strong and proud, even though I didn’t know 
yet what would be discussed at the meetings. Hearing the women’s feedback and reading 
about it in the Purple Newsletter is amazing. And to see how women’s lives had changed after 
participating in the training…

You can see the difference in trainers between the first and tenth days of the trainer 
training. It’s a huge transformation. That really impressed me. For example, women who 
were very quiet and closed off during the first few days, not sharing much, would have their 
whole demeanor, their way of speaking, and even their comments change after reaching 
certain milestones. I could truly see the difference. It’s like they light up; you can see this 
glow around them. Of course, they were already strong women, but they left even stronger. 
It’s wonderful to be part of that. And then they go on to touch the lives of others, working 
with other women in their own fields. It spreads like roots. That’s a beautiful feeling.
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EXPLORING NEW INSTITUTIONAL PARTNERSHIPS 
FOR PROMOTING HREP

Evre (Kaynak)

When I first started, the partnership with GDSS was running very smoothly. It worked so 
well because HREP and WWHR managed to transform the relevant departments in Ankara’s 
social services, along with the women in administration. Many of the people working there 
were essentially feminists. As a result, there was incredible collaboration and a very strong 
partnership. HREP was unique in that it mobilized state resources to empower women. Did 
the program change? I don’t think its fundamentals ever changed. It was built on such a 
strong foundation. There were updates, of course, but it remained a program grounded in 
solid research and knowledge. One of the valuable aspects of WWHR is how well it blends 
professionalism with activism. It’s not just a purely professional organization stuck in its 
own mold of research, nor is it solely focused on activism. It beautifully balances both sides. 
If we look at how HREP started, there’s a very detailed research study behind it. So, it has 
wonderfully combined scientific methods with activism.

İpek (İlkkaracan)

Even though our protocol was renewed for 10 years, by 2007-2008, GDSS staff had 
started to grow uneasy. In 2007, Selma Aliye Kavaf became minister. When we went to 
congratulate her on her appointment, the conversation didn’t really go anywhere. She didn’t 
ask, “What is HREP? What do you do?” or anything else. GDSS directors at the time were 
either uninterested or had a negative stance toward the program. We went to see the last 
GDSS director, İsmail Barış, to congratulate him. He said, “I’ve reviewed your program and 
visited the community centers. But I’m not happy at all.” We asked, “What’s wrong, sir? Your 
feedback is very important to us.” He said, “For one, the women implementing this program 
are all divorced.” He was referring to his own staff, public servants. “Is this program aimed at 
destroying the family?” I first heard this absurd connection between women’s rights and the 
destruction of the family from İsmail Barış.

As we saw the threat gradually rising, Evre and I were constantly thinking about what 
to do. By then, HREP must have been around for 15 years. We thought, “Let’s hold an 
introductory meeting so that people can hear directly from trainers and participants about 
what HREP really is.” We decided to invite embassies, people from the UN, the EU, and 
ministries and say that we’ve had a wonderful partnership with GDSS so far, and now we can 
also work with other institutions, like the Ministry of Education. Some of the trainers had 
worked with teachers and nurses, and when the program is implemented with professions 
that serve other women, its impact multiplies. Working with teachers or nurses not only 
raises their personal awareness but also affects the many women they interact with for their 
work. It also helps these professionals incorporate gender equality into their work.

So we organized this conference, and İsmail Barış was supposed to give the opening 
speech, but just two or three minutes before the event started, he arrived and said he wouldn’t 
speak on behalf of GDSS. He was that opposed to the program. But after that, the speeches 
from the trainers and participants were so powerful that some people in the audience were 
moved to tears. There was a dinner afterward, and a man approached me and said, “May 
I speak with you?” “I’m the department head of Religious Affairs. We have female clerics, 
from the religious schools. They visit homes and counsel women. But they’re facing so many 
issues related to violence and harassment and they don’t know what to do. Since you’re 
open to collaboration, would you train our clerics?” I said, “Of course, we would.” So, the 
collaboration offer came from the Directorate of Religious Affairs first. However, one cleric 
later took it upon herself to meet with İsmail Barış and said, “Do you know what’s going on 
in this program that your General Directorate is running? They’re saying that women have 
sexual rights, that sexual pleasure is a basic human right for women. There’s all kinds of 
disgraceful things going on in this program.” The implementation was successful, but this 
incident was one of those things that backfired.

Cities where HREP has been implemented
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ECONOMIC RIGHTS AND CARING LABOR

İpek (İlkkaracan)

Between 2008 and 2010, we conducted a comparative research and advocacy project 
focused on work-life reconciliation policies. At that time, WWHR also co-founded the 
Women’s Labor and Employment Initiative Platform (KEİG). The Women’s Penal Code 
Platform inspired us in this process. Just as this was an effective coalition of women’s NGOs 
for legal reforms, we aimed to create a similar platform to address economic issues and 
policies. As discussions around work-life balance and care policies were just beginning to 
emerge internationally, we introduced this discourse to Turkey. Our research aimed to 
compare Turkey with six OECD countries, analyzing the strategies these countries used, 
their successes, and where Turkey stood in comparison, and make policy recommendations. 
We had an international research team from six OECD countries, France, the Netherlands, 
Spain, Sweden, South Korea, and Mexico, and three of us from Turkey: Yıldız Ecevit, Kadriye 
Bakırcı, and myself. I focused on the economic aspects, Yıldız on the sociological side, and 
Kadriye on the legal perspective regarding work-life balance in Turkey. Since the concept of 
work-life balance was still new in Turkey, even the Turkish terminology wasn’t fully developed. 

WWHR later published the first book in Turkish on this subject. The book, Towards Gender 
Equality in the Labor Market: Work and Family Reconciliation Policies, became a reference in many 
subsequent studies. At the time, we presented our findings to Fatma Şahin, the Minister of 
Women and Family. She invited us to a meeting with the AKP Women’s Branch, where I gave 
a presentation to women MPs from AKP. They were persuaded that care work at home—like 
elderly care and childcare—was a serious constraint on women’s time and couldn’t be solved 
just by offering women jobs or vocational courses. It required a comprehensive approach, 
including access to social care services, care leave, and synchronizing working hours with 
nursery hours. Fatma Şahin was so impressed that she said, “Let’s immediately work on 
legislation for work-life balance.” She asked me to join her in a meeting with the Minister 
of Labor, saying, “I can’t explain it as well as you can.” We met with the Labor Minister, who 
responded very positively. Work on legal regulations began, but unfortunately, we couldn’t 
get far with the desired legislation due to changing national priorities.

However, this research and advocacy effort also sowed the seeds for collaboration 
between ILO and HREP. After the research was completed, we organized a major high-
level conference It was an incredibly motivating conference for everyone involved. The ILO 
Director Gülay attended the meeting and said, “Work-life balance policies are, of course, 
very important, but raising awareness among women is also crucial.” I suggested, “Then let’s 
go to İŞKUR (the Employment Agency) together and propose women attending vocational 
courses also participate in HREP.” She immediately agreed and İŞKUR accepted it, and we 
formed a three-way partnership. The pilot project in three cities was very successful. However, 
as with previous efforts, this initiative also faced resistance later on, and unfortunately wasn’t 
sustainable.

ADVOCACY FOR RIGHTS-BASED TRANSFORMATION 

Selen (Lermioğlu)

I define advocacy as the various activities an organization, group, or even an individual 
activist carries out to achieve rights-based improvements in a particular area or issue. Many 
methods can be used in advocacy, in my opinion. Campaigns, media, lobbying… Some 
people try to separate advocacy from lobbying, but I don’t. I see lobbying as one method 
of advocacy. Whether you’re trying to change a law, replace a minister, address issues in 
implementation, or push for more shelters to be opened, you’re essentially trying to create 
transformation within an institution using various tools. Advocacy can also happen internally; 
I can advocate within my own organization if I believe something isn’t being done correctly. 
I think WWHR does this too, and it does so from a rights-based perspective. It identifies a 
problem and develops a solution. For example, HREP is exactly that. “There’s a gap here; 
women’s human rights are being violated in this country. This is the issue I’ve identified, 
and here’s how I’ll show it.” You might present statistics, data, or personal stories—whatever 
works. “I’ve developed a program to address this, and I’m going to implement it. As GDSS, 
you’re obligated to support this because it’s your responsibility, not mine. You’re the one 
responsible, so you must support this advocacy.” WWHR also does similar work internationally, 
like at the UN. They talk directly with MPs and ministries when necessary, though that’s been 
harder recently. Meanwhile, they campaign for rights-based issues. Lobbying alone can wear 

“One of the things I’ve learned from 
WWHR is how interconnected everything 
is. Advocacy can’t be done on just one 
platform or with just one tool; it can’t 
rely solely on lobbying, publications, or 
protests. You have to weave everything 
together, combine all your tools, and 
constantly push forward.” 

Irazca (Geray)
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out easily if it’s not backed by wider grassroots campaigns and actions involving the women’s 
movement.

Irazca (Geray)

Let’s say when there’s a campaign, like in 2009 when the Equal Opportunities 
Commission was being established—we wanted it to be called the “Women and Men Equality 
Commission.” Still, they ended up naming it the “Equal Opportunities Commission.” That 
became our priority. Our ally MPs were about to enter the meeting that day, and they needed 
background material from us: What exactly should they advocate for? What wording should 
go into the law? Why do we prefer “women and men’s equality” over “equal opportunities”? 
We constantly had to prepare texts for them, providing the ammunition they needed to 
lobby on our behalf. They had to be able to say, “This is what women’s organizations want,” 
and also back it up with legal arguments, comparisons with other countries, etc. It was about 
feeding them the right information and research.

I remember one morning, I was taking the bus to the office. One of the MPs hadn’t 
received the document she needed before heading into the relevant committee meeting. 
I was on the phone saying, “No, it’s not like that, you should say it this way.” It felt strange, 
someone like me, who usually handles paperwork, telling an MP what to say. Then I was 
talking to some feminists who were headed to parliament that day, still on the bus, people 
around me were antsy. Eventually, the man beside me asked, “Are you a spy?” I was telling 
one person something and then calling another, “But don’t tell anyone!” Then someone 
would tell me something, and I’d pass it on to someone else, everything was urgent. That 
morning, stuck in traffic with four strangers on a bus, I felt like we were filming Mission 
Impossible.

Gaye (Erbatur)

I attended CSW sessions in 2005 and 2010. 2005 was truly an unforgettable experience. 
For 15 days, we lobbied in the UN corridors. Pınar and Selma (Acuner) did fantastic work; 
they worked wonders. They spoke on many issues. These meetings are tough, with strained 
negotiations, but we had learned how to lobby by then. Every morning, we had breakfast with 
representatives from the Turkish Embassy because we needed to guide them. They weren’t 
as knowledgeable about women’s issues as Pınar and Selma, so we used those breakfasts to 
explain why we wanted certain changes. Over time, even if they didn’t fully understand, 
they started to echo our points. We also lobbied the delegations from other countries. Our 
days were spent in the corridors, constantly talking to different delegations, explaining how 
crucial these rights were, and urging them to convince their countries. Whether they were 
from civil society or official delegations, we kept emphasizing the importance of human 
rights. The fact that I was an MP became a key element of persuasion in these conversations. 

Irazca (Geray)

I remember the 2008 CSW was particularly challenging. In previous CSWs, the 
government delegation had been closer to women’s organizations, and it had been easier 
for us to participate in official delegations and have a say. But that wasn’t the case anymore. 
Luckily, Selma (Acuner) was there. She’s really amazing. The CSW has its own language, 
its own dynamics, and you watch in awe, wondering how they manage to navigate it all. 
The diplomacy involved, chasing down government delegations in the corridors and even 
into the lavatories, is something else. Ultimately, we’re trying to push for a language of 
gender equality, while countries like the US and Saudi Arabia are working to push the text 
in a much more conservative direction. They don’t just want to avoid recognizing sexual 
rights, they want to strip away rights we’ve already won. And we’re fighting to ensure that 
the language in these final documents reflects our rights, so they can be useful to us later. 
Those documents do help, even if just a little. When I work with the state or with women 
in HREP, I can say, “CEDAW says this, CSW says that.” That’s why fighting for the right 
language at the UN is so important. One of the things I’ve learned from WWHR is how 
interconnected everything is. Advocacy can’t be done on just one platform or with just one 
tool; it can’t rely solely on lobbying, publications, or protests. You have to weave everything 
together, combine all your tools, and constantly push forward. Sometimes you can’t achieve 
what you want, but that’s where publications come in handy. For example, the materials you 
produce during a campaign can help mobilize people and the media. That’s why we have so 
many types of publications: one for the campaign, another for after the campaign, one for 
women’s organizations, another for MPs to get the message across, another for academia. 
Our target audience is always different. Things don’t turn out how we want, but you can 
use those materials in future campaigns or share them with other countries as examples. 
For instance, the materials we produced on HREP and the penal code campaign were used 
in many trainings, including international ones. It’s important not to think, “Well, that’s 
over, it’s done,” once a campaign ends. You have to go back, gather everything, and see 
what worked, what impact it had, what fell short. Doing that kind of archival work is crucial. 
This process of self-critique becomes an invaluable resource, not just for you but for other 
organizations and communities. 

We also aimed to participate in international feminist spaces and strengthen solidarity. 
For instance, we attended the AWID conference in South Africa with various CSBR member 
organizations from different countries. It was beautiful. At AWID, I saw the connection between 
local and national efforts. I realized that so many organizations worldwide work the way we do. 
We’re not alone. This is how women work: not just confined to one city or group but expanding, 
drawing in one person, then another, each pulling their weight. At AWID, organizations from 
all over the world brought their local contexts. Even though we were an organization based 
in Istanbul, I felt like I had come with groups from Çanakkale or Van. They were with me in 
spirit, reflected in our publications and in the HREP experiences that we shared. We worked to 
represent the HREP network wherever we went, and even if we didn’t have the resources to bring 
everyone, we took HREP materials, shared women’s stories, presenting the HREP experience. 
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CSBR’S JOURNEY: TRANSNATIONAL SOLIDARITY, 
ACTIVISMS AND ADVOCACY 

Dédé (Oetemo)

At our General Assembly in 2007, almost all members met, and we formalized the 
network. We drafted our Core Values and Principles. After that, new members had to 
endorse the Core Values before joining the network. We also had the process of asking for 
two references from member organizations, so we knew we were on the same page. Then, 
in 2011, Nasawiya, a feminist collective from Lebanon, took over as the coordination office, 
and after the collective closed in 2015, our organization GAYa NUSANTARA took over the 
coordination. Some of our members had participated in the CSBR Sexuality Institute, which 
I think was helpful in convincing them because they were already familiar with the network 
and activities. 

The combination of the two regions was useful. The Islamic feminist approach and 
working with Islamic texts on sexuality issues in Asia brought an important perspective. In 
Indonesia and Malaysia at least, we do work with progressive interpretations. If you don’t 
work with these texts, ignore people working with this perspective, you don’t go very far. 
For example, Dr Inayah Rohmaniyah, a progressive Muslim scholar at the Sunan Kalijaga 
State Islamic University in Yogyakarta, was a trainer at our Sexuality Institute and she could 
talk about sexual rights as human rights and also look at texts. This combination was great. 
Maybe activists in MENA do not use texts the same way, but this perspective helped them too. 
And in terms of organizing people, we actually all came together. 

Irazca (Geray) 

In 2009, CSBR launched the “One Day One Struggle” (ODOS) Campaign, which was 
an incredible, ever-energized, and stressful experience. We organized simultaneous actions 
across more than 10 countries on November 9, with CSBR members from various countries 
organizing events around sexual rights and sexuality at the same time. These events could be 
anything—trainings, meetings, film screenings, or street demonstrations—tailored to each 
organization’s specific needs and capacities and focused on critical issues impacting sexual 
rights in their respective countries. It was wild.

One year, for the action in Turkey, we reached out to the Boyalı Kuş theater company 
and asked if they could do something different so it wouldn’t just be a dry, typical panel. 
They ended up putting on a fantastic performance. The topic was “unjust provocation”, one 
of the provisions we had been unable to change during the TPC reform. We had fought for 
the removal of unjust provocation reductions in femicide cases, but when AKP introduced 
the adultery issue at the last minute, that change was sidelined. 

We held the panel and Boyalı Kuş performed a pantomime-style show on unjust 
provocation, starting in Taksim Square and continuing all the way down the avenue. It was 
very powerful: no words, just a silent performance, with hundreds of women walking behind 
them along the tram route. Organizing that, while also coordinating simultaneous actions 
across 10+ countries with 10+ organizations, was intense. We had to manage the local press in 
each country, the international press, and then document everything to create a publication 
with the campaign visuals afterward. It was a challenge, but of the best kind.

“Through the collaboration between 
the Middle East, North Africa, South 
and Southeast Asia, yes, we worked on 
sexual rights in the context of human 
rights, but also with progressive textual 
interpretations of Islam. This was a unique 
combination. And combining feminism 
and queer activism in CSBR was crucial; it 
made us diverse and inclusive.”

Dédé (Oetemo)
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ODOS Campaign, "My Body Belongs to Me!", Radikal İki Pazar, 8 November 2009

WE STAND TOGETHER: 
ORGANIZATIONAL AND CROSS-MOVEMENT SOLIDARITY 

Hülya (Sahan)

It’s been nearly 20 years since I joined WWHR. When I first started, Karin welcomed 
me and explained what I’d be doing: sorting mail, cleaning, packing materials. They gave 
me the office key the first day, which surprised me. I said, “But I’ve just started,” and they 
replied, “We trust you.” After that, Karin and I worked more closely, and beautiful friendships 
developed. They taught me about knowing your rights. I learned that a woman didn’t have 
to endure violence from her husband, and if it became unbearable, divorce was an option. 
There was no need to stay silent and accept insults. We didn’t have to put up with it, as our 
family always told us, “You must endure it because you’re a woman.” The association taught 
me, “You don’t have to put up with it, you have rights.” 

We worked together late into the night at the office. While working on the Gruber Prize, 
I remember Pınar, Karin, and Liz rushing around the office. Karin and I were running from 
one room to another, trying to finish everything on time, everyone going back and forth, all 
in a hurry. Finally, we managed to finish everything. After, when the prize was awarded, we all 
had a wonderful celebration at the office. I think WWHR has been very successful over the 
past 20 years, with all the legal changes and fast-paced work. We’ve worked hard and earned 
results step by step.

Saba (Esin)

I joined WWHR in 2007 as an office assistant. At first, I saw it as just a job. I had mostly 
worked in more corporate environments, so I expected to go to work, do my tasks, and 
leave in the evening. But over time, I became much more involved. I expected there to be 
a hierarchy. There’s always a president or a board, and everyone reports to someone else. 
But I remember my first team meeting; it felt very different. Everyone sat around the table, 
sharing their thoughts and opinions. It struck me as very egalitarian. There’s a hierarchy in 
terms of roles, of course, but it was a very inclusive environment where everyone’s input was 
valued. It felt great knowing I’d be working in such a space. 

When I first started, everyone wrote welcoming e-mails. I remember getting messages 
from İpek and Pınar saying, “Welcome to the team! We’re so happy you’ve joined us. This 
association is a big part of our lives, and we hope it becomes a big part of yours too.” I thought, 
“How could this become such a big part of my life?” But my job description expanded over 
time, and I became more deeply involved in everything. At WWHR, you don’t just do one 
rigid task; you have to be flexible. Eventually, it became like home for me. Even though I no 
longer work there, WWHR is a part of me.
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The founders, Pınar, İpek, Leyla, and the others, and the many women who were part 
of the organization at different times, are all incredible. They’re hardworking, dedicated, 
highly knowledgeable, and not focused on just one issue. I admire them all. They are always 
in touch with other women’s organizations, supporting each other and keeping up with the 
evolving political landscape. Their ability to foresee things and make collective decisions 
is impressive. They’d sit together and say, “This should be done this way, or that should be 
handled this way.” The open communication within the organization is another strength. 
People who join the association tend to stick around. Even if someone leaves, they don’t 
disconnect completely, so the knowledge and support don’t vanish either. It’s like a wind that 
keeps pushing forward. WWHR is where I found myself. It’s not just about learning things 
for myself but also about being part of something that touches the lives of other women.

 

Irazca (Geray)

Such amazing women, and all so different. It’s the same story: different backgrounds, 
different lives, whether from CSBR, the Turkish Penal Code Women’s Platform, or HREP 
groups—everyone came from different places, but as soon as we found that common 
language, it was as if we’d known each other for a hundred years. It felt like that with 
everyone. It’s like a seed was planted, and from there, everything blossomed. It was the same 
with LGBTQI+ rights, being able to break that taboo and talk openly about LGBTQI+ issues 
wherever HREP was implemented. Every place has its own taboos, but you can share the 
different experiences from both Turkey’s regions and CSBR members’ countries. 

WWHR has shown hundreds of women that “we are stronger together”. CSBR, too, 
connects seemingly unrelated regions, but in reality, they’re deeply connected. For example, 
in 2001, I used to think Turkey was unique in its secularist hang-ups, but North Africa turned 
out to be more challenging. During that famous meeting, a woman, either from Algeria or 
Syria, said, “Let’s stop using the word Muslim”. That’s their personal experiences. That’s her 
truth. But our societies are Muslim, what can we do? Over time, we in the MENA connected 
with women from South and Southeast Asia. Women in those regions can use religion to 
claim their rights. For instance, at a later CSBR meeting, a Muslim politician from Indonesia 
said, “My God is a feminist.” Her culture and understanding of religion were very different 
from those in North Africa. They debated; one person criticized religion, while the other 
defended their belief in it. Our strength was bringing these different cultures, experiences, 
priorities, and needs together. 

Gaye (Erbatur)

In 2007, I attended the Gruber Prize ceremony where Pınar received the award, largely 
due to her work with CSBR and the penal code campaign. I was incredibly proud to see a 
woman from Turkey receive such an international honor. The room was packed during the 
ceremony, and afterward, Pınar introduced me to the crowd, saying, “The woman behind the 
success of the Turkish Penal Code reform is here.” It felt like we were showing a tremendous 

solidarity that strengthened us all. I think WWHR’s defining characteristic is solidarity. They 
always worked with women, for women. Everyone in the organization was always just a phone 
call away, ready to ask, “How can I help?” You knew that when you reached out to these 
women, they would guide you in the right direction and genuinely support you. So many 
women at the association touched my life and were important to me, especially İpek, Pınar, 
Liz, and Şehnaz. Through them, I learned that solidarity in the women’s struggle is crucial. 
If we are engaged in political activism, we must stand in solidarity with each other; socially, 
politically, and across all movements. We’ve changed many laws in favor of women during my 
time in Parliament from 2002 to 2010. I played an active role in those changes, lobbying and 
advocating tirelessly, but the women in civil society were the ones who guided me. It was with 
their leadership that I carried out this fight. But changing laws isn’t enough; implementation 
is just as important. Otherwise, we can’t create real change. Change and transformation 
aren’t easy, especially in a country like ours where the family institution is so significant. 
Everything remains hidden within the family. We have been trying to make what happens 
within families visible, but unfortunately, we haven’t been able to dismantle the patriarchal 
structure in our country. We’re still fighting against that patriarchal mentality.
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2010
2023-

Following the 7th HREP ToT, the total outreach of the program reached 10,000 women. 
19 independent grassroots women’s initiatives in 14 cities emerged from the program to 
date. In addition to GDSS, HREP continued to be implemented with 10 local women’s 
NGOs in nine cities. 

HREP participants in Marmaris, Muğla founded the Marmaris Women’s Solidarity 
Association.

Towards Gender Equality in the Labor Market: Work-Family Life Reconciliation Policies edited 
by İpek İlkkaracan was published by Istanbul Technical University Women’s Studies in 
Science, Engineering, and Technology Center and WWHR.

TPC Women’s Platform and the Executive Committee for NGO Forum on CEDAW–
Turkey submitted a shadow report and coordinated advocacy efforts during Turkey’s 6th 
Periodic Review by CEDAW. Though the Concluding Comments fell short of outlining 
certain concrete steps, they included a number of specific recommendations raised in 
the shadow report, such as adopting “comprehensive anti-discrimination legislation and 
clear prohibition of multiple forms of discrimination against women”; adoption of special 
temporary measures including quotas; amendments to abolish discriminatory provisions in 
the civil code regarding property regimes and use of maiden surname and the 300 day 
waiting period foreseen for women to remarry upon divorce; amendments to the penal code 
for the explicit definition of honor killings as aggravated homicide; taking comprehensive 
measures to combat the spread of HIV/AIDS; and designing and implementing long term 
strategies to eliminate gender stereotypes, discriminatory attitudes, and harmful traditional 
practices such as forced and early marriages.

During the CEDAW review, Prime Minister Erdoğan said, “I do not believe in the equality 
of women and men, women and men are different; they complement one another” at a 
conference with women’s NGOs in Istanbul. This was an open declaration of the government’s 
anti-equality discourse, marking another turning point in their hostile approach.

2010
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The second annual CSBR One Day One Struggle Campaign (ODOS) was organized in 
12 countries (Bangladesh, Egypt, Ghana, Indonesia, Iran, Lebanon, Malaysia, Pakistan, 
Palestine, Sudan, Tunisia, and Turkey) by almost 50 organizations. Campaign events 
brought together hundreds of people at panels, workshops, video and film screenings, 
theater performances, photo exhibitions, and press conferences to assert that sexual and 
bodily rights are universal human rights based on inherent freedom, dignity, and equality. 
In Turkey, HREP participants organized the action throughout the country, claiming “Sexual 
Rights are Human Rights!” in public events in Ankara, Antalya, Çanakkale, Diyarbakır, Hatay, 
Istanbul, İzmir, Muğla, Van. 

The Ministry of Women and Family was changed to the Ministry of Family and Social 
Policies, indicating the government’s family-oriented policies and reluctance to recognize 
women as individual citizens. The changes in the Ministry’s mandate led to the dissolution 
of GDSS, a major stumbling block for HREP. Prime Minister Erdoğan announced the new 
ministry with the statement, “We are a conservative democrat party; family is important to 
us,” foreshadowing the government’s increasingly discriminatory and anti-equality stance. 

2011

Completing its 10-year mandate, WWHR handed over the CSBR Coordination Office to 
Nasawiya in Lebanon. 

When the draft law on the prevention of violence against women was proposed in 
September, 50 women’s organizations came together to present their demands to the 
Ministry of Family. WWHR and five women’s NGOs formed a technical group to coordinate 
the campaign and establish the Platform to End Violence. Numerous meetings were held 
with the Ministry to lobby for the inclusion of our demands. When the Parliament signed the 
Istanbul Convention (Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence 
against women and domestic violence) in November, advocacy efforts gained momentum to 
harmonize the law with the provisions in the Convention. However, at the end of December, 
the Prime Ministry removed the phrase “those in intimate relations” and the term “gender 
equality” to limit the scope of the law, leading to nationwide protests. 

Law no. 6284 on the Protection of the Family and the Prevention of Violence against 
Women took effect on 8 March. This was the largest campaign undertaken by the women’s 
movement after the penal code reform, including 300 women’s groups that combined 

 “Our 6284 campaign was a very 
determined, successful effort that united 
and mobilized all of us to pass a law against 
violence in the post-2005 period. While not 
everything we aimed for made it into the 
text, we achieved our goal. We managed 
to pass a comprehensive law with over 
40 articles crafted in alignment with the 
Istanbul Convention.” 

Zelal (Ayman)

2012
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"Respond to Women's Demands!", Milliyet 2012

Platform to End Violence Press Statement

tools of parliamentary lobbying, demonstrations, and media campaigns. WWHR was one 
of the organizations leading the strained negotiations with the Justice Commission and the 
ministry, especially with the last-minute attempt to limit the scope of the law. In the end, 
the new law was more comprehensive and progressive than its predecessor, with references 
to international conventions, the establishment of Violence Prevention and Monitoring 
Centers, the definition of stalking as a form of violence, and the provision of compulsory 
imprisonment for violators of protection orders. However, the platform’s demands to rename 
the law as “Protection of Women from Domestic Violence and All Forms of Violence,” to 
include violence based on sexual orientation and gender identity, to mandate gender equality 
education in the formal curriculum, and to regulate the prohibition on reconciliation and 
mediation were rejected. Nonetheless, this reform was noteworthy since it entailed significant 
advancements in a political environment that was becoming increasingly conservative.

The advancement of ICPD to safeguard SRHR at the UN level had been one of WWHR’s 
major work areas since its inception. In recognition of her decades of work in this field, 
Pınar İlkkaracan was elected to serve on the official ICPD High Level Task Force, a policy 
board with members of government, civil society, and the private sector to work with the 
UN toward fulfilling commitments in scope of the 20th anniversary of the ICPD PoA. The 
task force met regularly for two years, developed policy recommendations, and advocated 
to ensure that SRHR are addressed as a fundamental part of human rights and freedoms.
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Press release of the ‘Abortion Cannot Be Banned’ petition, 2012
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HREP participants founded the Feminist Workshop (FEMA) in the Turkish Republic 
of Northern Cyprus; the Purple Branch Women’s Solidarity Association in Bursa, and the 
Karya Women’s Association in Muğla; all three organizations have been working on gender 
equality and VAW since their inception.

WWHR played a key role in the Forum Planning Committee of the 12th International 
AWID Forum held in Istanbul. Recognizing the opportunity to connect women’s rights 
advocates in Turkey with their counterparts worldwide and deeming it important for AWID 
to finally hold a Forum in a Muslim majority country, WWHR pushed for the organization 
of the Forum in Istanbul. 27 HREP trainers participated in the Forum, WWHR members 
delivered keynote speeches, and organized panels on care issues and Kurdish women’s rights. 

The 2nd Independent Evaluation Study of HREP was published covering the period between 
2005 and 2011. The research revealed that in the private sphere, over 90% of the participants 
had improved their familial relations, had more influence in family decisions, and were 
committed to gender sensitive parenting. Of those participants who faced domestic violence, 
85% were able to end or reduce the violence. While around 40% of the women indicated 
partaking in and/or initiating grassroots organizing activities, over 90% of the trainers stated 
that the program had a positive impact on social service policies carried out at community 
centers. 

In May 2012, one of the most significant threats and backlashes in terms of sexual and 
bodily rights was Prime Minister Erdoğan’s statement that abortion was tantamount to 
“murder” with reference to the botched military operation in Uludere massacre that claimed 
the lives of 34 Kurdish civilians in southeastern Turkey based on faulty intelligence. The 
attack on abortion was also an extension of Erdoğan’s insistence that women should have 
at least three children. WWHR, together with the women’s movements, launched national 
and international campaigns, co-coordinating the international leg with an action-alert 
collecting 220 international institutional signatures. A total of 900 institutional and 55,000 
individual signatures nationwide supported the action-alert. As a result of the persistent 
efforts, the government had to back down on its attempt to ban or restrict access to abortion, 
though this attack led to serious restrictions in access to abortion in practice.

WWHR had been pursuing alternatives for new partnerships following the dissolution 
of GDSS. 2013 was a year when we revised our strategy for HREP field implementations. 
The ToT was held with women from municipal counseling centers for women in addition to 
women’s NGOs, and collaborations with local governments, local women’s and rights-based 
organizations were strengthened. 

2013

Gender Equality Seminars (GES) were held with departments of the Ministry of Family 
and the Union of Chambers of Agriculture to increase HREP’s visibility, establish new 
partnerships, and promote gender equality in public institutions. 

The number of HREP trainers reached 200. In addition to municipalities, HREP 
institutional partners now included FEMA, Antalya Women’s Counseling and Solidarity 
Center, and Muş Women’s Roof Association. By the end of 2013, HREP had reached 12,000 
women in 54 provinces. 

HREP participants established the Muş Women’s Roof Association. The association, 
which worked primarily with girls and young women and on gender equality issues with 
men, was closed down by a presidential decree in 2016, but its rights were restored in 2022.

As one of the initiators of The Cairo+20 and Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) 
Platform in Turkey, WWHR had joined the international advocacy efforts for the inclusion 
of a “standalone gender equality goal” and a gender perspective in all targets of the SDGs 
together with the international Women’s Major Group (WMG), an official stakeholder in the 
UN Processes, and also co-coordinated the Europe and Central Asia Regional Consultation 

2013 Trainer Training Evaluation Meeting
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on the Post-2015 Development Agenda Inclusive and Sustainable Development held in 
Istanbul to establish a common advocacy ground for emerging outputs in SDGs. 

The booklet series We Have Rights! and the TV documentary series The Purple Series 
were translated into Kurdish, providing the first such readily accessible resource material 
in Kurdish. These became tools to better implement HREP with women whose mother 
tongue is Kurdish and are also noteworthy in that they contribute to establishing feminist 
terminology in Kurdish. 

As a result of our advocacy work at the ICPD High Level Task Force and the Cairo+20 
Platform in Turkey, we ensured the participation of representatives from the Cairo+20 
Platform in the official delegation at the ICPD+20 Review Session, thus making sure the 
Turkish government took a more egalitarian stance despite all the political setbacks in the 
country. Even though the demands for furthering the ICPD agenda were not met, the fact 
that governments recommitted themselves to upholding the priorities and principles of 
the ICPD agenda lays important groundwork for carrying these forward via the post-2015 
framework for development. 

The Istanbul Convention came into force on 1 August. Turkey was the first signatory 
and the first country to ratify the Convention. WWHR co-founded the Istanbul Convention 
Monitoring Group – Turkey, consisting of women’s rights and LGBTQI+ organizations. The 
Monitoring Group then expanded into the Istanbul Convention Monitoring Platform – 
Turkey, consisting of 88 women’s and LGBTQI+ organizations. One of the major activities 
of the Platform this year was advocacy for the election of a feminist member to the GREVIO 
Committee, Professor Feride Acar, who served as the committee’s president for three terms.

WWHR cooperated with the International Sexual Rights Initiative to submit a report to 
the UN Human Rights Committee for the 2nd Universal Periodic Review (UPR) of Turkey 
on the right to access safe abortion, outlining the current legal and de facto situation in 
Turkey and recommendations for accessible and safe abortion. WWHR also contributed to 
the NGO report to UPR coordinated by the Human Rights Joint Platform.

In June, AKP brought a bill proposing certain amendments to the sexual crimes sections 
of the TPC, marking the first step of the yet ongoing attempts to curtail the sexual rights of 
women and children. Proposed under the guise of increased penalties for sexual crimes and 
abuse in an omnibus law no less, the changes implied potential criminalization of sexual 
relations between youth and introduced distinctions in the sexual abuse of children based 
on age that could lead to sentence reductions. The Platform to End Violence mobilized 
against the proposal with the slogan “Retract the Changes to the TPC: So-called Increase 

2014

in Sentencing means Impunity in Practice,” however the proposal was adopted by the 
conservative right coalition. 

Following the President Erdoğan’s statement, “You cannot make women and men equal; 
it is against the laws of natural creation,” WWHR launched a campaign called Constitution, 
Not Creation: Women and Men Have Equal Rights #JusticethroughEqualRights. Signed by 
79 women’s and LGBTQI+ organizations, our statement was published as a full-page ad in 
daily Hürriyet and supported widely in social media.

HREP’s outreach exceeded 13,000 with the completion of 750 groups in 57 cities over 20 
years. 

HREP participants in İzmir founded Çeşme Women’s Entrepreneurship Cooperative.

Addressing the three main pillars of sustainable development, namely economic, social, 
and environmental and consisting of 17 goals, the SDGs were adopted by all UN member 
states, including Turkey. Goal 5, “Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls” 
was adopted as a standalone goal, thanks to the efforts of the global women’s movement. 
Additionally, the intersectionality of gender equality and all SDGs was recognized in the 
Political Declaration. WWHR was among the organizations that played a key role in the 
advocacy and negotiations throughout the process. 

While there has been very limited progress towards achieving the SDGs with just 15% of 
the countries on track as of 2023, and several member states persisting in their efforts to curb 
language on gender equality, SRHR and gender based violence (GBV), the SDGs continue 
to offer a solid foundation for the international feminist advocacy efforts toward the pivotal 
role of gender equality in Agenda 2030.

CSBR’s annual ODOS campaign took place in eight countries with events organized 
simultaneously by 20 organizations. In Turkey, WWHR and Lambdaistanbul organized a 
panel on Sexual and Bodily Rights of Refugee Women and LGBTQI+ while Kaos-GL held a 
workshop on Psycho-Social Support for LGBTQI+ activists. 

Women’s Peace Initiative, of which WWHR is a member, launched a campaign in response 
to the escalating violence in South and Southeast Turkey. WWHR issued a statement on 25 
November supported by 68 NGOs to draw attention to the rights violations caused by the 
conflict and underscore that gender equality is an integral part of peace. 

2015
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"So-called increase in sentencing in fact means impunity," Radikal, 10 June 2014 "Constitution not Creation," Hürriyet, 27 November 2014
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GAYa Nusantara, a leading NGO based in Indonesia, working on intersectional sexual 
rights and LGBTQI+ rights, became the CSBR International Coordinating Office. 

Pınar İlkkaracan was awarded the Joan B. Dunlop Award by the International Women’s 
Health Coalition (IWHC) for working to build healthy and safe communities for women and 
girls.

We published a new booklet of the We Have Rights! series, We Have Economic Rights! that 
addressed economic rights in the context of economic independence and the burden of 
care on women.

The 9th and 10th HREP ToTs were held; the first with NGOs and municipal counseling 
centers for women in the Aegean Region, and the second with municipal staff from Ankara, 
Bursa, and Istanbul. The number of municipal HREP partners reached 25.

HREP participants founded the Women’s Empowerment, Culture, Education Solidarity 
Association (KAD-GÜÇ) in Karabağlar, İzmir.

HREP Institutional Partnership Protocols were developed to support the sustainability 
of the collaboration with the municipalities. The protocol, which constitutes a formal basis 
for HREP implementation, not only enables trainers to carry out the program within their 
job description but also promotes a gender equality perspective in municipal partners. The 
first protocols were signed with the municipalities of İzmir Güzelbahçe, Seferihisar, Balçova, 
Gaziemir, Karşıyaka and Aydın Kuşadası. 

We developed a training manual and a 10-module Women’s Human Rights Training 
(WHRT), in collaboration with ILO for the More and Better Jobs for Women Project. Carried 
out in cooperation with municipalities in Ankara, Bursa, and Istanbul, the training reached 
800 women.  

WWHR participated in the advocacy and lobbying efforts around Turkey’s 7th Periodic 
Review by CEDAW as part of the NGO Forum on CEDAW – Turkey. Our shadow report focused 
on the increasingly conservative/fundamentalist approach to women with a discourse built 
around the family and morality, the increasing discrimination based on sexual orientation 
and sexual identity, and the exacerbating effect of the state-led oppression and violence 
creating a martial law like environment, curbing all human rights and freedoms. 

After the coup attempt in July, state oppression, nationalism and militarism increased 
further. Instated within days and extended seven times at three-month intervals with 

2016

Presidential Decrees, the State of Emergency affected everyone, primarily the Kurdish 
movement and politicians, feminists, rights defenders, rights-based organizations, journalists, 
women, and LGBTQI+s. More than 100,000 public employees were dismissed by presidential 
decrees. Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP) MPs were stripped of parliamentary immunity, 
government trustees were appointed to municipalities, and politicians were unlawfully 
imprisoned. Women’s organizations in the Southeast became one of the first targets and 
were closed down. Police attacks and detentions during protests became standard practice 
and individual rights and freedoms were curtailed under the guise of security. Trustee 
appointments and the closure of women’s NGOs in the Eastern and Southeastern regions 
also disrupted the implementation of HREP: 

· With the closure of the Women’s Roof Association in Muş, the Youth HREP program for 
girls between the ages of 15 and 18 was suspended. 

· HREP’s implementing partners, Adıyaman Women’s Life House Association and VAKAD 
were shut down by presidential decrees. 

· Seven HREP trainers in municipalities lost their jobs due to trustee decisions. 
Approximately 70 women’s counseling centers in municipalities across the region were 
closed or rendered ineffectual.

AKP submitted a proposal to the Justice Commission to revise the sentences foreseen by the 
TPC for the sexual abuse of children. In order to prevent any amendment that would lower 
the age of consent and pave the way for forced child marriages—hinted by the government 
for some time—WWHR established the TPC 103 Women’s Working Group and assumed 
its secretariat. Through our persistent demands, we were able to participate in the Justice 

"Women's human rights training with municipality staff,",  Bizim Anadolu, 18 October 2017
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Commission sessions. However, on 17 November, at midnight, while the bill on sentence 
durations was being voted at the Parliament General Assembly, AKP and MHP proposed a 
last-minute amendment that could imply amnesty for child molesters if they married the 
victim. In response, WWHR swiftly expanded the Working Group into the TPC 103 Women’s 
Platform with the participation of 126 women’s organizations and issued a statement; we 
launched a social media campaign, contacted national and international media, and began 
lobbying the MPs, the Justice Commission, and party officials. The advocacy efforts and 
public reaction bore fruit, and the bill was sent back to the Justice Commission. At a time 
when it was hard to get the government to back down, the campaign was a noteworthy 
success. The proposal for amnesty for abusers was withdrawn. However, a new provision that 
foresees different sentence durations for the crime of child abuse based on age (under 12 
vs. between 12 and 15) was adopted. 

Women’s Peace Initiative continued its activism in response to the escalating state violence 
in the Southeast. Launched with a press conference, declaring “We side with life, not death!” 
the initiative’s statement was endorsed by 165 NGOs and 10,000 individuals and sent to the 
parliament. The campaign continued with a peace watch in Diyarbakır attended by women 
from across the country.

The Parliamentary Commission to Investigate Cases of Divorce, Factors Adversely 
Affecting the Integrity of the Family and Determining the Measures to be taken to Strengthen 
the Family Institution published a report. The report was another step towards curbing 
women’s human rights and the formalization of discriminatory, patriarchal, conservative 
state policies under the concept of “the sacred family.” The report, which suggested the 
decriminalization of forced and early marriages, marriages to the rapist (if the marriage 
was “successful” for five years), limiting women’s rights to inheritance, and introducing the 
burden of proof in cases of violence, was protested by the women’s movement. 

WWHR participated in the first SDG High Level Political Forum (HLPF) and was one of 
the first organizations to present a shadow report in this newly established UN mechanism. 
Subsequently, we organized an international webinar on “The role of the Women’s Major 
Group in National Voluntary Reviews to HLPF: Lessons learned from 2016 and how we 
can engage for 2017.” We also launched a public awareness social media campaign on the 
first anniversary of the adoption of SDGs and produced the Encounters video series on the 
intersectionality of gender with other goals, supported by an SDG Briefer on Goal 5 and 
social media content.

HREP Partnership Protocols were signed with İzmir Metropolitan Municipality, Karabağlar 
Municipality (İzmir), Kadıköy Municipality (Istanbul) and Çankaya Municipality (Ankara). 
A total of 10 municipalities thus became institutional HREP partners.

The Lotus Women’s Association in Kocaeli was co-founded by women from HREP. They 
continue to work in Kocaeli and in the disaster zone following the 2023 earthquake.

Gender Equality Seminars (GES) were implemented for mixed groups with various 
institutions, including private companies and HREP partner municipalities.

The government proposed a “Draft Law for the Amendment of Population Services 
and for the Law on Victim’s Rights.” Women’s organizations, including WWHR, mobilized 
under the coordination of the Women are Stronger Together Platform for the campaign 
titled “These Laws Cannot Pass Like This!” Despite protests all over Turkey, amendments 
against the principle of equality, which could lead to early marriage and child abuse going 
unprosecuted and unpunished, were added to the law.

The CEDAW Committee adopted General Recommendation no. 35, which was a milestone 
in that it recognized the prohibition of gender-based violence as a norm of international 
customary law; expanded the definition of violence to include violations of SRHR; and 
defined different levels of liability of State, calling for approaches to promote women’s 
autonomy and the repeal of any laws or policies excusing and facilitating violence. WWHR 
was one of the NGOs who contributed to the language of the recommendation. 

The 8th CSBR Sexuality Institute was organized in Kyrgyzstan. Previously organized in 
countries like Egypt, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Tunisia, the institute served to build capacity for 
over 150 NGO representatives from 36 countries in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. 

The presidential system came into force through a referendum and the parliament was 
rendered redundant. This was a turning point for the escalation of threats to our rights and 
gains and rising conservatism and militarism. In this context we adopted three strategies: 
strengthening local efforts, continued advocacy at international mechanisms, and lobbying 
opposition parties to prioritize gender issues. 

The number of women participating in HREP exceeded 15,000, with over 900 groups 
implemented to date. Protocols were signed with Narlıdere Municipality (İzmir) and Şişli 
Municipality (Istanbul), bringing the number of institutional municipal partners up to 13.

2017  

2018
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HREP participants established the Çiğli Women’s Platform in İzmir. 

In April, the Draft Law on Amendments to the TPC and Certain Laws was tabled again. 
WWHR issued a statement endorsed by 160 women’s and LGBTQI+ organizations and 
launched a social media campaign against the bill, which proposed increasing penalties 
and using methods such as chemical castration in cases of sexual abuse against children. 
Demanding compliance with international conventions, we called on the government 
to adopt rights-based, protective, and preventive measures in collaboration with relevant 
stakeholders, especially children’s, women’s, and LGBTQI+ organizations. The bill was 
withdrawn. 

We worked in the coordination group of the Istanbul Convention Monitoring Platform to 
submit a Shadow Report to the GREVIO Committee for the Review of Turkey. The report 
focused on shortcomings in the implementation of the Convention, flaws in policies and 
practices to prevent violence, and the lack of political will to eliminate gender inequality and 
GBV in Turkey. The GREVIO Committee referenced the shadow report in 25 different points 
of its report. They emphasized that ensuring gender equality and combating traditional 
roles that confine women to the family should be the main strategy to prevent violence, and 
armed conflict and the state of emergency hindered the fight against violence, restricted 
freedom of association and that migrant women should have equal access to services. 

CSBR published a comparative research on Sexual Politics in Muslim Societies, with case 
studies from Indonesia, Malaysia, Palestine, and Turkey.

The government’s systematic attempts against women’s legal rights continued with the 
draft law that foresaw limiting poverty alimony in cases of divorce. We co-founded the Working 
Group for the Right to Alimony against this threat, and issued a declaration titled “Don’t 
Touch Women’s Right to Alimony!” The group held various meetings at the parliament, met 
with party leaders, organized workshops with bar associations, and published press statements. 
We also produced short videos and opened a social media account called “Alimony Stories,” 
focusing on women’s real-life experiences. Finally, the bill was shelved until 2019.

The government’s and right-wing conservative groups’ persistent discourse against 
gender equality rekindled attacks against alimony rights. Conservative media and jurists gave 
speeches suggesting that alimony violated men’s rights. 

The Platform to End Violence mobilized, while the Working Group for the Right to 
Alimony established the Women’s Platform for the Right to Alimony with over 160 members. 
As the secretariat, WWHR coordinated a social media campaign and drafted a brief targeting 

2019

all stakeholders. The Platform organized a petition campaign signed by 100 women leaders 
from different fields. Supported by these celebrities, 10,000 signatures were collected in 10 
days. This persistent advocacy and awareness raising led to the tabling of the attempts.

The Independent Impact Evaluation Research for HREP, WHRT and the GES conducted 
between 2012 and 2018 was published. The research showed that HREP and WHRT had 
a positive impact of over 90% on women’s ability to exercise their rights. 85% of HREP 
participants facing physical violence were able to stop or reduce the violence, 96% became 
resource persons in their communities, and 67% joined a women’s organization.

As a result of the efforts of the Çiğli Women’s Platform established a year ago, the Çiğli 
City Council Women’s Assembly was established. The majority of the executive board is 
made up of HREP women. The Urla Women’s Solidarity Association was founded in İzmir 
by HREP participants.

Twelve Gender Equality Seminars (GES) were held with over 600 participants in 
collaboration with local partners, including universities, youth associations, women’s NGOs, 
and professional chambers in seven provinces. The independent evaluation of GES revealed 
that over 60% of the participants gained a better understanding of gender and violence 
through the seminars, and over 80% became more aware of gender issues. 

The HREP Trainers Summit brought together 65 HREP trainers from across Turkey to 
discuss emerging issues, field implementations, and strategies for strengthening cooperation. 
On the last day, the first HREP Festival was organized in collaboration with the İzmir 
Women’s Solidarity Association, bringing together 450 HREP participants and women’s 
NGOs in İzmir. 

The government’s anti-rights groups’ attacks on our rights through systematic 
disinformation campaigns led us to focus on our research-based and data-driven advocacy 
efforts. As mainstream media was manipulated by the government and allies, we chose to 
pursue social media tools to disseminate information and organize actions. We complemented 
our feminist awareness raising and advocacy content with visuals and videos using new media 
tools, such as online action alerts and hashtag actions. We continued our efforts to bridge 
local, national and international struggles by working multilingually. We initiated three 
online campaigns as the secretariat of the Women’s Platform for the Right to Alimony and 
the Platform to End Violence Women, while also supporting other rights-based campaigns. 
Our two twitter campaigns for the Istanbul Convention became trending topics in Turkey. 

The Beijing+25 Women’s Platform-Turkey was established by 60 women’s rights NGOs, 
with WWHR and the Women’s Coalition serving as the Core Group. The group put forth 
a proposal for the establishment of a Global Independent Women’s Body, supported by 
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many international women’s groups. Based on the analysis that international monitoring 
bodies for gender equality and women’s human rights are becoming more politicized and 
thus losing power against states and that rising authoritarianism and growing anti-rights 
movements present imminent threats to gender equality, the platform proposed efforts to 
develop a theoretical framework for the establishment of an independent global women’s 
body that can monitor state compliance with international norms on women’s human rights, 
receive complaints, and demand states to comply with international norms. 

Advocacy in scope of the SDG High Level Political Forum and Turkey’s Voluntary 
National Review and Reporting (VNR) process was among the major international activities 
of WWHR. In collaboration with seven women’s NGOs, WWHR drafted and lobbied for 
the shadow report, calling for the establishment of a national SDG mechanism, and the 
implementation and localization of Goal 5 for gender equality. One of the major criticisms 
of the women’s movement was the government’s last-minute removal of gender equality 
from the 11th National Development Plan. 

Our SDG website hedef5.org was launched in Turkish, featuring information on the 
SDGs, regional and global review processes, localization, and the meaningful participation 
of NGOs. 

The Right to Alimony Working Group Meeting, 2019 The Right to Alimony Platform Parliamentary Meetings, 2019

We started to organize a series of panels called Feminist Gatherings. The themes of the 
conferences, which aimed to initiate new spaces for feminist dialogue and involve young 
people, were “Equality,” “Our Diversities,” “Post-Truth and Evil,” “Organizing Solidarity,” 
and “Sisterhood.”

In scope of CSBR’s ODOS campaign, WWHR organized a two-day workshop titled 
“Solidarity Keeps Us Alive” in partnership with Kaos-GL, which focused on countering the 
attacks of anti-gender movements through cross-movement solidarity and collaboration 
among feminists and LGBTQI+ activists. 

The Covid-19 pandemic took the whole world by storm, while in Turkey civil society 
experienced the social and political impact of the pandemic the most. The total ban on 
face-to-face activities was utilized as a tool of political pressure, and HREP fieldwork was 
disrupted. Nevertheless, by the end of 2020, the number of women participating in the 
program reached 16,000. 

HREP participants in İzmir founded the Çeşme Women’s Solidarity Association, while 
in Mersin, the online newspaper Women’s News was launched, with women from HREP 
comprising most of the editorial team. 

2020
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An ongoing threat since 2016, an amendment was proposed to Article 103 of the TCP 
regulating sexual abuse of children, which would pardon the men who married the child they 
abused if the age difference was less than 15. Women’s platforms organized simultaneous 
protests in 48 provinces against this initiative, which would legitimize grave rights violations 
and crimes such as child abuse, forced and early marriage, and marital rape. The press 
conference organized by WWHR with platform representatives was attended by over 100 
people, including representatives of political parties, journalists, and feminists. 198 women’s 
and LGBTQI+ organizations signed a statement and launched a social media campaign. 
Although the issue remained on the government’s agenda, the proposal was shelved thanks 
to the mobilization.

Together with the Women’s Platform for the Right to Alimony, we shared four posts on 
women’s alimony rights in a social media campaign that reached a total of 3,300,000 people. 

The Law on Amendments to the Law on the Execution of Sentences was rushed to 
parliament on the instructions of the President, citing the pandemic as an excuse. Despite 
all our objections and widespread campaigns, the amendment shortening prison sentences 
of convicts, including those convicted of physical violence against women was accepted. 

In July, AKP Deputy Chairman Numan Kurtulmuş stated that the Istanbul Convention 
contradicted “national values,” citing gender and sexual orientation as pretext, and voiced 
the possibility of withdrawing from the convention. This statement was supported by the 
Presidency and news spread that the proposal to withdraw would be discussed at AKP’s 
Executive Committee Meeting. WWHR played an active role in campaigns carried out through 
networks such as the Equality Watch and Implement the Istanbul Convention. We also 
launched a digital campaign to counter the distorted propaganda and disseminate accurate 
information on the Convention, with the aim of garnering public support. We produced 
social media posts in Turkish, English, Arabic, Kurdish and Farsi, desktop videos, and an 
animated film that reached hundreds of thousands. In order to mobilize mass resistance 
against the annulment attempt and make it visible on the streets, 20,000 brochures on the 
Istanbul Convention were printed and disseminated all over Turkey. Thirty-five institutions, 
including municipalities, city councils, women’s and LGBTQI+ organizations, and trade 
unions distributed the brochure locally. 

WWHR and Kaos-GL co-organized two online meetings in scope of CSBR’s ODOS 
Campaign. The first was a media workshop on hate speech and the second was a transnational 
meeting titled Solidarity Beyond Borders with over 150 participants and speakers from 
Poland, Russia, Brazil, Sweden, Mexico, and Belgium on right-wing populisms and anti-
gender attacks. 

The 12th HREP ToT was organized in cooperation with Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality 
following the local elections. Nine new municipalities in Istanbul became institutional HREP 
partners.

HREP participants founded the Kepez Independent Women’s Solidarity in Çanakkale, 
and women from HREP started the Crafty Hands Bazaar Women’s Group in Küçükçekmece 
Municipality, Istanbul. 

Bring a Friend platform, which aims to introduce women to football and promote 
women’s empowerment through sports, was founded in Istanbul by a HREP trainer. 

The content of GES was revised to be conducted online with different groups. Sixty online 
seminars were held with the Turkish Association of University Women, the Aegean Women’s 
Assembly, and the Şerife Bacı Women’s Platform. The outreach of GES expanded to 5,000.

No to Amnesty for Child Sexual Abuse! Press Conference 2020

2021
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No Amnesty for Sexual Abuse of Children Demonstration, İstanbul, 2020 Implement the Istanbul Convention, Evrensel, 11 July, 2020
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WWHR published Being a Woman in the Covid-19 Pandemic: A Research Study. The findings 
indicated that the pandemic had adversely affected women’s mental health and economic 
situation, significantly increased the burden of care on women, while had no significant 
impact on the prevalence of VAW. 

On 20 March 2021, at 2 am, it was announced that Turkey withdrew from the Istanbul 
Convention with Presidential Decree no. 3718 published in the Official Gazette. Women’s 
and LGBTQI+ groups mobilized immediately. Street protests were organized all over 
Turkey. UN, EU, and Council of Europe issued statements condemning the decision, 
and international feminist NGOs shared solidarity messages. WWHR published an online 
chronology of all the developments as of 20 March on istanbulsozlesmesi.org and launched 
a nationwide social media campaign titled “Istanbul Convention Belongs to All of Us.” After 
sharing social media visuals, we continued the campaign through a hashtag action with 
the participation of 33 celebrities who created a chain inviting one another to support the 
Istanbul Convention. This hashtag had an outreach of 2.3 million. Our billboards with the 
slogan “We are not giving up on the Istanbul Convention!” were displayed for a week in June 
by 16 municipalities throughout Turkey. 

The 57,000 Istanbul Convention masks we had made were distributed in 24 cities. Our 
masks were also used in various demonstrations, such as the “We are not giving up on the 
Istanbul Convention!” and the Istanbul Convention Rally in Maltepe. The masks also became 
an international visibility tool: Figures such as Wendy Sherman (US Deputy Secretary of 
State), Irene Montero (Minister of Equality of Spain), Marjanne de Kwaasteniet (Dutch 
ambassador to Turkey) shared their photos with these masks on their social media accounts. 

Right after the decision of withdrawal, WWHR, Hafıza Merkezi Berlin, Women’s Coalition 
International WG, Kaos-GL, Purple Roof, and independent feminist activists came together 
to launch the intersectional and international United4IstanbulConvention campaign, 
given the opposition to the Convention also echoed in other countries. The concept note 
emphasized that the attacks against the Istanbul Convention were not isolated incidents 
but the result of global attacks on gender equality, human rights, and democratic values. 
The campaign was launched with a public statement and social media action on 11 May, the 
10th anniversary of the Convention. WWHR assumed the secretariat of the campaign, which 
organized an online international demonstration on 1 July when Turkey officially withdrew 
from the Convention. Social media messages were posted in Arabic, Croatian, English, 
German, Italian, Kurdish, Slovakian, Spanish, and Turkish. An online avatar map, on which 
users could pin themselves at their respective locations with their support messages, was 
created. Nearly 2,000 people from 63 countries pinned themselves on the map. A global 
forum was organized in December with 100 participants to strategize against anti-gender, 
anti-rights attacks through intersectional and transnational solidarity with a positive holistic 
discourse. 

Like many women’s NGOs, jurists, and individuals, WWHR had filed a lawsuit to annul 
the Presidential Decree on the withdrawal. The Council of State rejected the request for a 
stay of execution. 

The research report on Reproductive Healthcare Services for Women and Women’s Experiences 
with Abortion was published in Turkish and English. The video, featuring key findings of 
the report, received approximately 355,000 views. Outlining the current situation regarding 
abortion and reproductive health policies around the world and in Turkey and including 
recommendations for improving women’s access to health services, the research indicated 
that most women, regardless of their views on abortion, agreed that it should be an option 
and a right in a patriarchal society and precarious life conditions. The limited access to 
sexual and reproductive health services, judgmental attitudes, and lack of state support were 
identified as major obstacles, and most agreed that the decision should be women’s first and 
foremost. 

On behalf of CSBR, WWHR and Kaos-GL were invited to the thematic priority consultation 
meeting on violence against lesbian, bisexual, and transgender women held by the UN Special 
Rapporteur (SR) on VAW. At this meeting with stakeholders from academia, civil society, the 
UN, and regional entities, the SR announced that during her tenure she will prioritize the 
following topics: violence against indigenous women; gender-based violence in the context 
of disaster risk mitigation and response related to climate change; psychological violence; 
and the intersection between gender-based violence against women and sexual orientation, 
gender identity, and expression.

12th HREP Trainer Training, 2021
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"Spain's Minister of Equality wears the Istanbul Convention Mask," 
Mersin Kadın, 11 June 2021



177176

1993 - 1999 
  20

0
0

 - 20
0

9 
       20

10
- 20

23 
 

"The pandemic affected women's mental health," Milliyet, 6 February 2021

"New research: Women united on the right to abortion", Mersin Kadın, 10 December 2021

WWHR continued to participate in the Observatory on the Universality of Rights (OURs) 
Working Group’s advocacy activities under the secretariat of AWID, representing WWHR 
and CSBR. OURs met with UN Special Rapporteurs to share key findings on anti-rights 
activities and their impact on the international human rights system. 

After the 13th HREP ToT, the number of institutional HREP partners reached 20, 
including the Association for Social Workers (SHUDER), 17 municipalities, a women’s 
NGO, and a trade union.

HREP trainers and participants founded Women of Hope (Umudun Kadınları), a 
monthly print and audio magazine that aims to raise awareness about the rights of women, 
including those with disabilities and disadvantaged groups. 

We are Different but Equal Association (Fark-Et) was founded in Çanakkale by HREP 
participants and trainers, who are also mental health workers, to provide psychological 
support for children and women and work against violence, gender inequality, social 
exclusion, and discrimination.

“On July 1, the day Turkey officially withdrew 
from the Convention, the movement organized 
an extraordinary demonstration despite all the 
backlash and attacks. It was an extraordinary day 
for all of us. Yes, Turkey had already withdrawn, but 
the Istanbul Convention gained public recognition 
and support. Despite numerous obstacles, we also 
strengthened our solidarity. We were united—
LGBTQI+s, women, and the Kurdish movement. 
I believe it revitalized us and kept our hope alive.” 

Berfu (Şeker)

2022
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WWHR, in cooperation with UN Women Headquarters and Turkey office, conducted a 
three-day workshop on Gender and Macroeconomics attended by representatives from eight 
political parties, trade unions, and women’s NGOs with the aim of capacity building for the 
upcoming local elections. UN Women’s Gender and Economics Training Manual was translated 
into Turkish. The workshop included sessions on macroeconomics and feminist economics, 
international and regional macroeconomic trends and their impact on national economies, 
and women’s access to the labor market. 

WWHR participated in advocacy and lobbying activities for Turkey’s 8th Periodic 
CEDAW Review process as part of the NGO Forum on CEDAW – Turkey. Echoing the 
shadow report, the Committee was particularly concerned with the withdrawal from the 
Istanbul Convention. The Concluding Observations highlighted 12 other issues raised in the 
shadow report, including the effects of the COVID pandemic on GBV; obstacles in access 
to justice; inadequacies in support mechanisms for violence survivors; prohibition of early 
and forced marriages; recommendations on political participation, girls’ education and 
women’s employment; barriers to the right to safe abortion; attacks on women’s alimony 
rights; women’s increasing poverty; and oppression and legal procedures targeting women 
human rights defenders and civil society. 

The women’s movement continued proactive advocacy efforts to thwart any further 
potential attempts to curtail women’s right to poverty alimony. WWHR initiated a campaign 
titled Feminists for the Right to Divorce and Alimony and prepared a brief for opposition 
parties. The government had to back down, but the Minister of Justice declared their 
intention to revisit the issue after the elections. 

We produced the first episode of our documentary titled Bu Kalabalığı Hatırla (Remember 
This Crowd) to depict past successful campaigns and the longstanding struggle of the 
feminist movement. The episode opened with the Nahide Opuz case and the advocacy and 
activism for the adoption of the Istanbul Convention, followed by the mobilization after 
the withdrawal from the Convention. The documentary, directed by Burcu Melekoğlu and 
Vuslat Karan, was broadcast at Queerfest and on our Youtube channel.

We produced a video on the findings of the Reproductive Healthcare Services for Women 
and Women’s Experience with Abortion report in Turkish and English, which was viewed nearly 
233,000 times on WWHR’s social media accounts.

What is Male Violence? Mini Glossary, which includes definitions of the forms of violence 
and strategies against VAW, was published online. The glossary was also printed as a brochure 
in cooperation with Çankaya Municipality (10,000 copies), thus reaching a more diverse 
target group. 

Our website istanbulsozlesmesi.org was launched on 1 August, the anniversary of the 
Istanbul Convention coming into force in Turkey. The website includes key documents 
pertaining to the convention, an account of how Turkey became a signatory and the 
withdrawal process, articles, audiovisuals, and an updated chronology.

In collaboration with KADAV, the We Have Rights! booklet series were translated into 
Arabic and disseminated among migrant and refugee women.

In October, CHP proposed a bill that was claimed to guarantee women’s right to choose 
their dress free of coercion referencing the past headscarf bans. After the bill was rejected 
by the majority coalition of AKP-MHP, President Erdoğan challenged CHP, proposing an 
amendment to the constitution to “safeguard the freedom to wear the headscarf” and 
“strengthen the family.” On 9 December, a proposal was brought to the parliament to amend 
two articles of the constitution concerning the “freedom of religion and conscience” and the 
“protection of the family and the rights of the child.” The explicitly discriminatory proposal 
came in a polarized and oppressive political environment where gender equality, women’s 
and LGBTQI+ rights are under attack and democracy is undermined. Working with women’s 
and LGBTQI+ movements, WWHR drafted and disseminated a protest letter, supported by 
171 organizations, to all the opposition parties calling on them to oppose this amendment 
categorically, conducted a social media campaign, and drafted a public sign-on letter in 
consultation with constitutional law professors. The proposed amendment was tabled as a 
result of strong advocacy and public opposition. 

Devastating earthquakes struck 11 provinces in the south and southeast of Turkey on 
6 February. WWHR went to Diyarbakır after the earthquake to meet with women’s and 
LGBTQI+ organizations in the region, including Diyarbakır City Platform, Rosa Women’s 
Association, DOGÜNKAD, Young Approaches to Health, Diyarbakır Youth Center, Women’s 
Culture, Arts and Literature Association (KASED), Mesopotamia Psychologists’ Initiative that 
delivered aid to Adıyaman, Maraş and Malatya, and offered psychological support sessions for 
volunteers. We undertook an eight-month psychosocial support project based in Diyarbakır 
for women and LGBTQI+ in Adıyaman, Diyarbakır, and Malatya. Group workshops were 
organized in Akçatepe Village and Yaylakonak Town of Adıyaman and Akçadağ district of 
Malatya. Our findings, practice, and policy recommendations were compiled in the Report 
on Psychosocial Support Carried Out in the Earthquake Region: Adıyaman, Diyarbakır, Malatya. 
We also organized a panel on earthquake experiences together with women’s and LGBTQI+ 
organizations. 

HREP participants established the Şimel Women’s Cooperative in Diyarbakır. The 
cooperative that works on food security also has a restaurant. 

2023
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8th Periodic Review of Turkey by CEDAW, UN, 2022

After the 6 February earthquakes, women from the HREP network in Hatay’s Samandağ 
district founded the Samandağ Mozaik Women’s Solidarity Association.

The lawsuit we filed in 2021 against the decision to withdraw from the Istanbul Convention 
at the Council of State was finally heard at the court in November. Before the hearing, we 
held a joint press statement with Purple Roof, Ankara Women’s Solidarity Foundation, and 
Antalya Women’s Counseling Center and Solidarity Association in front of the Council of 
State with the support of women and LGBTQI+ organizations and bar associations. On 27 
February 2024, we were notified that our lawsuit was rejected. We will appeal our case, and if 
rejected on appeal, we will take it to the Constitutional Court with the plan to appeal to the 
European Court of Human Rights if rejected at the Constitutional Court.

WWHR, in partnership with Fos Feminista and A-Project, a Lebanon based feminist 
NGO working on SRHR, co-convened the online two-day meeting SWANA (South West Asia 
and North Africa) Regional Dialogue with 30 activists from ten countries. Topics discussed 
included the current opposition to bodily autonomy movements in the region, how to raise 
the visibility of efforts countering the backlash, and means of collaboration. A meeting 
report was published sharing key tactics and recommendations for organizing against anti-
SRHR groups.

Together with Purple Roof and Women on Web, WWHR became partner of an international 
project conducted by the Safe Abortion Action Fund (SAAF). We started working on a website 
on the right to safe abortion, kurtajhakkim.org, aimed at capacity building for healthcare 
providers and feminist groups and providing accurate information on abortion. Future 
activities will include workshops with healthcare providers and NGOs on medical abortion, 
the de facto ban on abortion, and prejudices against abortion. 

We organized and moderated a special meeting with UN SRVAW, bringing together 10 
feminist and LGBTQI+ organizations from Turkey to update the Rapporteur on police 
violence at the 25 November feminist march, the proposed discriminatory constitutional 
amendment, and threats to the freedom of association.

At the 53rd Session of the Human Rights Council held in Geneva, we delivered an oral 
statement on the alarming developments regarding gender equality and GBV in Turkey 
following the withdrawal from the Istanbul Convention and held a face-to-face meeting with 
the Special Rapporteur. 

The negotiations and alliances between AKP and right-wing Islamist parties during the 
general election process entailed blatantly gender discriminatory discourses, in which 
threats to abolish the Law no. 6284 on VAW became a political bargaining chip. As part 
of our awareness raising efforts, we produced the second episode of our Remember This 
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Crowd documentary series on Law no. 6284 and organized screenings in Ankara, Hatay, and 
Istanbul. Our videos titled What is 6284?, Why is 6284 important?, Does 6284 punish men?, What 
measures does 6284 foresee? produced in response to the counter-movement targeting the law 
were circulated on social media, reaching one million people. The persistent efforts of the 
women’s movement once again succeeded in stopping this attempt.

WWHR renewed its institutional identity and logo, taking into account the changing 
demographics, new communication tools, and diverse target groups.

In recent years, social media has become one of the most important ways of strengthening 
our feminist struggle, as it has become increasingly impossible for us to get coverage in 
the mainstream media and press. We have campaigned using formats such as short videos, 
infographics, succinct and colorful social media content, documentaries, and report and 
data visuals, which are the most common forms of interaction today. We have also translated 
and published international content such as CEDAW principles, abortion regulations and 
practices in different countries, and feminist politics in the fight against the pandemic. 
With these methods, we aim to spread and adopt accurate information and an egalitarian 
perspective against the disinformation discourse of anti-rights groups. Meanwhile, we 
continue to print mass outreach materials such as brochures and booklets to be used on the 
local level and publish reports and articles.

Two Feminist Gatherings were organized on “Rebuilding Life: Solidarity of Feminist and 
LGBTQI+ Communities in Disaster” focusing on post-earthquake organizing and collective 
actions, and “Sexual Abuse: Concepts, Preventive Actions, and Principles” discussing child 
abuse in a broader perspective. 

An online GES Implementation Orientation Training was conducted with 64 HREP 
trainers to expand the GES trainer pool. The seminars have reached 6,750 women and men 
between 2017 and 2023. 

The HREP Trainers Meeting brought together 82 HREP trainers from 21 provinces. In 
addition to sessions on program assessment, planning, strategy development, local advocacy, 
and grassroots organizing, capacity-building workshops were held on topics such as visual 
design for social media and drafting press statements/policy papers. HREP trainers also 
delivered 17 poster presentations on local organizing stories.

We launched the “Constitution for All” campaign following a two-day meeting with 
women’s and LGBTQI+ NGOs analyzing the situation of rights and gender equality in the 
aftermath of the general elections. With the participation of 22 groups, we established the 
Constitution for All Coordination Group to join forces against the constitutional amendment 
proposed at the end of 2022. A statement was drafted and circulated in our national and 

international networks in Turkish, Kurdish, Arabic, Farsi and English. The statement was 
shared with all the opposition parties and MPs, a website was created, and lobbying visits 
were organized. The campaign coordination is monitoring developments and preparing for 
a potential rekindling of attempts to amend the constitution.

With more than 1,000 groups implemented in 57 cities over 28 years, HREP’s total 
outreach exceeded 17,000 women. HREP participants continue to fight for their rights in 
their personal lives, in the grassroots women’s organizations they have joined or founded, in 
the local governments, and in the women’s movement across every region of Turkey.
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CAMPAIGN FOR THE LAW ON THE PREVENTION OF 
VIOLENCE NO. 6284

Ebru (Batık)

The beginning of the 6284 campaign was quite a blast for me. Everyone in the office 
was busy that day, and I was still a rookie, only a year in. They asked me, “Would you go to 
Ankara?” and I said, “Sure, I’ll go.” When I got there, I met Hülya (Gülbahar). She quickly 
found me and pulled me aside, sitting me down beside her. The Ministry had come to us 
with a draft law. Hülya was there, and I think Canan (Arın) was too. Out of nowhere, they 
said, “No, this isn’t how it’s done. Leave this to us.”

These women are truly legendary. Çiğdem (Hacısoftaoğlu) and Deniz (Bayram) from 
Purple Roof were there as well. They said to us, “So, we are the secretariat.” We had just met 
half an hour before, and yet they were telling me, “We already work well with Ebru. We work 
great with WWHR.” Just like that, we became the secretariat. Hülya confidently said, “We 
have our draft ready; we’ll present it to you,” to the Minister and the bureaucrats as if we’d 
been preparing for years. But there was no draft—nothing at all. Later, when we left, we 
asked Hülya, “What draft were you talking about?” She just laughed and said, “Oh, there’s 
no draft yet; we’ll write it.”

Then we returned to Istanbul, and I informed everyone that the secretariat had been 
established and that we were part of it. After that, the phone lines were buzzing... Zelal joined 
in, then Pınar, and later İpek, until the whole team was involved. Pınar, Hülya, and Zelal took 
on very active roles while I became the “chart person.” I spent my time making tables and 
comparing the new draft with the old one, placing the amended articles next to one another. 

through 
our eyes

The funniest part was that I was getting married, with the wedding scheduled for Sunday 
morning at 10:30. On Saturday night, around 11:00 PM, I got a call from the bridal shop. 
At the time, we were all—Hülya, Pınar, Zelal, the entire team—sitting at that white table in 
the association, working on the draft. At 11:00 PM, I answered the phone and said, “Hello?” 
The bridal shop attendant was on the other end, saying, “Enough already, come pick up your 
dress; I’ve been waiting for you for hours.” So, I rushed to Kadıköy to get the wedding dress. 
As I left the meeting, I was saying, “Sorry, I have to go; I’m getting married tomorrow.” That 
was hilarious. I still remember Hülya’s look as if to say, “Are you crazy? Hurry up, hurry up!” 
The process of drafting 6284 was truly something else!

Zelal (Ayman)

In mid-September 2011, then-Minister of Family and Social Services Fatma Şahin 
invited women’s organizations to a meeting, marking the start of the process that would 
eventually lead to the adoption of the violence prevention law. Earlier that year, Ayşe Paşalı 
had been murdered, which deeply affected all of us—it was the final straw. On March 8th 
that year, we had loudly protested that the old protection order law was insufficient; it didn’t 
prevent femicides or protect women. And in June 2011, the Ministry of Women’s Affairs and 
GDSS were suddenly dissolved, and the Ministry of Family and Social Policies was established.

At the September meeting, Fatma Şahin announced, “We’ve prepared a draft to 
replace the old law; come and provide your feedback.” So, we attended. That meeting was 
packed, and unsurprisingly, we didn’t like the draft. It was overly simplistic and had a narrow 
scope. They said, “Well, then you prepare one for us,” and we agreed, taking on the task. 
We got to work—Hülya , myself, and Çiğdem from Purple Roof—starting at Hülya’s office. 
We managed to meet the deadline the Minister had set. Hülya, with the support of Çiğdem, 
worked tirelessly through the nights to produce a 33-page proposal.

We decided to first draft a proposal with the key women’s organizations involved, 
move quickly, and submit it on behalf of five organizations, with plans to expand it later. In 
fact, we expanded it almost immediately. When Fatma Şahin reviewed the 33-page proposal 
we presented, she was very impressed—both by our timely completion and comprehensive 
scope. She said, “Okay, I’ll review it.” That meeting in Istanbul was brief, lasting less than 
fifteen minutes.

We began making regular trips to and from Ankara. The feedback we received was, 
“This is too lengthy; we can’t implement it all.” They indicated that they would revise and 
simplify it. Later, Fatma Şahin called and said, “We’re coming to Istanbul for a meeting; let’s 
meet again.” Ministry bureaucrats and the Istanbul Provincial Director accompanied the 
Minister. During that meeting, something critical occurred. We strongly insisted that the new 
law be based on the Istanbul Convention, which had been opened for signature in May 2011. 
We said, “This should be the Ministry’s strategy.” Turkey was, after all, the first country to sign 
the Convention. We explained to Fatma Şahin the importance of ratifying the Convention at 
the parliament and the necessity of drafting the law within this framework. 
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Then, disagreements and challenges began to emerge. I recall that the meetings we 
attended in December reached a deadlock. There were many frustrating discussions, and we 
couldn’t make any headway. We were then asked to reconvene on January 15, 2012. In the 
meantime, what happened with our organizing efforts? After the five organizations submitted 
that comprehensive proposal and the Ministry began to respond positively, we realized it was 
time to mobilize the movement. We established the Platform to End Violence and created 
an email group. We began contacting all women’s organizations, inviting them to join. An 
incredible process began. At that time, the technical secretariat was primarily managed by 
two colleagues from WWHR and Purple Roof, along with Hülya. As our campaign expanded 
and the workload increased in January 2012, friends from Ankara and İzmir also joined the 
secretariat and the negotiation teams. Ultimately, we brought together nearly 300 women’s 
organizations to join the platform. This turning point transformed the entire process into a 
full-fledged campaign.

During the January 2012 meeting, we had a large turnout once again. The room was 
packed, with 50-60 women present; we could barely see each other. As the day progressed, 
the meeting came to a deadlock. We had already purchased our return tickets, so we 
decided, “Let’s just leave; this isn’t going anywhere.” We took a decisive stance, saying, 
“Alright, Madame Minister, we’re leaving; there’s nothing more to discuss.” I remember 
it as a very critical moment. We began gathering our belongings, and naturally, all eyes 
were on us as we prepared to walk out. Whispers had also been circulating, suggesting 
that we were collaborating with the government, which was frustrating to hear. We were 
regularly updating the press to counter this. So, we said, “We’ll immediately make a press 
announcement outside, informing everyone that the negotiations have come to a standstill 
and that we’re unable to continue.”

As we were about to leave, Fatma Şahin suddenly said, “Wait a minute, don’t go. I’m 
taking initiative here and inviting you to the Ministry. I’ll call in all my bureaucrats, and we’ll 
work on this tonight.” We were stunned—how could this be? We hadn’t even come close to 
reaching an agreement during the meeting, yet now Fatma Şahin was insisting, “We need to 
do this.” The academics were present, the Ministry bureaucrats were waiting, and everyone 
was on standby. After a quick discussion among ourselves, we decided to proceed. Seven or 
eight of us went to the meeting. The Ministry’s meeting room was small and cramped. Fatma 
Şahin urgently called in everyone invloved, including representatives from the gendarmerie 
and the police force. Academics like Adem Sözüer and İzzet Gönenç, both experts in criminal 
law who had worked on the penal code, were also present. We started working around six 
or seven in the evening and continued for about two hours. Eventually, we mentioned that 
we needed to leave because we had a flight to catch. She responded, “Where are you going? 
You can’t leave; I’ll host you. Have the hotel book rooms and cancel your flights. We’ll take 
care of you.” They arranged accommodations for us, and Fatma Şahin even had pajamas 
brought in—it was quite incredible. The next morning, I called Pınar, explained what was 
happening, and suggested it would be great if she could join us. Pınar immediately came to 
Ankara. We continued working for another two or three days and made significant progress. 

Fatma Şahin accepted many of the articles we proposed and worked to push them through. 
Whenever there was a debate, she would ask, “What do you think?” and we would provide our 
perspective. The meetings continued in this collaborative manner. Afterward, we continued 
our work in Istanbul as well. By the end of January 2012, the draft had been significantly 
refined and was submitted to the Cabinet with the Ministry’s proposal.

But then, at the end of February, the Cabinet’s version was announced, and we were 
shocked to find that the draft proposal, which had originally included over 40 articles, 
had been completely gutted! It had reverted to the Ministry’s initial draft, with significant 
sections removed. The crisis we experienced was indescribable—a mix of despair, anger, 
and a profound sense of betrayal. The Cabinet’s decision carried the signatures of both 
Erdoğan and Fatma Şahin, and all the Ministers had approved this drastically altered 
draft. Our proposal was nowhere to be found, as if it had never existed. Naturally, we were 
furious and deeply frustrated. As per procedure, this watered-down draft would first go 
to the Commission on Equal Opportunities for Women and Men (KEFEK), then to the 
Justice Commission, and finally be submitted to the Grand National Assembly. The plan 
was to have it passed by March 8th, as Erdoğan had instructed. Those of us in Istanbul 
decided to take a stand and not go to the parliament. However, we called the women in 
Ankara, asking, “Can you still go and see what happens?” Our hopes were minimal at that 
point. Later that afternoon, we spoke with Gülsen (Ülker Al) from the Women’s Solidarity 
Foundation. She told us, “Something incredible is happening. Fatma Şahin came to the 
KEFEK meeting and is reinstating all the articles!” We were stunned. Our hopes, which had 
been all but lost, began to rise again. The entire draft was being restored to the version we 
had initially worked on. It passed through KEFEK in that form and was then sent to the 
Justice Commission. Given the situation, Deniz and I decided to go to Ankara. There, we 
joined Sema (Kendirci) from the Turkish Women’s Union and Gülsen for the six-hour-long 
Justice Commission meeting. The room was so crowded that we had to work while standing, 
as there were no seats available. During that meeting, all the articles that had been removed 
from the proposal were reinstated. Fatma Şahin consistently advocated, saying, “It should 
be as the women proposed,” effectively reverting to the previous draft. The only parts that 
couldn’t be included were the terms and concept of gender equality. It was removed due to 
concerns related to the LGBTQI+ issue… The Chair of the Justice Commission claimed that 
it “evoked different connotations.” Incidentally, one mention of gender was overlooked and 
remained in the draft, but it was later removed during the parliamentary discussions.

The 6284 campaign was a highly effective effort that united and mobilized women 
around creating a law against violence in the post-2005 period. The outcome was largely 
successful. While not everything we aimed for made it into the final law, we achieved the 
majority of our goals. Instead of a “mini-law” like the previous one, which consisted of just 
three articles, we passed a comprehensive law with over 40 articles crafted in alignment with 
the Istanbul Convention. I can confidently say it was a successful campaign process. 

But shortly after, the anti-abortion process began. At the end of May 2012, Erdoğan 
stated, “Every abortion is an Uludere,” in reference to the Turkish military’s bombing 
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of Kurdish civilians, allegedly by mistake thinking they were PKK, which sparked a new 
controversy. At that time, the regulations for implementing Law No. 6284 were being 
discussed, and we were actively involved in the process. Three regulations needed to be 
prepared in connection with the law: the Shelter Regulation, the Violence Prevention and 
Monitoring Center Regulation, and the general implementation regulation for the Law. 
The Minister had previously told us, “Work with us again, and let’s address the gaps in the 
law through these regulations.” We were called back to Ankara for another meeting. The 
day before, Erdoğan had made the “Uludere” comment, which led to a heated debate and 
tension during the meeting. The Minister defended Erdoğan, causing the discussion to 
deviate from its original purpose, and we could not reach any conclusions. We couldn’t even 
discuss the regulations. A new meeting date was set, and we were asked to attend again. We 
returned, but by then, the abortion issue had escalated, and we were also actively involved in 
that struggle. The entire movement had mobilized. A debate emerged within the movement, 
with some suggesting, “Let’s not attend these meetings; let’s take a stand against the Ministry.” 
The argument was that “The Ministry supports this rhetoric; they’ve said it to our faces. We 
should stop all discussions with this Ministry.” I and a few other women disagreed with this 
approach, as we didn’t think it was the right course of action. However, the majority decided 
to withdraw. We wrote a letter to the Ministry announcing our withdrawal from the meetings. 
After that, all dialogue with the government ceased, and we could never meet again. Shortly 
afterward, the Gezi protests erupted. Then, in 2015, the conflicts resumed, and in 2016, the 
attempted coup occurred...

THE ABORTION CANNOT BE BANNED CAMPAIGN 

Selen (Lermioğlu)

As WWHR and Equality Monitoring Group (EŞİT-İZ), we launched the “Abortion 
Cannot Be Banned” campaign together. Suddenly, Erdoğan came out and said, “Every 
abortion is an Uludere; abortion is murder.” At EŞİT-İZ, we decided, “This time, let’s not 
involve the organizations directly. But at the very least, let’s start discussing what we can do as 
organizations.” So, I immediately called Liz and Zelal from WWHR, and Hülya reached out 
to others, but in the end, it was the teams from EŞİT-İZ and WWHR that came together. We 
were the first group to meet and discuss what to do. We tried to determine whether we should 
create a platform or take a different approach. At the same time, we were also participating 
in meetings with the Socialist Feminist Collective and the Istanbul Feminist Collective. 
Ultimately, we decided not to establish a separate platform as EŞİT-İZ and WWHR, as doing 
so could potentially divide the women’s movement. Instead, we envisioned a process that 
mixed-gender organizations would support. We felt it was important to have a campaign 
that not only addressed abortion as a women’s issue but also included the voices of others—
such as gynecologists, the Medical Chambers, organizations working on poverty, and those 
focused on child welfare. Therefore, we said, “Let’s not directly involve organizations in this 

"Stop trying to control our bodies!", Milliyet, 5 June 2012
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effort.” We decided that the names of WWHR and EŞİT-İZ wouldn’t be directly associated 
with the campaign, but we would still coordinate it. That’s how we launched the “Abortion 
Cannot Be Banned” campaign and organized a large online petition drive. Simultaneously, 
we quickly reached out to a wide range of stakeholders—we contacted the Medical 
Chambers, local community leaders, forensic experts, gynecologists, bar associations... there 
was hardly anyone we didn’t speak to during that time. We also encouraged them to gather 
signatures. WWHR focused primarily on mobilizing international support, especially from 
global organizations. On an international level, both individuals and organizations could 
sign the petition. We tapped into our networks, urging them to say, “This is happening 
in Turkey; please immediately send messages to the Turkish embassies in your countries.” 
WWHR led this initiative and was very successful. We worked quickly and efficiently. The 
European Commission, the European Union—there wasn’t a single letter left to write. We 
translated everything into English and Turkish. 

TURKEY’S 6TH PERIODIC REVIEW BY CEDAW

Şehnaz (Kıymaz Bahçeci)

At the beginning of the preparation for Turkey’s 2010 CEDAW Review process, 
WWHR convened a meeting with relevant organizations. This was around the time I started 
coordinating logistics at WWHR. In 2005, the Turkish Penal Code Women’s Platform, 
operating under our secretariat, and the CEDAW Civil Society Executive Board – Turkey in 
Ankara submitted two separate shadow reports. However, when these reports were presented 
at the UN, it became clear that they conveyed similar messages. To present a more unified and 
stronger stance before the CEDAW Committee, the decision was made to combine advocacy 
efforts in 2010. So, they agreed to coordinate the process jointly for the next review. We 
organized a preparatory meeting, where Feride Acar, a member of the CEDAW Committee 
at the time, shared insights on the committee’s priorities. İpek also contributed by sharing 
her experiences, and we then divided the topics among us. Groups made up of members 
from three or four organizations took responsibility for writing sections of the shadow 
report related to their specific areas of expertise. Afterward, we focused on consolidating 
these sections—tracking their submission, editing, confirming the accuracy, and ensuring 
everything was in order with a control list and additional checks, etc.

In the 2010 session, we ensured equal participation from both platforms. With the 
funding available, Liz and I, along with Zelal (Yalçın) from Purple Roof, attended the 
session. Zelal and her team were also active in the process, particularly the section on 
violence. Our HREP trainer Şule Sepin, on behalf of Şule’s organization, which advocates 
for women with disabilities, contributed a one-page thematic report on this issue, which 
we included as an annex to our main report. This made Şule’s involvement important. We 
have always prioritized supporting the participation of trainers in international processes. 

Our goal was to reflect the needs and realities of the women who participated in HREP, 
as well as the local context, in international advocacy efforts. For example, in 2005, Zozan 
(Özgökçe), a HREP trainer from the Van Women’s Association (VAKAD), along with other 
women from VAKAD, wrote a one-page thematic report on the rights of Kurdish women 
and traveled to New York to advocate for it. After preparing the 2010 report, we opened 
it for signatures and garnered the support of 80 organizations before submitting it. The 
Committee’s recommendations ultimately included almost all the issues we had highlighted 
in our shadow report. At WWHR, we have always believed in the importance of linking our 
work with international efforts and collaborating with other organizations and platforms, 
both globally and within Turkey. I believe this approach is incredibly empowering. Through 
my experience at WWHR, I’ve learned that while it’s important to say, “We did this, and we 
own it,” it’s even more empowering to achieve it in collaboration with others.

“Feminists initially had doubts about what AWID 
would bring to women in Turkey and local women’s 
organizations. But after the conference, they spoke 
about how enriching it was to hear the stories 
of women from vastly different countries and 
cultures and to realize that the challenges women 
face globally are often very similar.  Experiencing 
solidarity and realizing that you are not alone in 
the struggle for women’s human rights is truly 
invaluable.”

Karin (Ronge)
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2012 INTERNATIONAL AWID FORUM, ISTANBUL

Ebru (Batık) 

When the 2012 International AWID Forum was held in Istanbul, our connections 
with international women’s movements grew significantly stronger. Thousands of women 
from around the world attended; it was an incredible experience. One of the most powerful 
moments, for example, was seeing a woman from Van participate in AWID. Hearing her 
share a personal challenge and how she overcame it in front of such a large audience was 
truly impactful. What makes this so special is the grounded nature of these exchanges—real-
life experiences are being shared, which is quite different from academic discussions. After a 
presentation, for instance, a woman from AWID’s General Assembly mentions, “This is being 
discussed in the context of sustainable development goals, and here’s how it might affect 
you.” Then, you share that with women from local organizations across Turkey. This kind of 
direct exchange is incredibly valuable. Women respond by saying, “It seems we’ll be facing 
the same challenges.”

Selen (Lermioğlu)

AWID was incredible. So, we were in contact with them. We needed to find a venue for 
this big conference. And the numbers did not lie; the smaller venues would not work. We 
visited the Haliç Congress Center… and it was settled. It’s one of the largest venues. Perfect. 
We stayed in close contact with AWID to plan for the number of simultaneous workshops 
and parallel sessions, coordinating all the details with the Congress Center. Everything 
seemed to be falling into place. However, when we compared the number of sessions with 
the number of rooms AWID requested, we noticed they asked for several more rooms than 
we had anticipated. They wanted an additional four or five rooms. We’re confused, “Are 
they requesting backup rooms? Did we miscalculate?” So, we reached out to clarify, and 
they replied, “No, those extra rooms aren’t for parallel sessions. They are for the wellness 
section.” At first, we couldn’t help but laugh, joking, “Are we setting up a spa? A hammam?” 
But they were completely serious. They designated one room as a scream room, another as 
a meditation room, and one as a nap room. I was shocked. It was one of the most important 
lessons I took from AWID. They explained, “As feminist activists, we often push ourselves so 
hard without caring for our well-being that we risk burnout. We need to create spaces and 
moments to care for ourselves, and we need to learn how to do that. That’s why we offer 
wellness activities for women attending our conferences and meetings.” 

At AWID, we also advocated for broader participation, emphasizing that “Turkey is a 
large country with many women’s organizations that lack the financial resources to attend. 
We need to ensure more inclusion.” Normally, AWID sponsors 50-60 participants for these 
large forums, while others must pay a participation fee. Although AWID secures most of the 
funding, it isn’t enough to cover such a large event, so each attendant had to pay around 
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$200. As the Turkish delegation, we pushed hard, arguing, “This is a challenge in Turkey. 
How will women from places like Kars, Van, or Trabzon afford to come to Istanbul?” If I 
remember correctly, we raised the number of sponsored participants to 200, allowing far 
more women to attend for free. The experience of being with women from all over the world 
was incredible and revitalizing for all of us. One of the most complex and “divisive” topics 
at AWID—and within women’s organizations in Turkey—was the issue of sex work. Many 
sex worker organizations from different countries attended, standing out with their pink 
umbrellas, and they were wonderful. Some represented trans women’s organizations, while 
others were cis women’s groups. It was remarkable. In the sessions they organized, sex work 
became a recurring topic for many women, including myself. We began to approach the 
subject from different perspectives, yet there was still no consensus on whether it should be 
viewed as sex work or slavery. It remains a deeply challenging issue for many.

Karin (Ronge)

One of my most significant contributions to the women’s movement in Turkey was 
convincing various women’s organizations to come together and host an international 
women’s conference. The AWID Forum, held in Istanbul in the spring of 2012, became 
the largest forum of its kind, with over 2,200 participants from around the world. It 
was the first (and, to my knowledge, the only) conference of this nature to be held in a 
predominantly Muslim country. Initially, there was significant resistance from Turkish 
women’s organizations, and even within my team, there were doubts. Many questioned how 
the conference would benefit Turkish women and local women’s organizations. Did the 
conference leave a lasting impact? I’m not certain, but I do recall some of the feedback 
shared by activists from the women’s organizations we worked with. They spoke about how 
enriching it was to hear the stories of women from vastly different countries and cultures and 
to realize that the challenges women face globally are often very similar. Many were grateful 
that the conference was held in Turkey, as they wouldn’t have had the opportunity to travel 
abroad and meet so many women’s rights activists otherwise. The exchange of knowledge 
and the sharing of successful strategies are critical for women activists, often leading to new 
ideas and approaches. Experiencing solidarity and realizing that you are not alone in the 
struggle for women’s human rights is truly invaluable.

FEMINIST PRINCIPLES AND INSTITUTIONALIZATION 

Zelal (Ayman)

The Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA) began 
supporting us during the 2008-2010 period, and in 2011, we proposed, “Let’s sign a five-year 
funding agreement.” This was one of the key initiatives I led while at the association. I was 
inspired by models used by women’s movements in India and Pakistan, where many feminist 

organizations focus on long-term planning. After visiting those regions and receiving advice 
from feminist leaders, I became determined that WWHR should secure long-term core 
funding—actually not just WWHR, but all women’s organizations. Convincing the team 
wasn’t easy. Some colleagues said, “They won’t agree to that,” but I persisted, saying, “Let’s 
at least ask.” At the time, I didn’t know how to create a strategic plan—none of us did. I 
found some information on Google and drafted a two-page strategy, which is still in our 
archives. The girls and I brainstormed, but we were clueless. We were smart, knowledgeable 
women, but we had never done anything like this before. In the end, we succeeded. SIDA 
responded positively, saying, “We are already thinking about long-term strategies, so this is 
a great starting point.” We all worked hard on this together. At that time, Selen, Liz, Saba, 
and I were on the WWHR board, and of course, Karin was always there. Karin was incredibly 
insightful and experienced in these matters, and I learned a lot from her. SIDA held external 
audit processes for WWHR, sending an auditor to assess us on their behalf. We went through 
four audits in total, which was a challenging and exhausting process.

We also decided to finalize our institutional operation guidelines then. These were 
among the first of their kind in Turkey. We developed booklets covering various topics, 
including institutional and operational principles, human resources management, 
misconduct and corruption, conflict resolution and management, personnel management, 
financial affairs and reporting, monitoring and evaluation, and procurement regulations. 
The official statute did not fully meet our needs, so we wrote an internal bylaw. For us, it 
wasn’t just about securing funding; we invested significant effort into shaping our internal 
operations and defining how a feminist institutional structure should function.

Selen (Lermioğlu)

I had heard about WWHR’s principles, such as “employees should also be part of the 
management.” These were often discussed. However, our understanding from the outside 
was limited, as there weren’t many examples of this, even within the women’s movement. 
WWHR operated more as a professionally structured organization, while the women’s 
movement in Turkey generally followed a different approach with volunteer work. Once 
we began engaging in strategic planning at WWHR, I realized how deeply these principles 
were discussed and how essential they were in a feminist organization. I understood the 
importance of including professional staff in decision-making processes and that this was a 
core principle that had been thoroughly debated and carefully considered. I internalized 
this idea. Especially when the organization’s structure included professional employees, this 
was a necessary way to organize. I saw that WWHR wasn’t a place where one person was in 
charge, but rather, decisions were made collectively after long and thoughtful discussions. 
This approach resonated with me, as every decision was based on thorough debate and efforts 
to reach a consensus, even if it sometimes slowed things down. While some organizations 
might not appreciate this method, it’s essential for a feminist organization. I’m glad we 
followed through with it. SIDA then had us go through an audit, after which one of the 
criticisms was the absence of a single leader—specifically, the lack of a director. They viewed 
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this as a deficiency, and they also raised concerns about employee representation on the 
board. This frustrated us greatly. In response, Karin and I traveled to Stockholm to SIDA 
headquarters. We explained, “While the auditor may have raised these points, they are 
based on limited understanding. You need to hear our perspective. We have thoroughly 
discussed these matters. As a feminist organization, our structure is intentionally different. 
We have built it based on collective decision-making, not top-down leadership. Here are our 
justifications.” After listening to our reasoning, they acknowledged our approach and said, 
“You’re right; this is your organizational structure.”

WWHR operates primarily as a feminist organization with a professional workforce, 
which carries certain risks. I believe WWHR has experienced challenges because of this, and 
these challenges persist. However, many feminist organizations face difficulties in various 
areas. On the one hand, WWHR maintains a professional structure; on the other, it strives 
to make decisions without enforcing rigid hierarchies. While some hierarchy is inevitable, 
the goal is to avoid the misuse of power. A central consideration in WWHR’s organizational 
structure has always been, “How can we build this in alignment with feminist values?” This is 
crucial. For instance, even though the association law in Turkey legally requires a board of 
directors, decision-making processes are carried out collaboratively with the team, ensuring 
that the spirit of feminist principles is upheld.

A recurring challenge in the organizational structure, common in many places, is that 
new women often only stay for a short period of time. It poses a particular challenge, as younger 
members join but do not remain for extended periods, departing for various reasons—some 
amicably, others less so. However, there is also a positive aspect to this. Many women enter 
the field through WWHR, and this contribution should be recognized. Today, numerous 
women who began with WWHR are active in various women’s organizations, groups, and 
human rights initiatives worldwide. Therefore, this dynamic should not be viewed entirely 
negatively. While it can be challenging to continuously introduce new people to new ideas, 
in the context of a broader movement, this turnover can be beneficial. As organizations, we 
should reflect on how to address this challenge. People may not stay long-term, and they’re 
not obligated to do so. Instead, organizations could focus on improving knowledge transfer 
internally, ensuring that institutional memory is preserved. And we shouldn’t overlook our 
broader impact in advancing the movement.

Karin (Ronge)

It is WWHR's holistic approach, versatile strategies, diverse programs, widespread 
publications, intensive, open-minded networking with most different actors on national and 
international levels, and our enormous and effective advocacy for women’s human rights 
that were influential and mostly successful, despite all obstacles and critiques. I learned so 
much through WWHR and got to know so many wonderful individuals, female and male, 
who believe like me that change in societies is possible. I am very grateful for all the inspiring 
encounters. Will all the efforts and the successes we had last? I don’t know, but the next 

generations of women’s rights defenders will rise and maybe refer to WWHRs commitment 
and strategies. As Margaret Mead has said, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, 
committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.” 

DISSOLUTION OF SOCIAL SERVICES 

Ebru (Batık)

In our final years working with Social Services (GDSS), we encountered instances 
where they requested the removal of certain topics from the training. For example, when 
addressing “marital rape,” a subject explicitly covered by the law, they instructed us to “remove 
it” and “avoid discussing such matters.” We responded, “This is part of the domestic violence 
module, and we are explaining the law.” A similar situation occurred with abortion, where 
I recall them strongly warning us, “Do not mention that at all.” Essentially, their stance was 
that, even if these issues were legally recognized, they shouldn’t be presented as rights. There 
were also specific points related to gender equality that, while addressed in our training, they 
preferred to exclude from the official content.

When the dissolution of GDSS was underway, we began exploring alternative strategies. 
One group within our team advocated for pushing the Ministry to continue utilizing our 
existing pool of trainers, most of whom were now affiliated with the Ministry under different 
branches, arguing that this was a solid foundation worth maintaining. Another group 
proposed a different approach, suggesting that it would become increasingly difficult to 
work with these new institutions. They suggested expanding the pool to include politically 
engaged women who would continue this work not as government employees but as activist 
individuals. Both perspectives had merit. Those in favor of maintaining the state-affiliated 
trainer pool were correct in noting that implementation would not be sustainable with younger 
women activists. While the initial passion was strong, enthusiasm eventually waned, leading 
to decreased participation. In contrast, social workers and colleagues in municipalities, who 
treated this as a professional endeavor, continued to run these programs for eight or nine 
years actively. Meanwhile, politically engaged and organized women—including myself—
began to shift toward other areas after two or three years. This created challenges in the early 
stages, but over time, we gradually achieved greater continuity in implementing HREP with 
independent NGOs.

Zelal (Ayman)

The dissolution of GDSS in 2011 elicited profound anger, sadness, and a sense of 
panic among us all—reactions that would be understandable to anyone in our position. A 
sustainable model of collaboration with the state had been abruptly taken away. As feminists, 
as a feminist organization running a feminist program, we had been working in partnership 
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with the state, utilizing its resources and human capital to implement our program, and now 
we were losing that. 

When faced with the question, “What are we going to do?” We began to develop 
new strategies. We shifted our focus towards partnerships with municipalities, women’s 
organizations, and international institutions such as ILO. We had already collaborated with 
ILO, so we decided to intensify our engagement. At the same time, we concentrated on 
building relationships with municipalities and women’s organizations, continuously seeking 
new strategies and pathways. While this transition was successful in certain aspects, it also 
posed significant challenges, many of which persist. The key difficulty lay in having to work 
with various municipalities and institutions in a fragmented manner. Unlike the cohesive 
and effective partnership we had with GDSS, the initial phase of this new approach was not 
as seamless. Moreover, HREP’s operational model requires considerable effort to implement 
programs effectively, especially without strong local partners. This shift proved challenging 
in terms of budgeting, program development, and execution. Ultimately, it required greater 
effort and the allocation of more resources to reach women compared to our previous 
experience.

HREP’S ENDURING IMPACT

Zelal (Ayman)

The association’s approach to engaging with trainers, participants, and partners within 
the HREP network is key. In the recent independent evaluation of the program, respondents 
consistently emphasized that “the association works exceptionally well, fostering egalitarian 
relationships. Their communication is excellent—constructive, supportive, and conducive 
to our growth.” Participants consistently praised our trainers, while the trainers themselves 
expressed appreciation for the association and felt well-supported. Our partners embraced 
the association, as well as its participants and trainers, with a strong sense of ownership. HREP 
is not merely a tool for reaching women in the field; it also seeks to benefit the institutions 
with which it collaborates. For instance, we strive to formalize our partnerships through 
protocols and develop mechanisms that not only enhance our partners’ capacity but also 
provide mutual benefits. By empowering trainers as women, we enable them to strengthen 
the institutions they work within. These trainers, in turn, reach out to women, facilitating 
their personal and professional growth. These women then disseminate their knowledge 
within their communities, creating a ripple effect throughout the broader society.

Ebru (Batık)

I participated in the trainer training in 2013. Although I had been involved in the 
program for three years, it was an entirely different experience being on the other side 
of the table. I realized that I felt more anxious in the role of a trainer. I thought, “What if 

this issue arises? How will I handle it? How will I manage this situation?” I also observed 
that participants in my group had a way of echoing unresolved issues back to the trainer. 
They tend to focus on anything that seems unresolved, almost like holding a magnifying 
glass to the trainer’s challenges and reflecting it back. I noticed this dynamic within my 
group, as though they had sensed my unresolved issues and examined them closely. I believe 
the program affects everyone—some within two weeks, others in five or 16—but it touches 
everyone somehow. 

I found the dynamics among the women fascinating, particularly how the conversation 
flowed from one person to another and how turning to someone with, “What do you think?” 
created a good dynamic. One young woman, wearing a headscarf, listened attentively but 
remained quiet. Eventually, she opened up, expressing how deeply troubled she was by 
the pressure she faced, particularly from her brother. About three weeks before the group 
sessions concluded, she approached me after a meeting and confided, “I want to remove 
my headscarf, but I’m afraid of my family’s reaction. Do you think it’s the right decision? Or 
should I respect my family’s wishes?” I offered a neutral response, saying, “I can’t advise you 
on what to do, but you should do whatever makes you feel comfortable and happy.” At the 
next session, she arrived with her hair styled, confidently flipping it back. It was more than 
just the act of removing her headscarf—she said, “I feel so empowered. Since the beginning 
of the group, I’ve wanted this, but I never felt I had the strength to do it. If you had asked me 
three months ago, I would have said, ‘I could never do it,’ but now I feel really good about 
myself.” Her family had also been supportive, telling her, “Do whatever makes you happy.” 

ICPD High Level Political Forum, 2017
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SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS (SDG)

Pınar (İlkkaracan)

The Cairo Declaration and Program of Action, the outcome of the ICPD in 1994, was 
a landmark achievement for women’s sexual and reproductive rights (SRHR), marking the 
first time these rights were comprehensively defined. In preparation for the 20th anniversary 
review of the Cairo Declaration and Program of Action (ICPD+20), the UN established the 
ICPD High Level Task Force in 2012, composed of senior government officials and civil 
society experts. Between 2012 and 2014, the Task Force worked to strengthen governments’ 
political will and commitments to the Cairo Declaration and ensure progressive strategies 
were included in the ICPD+20 outcome document. Its goal was also to prioritize SRHR, 
along with gender equality, in the post-2015 development agenda.

I was elected for this expert group due to my long-standing contributions to UN 
discussions on SRHR, both as an official delegation member and an activist. The Task Force 
worked intensively over three years, holding near-monthly meetings. During this time, I 
delivered numerous speeches on panels and engaged in advocacy efforts with UN officials 
and state missions.

After my appointment to the Task Force, we established the Cairo+20 and Sustainable 
Development Goals Working Platform  to enable the participation of Turkish civil society 
organizations in the process. The platform brought together women’s organizations, groups 
focused on SRHR, and youth organizations. In Turkey, following 2010, there had been an 
increase in attacks on SRHR, leading to significant regressions. The platform was created 
within the context of the ICPD process to bolster solidarity and present a unified stance 
against these mounting challenges.

Three significant UN world conference processes began in the 1990s: the 1992 Rio 
Earth Summit, ICPD in 1994), and the 1995 World Conference on Women (Beijing). 
The 20th review of the 1992 Rio Earth Summit took place in 2012, the UN Conference 
on Sustainable Development (Rio+20). The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were 
designed to replace the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) with a more inclusive and 
global approach, placing sustainable development at the center of the agenda.

Since 1994, I have been part of an international feminist coalition focused on ensuring 
gender equality and SRHR are addressed progressively in UN documents. Unfortunately, 
both as a coalition and within the broader international women’s movement, we were unable 
to fully engage in the formulation of the MDGs, which resulted in some missed opportunities. 
For example, while the MDGs included the goal to “Promote Gender Equality and Women’s 
Empowerment.” I have long found the concept of “women’s empowerment” problematic 
in my work at the UN. What does it truly mean to “empower” women? Too often, the term 
is applied superficially. In Turkey, for instance, there are numerous cases where offering 
baking or rug-weaving courses is cited as having “empowered” women without addressing 

the deeper systemic issues of gender inequality. For years, I have advocated for the use 
of phrases like “realizing/achieving gender equality” instead, both internationally and in 
Turkey. Additionally, the MDGs lacked a focus on SRHR, which was another critical gap. 
The MDGs also concentrated mainly on developing countries without emphasizing practical 
implementation. In contrast, the SDGs take a global approach and are more focused on 
actionable implementation.

Driven by the goal of avoiding the oversights in the MDGs, I focused on ensuring 
that the targets we sought would be embedded in the SDGs set to replace the MDGs. My 
involvement in the Task Force was crucial to this effort. The Task Force’s secretariat provided 
critical information, enabling us to hold face-to-face meetings with key UN officials who were 
integral to the process.

I was in New York regularly, I organized and participated in direct advocacy meetings 
with state missions. I also had opportunities to engage with the heads of major UN agencies 
such as UN Women, UNDP, and UNFPA. The Task Force, functioning as an official civil 
partner of the UN, gave me an insider’s view, allowing me to monitor and influence 
developments closely. One key objective was ensuring that one of the SDGs would be 
to “achieve gender equality”—not merely to “promote” or “encourage” it. This became a focal 
point of my advocacy. My extensive experience as a member of Turkey’s official delegation 
to the UN CSW since 1994 and my familiarity with UN documents and language significantly 
strengthened my work in this area.

For me, the objective was clear:  achieving gender equality  needed to be a standalone 
SDG goal. I consistently raised this point in all high-level discussions. During this process, we 
encountered the Rio Group, which later evolved into the Women’s Major Group (WMG). The 
UN had authorized this group to represent women’s organizations at the Rio Conference, 
primarily focusing on issues like women and agriculture, women and the environment, and 
women and climate. In 2012, WMG had around 250 members.

Within the international feminist community, there was a divide—some argued 
for collaboration with WMG, while others preferred to act independently. Ultimately, I 
concluded that it would be better to join forces. Since the UN had designated WMG to 
work on women’s issues, I believed we should unite the global feminist movement and work 
together, strengthening solidarity and avoiding divisions among women. I put in a lot of 
effort to make this happen. Initially, WMG did not support the inclusion of gender equality 
as a standalone goal and even opposed the idea. However, after numerous meetings and 
discussions, we convinced them to support it.

As WWHR, we co-organized the civil forum for the European regional meeting on the 
SDGs in Istanbul in 2013 in partnership with the WMG. This meeting was pivotal in securing 
the support of women’s organizations working on environmental issues and fostering 
unity around a common feminist language and principles. Leveraging my long-standing 
relationships with international organizations focused on SRHR, I worked diligently to secure 
their backing in the SDG process, which proved successful. Ultimately, we joined forces 
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and successfully advocated for gender equality to be included as a standalone Sustainable 
Development Goal—Goal 5, Achieve Gender Equality. 

Şehnaz (Kıymaz Bahçeci)

In the SDGs process that started in 2013, with Pınar’s vision, together with the 
Women’s Major Group, we succeeded in making gender equality a stand-alone SDG and an 
intersectional principle in the whole Agenda 2030. After the adoption of the SDGs in 2015, 
as WWHR, we also took it upon ourselves to promote and raise awareness about the SDGs 
in Turkey. 

Immediately afterward, in 2016, both the CSW had the priority theme of gender 
equality within Agenda 2030, and Turkey volunteered to present a report on the SDGs at 
the High Level Political Forum (HLPF). We were the only women’s organization in Turkey 
that had worked on the SDGs at such an international level until that point. So, as we started 
working on the HLPF SDG Report. In 2013, we also worked on introducing the SDGs to 
other women’s organizations and civil society in Turkey and trying to get them to include 
the SDGs in their advocacy. 

For CSW, along with other NGOs of the Women’s Coalition, we applied to be on the 
official delegation, but we actually also debated this at the same time, how ethical was it to 
be in the state delegation of a state with increasing anti-democratic practices? On the other 

“Ultimately, we all joined forces 
and successfully advocated for 
gender equality to be included 
as a standalone Sustainable 
Development Goal—Goal 5, 
Achieve Gender Equality.”

Pınar (İlkkaracan)

hand, this was the most important meeting that could combine the SDGs and the issue of 
gender equality, a vision of how much gender equality will be discussed and how effective it 
can be in the next 15 years. The Agreed Conclusion of this CSW was therefore important. 
We said, “If we can be on the delegation, let’s be on the delegation,” and we went to visit the 
Minister. The Minister said she could give us six or seven spots within the delegation. We 
discussed it among our group, I joined the delegation on behalf of WWHR. Elçin (Cavlan), 
Selma (Acuner), Ceren (Akkaya), and Özgül (Kaptan) were also on the delegation.

As WWHR, we are also a member of the Women’s Rights Caucus, which consists 
of organizations working on SRHR. This platform advocates for the Agreed Conclusions 
document both before and during CSWs, with an aim to include more progressive language 
on gender equality and women’s human rights.  

There is a positive side to being on the delegation: Normally, civil society organizations 
cannot enter the room where the negotiations on the Agreed Conclusions are taking place. 
This is an intergovernmental process, and the member states want to keep it that way. 
Therefore, no information normally comes out of the room. Only countries that care about 
gender equality and include civil society organizations in their delegations or have their 
diplomats talk to NGOs to pass on information. However, at the same time, we are talking 
about very long negotiations that last at least six hours every day. It is very difficult to get 
one-to-one information flow from there, and things happen very fast. You can change one 
word in the Agreed Conclusions, and that can affect key policy actions that will follow; it is 
such a delicate process. But it is very difficult to influence the process when you are not in 
the room during the negotiations. 

There is also a very serious anti-rights and anti-gender lobby in the CSW and 
increasingly in many other UN commissions. For example, the Vatican, Russia, some Central 
European countries like Hungary, Iran, Egypt, and the USA when more conservative right-
wing governments are in power... To counter these anti-rights member states, you need at 
least a few member states asking for the inclusion of the same, progressive language. It is also 
necessary to advocate for this with those progressive delegations. 

The General Directorate of Women’s Affairs from Turkey participates in CSW every 
year. There are two or three very good experts, who have a good command of the subject at the 
Directorate. I made proposals to them echoing demands of the global feminist movement, 
of course not by pushing Turkey’s limits, but in a way that they could say yes and raise the 
proposals during the negotiations. We worked very productively for two weeks, sometimes 
until 2 am. And it was very enjoyable. The results of the CSW were significant, with outcomes 
such as the need for increased and diversified financing; the need to include gender 
equality in sustainable development; the need to include and promote gender equality in 
addressing climate change in line with the Paris Agreement; the need to strengthen women’s 
participation in decision-making on sustainable development, and the need to adopt laws 
that protect women and girls from violence and guarantee their human rights, including 
sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights. 
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The HLPF was in the next few months, and Turkey was going to present an official 
Voluntary National Report. So we prepared a shadow report for the SDGs. It presented 
where Turkey stood in terms of gender equality from the perspective set out in the SDGs.  
Since the SDGs were not as widely known as they are now and we had to write the report in 
a very short period of time, we wrote the report on our own. Unlike UN treaty processes, 
you cannot officially present the SDG shadow report at the meeting but can advocate for 
the report through other means. You can attract the attention of your own state and try to 
influence the questions other countries ask your state after the state presents its report. Also, 
NGOs are given a two-minute slot to ask questions to the state. This process gave us a chance 
to develop a relationship with the Ministry of Development. They saw that we were the ones 
who were following Agenda 2030 at the international level, whereas our efforts to make 
contact before the meeting had gone unanswered. After the HLPF, we started to be invited to 
meetings related to the SDGs. The government conducted a research on “Where is Turkey in 
terms of the SDGs?”. They only published the draft report, we reviewed the documents and 
gave feedback. At that time, we were able to establish relatively more comfortable relations 
with the state. 

On the other hand, we also made a lot of effort to introduce the SDGs to civil society 
organizations. We addressed this issue in different meetings, in almost every speech we made. 
We brought this issue to the agenda in the platforms we were involved in. We made the video 
series Encounters on the intersectionality of gender with all development issues and collected 
all related information on the SDGs in a Turkish website called “Hedef5.org.” Then, when 
Turkey reported again on the SDGs in 2019, we took the initiative and wrote the shadow 
report together with eight NGOs, engaging in stronger advocacy.  

I think WWHR is an organization that feeds a lot from the international arena. I have 
always experienced that WWHR opens up space for collective work for gender equality. 
Also, WWHR looks at issues very holistically; the wide scope of HREP is an example of this. 
Moreover, when we are working on the SDGs, not just working on Goal 5, but being able 
to say “All SDGs need to be approached from a gender perspective” is very valuable, and 
better describes the vision and impact of WWHR.  That’s what we did in our Encounters video 
series. And I think that this perspective adds significant value to WWHR both nationally and 
internationally.
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CSBR’S JOURNEY THROUGH CHANGING CONTEXTS

Dédé (Oetemo)

The context since the establishment of CSBR has changed. Today we face threats and 
attacks. For example, at our 2004 Jakarta meeting, we were very public; the press conference 
we held garnered a lot of interest because we talked about sexual rights, LGBTQI+ issues, 
etc. But in 2010, when we did the Sexuality Institute, actually at the same hotel, we had to 
hide it; we told participants to be careful. Of course, we still persist, but we need to be more 
behind doors and take precautions; we worry about even our physical safety. The space for 
human rights and human rights defenders is shrinking. With the attacks that have been 
happening since 2016, intersectionality with journalists, other feminists, and human rights 
organizations has become crucial.

We still do online meetings, webinars, and publications. GAYa Nusantara published 
“Bringing Progressive Faith Voices toward Diverse Genders and Sexualities”, with CSBR as 
a co-sponsor. We co-organized a training with CSBR called “Using Faith and Tradition to 
support an inclusive understanding of Gender and Sexuality” in 2021 and an 8-week online 
course on Gender, Sexuality, Islam and Science in 2023. We also managed to have a small 
grant program for grassroots initiatives working on sexuality. Our advocacy is also mostly 
virtual. But when members go to international meetings, they still represent CSBR.

I think the CSBR Sexuality Institutes were one of our most important activities. 
We organized them annually from 2008 to 2017. We have trained many activists over the 
years. And we would do follow-up surveys, you know, what happened after you finished the 
Institute and people are still active as teachers, as activists, as journalists. Our publications 
like the CSBR E-News, our research Sexual Politics in Muslim Societies were valuable. We also 
had members from more isolated contexts in other regions of the Muslim world, such as 
Kyrgyzstan and Sudan. Our advocacy internationally and supporting each other nationally, 
was a big contribution. I would say our combination of feminism and queer activism is 
unique. If you look around the world, it is usually either one or the other.   Also, I guess, 
because of the perspective in Southeast Asia, yes, we do work on rights, but we also include 
progressive textual interpretations of Islam, and I think that is unique.

CAMPAIGN AGAINST THE SEXUAL ABUSE OF CHILDREN

Şehnaz (Kıymaz Bahçeci)

In 2014, the government launched its attempts to amend Article 103 of the Turkish 
Penal Code (TPC), which pertains to sexual relations and sexual harassment involving 
minors. Within the parliamentary commission established to “protect family unity,” which had 

also prepared the divorce report, debates regarding early and forced marriages resurfaced. 
Groups such as the “Victims’ Families Platform” voiced concerns like, “We got married young, 
we made a mistake, but now the father is in prison,” and began advocating for amnesty for 
rapists who married their victims. In response to these initiatives, we launched a campaign 
to oppose the proposed amendments and protect the Penal Code as originally enacted. We 
worked to revitalize the organizations within the Penal Code Women’s Platform, where we 
had also served as the secretariat. Canan (Arın) and Hülya (Gülbahar) were deeply involved 
in these efforts, alongside organizations such as Women’s Solidarity Foundation and Purple 
Roof. We traveled to Ankara. I remember holding meetings at the parliament in collaboration 
with local organizations and issuing press statements to garner public support. While we 
succeeded in securing some of our demands, others were unfortunately not achieved.

Berfu (Şeker)

When I joined WWHR in 2016, the Divorce Commission had already convened, and 
the Divorce Commission Report had emerged as a roadmap for systematically rolling back 
women’s rights. The first major issue that we encountered after the report was the attempt 
to amend Article 103 of the Turkish Penal Code (TPC) to pave the way for child marriages. 
This initiative had its roots in 2014. In July 2016, the Constitutional Court annulled two 
clauses of TPC 103, and the decision took effect in November. Consequently, new provisions 
had to be drafted to replace the annulled ones. During the parliamentary session where 
these new provisions were being voted on, three AKP members of parliament submitted 
a proposal to grant amnesty to men who had been convicted of sexually abusing minors 
through marriage. This mobilized the entire women’s movement in the middle of the night, 
and we worked until morning, drafting statements and responses. We were already working 
on the new provisions to replace the annulled clauses, and we had established the Penal Code 
103 Women’s Working Group. When the amnesty proposal surfaced, the working group 
expanded to become the Penal Code 103 Platform. With the mobilization of the women’s 
movement, protests erupted, culminating in a march to the parliament. In Ankara, women 
from diverse political backgrounds engaged in dialogue with the government, successfully 
halting the initiative. However, the issue continued to resurface. The strategy employed by 
men’s groups claiming to be “victims” and advocating for changes to Article 103—groups 
that we later discovered were frequently lobbying Parliament—eventually evolved into a 
broader strategy used in ongoing attacks against women’s rights.

What is this strategy? It is in fact the same methods we use in the women’s movement to 
advocate for our rights. We write statements, collect signatures, engage with parliament, and 
meet with representatives, they do the same. These groups, which claim to be “victims,” adopt 
the same tactics. They are highly organized. For instance, in the case of child marriages, they 
present the situation as if these marriages were happy, arguing that the women and girls are 
the ones suffering because their husbands are imprisoned. They leverage this narrative in 
their lobbying efforts to influence public opinion and political groups. 
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Following the declaration of the State of Emergency, one of the first measures was the 
closure of women’s organizations. This marked a particularly traumatic period, especially in 
the Kurdish regions, where women’s NGOs were closed down unlawfully one after another. 
Government-appointed trustees in municipalities dismantled women’s counseling centers 
and halted all women-focused initiatives, replacing them with venues like wedding halls. 
Although initially set for three months, the State of Emergency was repeatedly extended, 
fostering an environment of pervasive unease where even walking in the streets felt 
disquieting. The situation severely restricted civil society’s ability to mobilize. Our personal 
sense of security deteriorated, and the atmosphere of heightened control restricted 
everyone’s freedom to participate in public life.

The atmosphere of oppression was also our biggest challenge in coming together 
as women’s organizations and mobilizing during our penal code 103 advocacy. I believe 
WWHR’s presence and role were invaluable in bringing the movement together, enabling 
women’s organizations and activists—at least a few of us—to come together, generate ideas, 
create discourse, and take a stand against certain issues. 

"Without gender, human rights are inadequate," Evrensel, 10 December 2017

HREP AND MUNICIPALITIES: 
NEW COLLABORATIONS AMIDST CHALLENGES 

Zelal (Ayman)

After the dissolution of GDSS, fieldwork became significantly more challenging. We 
empathized with the trainers, as many were fearful, reluctant to join groups, and hesitant 
to continue. The broader climate of insecurity, heightened by the State of Emergency and 
increasing repression, deeply affected civil society during this period. This also impeded 
HREP implementation and our work in general. Instead of focusing on strengthening, 
improving, and advancing legal protections, we found ourselves primarily engaged in efforts 
to safeguard existing rights, which necessitated a shift in our strategies. Collaboration with 
municipalities, while productive, remains an energy-intensive and challenging process. For 
instance, we may have three trainers in each municipality, expecting each to facilitate two 
group sessions annually. However, they often manage only one. This can be due to factors 
such as their position or workload within the institution, the stance of their superiors or 
the mayor, or a lack of motivation. Additionally, numerous external factors, including the 
appointment of trustees to Kurdish municipalities, arrests, the dismissal of trainers, legal 
injustices, and the pervasive climate of fear, contributed to this. Consequently, potential 
participants were fearful and reluctant to join or continue with the groups during those one 
or two years.  

Ebru (Batık)

We began collaborating with municipalities, initially focusing on HDP-affiliated 
ones and working primarily with Kurdish women in 2013. This partnership infused the 
program with a younger, more dynamic energy, leading to new needs and adjustments. With 
community centers no longer operational and organized women taking the lead, younger 
and more politically engaged participants joined the program. This shift prompted HREP 
to continually adapt, evolving into a platform that resonates more with younger women 
by incorporating visuals, videos, and social media. Following GDSS’s dissolution, trainers 
became burdened with heavier workloads. Previously, we operated more comfortably, 
speaking up in our own spaces and on our terms. Now, perhaps due to heightened pressures, 
we’ve begun taking smaller steps. I sense that we’ve become less bold in our actions.

Duygu (Dokuz)

The 2013 Trainer Training was the first of its kind after GDSS, bringing together 
different stakeholders to try something new. Women's organizations in the Black Sea, 
Western, and Mediterranean regions were included, while in Eastern and Southeastern 
Anatolia, the focus shifted from civil society to direct partnerships with municipalities. Muş 
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Istanbul Feminist Night March, "Beyond MeToo," The New York Times, 9 March 2018

was an exception, with efforts directed toward the Muş Women’s Association. However, 
the closure of women’s organizations in Kurdish regions and the appointment of trustees 
to HDP-affiliated municipalities caused significant challenges. Despite this, there were 
successes, such as strengthening the Izmir Women’s Solidarity and the inclusion of the 
Antalya Women’s Solidarity through HREP.

The lessons we learned from 2013 were very useful in designing the 2016 Trainer 
Training. Of course, individual efforts from trainers also had an impact. For instance, 
when our trainer Ayla (Erdoğan) moved to Izmir, she acted as a catalyst, knocking on every 
municipality’s door and saying, “Let me implement HREP for you. “She greatly facilitated 
the work of Izmir Women’s Solidarity and became a driving force. She was the one who 
raised awareness about HREP in many Izmir municipalities, helping us gain recognition.

The 2013-2016 Trainer Trainings also showed us that we would no longer be able 
to find feminist social workers to implement the program. Therefore, the content of the 
trainer training needed to change, becoming more comprehensive with a more foundational 
approach.

The idea of signing institutional partnership protocols with municipalities emerged in 
2016. It was meant to strengthen the hand of the trainers and make the collaboration more 
permanent. For example, if Hande was a trainer in a municipality and was being assigned 
other tasks, she could say, “Look, there’s a protocol, and running HREP is part of my job.” It 

was also a time when we needed to focus on municipalities and gain media attention. Thus, 
signing protocols, holding certification ceremonies, and news about “protocol signing” 
events became essential for us. The protocol also served another purpose during a period 
of widespread NGO closures in 2016. Even if it was a CHP-led municipality, this didn’t mean 
the program was secure, and collaborating with them officially offered a form of protection 
for us. After 2016, municipalities had to get approval from either the governor’s office or the 
district governor’s office to sign protocols, such a process further legitimizes the program in 
a way, providing a legal safeguard.

NEW ADVOCACY TOOLS FOR A CHANGING ERA 
  

Tuğçe (Canbolat)

When I started working at WWHR in 2018, two years after the coup attempt, the state 
of emergency was finally about to be lifted. The Parliamentary Divorce Commission report 
was released in 2016. Things were not going well. We felt things had come to a halt after 
our achievements in the late 1990s and early 2000s… Our fundamental rights were not 
yet compromised, but our relations with Ministries were deteriorating, the parliament was 
losing power. Although the women’s movement was not yet directly targeted, Pride Marches 
were banned since 2015. In subsequent years, the atmosphere grew increasingly violent. 
As for feminist movement’s presence on the streets, the Feminist Night Demonstrations 
continued to be held in Taksim, the heart of the city. However, the location of other protests 
and demonstrations gradually shifted to other places. We turned to social media after Gezi, 
particularly Twitter. Our hope for coverage in and support from mainstream media had 
waned, and social media was still somewhat of an alternative platform. It was a transitional 
time for communication channels. As our presence on the streets became restricted, we 
were racking our brains, asking, “How can we be more creative to make sure that our voices 
are heard?”

We were using social media actively between 2018 and 2020, before the pandemic. 
We organized big social media protests almost every week, organized influential hashtag 
campaigns. We closely monitored our social media posts to track the status of our actions, to 
see if they were trending topics. However, once the state became aware of this strategy, social 
media was no longer as useful. Today, mostly bot accounts set the agenda on social media. 
We no longer aim to become a trending topic except for major events. 

In 2018, we were primarily relying on conventional communication tools for advocacy 
and awareness raising. We used not only the press and television but also, and perhaps 
more extensively, international mechanisms, reports, and research. For instance, our 
Encounters video series on SDGs was an innovative project. In short, this was a period when 
we experimented with new ideas and methods. With a heavy workload, you often intend to 
make improvements, but some ideas remain just that—ideas, and you end up doing what 
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you can. That was what we faced. However, we had already begun producing the Istanbul 
Convention videos before the topic became contentious, which became a big advantage.

We couldn’t meet in person due to lockdowns during the pandemic, while the attacks 
against women’s rights intensified. The Law on the Execution of Sentences and Security 
Measures was passed, and the Istanbul Convention and Article 103 of the TPC on sexual 
abuse of children became burning issues. 

Post-pandemic, social media became the primary space for voicing opposition, which 
ended up weakening the drive for street protests. While thousands of people took to the 
streets for the Istanbul Convention demonstrations, protests on other issues have been 
largely confined to social media. Although it’s beneficial for individuals to be able to express 
themselves on their personal accounts, this confines discussions to online platforms and limits 
face-to-face interactions. Social media is not a space for meaningful dialogue or for resolving 
differences. Furthermore, it has altered reading and consumption habits. This is why we 
turned to social media to circulate our reports. While reports might be read by only 100 or 
1000 people, short videos summarizing our “Being a Woman in the COVID-19 Pandemic” 
report and abortion research reached 10,000 to 30,000 viewers. This broader outreach is 
advantageous, but the downside is that people often engage with content perfunctorily, 
and this makes it difficult to grasp what is at stake in depth. When producing content, one 
must consider whether the goal is: to leave a mark in history or to reach more people. 
This concern extends beyond social media to the education system and how knowledge is 

"The Right to Alimony is not Up for Debate," BirGün, 16 March 2021

“Members of these government-backed misogynist 
groups claim that even if they are married for just 
one day, they are forced to pay alimony for the 
rest of their lives. Research reveals such claims 
are unfounded—that there are specific conditions 
for alimony; in fact, many women forgo their 
right to alimony simply to get away from violence. 
So we publicized these facts to challenge the 
disinformation and succeeded in overcoming the 
misconceptions. ”

Berfu (Şeker)

conveyed in schools. People’s habits are shaped by state policies and education. In an era 
where internet trolls are gaining more influence, finding effective alternatives is challenging 
because attacks are not simply led by a few powerful individuals but are also systematically 
supported by the state. Our capacity to counter these attacks is limited. For example, when 
selecting the target audience for our ads for contentious issues such as alimony, the Istanbul 
Convention, and abortion, we narrow the scope to avoid attracting the attention of trolls.

CAMPAIGN FOR THE RIGHT TO ALIMONY 

Berfu (Şeker)

We were alerted to the attacks on alimony after a symposium held at Aydın University 
in 2018. There were previous signals, but the first coordinated public statement on alimony 
was made during this symposium. Feminist lawyers who attended the symposium were 
shocked by what they witnessed. At a university, which claims to be an academic institution, 
organizations and groups consisting of divorcees, families, and alleged male alimony victims 
were attempting to legitimize their misogynistic views. They purported that alimony victimizes 
men and negatively impacts their second marriages and wives. 

Alimony is an issue that affects many women. For years, the media, featuring celebrity 
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divorce cases, has propagated the notion that women receive large sums of alimony, leading 
to complete disinformation. These high-profile cases involve uncontested divorces among 
the wealthy. In contrast, the alimony that is under attack is poverty alimony, which is in fact 
close to nothing, not enough to cover basic needs. We tried to offset the false discourses 
and disinformation through research. We started holding weekly meetings with women’s 
organizations and feminist lawyers. Initially, we focused on honing our approach, getting 
the facts right, clarifying which types of alimony were being contested, and establishing a 
common language. I should admit we also discovered many of us were not very informed 
about the issue of alimony.

Members of these government-backed misogynist groups claim that even if they are 
married for just one day, they are forced to pay alimony for the rest of their lives. Research 
reveals such claims are unfounded—that there are specific conditions for alimony; in fact, 
many women forgo their right to alimony simply to get away from violence. We had to 
publicize these facts to challenge the disinformation.

Tuğçe (Canbolat)

When we served as the secretariat for the alimony campaign, we were active and visible 
on social media. The campaign began with 100 famous women, and through the combined 
efforts of campaign constituents, we collected 10,000 signatures. At the onset, our strategy 
was to keep the platform itself low-profile and share women’s personal alimony stories on 

"Women won't back Down!", Yeni Yaşam, 13 July 2021

the Alimony Story website. Simultaneously, as the Women’s Platform for Alimony Rights, 
we shared informative content on what alimony is, the necessary conditions, etc. When the 
campaign first started, we frequently heard the question—and this had already been voiced 
by various men’s groups— “Why alimony? Is there an injustice there?” from many people, 
even people we knew. For me, the biggest success of this campaign was its ability to quickly 
shatter misconceptions. We clarified what alimony is and highlighted the inequality and 
injustice by saying, “The problem is not that alimony rates are high or that those married 
for one day receive alimony for years; the problem pertains to alimony not being paid.” We 
said it’s the lack of a social justice system in Turkey and the unpaid, invisible labor of women. 
We accentuated the fact that it extremely difficult for women who have been deprived of 
education and many of their rights for years—especially women beyond a certain age—to be 
economically independent after divorce. We created a Medium page to merge all the campaign 
content and first collected signatures from 100 famous women. Eşit-İz’s contribution to this 
effort was immeasurable. Following the initial 100 signatures, we reached 10,000 signatures 
within a week; later this number reached 20,000s.

The alimony campaign was successful not only in changing perceptions but also 
in preventing changes to the law. It was a multifaceted advocacy effort. We lobbied the 
parliament and met with representatives from various political parties, wrote reports, and 
held weekly meetings around this table. WWHR created a space where information could be 
collected and disseminated. To further mainstream the issue, we decided to commission the 
research company KONDA to conduct a study to increase our credibility. They compiled a 
report based on the platform’s content as well as their own findings. 

THE ISTANBUL CONVENTION KEEPS US ALIVE!

Berfu (Şeker)

The propaganda against the Istanbul Convention and alimony was rampant on social 
media during COVID. We regularly follow the press for women’s issues. One day, Tuğçe 
said, “News covering the Istanbul Convention in newspapers has increased hyperbolically. 
Something is going on.” We immediately contacted Feride Acar of the GREVIO Committee 
to arrange a meeting. She said, “These attacks against the Istanbul Convention and the 
propaganda for withdrawal has been ongoing for some time. I usually don’t take them 
seriously, but recently, I am worried. Something is about to happen.”

In 2021, the decision to withdraw from the Istanbul Convention was taken overnight. 
It seems that even the women affiliated with the AKP were not informed about it. In 2020, 
the debate instigated by the government on Turkey’s withdrawal from the Convention 
was quelled as a result of the strong reaction from women and society. In March 2021, the 
CSW held their meeting online due to the pandemic. During this session, the Ministry of 
Family and Social Services organized a side event with the participation of the director and 
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representatives of the European Council on Human Dignity, Equality, and Governance, 
publicly stating, “We continue to implement the Istanbul Convention, this is very important 
for us.” Just a few days after this event, Erdoğan issued the decision to withdraw from the 
Convention.

The women’s movement mobilized immediately. We utilized every available channel—
including emails, social media, and research—as well as our connections with international 
feminist organizations and experts at the UN and EU to make our voices heard. Engaging 
celebrities in the process proved to be highly effective. We thought, “If we can’t make our 
voices heard and reach others, we can collaborate with those who have large social media 
base and disseminate our message through their support.” This strategy worked well, and 
within a short time, we were able to generate mass support.

When the government first announced its intention to withdraw from the Istanbul 
Convention in 2020, few people knew what the Convention was about. When asked, many 
responded with misconceptions like, “It is a commercial treaty about the Straits.” To tackle 
these kinds of mix-ups, we decided to educate the public. We deliberately adopted an 
affirmative approach, also targeting the youth with visuals and working with influencers. 
When other celebrities followed suit, our content was viewed millions of times. 

Of course, we organized demonstrations and engaged in extensive advocacy—
women worked tirelessly. We launched the United4Convention campaign. Supported by 
international feminist organizations, this campaign united feminists and LGBTQI+ activists 
from European countries, where the Istanbul Convention was also a contentious issue. We 
aimed to demonstrate that withdrawing from the Convention means not only abandonment 
of democracy, human rights, and the rule of law but also a reflection of a globally organized 
authoritarian project. We warned that this decision could have a domino effect on other 
countries where anti-gender discourses and policies are gaining traction.

On July 1, the day Turkey officially withdrew from the Convention, a remarkable 
protest took place in Istanbul despite all the backlash and attacks. It was an extraordinary 
day for all of us. Yes, Turkey had already withdrawn from the Convention, but the Istanbul 
Convention gained public recognition and support. Despite numerous obstacles, we also 
strengthened and unified different movements. We were united—LGBTQI+s, women, and 
the Kurdish movement. I believe it revitalized us and kept our hope alive. 

Tuğçe (Canbolat)

In 2020, when discussions about the Istanbul Convention sparked and conservatives 
launched the “Istanbul Convention Kills” campaign, we printed a brochure about the 
convention. Later, our social media campaign “The Istanbul Convention Keeps Us Alive!” 
became a trending topic. We created visuals and short videos to convey what the Convention 
is about in a simple manner. Şehnaz, Ezel, and Berfu worked on the texts while we supported 
them in the writing process and prepared the visuals. We commissioned illustrations to 

attract more attention. We first shared these on the anniversary of the Istanbul Convention’s 
signing in August, and they were widely reposted. Shortly after, we produced spot videos 
and animations and ran ads on Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube. These videos reached 
millions and were disseminated rapidly.

We worked so much for all these campaigns. However, at the same time, we noticed 
that the visibility of the organization was waning, so we discussed how to address this as 
well. While strengthening our joint struggle was crucial, we also aimed to increase our 
organizational visibility. Looking back, the period when the Istanbul Convention visuals and 
videos became popular was also the time when WWHR became more visible. The content 
became so prominent that municipalities used it for billboards without our involvement. We 
also arranged for our content to be shown like trailers in movie theaters and placed ads on 
digital platforms featuring series with strong female characters.

We distributed over 70,000 brochures across Turkey through the HREP network. 
We also distributed around 100,000 of our masks via women’s organizations in HREP, 
municipalities, and political parties. For example, a woman from Çorum contacted us on 
social media, asking, “I want one of these masks too, how can I get it?” Random people were 
asking about local protests, and many women we did not know reached out to us through 
these channels. Yes, we promoted WWHR’s name, but the materials we produced were also 
disseminated widely through various women’s organizations, trade unions, other NGOs, 
political parties, municipalities, and city councils.

During the withdrawal process from the Convention, we organized another campaign 
called “The Istanbul Convention is Ours!”. Through the HREP network, we partnered 
with 15-20 municipalities across Turkey to display our work on billboards. Additionally, 
15-20 celebrity women created videos and formed a social media chain. Many celebrities 
with millions of followers, such as Can Bonomo, Serenay Sarıkaya, Hazal Kaya, and Kenan 
Doğulu, organically reposted the visuals we shared. The impact was so widespread that those 
Istanbul Convention videos even circulated back to me through my family WhatsApp group. 

Our visuals were multilingual in Arabic, Persian, Kurdish, English, German…  
Especially the Kurdish version attracted significant attention and was widely shared, as 
there is not much Kurdish content on this subject. Someone saw our Istanbul Convention 
animation and said, “We want to show this movie in Germany, so we’ll add German subtitles.” 
So suddenly, the movie had German subtitles! The English videos were instrumental in 
demonstrating our international advocacy efforts, shedding light on what was happening in 
Turkey, and creating support. We also made an online day-by-day chronology after Turkey’s 
withdrawal from the Convention, which was widely used in both Turkish and English. Every 
day brought new developments; new lawsuits, messages of solidarity pouring in. We also 
launched the Istanbul Convention website, a resource containing all relevant information 
and documenting daily events. The site generated considerable international attention and 
became a valuable resource for those seeking to understand Turkey.
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We Won't Give Up on the Istanbul Convention Protest, Taksim, July 1, 2021
Photo: Güliz Sağlam
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EXPANDING THE HREP NETWORK
Duygu (Dokuz)

In 2019, we held a countrywide HREP meeting in Izmir after many years. We aimed 
to assess how we could utilize our existing pool of trainers and hoped to re-engage trainers 
with whom we had lost touch before developing new strategies. We contacted those who 
previously worked for the Social Services as well as retirees. We invited everyone, and 64 
trainers attended. Although not all of them are active, we managed to bring about 20 former 
trainers back into the HREP network to some extent. As of 2019, HREP has become very 
strong in Izmir. By organizing that meeting in Izmir, we had the chance to showcase the 
Izmir model. Prior to the meeting, we held a HREP festival with the participants. Around 
400-450 women attended the festival. The mayor of Izmir Metropolitan Municipality and 
various district mayors spoke at the festival. Meeting women from HREP also motivated the 
trainers.

After the Republican People’s Party (CHP) won the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality 
elections in 2019, we made a joint call with the municipality in 2021 for our training training. 
Our aim was to reach areas in Istanbul where we previously had no presence. Fourteen people 

National HREP Summit, İzmir, 2019

from the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality attended the training, thus also strengthening 
the municipality’s capacity. Individuals from various district municipalities participated 
as well, helping us establish stronger ties with communities on the city’s periphery. For 
instance, we had trainers from Esenyurt and Büyükçekmece. It became evident that there 
was a significant demand and need for such training in these districts.

In 2022, we concentrated on addressing the requests and demands we had received 
over the years. We made an open call—but not using social media—and reviewed applications 
from individuals such as social work graduates who work in municipalities. We asked 
organizations like the Turkish Association of Social Workers (SHUDER), the Human Rights 
Association (IHD) to share our open call with their members, so we were able to include a 
diverse pool of experts. 

HREP had become widely recognized by NGOs and among municipalities—especially 
among social workers in the municipalities—by 2022. Many wanted to participate in the 
program for various reasons: some to reach more women, others to strengthen their own 
work, and some for personal career benefits. Today, HREP is a program that Directorates 
of Women and Family Social Services at the local level want to include in the services they 
offer. Despite the dissolution of Social Services, HREP has successfully expanded its network 
through innovative programs. It is a sought-after program, even in this political climate. We 
have also strengthened our institutional relationships with municipalities.

I’ve come to realize that HREP has changed over time. When it was first implemented 
in 1994-1995, it primarily reached disadvantaged, impoverished, migrant women; and 
illiteracy and language barriers were challenging issues for these women. Today, HREP has 
become more urban; it now engages with women from various socio-economic backgrounds, 
including those from urban settings. The women in the program are mostly from lower-
middle class background; but of a wider spectrum—not only married women with children 
but also divorced women and university-educated women. Municipalities now issue open calls, 
attracting women from diverse groups rather than just those from the same neighborhood. 
Additionally, earning certificates or receiving documentation upon completing a training 
has recently become particularly trendy. I think this aspect of HREP is a significant motivator, 
particularly for younger women.

Our past collaboration with the Social Services rendered it possible for us to form new 
partnerships. One of the most striking examples is Altındağ Municipality in Ankara. During 
our time working together with Social Services in the 2000s, we had worked extensively in 
this district. A woman who became familiar with HREP during those days is now leading an 
extraordinary project in Altındağ Municipality: Women’s Education and Culture Centers. 
These centers, which have been established in all 23 neighborhoods of Altındağ, represent 
the most beautiful and impactful project focused on women that I have ever seen.

Altındağ is a district that has received migration in mass and consists of many shantytown 
neighborhoods. These centers operate on a membership basis, with women joining as if they 
were part of a neighborhood club. Every year, members are surveyed to determine the types 
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of activities and courses they would like to see offered, and the centers tailor their programs 
accordingly. Women are kept informed about current activities via SMS. In addition to 
courses, the centers also organize field trips. However, participation in these trips is reserved 
for members who have attended courses. Field trips are also organized for men, but only if 
their wife or daughter benefits from the centers. For example, I have repeatedly witnessed 
course directors scolding men who come to apply for these trips: “Look, Mr. Ahmet, you 
have three daughters at home, and you don’t let them go out on the streets. When those 
girls come here, receive services, attend courses, and go on field trips, only then can you join 
a trip.” 

When we went to the Directorate of Culture and Social Affairs, with which these 
centers are affiliated, with little hope, the director said, “I don’t quite understand this, but 
let Ms. Emra take a look at it.” Emra, who previously knew of HREP in both Altındağ and 
Mamak, recognized the booklet on the table before even seeing us and exclaimed, “Oh, 
HREP has come to us? This is wonderful. We should definitely be involved.” As a result, we 
were able to organize 45 groups in a conservative district where AKP had significant power. I 
believe HREP has gained significant visibility, and if we can continue to provide resources, it 
will keep on growing. As a core program, I think it will become an even more deeply rooted 
practice in the field of women’s rights.

In a world where everything is increasingly digitalized, there are also calls for HREP to 
follow suit. However, I think it’s important to maintain the distinct character of the program. 
There’s something unique about sitting face-to-face in a room, engaging in a conversation, 
and disconnecting from the constant stream of social media for a few hours. HREP has a 
nostalgic quality that benefits everyone involved. My dream is for HREP to evolve into a 
program where women can be more creative and productive, engaging even in the content 
and multiplying its impact. I believe this could be our lasting contribution.

GENDER EQUALITY SEMINARS (GES)

Duygu (Dokuz)

Gender Equality Seminars (GES) have always been on our agenda, and we had 
conducted some in the past. Then we held these seminars as part of ILO women’s employment 
projects, specifically with the private sector, municipalities, and unions identified by the ILO. 
I think these institutions were encouraged by the obligations imposed on the private sector 
through the SDGs and corresponding Global Principles. Various international standards 
regarding the involvement of the business world in the development process within the 
framework of human rights have prompted these seminars. As a result, gender seminars 
have become almost mandatory for large companies. Soon after the GES we organized with 
ILO, both municipalities and the private sector began approaching us on their own. Despite 
this, there were ongoing discussions within our team. We were still questioning the impact of 

these seminars: Do they benefit the organization? Do they benefit the individual? We could 
not decide for sure.

In the independent research we commissioned in 2019, we examined the impact of 
the seminars on both organizations and individuals. While it’s impossible to compare these 
seminars directly with HREP, we found out that they had a positive, albeit limited, impact 
on individuals. On the other hand, municipalities and private corporations often expressed 
that these seminars served as a starting point for discussions on gender equality issues. The 
seminars also garnered media coverage, which helped inform people that their municipality 
was taking action on women’s issues. This, in turn, motivated municipalities to sign HREP 
partnership protocols with us. We also conducted complementary activities. For example, 
the textile company Inditex printed and distributed five thousand copies of the We Have 
Rights! booklets to women working in their factories. We also trained 77 HREP trainers in 
2022 - 2023 to implement the seminars themselves. We oversee their first sessions; often pair 
two trainers together initially, and then they report back to us. We are laying the groundwork 
to make sure that these seminars become sustainable, not only in municipalities but also, as 
I mentioned, in the private sector.

HREP, GRASSROOTS WOMEN’S ORGANIZATIONS, 
AND ADVOCACY 

Duygu (Dokuz)

Given the oppressive atmosphere of recent years, it wouldn’t be fair to say our organizing 
efforts have been unfruitful. Establishing an organization is no easy feat when associations 
are being shut down one after another and people are constantly being accused of terrorism. 
In response to these challenges, we directed most of our participants toward joining city 
councils during this period. For instance, we organized HREP groups through the Istanbul 
City Council, enabling participants to later take an active role in local governance. 

That said, district-based women’s organizations also began to emerge recently, the first 
women’s NGOs in Karabağlar and Çeşme, boroughs of Izmir, were established thanks to 
HREP. These are noteworthy achievements.

We have trainers in most of the women’s NGOs we collaborate with, and they often 
use this connection to strengthen their own organizations. One of the best examples of this 
is the Günebakan Women’s Association in Mersin. Although they started as a project-based 
organization, they participated in HREP’s trainer training, organized HREP groups, recruited 
women who completed the program and grew as a result. Being based in Mersin, they also 
played a crucial role during the earthquake, saying, “We can’t focus on HREP right now, 
but we still need to come together. With so many people coming in due to the earthquake, 
let’s not disperse; let’s work on earthquake coordination.” Most women’s organizations 
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“When we went to the Directorate of Culture and 
Social Affairs, where these women’s centers are 
affiliated, with little hope, the director said, “I 
don’t quite understand this, but let Ms. Emra take 
a look at it.” Emra, who previously knew of HREP, 
recognized the booklet on the table before even 
seeing us and exclaimed, “Oh, HREP has come 
to us? This is wonderful. We should definitely be 
involved.” As a result, we were able to conduct 45 
groups in a conservative district where AKP had 
significant power.”

Duygu (Dokuz)

use HREP in two ways: one is to strengthen their organizing efforts, and the other is to 
collaborate with municipalities. HREP provides them with a ready-made tool to cooperate 
with local governments, allowing them to present their organization as a professional entity 
capable of such partnerships. We aim to support their growth by enabling them to benefit 
from our resources.

 

Berfu (Şeker)

HREP plays a crucial role in spreading advocacy campaigns. Thanks to our HREP 
network, I believe our campaigns have become widely embraced locally. For instance, when 
the attacks on alimony became a prominent issue, some of the technological tools we have 
today weren’t available yet. There was no pandemic, no Zoom. While Zoom has since made 
it much easier to come together, at that time, we relied on HREP’s WhatsApp group to share 
texts and visuals. This proved highly effective in engaging the local community. Additionally, 
during the HREP Festival, we discussed the backlash and the actions being taken by various 
platforms, ensuring the active participation of the HREP network.

"Women's lives are changing in Karabağlar,", Ticaret, 9 January 2020

"Women's rights training in Yenişehir,", Tanık Haber, 15 March 2022
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THE FEBRUARY 6, 2023 EARTHQUAKE

        Damla (Eroğlu)

When we heard about the earthquake, our first reaction was trying to understand what 
was going on, while we found ourselves drowning in our own shock and pain. Within a day or 
two, we began to hold emergency meetings. The only place to get news was social media. We 
were trying to reach our relatives and friends, women from the feminist movement who were 
in the earthquake region, to check if they were OK and if there was anything we could do. I 
think it took us a few weeks to really get the picture. In addition to our own team meetings, 
many of us were also active in other groups, such as the Feminist Solidarity for Disaster Relief 
and the Women’s Coalition. It was a very difficult period emotionally. For almost any of us 
who did not experience the earthquake, it took some time to understand the magnitude 
of the destruction, and as the weight of the reality gradually sank in, we felt more helpless 
and anxious about what we could do. “We have to do something; we must do everything 
we can!” We had friends from the team who immediately went to the region. With time, as 
we had a better grasp on the extent of the destruction, we were overcome by the feeling of 
helplessness… This feeling affected us in such a way that we also grew somewhat intolerant 
towards each other in our meetings where we talked about what we should and could do. I 
think it’s important to read these things together. 

In March, we went to Diyarbakır. Why Diyarbakır? Because the scale of the destruction 
in Diyarbakır was relatively less, the city was rather safe, and many of our feminist friends 
were already there. Albeit affected by the earthquake, Diyarbakır became a center where all 
solidarity groups, feminists, LGBTQI+ organizations, and civil society organizations mobilized 
to create a hub from where aid was delivered to other provinces. We visited Diyarbakır to talk 
with our friends there about what we can do to support them and the region. During these 
meetings, we saw that our friends from the feminist, women’s and LGBTQI+ movements, 
who were engaged in relief works in Diyarbakır, themselves needed psychosocial support. 
During our subsequent visits, we provided psychosocial support for these activists. Of course, 
in taking this decision we drew from our prior experience. We talked about the WWHR’s 
previous experience providing psychosocial support in the aftermath of the 1999 earthquake. 
In 1999, there were two psychologists and a pedagogue in the team. The psychosocial support 
they offered back then was also very meaningful, given that the importance of such support 
was not widely known. In other words, the psychosocial support they offered for a year after 
the 1999 earthquake was a very progressive action. 

After the February 6 earthquake, we thought that we could draw from this experience. 
There were already many institutions that provided in-kind and financial support, and we 
knew that the central coordination of such support was not well-organized. For the most 
part, these were one-off initiatives; and they were often available for only a certain period 
after the earthquake. But what was hard to find? It was not easy to find quality psychosocial 

support, especially not for women. We also observed in Diyarbakır that the people engaging 
in solidarity efforts without taking care of their own well-being and mental health were 
reliving the trauma or suffering from secondary trauma. That’s why we turned to psychosocial 
support. Gülşah and Nigar, our psychologist and social worker friends in the team, carried out 
the first phase of the psychosocial support work. After receiving positive feedback from our 
friends in Diyarbakır, we decided to continue psychosocial support in a more structured way.

Our budget allowed us to form a team of two people, who would based in Diyarbakır, 
and also travel to Adıyaman and Malatya. We began to work with a social worker and a 
psychologist. During the process of structuring the psychosocial support we offered, we had 
a hard time making some decisions. “In which city will the field team work?, Where will they 
stay? In Adıyaman, Malatya, or Diyarbakır? Will they travel back and forth between cities?” 
“Will they stay in a house or a container city?” all these were tough questions.  We thought 
that we should consider the well-being of the field team, thus we decided not to ask them 
to stay in a container. In the sixth month of the fieldwork, we saw that we made the right 
decision. By that time, fieldworkers who stayed in tent areas and containers for a long time 
had shared with us their feelings of isolation, the difficulties they experienced in recovering 
from secondary trauma and getting support from their institutions. 

We had to coordinate the field team from Istanbul. It was a challenging process for us. 
Hilal (Gençay) worked very hard in labor-intensive processes such as the establishment of 
the team, supervision support, and field visits. In the second half of the project, I took over 
the basic coordination. We worked for eight months in the field. We limited the individual 
sessions to five, considering it as psychosocial emergency support. However, trauma-focused 
therapy is challenging because it might result in the resurfacing of other past traumas, and 
it is not possible to see the effect of the limited sessions immediately. In retrospect, I think it 
would have been better to start with two social workers. We changed course and continued 
with two social workers between September and December; and became more efficient. 

Since we worked more in rural areas and the conditions were more suitable for social 
work, the lack of familiarity with psychosocial support posed another challenge. Offering 
financial support is much more tangible and understandable. People benefit directly from 
it. “I got diapers, and this meets my needs.” But psychosocial support is something different. 
“What is the benefit? We will sit down and talk. What do you mean? What are you offering 
me? There is nothing tangible about this.” That’s why, for instance, 200 women would come 
when something would be distributed, while we could only reach 40-45 women on average 
through our meetings and group work. Also, we are not based in the region, and psychosocial 
support is not one of our core areas of work. We are not a service provider, we are not an 
organization that provides social support, and these factors were also challenging for us.

But on the flip side, we swiftly established relations with the region. We had already 
met with many organizations in Diyarbakır before we even started the project. Then we 
participated in the platforms and earthquake solidarity groups formed in the region. We 
joined the groups in Adıyaman and Malatya. When we initiated the fieldwork, we first visited 
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villages and towns and met with mukhtars. We visited schools. We interviewed people, 
women, to get information about where they used to live, their losses, and their well-being. 
Since we did a survey to assess the situation, we were informed about the situation a certain 
extent. Already two three months into our fieldwork, our opinion was often sought in the civil 
society solidarity groups in Adıyaman and Malatya. Our work was given as a reference, and 
people directed other organizations to us, saying, “WWHR is carrying out such work there, 
they would know.” Frankly, this surprised us. I am happy about the fact that we managed to 
have a more inclusive impact.

OUR APPROACH TO ORGANIZING: 
SUSTAINABILITY AND SOLIDARITY

Pınar (İlkkaracan)

Sustainability has always been our goal. Every organization needs a “heart”—someone 
who feels the organization and its members, understands their needs, and ensures continuity. 
Emotional connection and solidarity are essential, and I’ve always tried to nurture that sense 
of unity. I know that Karin, one of the people who worked the longest in the organization, 
and Gülşah also worked hard to foster this. It’s part of our ethics: we are together; we are 
united. I’m proud to have founded WWHR, leading reforms from domestic violence laws 
to the Penal Code, securing women’s rights. HREP has empowered tens of thousands of 
women in Turkey to recognize their rights and bring light to their families, communities, 
and the country. We’ve contributed to the democratization of Turkey and the advancement 
of women’s, human, and LGBTQI+ rights. Together with the feminist movement, we’ve 
fought—and won. I hope these successes inspire and give hope to younger generations.

Berfu (Şeker)

I think, as WWHR, our struggle has made a difference and also shown that the LBGTQI+ 
movement cannot be excluded from the women’s movement under any circumstances. 
These movements already have a long-lasting practice of doing politics, speaking out, 
and influencing lawmakers together. And I think that we have effectively continued our 
collaboration. We think that sexual orientation and gender identity are integral to gender 
equality, and being inclusive and intersectional is vital for our struggle. We see that we should 
collectively struggle against the dead-ends the government tries to corner us in. 

Anti-gender movements and backlash target both the feminists and the LGBTQI+s. 
As activists, our every move is under attack. Not only are our rights targeted, but we have 
become targets as groups and organizations. And they try to buttress their attacks by isolating 
and dividing us. We look for ways to stand against this. For example, together with Kaos GL, 
we began organizing events in 2019 called “Solidarity Keeps Us Alive” in scope of CSBR’s 

One Day One Struggle (ODOS) campaign. We aimed to rebuild the spaces where we once 
stood together. 

The “Global Independent Feminist Body” initiative, which we have been co-coordinating 
with Women’s Coalition is yet another noteworthy platform that the WWHR has been a part 
of recently. This entity was something we conceptualized during the Beijing +25 process. We 
established a platform consisting of local organizations from Turkey. We tried to tackle this 
international idea with a perspective that expands from the grassroots to the international 
level. Based on the analysis that international monitoring bodies for gender equality and 
women’s human rights are becoming more politicized and losing power, the platform 
proposed to develop a theoretical framework for an independent global women’s body that 
can monitor state compliance with international norms. In all its endeavors, WWHR adopts 
an inclusive and intersectional perspective. It functions both as an advocacy organization 
and a think-tank, making policies and producing knowledge. 

Zelal (Ayman)

Unlike many other women’s organizations, WWHR is an independent feminist 
organization that works professionally. When it comes to advocacy, I see WWHR as an 
organizing space for two main reasons: First, from the outset, WWHR has contributed to 
the independent and effective organization of the women’s movement by mobilizing its 
resources. This is one of the notable aspects that make WWHR what it is. Second, the 
association has contributed to the organization of women at the grassroots level through 
HREP, the advocacy networks that it established. Under current circumstances, prioritizing 
support for local women’s organizations and their efforts is immensely valuable. The 
women’s movement has diversified and expanded since the 1990s. That said, I think there is 
still a need for women’s organizations like WWHR, which have the capacity, resources, and 
organizational model to embrace and organize this diversity. Sharing resources with local 
and regional women’s organizations and local women, running effective campaigns together 
on different issues are still important practices for the movement… 

It is also crucial to have full-time employees who embrace a professional perspective, 
come up with long-term strategies, and value institutionalization and expertise. For some 
women, these factors imply a hierarchy, but I disagree with them because structures like 
WWHR stand on three pillars or deal with the dilemmas created by three pillars: First, we 
are working in an environment where we are accountable to many parties and where we use 
professional methods in our activities. Second, we have to abide by certain laws, operate in 
line with the Directorate of Associations, and fulfill their bureaucratic requirements. Third, 
we are a feminist organization and we need to create a workplace environment in line with 
feminist principles and ethics. These three pillars can often conflict with one another, which 
can give way to difficulties in our work processes. This is something we have experienced 
at WWHR. But we have always acted courageously and made great efforts to establish and 
maintain a balance. We have taken, and continue to take, steps that can set an example. 
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I think WWHR’s noteworthy contributions on the international level have been a 
trademark of the association. We have been taking part in the international processes and 
conveying the knowledge we have acquired there for decades now, and we can say we are 
one of the leading organizations in the women’s movement in Turkey in this regard. This is 
important for HREP as well. For instance, women involved in HREP are very impressed when 
they learn about international laws and conventions. When they hear about the CEDAW or 
the Istanbul Convention, they say, “Do I also have rights at that level?” WWHR has played, and 
still plays, an important role in the history of the feminist movement in terms of conveying 
the knowledge and practices that have contributed to the empowerment and organization 
of women at the local, national, international, and regional levels. 

Damla (Eroğlu)

When we talk about WWHR, we sometimes recourse to institutional memory. For many 
years, WWHR has acted as the secretariat for campaigns for various law reforms. It is one of 
the pioneers in the feminist movement in Turkey. That said, today, even if WWHR did not 
exist, there would still be the capacity to run effective advocacy campaigns. I think we have 
passed that stage. Today there are many women, many feminists, and various organizations 
with the knowledge and the expertise in advocacy and lobbying. The hallmark of WWHR 
used to be that it was the first women’s organization in Turkey with women who had this 
knowledge and experience. But this set of knowledge and experience is conveyable, and 
I think we have endeavored to do so and succeeded. But without a doubt, it is still very 
valuable to hold onto this history and to develop and pass this experience on to the future. 

Today, I think the most important and irreplaceable program that is run by WWHR 
is HREP. When I got involved with HREP for the first time and conducted my HREP group 
with a women’s organization, Kadın Zamanı (Women’s Time), I realized this: Organizing 
together, being part of the same institution or association or the same feminist organization, 
does not automatically bring about the solidarity and an intrinsic bond you. To create this 
bond, you have to make an effort to establish a separate relationship outside and beyond 
personal relationships. The unique beauty of HREP is that it strengthens the solidarity of the 
women within the groups. During HREP, the team at Women’s Time found the opportunity 
to share experiences that they never had the chance to talk about. It was wonderful for me to 
see them bonding as they opened themselves wholeheartedly to each other. It was wonderful 
to become a part of that solidarity. I think HREP should be implemented in all feminist and 
women’s organizations because it is also a semi-structured feminist consciousness-raising, 
solidarity-building group. I think the feminist consciousness-raising experience, which 
began in the 1980s, has not been fully conveyed as a practice within the movement. This 
broken link may be the source of many problems that feminist groups experience. HREP 
creates this link. It is not something that another institution or organization can easily take 
over. Developing a program from start to finish, ensuring its implementation, and making it 
last is not something that can be easily done. I think HREP remains our hallmark, alongside 
all the wonderful women I got to know through WWHR.  

WWHR Team Retreat, 2024
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from 
our partners 

and fellow activists

Prof. Feride Acar
Former President of CEDAW and GREVIO Committees

Act 1:

It was the year 1997. It was during the 16th session of the Committee on the Elimination 
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) at the United Nations building in New York. I 
was one of the recently elected members. I think it was the session where the Morocco 
Report was discussed. I had criticized the Moroccan delegation for its shortcomings in 
implementing the CEDAW Convention and posed a question. I was still sitting in the room 
during the lunch break. As a novice CEDAW Committee member who did not know many 
people, my mind was full of questions, and I was thinking about how far I had fulfilled my 
responsibility with the speech I had just delivered. At that moment, a beautiful young woman 
approached me and introduced herself in Turkish, saying, “I guess you are a member of the 
Committee from Turkey, right?” She was İpek İlkkaracan.

I learned about the important contributions of Women for Women’s Human Rights, 
which she represented, to the first Shadow Report written by civil society on the country 
report submitted by Turkey. I had already read the report and was very impressed; however, 
I did not know the writers. Meeting one of the contributors to that text made me very happy 
that day. It opened the door to a long-lasting friendship, comradeship, and collaboration 
with the WWHR team in different settings and for various purposes.

As I familiarized myself with WWHR, I saw an organization in my country that embraces 
international human rights values in its work and approaches the problems of women 
worldwide holistically through transnational cooperation on women’s rights. WWHR has 
always been a source of hope for me in our struggle for women’s rights in Turkey.

Act 2:

It was the early 2000s. I was at the UN building in New York for the Commission on 
the Status of Women (CSW) annual session. WWHR was again there, this time represented 
by Pınar İlkkaracan.

At the time, a women’s movement regarding “women’s rights in Muslim societies” 
was burgeoning in the international arena. This movement, which examined and discussed 
questions such as what women’s human rights are and how they are restricted by religion 
in these societies, was rather striking at first sight. For a woman like me, a product of 
Republican Turkey, it was a “different” discourse that was a bit unfamiliar and not easy to 
adopt. I remember WWHR as a group that worked with influential international women's 
organizations in the 2000s. It is a well-known women’s organization in UN circles, which 
works hand in hand with women’s rights defenders in other countries on the international 
agenda.
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Not to say that we were on the same page on every issue at the time. For example, I recall 
several instances where we disagreed with Pınar. Although we did not share the same approach 
on every issue, I find WWHR’s and Pınar’s work focus on “rights” indispensable. I also think 
that they never doubted the sincerity of my belief in the struggle for gender equality. Our 
relationship evolved into a collaboration and indispensable friendship where we complement 
each other and draw strength from each other’s presence and work over the years.

Act 3: 

WWHR has become a knowledgeable and capable organization that can uncompromisingly 
defend women’s rights in different settings, work closely with state institutions, and endeavor 
to transform the ways in which these structures approach gender equality. In the 2000s, 
WWHR was an organization that regularly participated in the CSW sessions, was included in 
Turkey’s official delegation, and collaborated with international women’s networks. It had a 
vital function in the relationship between the state and civil society for many years—a function 
that was wanting and could not be replaced. In the 2010s, WWHR’s efforts to highlight 
the importance of gender equality within the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
framework and bring it to the attention of civil society and state institutions in Turkey were 
truly remarkable.

Looking back, I see that WWHR played a highly active role in Turkey. It organized 
numerous national and local meetings, conferences, and seminars that I attended, all aimed at 
raising awareness about women’s rights and gender equality. By integrating the international 
women’s rights agenda into the Human Rights Education Program for Women (HREP), 
which it successfully runs across many regions of Turkey, they have played a significant role in 
raising awareness in our country.

WWHR has also been a platform where I, along with many other women’s rights 
defenders of my generation, have connected with new movements, organizations, and young 
feminists, creating opportunities for collaboration and fostering intergenerational dialogue 
and transition. WWHR is vital in Turkey’s women’s movement, channeling knowledge and 
experience between academia and activism, both nationally and internationally. By providing 
many young women activists the chance to engage with the field and develop their personal 
skills, WWHR has become a training ground for countless women who cross paths with the 
organization.

In recent years, combatting violence against women has been the primary shared 
engagement of those who struggle for women’s rights in Turkey. In this context, the recognition, 
adoption, and implementation of the Istanbul Convention have been a priority for the women’s 
movement, and WWHR has played a key role in promoting its recognition and enforcement in 
Turkey. They also established strong and effective communication with GREVIO, the monitoring 
body of the Istanbul Convention. After Turkey withdrew from the Istanbul Convention, WWHR 
became one of the leading civil society organizations defending it.

I would like to honor with respect and gratitude all the women who founded, developed, 
and continue to sustain WWHR today, and I extend my best wishes for its future.

Vildan Yirmibeşoğlu 
Lawyer

I met WWHR in 1995 when I was the Head of the Legal Department at Gaziantep 
Metropolitan Municipality. At the time, having pinpointed the need for legal support for 
women in the region, I founded and coordinated the Gaziantep Women’s Platform. The 
meetings held in Istanbul following our participation in the UN’s 4th World Conference on 
Women enabled us to form close collaborations with other women’s organizations.

We began to get together with Pınar İlkkaracan during this time. She was doing 
sociological research on women in the Southeast of Turkey and was looking for trainers who 
knew the region to implement HREP. I participated in some of the trainings and research 
they conducted in Gaziantep and other eastern provinces. Then, I witnessed the changes 
that women who took part in this training underwent. I also saw that they inspired and 
strengthened some of the women’s organizations that had been established in the region. 

In 1997, I moved to Istanbul and began working as a Human Rights Advisor for the 
Status of Women Unit. Together with WWHR, we organized numerous panels and workshops 
on gender equality in Turkey. WWHR’s contribution to the successful national campaigns for 
the reform of the Civil Code and the Turkish Penal Code and its power to influence the public 
and decision-making mechanism cannot be overlooked. The press conference of the Turkish 
Penal Code Women’s Working Group in Istanbul—of which I was the spokesperson—is one 
of the most memorable instances of this success and influence. In the Justice Commission, 
together with Selma Acuner and Yakın Ertürk, I delivered a speech, drawing attention to the 
elimination of sexist language from laws and the impunity regarding the so-called honor 
killings for the first time in Turkey. Representing around forty NGOs waiting at the door of 
the Commission, we were actually making history. It was very exciting. 

I attribute WWHR’s 30-year-long effective struggle for women’s rights to its work and 
research promoting women’s human rights and gender equality, its holistic approach, and 
its ability to strategize and collaborate with people from different sectors and fields. 

In light of recent challenges and developments, such as the withdrawal from the 
Istanbul Convention, it has become even more vital to not only work to further our rights 
but also safeguard past achievements. I wholeheartedly congratulate the entire WWHR team 
for their strong communication, unwavering will, persistence, and enthusiasm in uniting 
women throughout this process.
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Emine Döker 
Gaziantep Women’s Platform 

“It all begins with knowing oneself…”

I was born on these lands, in Gaziantep, a city in Southeastern Turkey. I am the 
educated daughter of a mother who was never sent to school simply because she was a girl. 
As a daughter of that smart and strong women, I became a civil engineer, an occupation 
which is deemed a man’s domain. 

When I first met WWHR (Pınar İlkkaracan and İpek İlkkaracan) in 1995 to join the 
East and Southeastern women’s research projects, I was one of the founding members of 
Gaziantep Woman’s Platform. I was also involved in various other associations. As a mother 
in her late 20s, I now realize that I knew almost nothing—about myself, the world, or the 
lives of women and girls in this world.

As I went from house to house in the neighborhoods and villages in Gaziantep for the 
research project, I remember encountering a young woman who was forbidden to open the 
curtains and look outside. When I asked her name, she replied, “Around here, women don’t 
have names, so never mind.” I knew nothing about the so-called honor killings or the bride 
exchanges then; I knew next to nothing about the lives of the women in my own city. 

When HREP began in Diyarbakır, I remember İpek drawing pictures on large sheets 
of paper spread on a rug on the ground in the garden of a village house and talking about 
communication. 

Among WWHR’s projects, most notably HREP, which holds a very special place in my 
life, I first got the chance to know myself, and then the women in the Eastern, Southeastern, 
and other regions of Turkey. I got to learn about the lives of women from all around the 
world. Just as WWHR has touched my life, I touched the lives of hundreds of women in the 
lands where I was born. 

Over the years, you put a lot of effort into what you do. And it all turned out to be 
beautiful. I thank you for all that you have given me, for what I share with other women 
whom I encounter on a daily basis, and for all the hard work. Pınar, İpek and Karin (I did 
not forget you:)

To many more years…
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Bülent İlik
Former Director of the General Directorate of Social Services (GDSS)

The Human Rights Education Program for Women (HREP) was developed at a time 
when sensitivity to women’s issues was still in its early stages and the public institutions were 
not yet committed to cooperating with civil society organizations.

Though I don’t recall the exact details from 30 years ago, I remember that the 
cooperation between WWHR and Social Services took off after a visit from two young 
and enthusiastic women. Pınar İlkkaracan and İpek İlkkaracan expressed their desire to 
implement and expand their project by utilizing the facilities and resources of GDSS. 

GDSS made the decision to cooperate with WWHR unusually swiftly; a protocol was 
signed, and the process began. Initially, trainer trainings were held for social workers, 
psychologists, and child development professionals working in the community centers. 
We trained numerous women, and through the efforts of these trainers, and institutional 
support, we reached thousands of women in a very short time. 

This program benefited not only the women and trainers who participated but also the 
institution. I recall a news article about the work carried out at the Gazi Community Center 
in Istanbul. The headline read “Now We Know Our Bodies,” highlighting the voices of the 
women—most of whom were married—who participated in the training, just one telling 
detail within the broader scope of the program.

HREP trainers continue their work at other institutions and NGOs. Professionals 
continue to implement the program voluntarily, and I am glad to witness their ongoing 
commitment. WWHR, those two women, and the cooperation of the GDSS management of 
the time have opened doors for other institutions, and most importantly, made a significant 
impact on the lives of the women who participated in HREP. I am grateful to those who have 
initiated, continued, and contributed to this process. 

Today, GDSS no longer exists. The community centers have been closed. Women face 
many new challenges. It is now more crucial than ever that we continue to work diligently 
together with local governments, civil society organizations, and relevant university 
departments to help women become self-confident and knowledgeable about their rights.

Françoise Girard
Former President of the International Women’s Health Coalition

I was deeply impressed by the fact that, from its very beginnings, WWHR explicitly 
chose to focus on so-called difficult issues such as sexuality, violence against women, and 
sexual rights, and to challenge cultural and religious justifications for harmful gender 
norms, specifically in the context of Muslim societies.  The  vision, courage and boldness 

of  WWHR have always stood out in the global feminist movement; so has their deeply 
grounded grassroots activism in Turkey, which persists despite the severe pressure exerted 
by the present regime.

 I directly experienced two great moments of WWHR: the battle to name and denounce 
“honor crimes” at the UN, and the expansion to South/South-East Asia of the Coalition for 
Sexual and Bodily Rights in Muslim Societies (CSBR).

 I first met Pınar İlkkaracan in Geneva in January 2000 when I was conducting UN 
advocacy for the International Women’s Health Coalition. This was the European/North 
American preparatory meeting for the Beijing Plus Five negotiations. WWHR had come 
determined to ensure the Beijing + 5 agreement recognized forced marriages (rather than 
merely “early” marriages) and honor crimes as violence against women: these two issues had 
been left out of the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action. Pinar also wanted marital rape explicitly 
mentioned in the Beijing + 5 agreements; while marital rape was named in Beijing, it was 
critical that it be included again to support the advocacy WWHR was beginning to reform the 
Turkish penal code. Lawmakers in Turkey resisted recognizing marital rape as rape. A repeat 
mention in an international agreement was therefore crucial. At the negotiations, Pınar 
was an advisor to the delegation of the government of Turkey, and able to wield significant 
influence with European and G77 (Global South) governments. I’ll always remember one 
late-night meeting in a small conference room in the UN basement, where the paragraphs 
on violence against women were being finalized. The Sudanese diplomat was very agitated at 
the Turkish demands and kept standing up to object: “What are these honor crimes you are 
speaking about?! We don’t have honor crimes in Sudan!” After many more grueling hours, 
and with the support of countries from South and North, honor crimes made it in, as did 
forced marriages, and a repeat reference to marital rape. We were exhausted but elated!

  As a visionary founding member of CSBR, WWHR recognized early on the need 
for a platform to discuss sexuality and gender equality in the context of Muslim societies. 
In November 2004, I participated in an important meeting of CSBR in Jakarta, when the 
network expanded to include South Asian and South-East Asian groups. Participants, who 
ranged from Jordan and Tunisia to Malaysia and Bangladesh, reviewed and critiqued the 
state of international agreements on sexual and reproductive health and rights, analyzed 
the impact of conservative political forces in their countries, and of Islamophobia around 
the world. I was riveted by these exciting and hard-hitting discussions, as a common, brave 
agenda for sexual rights and autonomy was forged across two continents.

 There is, simply put, no organization like WWHR, and I wish it many more years of 
success.



245244

Narınç Ataman
Women’s Studies Expert

It was 1996, the coalition government of the Welfare Party (REHAF) and True Path 
Party (DYP) were in power. I had been sidelined from my role as an advisor to the Minister 
of Culture, and unexpectedly received an offer from the Minister of State, Işılay Saygın. I was 
then appointed as the Director General of the General Directorate on the Status of Women 
(KSSGM). Having been actively involved in the women’s movement since the mid-1980s, co-
founded the Foundation for Women’s Solidarity, and worked with Turkey’s first independent 
shelter, my greatest motivation for accepting this position was to advance gender equality 
and to combat violence against women.

Since the 1980s, we—members of the Beijing 4th World Conference on Women team, 
rights defenders, women’s organizations like WWHR, journalists, and academics in women’s 
studies—have stood side by side, drawing strength from one another in our shared pursuit of 
equality. WWHR is present in all these memories when the state, academia, and civil society 
worked hand in hand.

As soon as we took office, our first action was to ensure that the relevant article of the 
Turkish Commercial Code, which required married women in commerce to obtain their 
husband’s signature on tax returns, was amended. We then prepared a draft bill to include 
a deterrent provision in the Turkish Penal Code to prevent violence against women. When 
the first draft was rejected, we resubmitted the same proposal. At the time, the commission 
had begun work to revise the law to better reflect the current era, yet only one woman was 
serving on the commission.

The first thing I did was visit the Ministry of Justice. My goal was to persuade the minister 
not to reject the proposed amendment and to introduce changes to the Turkish Penal Code 
that would create real deterrents for perpetrators of violence. During our meeting, he said 
to me, “Ms. General Director, leave this stuff alone! I was a prosecutor in Anatolia for years, 
you don’t know! Women actually want to be subjected to violence. You should focus on the 
mothers who tie their children to pipes outside the front door on a winter day so they can 
sleep with their lovers, causing the children’s hands to freeze.” I couldn’t help but wonder if 
he gave such unsolicited advice to all of his colleagues.

I was frequently on the phone with Pınar, Canan, Hülya, and other representatives of 
women’s organizations. Also, I was persistently urging the minister to allow me to attend a 
meeting of the Penal Code Revision Commission, though they initially refused. I visited the 
then-Minister of Justice, Şevket Kazan, with Ms. Işılay, where we listened to religious hadiths. 

The late Işılay Saygın would not let a matter go when she was convinced, and she 
obtained permission for us to attend the commission meeting. Immediately, together with 
the KSSGM team, we prepared briefs for the commission members. Pınar sent us the book 
The Myth of a Warm Home from Istanbul. What else was in the brief? The Beijing Action Plan, 

the UN Declaration on Violence against Women, the CEDAW Convention, protection laws/
orders in various countries, and newspaper clippings.

We presented our files to the commission. After waiting for some time, Professor Sulhi 
Dönmezer finally asked what had brought us there. We explained our request for stronger 
deterrent measures in the revision of the Turkish Penal Code, particularly to address domestic 
violence. Sulhi Dönmezer began by saying, “Madam, you want certain articles to be changed, 
but they cannot be changed, and I’ll tell you why,” and proceeded to read passages from the 
old French and British penal codes. Years had passed since those laws were written—World 
Women’s Conferences had come and gone, realistic steps had been taken in those countries 
to combat violence against women, and new laws had been enacted.

When it was my turn to speak, I said, “Mr. Chairman, with all due respect to the 
experience and wisdom of the commission members, I’d like to share a feeling. Right now, 
in this meeting where decisions about women’s lives are being made, I feel utterly alone. I 
look around, and all I see are men!” Mr. Sulhi quickly pointed out that there was, in fact, 
one woman on the commission, though she couldn’t attend that day. One woman member! 
I continued, “How fair and just is it for only men to decide on matters that deeply affect 
women, who make up half of society? If you review the files we’ve submitted, you’ll see news 
of women who have suffered violence or taken their own lives just in the past year.” Silence 
ensued...

The Chair of the Commission broke the silence and said, “So, what do you want from 
us?” That’s when I asked them to study The Myth of a Warm Home and the texts on protection 
orders in various countries. There is only one quick solution in the current situation: the 
protection order. 

The Law on the Protection of the Family, then known as Law No. 4320, which entered 
into force in 1998, thus occupied the agenda of our criminal lawyers. We embarked on 
an extensive collaboration with officials from the Ministry of Justice—or perhaps it’s more 
accurate to call it a prolonged negotiation. The law’s first proposed name was the Law on 
the Protection of Women, but this was, of course, rejected. Over the years, Law No. 4320 
faced significant criticism, which was beneficial in many ways. Any initiative like this always 
has room for improvement. We did everything we could to convince the authorities, given 
the circumstances of the time. The discussions regarding the law in the parliamentary Sub-
Committee could fill an article of their own. Comments such as, “What do you mean, we can’t 
go out for a drink and then come home?” or “We can’t discipline our children how we want?” 
were typical. The law was eventually passed by parliament shortly after I stepped down as 
Director General, and professionals in the justice system were trained for its implementation.

Nearly twenty years later, I found myself sitting down for breakfast with the cleaning 
lady at the house where I was staying as a guest. She began talking. She shared with me that 
she had two children and had been stabbed in the leg by her husband out of unfounded 
jealousy while she was pregnant with their third child. She also mentioned that her husband 
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had been temporarily removed from their home with a protection order, and that he had 
since changed his behavior. “It turns out that there are other women who care about us. I 
used to think that people in Ankara got paid for doing nothing, but it turns out that there 
are women there who think about us too!” As tears started to fall from my eyes, the woman 
asked: “Sister, did your husband stab you too?”

During my tenure as the General Director of the Women's Affairs, I felt the strong 
support of women’s organizations, activists, academic experts in women’s studies, the press, 
and both women and men who believe that equality should be integrated into all plans and 
programs, both public and private. I extend my heartfelt thanks to WWHR for its tireless 
efforts in a time when all fields worked in such harmony and solidarity and wish them many 
more years of success.

Alexandra Garita
RESURJ (Realizing Sexual and Reproductive Justice)

Women for Women’s Human Rights(WWHR) has been a reference for my 
understanding of feminist education, feminist organizing, feminist leadership, and feminist 
action. I have been consistently inspired over the last twenty years by the organization’s 
resilience, outreach, humility, and the impact it has had on moving agendas forward for 

women’s human rights. They are savvy advocates at local, national, regional, and international 
levels; movement builders across constituencies, Muslim countries, and diverse identities; 
important references for learning methodologies, adapting curricula, and enabling access to 
public services like health and education; and trusted partners in the struggle for achieving 
gender equality and women’s human rights. Congratulations to you all and thank you for all 
that you have done. A Lutta Continua! 

Ayşegül Kaya 
Lawyer

Efforts to address women’s issues are labor-intensive and volunteer-based worldwide. 
It is almost a miracle for a women’s group to keep up its work for 30 years on end, let alone 
remain a strong and thriving organization. I congratulate my friends at WWHR, who have 
come this far through great efforts. 

I can’t remember exactly when, but it was decades ago that I crossed paths with HREP 
and contributed to both the training program and the preparation of some of the legal 
materials. Like all the other team members, I enthusiastically participated in these efforts. 
Being a part of the interactive trainings was both fun and instructive for me. I was young, 
and those were beautiful days. For me, know-how, discipline, and hard work are the most 
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important qualities that characterize WWHR. I wish all the luck to my friends, whose efforts I 
believe are valuable not only for today but also for the future. Here’s to many more 30 years! 

Nuran Akıncı 
General Directorate of Social Services (GDSS)

I am a social worker who first met WWHR in 1998. The programs they offered greatly 
enhanced my existing energy and potential. I am truly grateful to be part of this initiative. 
After our training sessions in Çanakkale, we established the ELDER Women’s Association. 

Despite numerous obstacles, we succeeded in founding the association, which proved 
to be a challenging yet educational experience for many women. Although our efforts may 
seem like a drop in the ocean, those drops are now growing into something much larger. 
We have accumulated wonderful memories and built strong friendships through training 
processes, seminars, association activities, ceremonies, anniversaries, and parties. At one 
certificate ceremony, a HREP participant gave an emotional speech upon receiving her 
certificate, saying, “My life has two chapters: one before HREP and one after HREP. I cherish 
the chapter of my life after HREP. Many thanks to the group facilitators for offering me this!” 

The work done through HREP profoundly impacts women’s lives, which then ripple 
out to touch others. As our methods of communication change, women gain access to 
accurate information and learn about their rights. We can’t be prouder of the work we do 
with women. I hold deep affection for you all.

Charlotte Bunch
Founding Director and Senior Scholar, Center for Women’s Global Leadership (CWGL)

Congratulations on 30 amazing years as a leading advocacy organization for women’s 
human rights. WWHR has been a beacon of ideas, activities, and hope for women in its 
region and globally. Its presence and vision have been critical in our struggles, especially in 
a time of backlash against feminism. 

Among WWHR’s many accomplishments was hosting the first “Feminism in the 
Muslim World Leadership Institute” coordinated by the Women Living Under Muslim Laws 
Solidarity Network (WLUML) and the Center for Women’s Global Leadership in Istanbul in 
1998. As one of the organizers of the event, I remember the resilience and hospitality of the 
WWHR staff. We faced many challenges in bringing together a diverse group of women from 
many different countries, but WWHR helped to keep us all focused on the agenda during 
the day, and enjoying good food, laughter, and entertainment at night. We remain grateful 
for your leadership and outreach to those beyond over the years.

S. Nazik IŞIK
Equal Life Association

I first learned about HREP during a meeting in Istanbul when the program was still 
in its early stages. I later had the chance to review the draft framework and texts. These 
materials aimed to inform women about gender-based discrimination and its consequences, 
encouraging collective growth and action. They were also geared toward resisting 
discrimination and addressing the inequality it fosters, and becoming stronger through 
solidarity—and even organizing. Thirty years of women’s voices—rising from the fields, 
streets, and homes—have confirmed my initial impressions.

I remember the day Pınar mentioned the signing of a protocol with Social Services 
to implement HREP in community centers. We were attending a meeting right after the 
protocol was signed in Ankara, and I wonder how many of us at the table that day realized 
the significance of that signature and what it would bring to women’s lives. Although the 
protocol has long since ended, I still meet social workers who became HREP trainers under 
that partnership, and I listen to their experiences with admiration. Many of them continue to 
run HREP groups even after leaving Social Services, drawn by the nourishment and strength 
they gain from these incredible stories. 

My story with HREP took a different turn after I returned to Izmir in 2011. I had a first-
hand experience of HREP’s contribution to local politics and local women’s organizing. First, 
we initiated a series of HREP programs with Ayla Erdoğan at the Karabağlar City Council. 
HREP continues to play a very special role in empowering women in Karabağlar, Izmir. For 
instance, with the participation of two women working in the municipality’s neighborhood 
centers in our groups, we created another link between the municipality and the women of 
Karabağlar. The women active in the City Council developed a common language through 
HREP training. Today, they are leading their own working groups. For some time now, 
delegates elected from our HREP groups have held decision-making positions in the City 
Council’s Women’s Council General Assembly. In Karabağlar today, there are women who 
take to the streets to protest against violence, participate in demonstrations, and attend the 
funerals of murdered women. This all stems from a story that began with HREP.

I enjoy HREP and the women of HREP the most during the certificate ceremonies and 
HREP festivals, because it’s in these moments that I feel the powerful embrace of women’s 
solidarity more than ever! I congratulate every woman who has contributed to this effort—
what incredible work you’ve done! This is just the beginning; the struggle will continue, and 
we will move forward together!
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Gülay Aktaşçı
Çanakkale Women’s Handicraft and Counselling Center Association (ELDER)

I was first introduced to HREP through Serpil, the mother of my daughter’s schoolmate. 
She excitedly told me about HREP at the Çanakkale Provincial Directorate of Social Services 
Community Center, explaining its content: human rights, women’s rights, laws. My initial 
reaction was, “I already know my rights.”

I joined the program initially just to avoid disappointing Serpil, but it ended up 
changing my life. During the three-and-a-half-month training, I realized that I didn’t know 
nearly as much as I thought. Being part of the 300-400 women who participated in the 
1998 training at the Çanakkale Community Center made me see how much stronger we are 
together. It truly opened a new door in my life. Regardless of whether we were educated 
or uneducated, whether we lived in the East or the West, the problems we faced as women 
were the same, and we had to find solutions together. For this reason, together with a group 
of friends who participated in the program, we founded the Çanakkale ELDER. We began 
with the goal of empowering women to achieve economic independence, actively engage in 
social life, and participate in decision-making processes.

We inaugurated the Women’s Counseling Center with the support of Çanakkale 
Municipality to raise awareness in the city about violence against women and to carry out 
counseling and training services for women. On this journey with HREP, while impacting the 
lives of many women, I also touched my own life and discovered what I am capable of. The 
process of organizing ELDER and the Women’s Counseling Center, which emerged from 
HREP, along with the work done in solidarity with women, meeting new women in every 
group, and sharing diverse experiences and knowledge with them, showed me that we can 
change so much in our lives when we truly want to. I deeply appreciate your efforts and your 
commitment.

Şenal Sarıhan
29 Ekim Women’s Association, Lawyer

As I wrote these lines, I reflected on this question: Do the organizations that have 
contributed to the struggle for women’s human rights, and our friends who have fought 
individually for this cause, ever truly age? Isn’t their contribution to the ever-growing river of 
the rights struggle—both in our country and worldwide—timeless and, therefore, immortal? 
As Gioconda Belli describes in her novel The Inhabited Woman, don’t the activist women of 
the past become like trees, watching over us and guiding us? Yet, it is the written and visual 
documents that preserve this guidance and foster awareness. I believe that WWHR’s 30th-
anniversary publication will be a meaningful contribution to this legacy and its continued 
influence.

My path crossed with WWHR in the late 1990s. As women’s organizations, which came 

together to establish the legal basis for combating violence against women, we were hesitant 
to collaborate with state institutions. Would this compromise our independent and civil 
structure? However, our demands were going to be rendered official through the Parliament, 
thus, we also had to give weight to lobbying activities to influence state institutions. The 
fact that there were women who came from the women’s movement in the Women’s Status 
Directorate, which was established at that time, facilitated our work. We began to work on 
legal sanctions to solve various women’s problems, especially violence. Our first target was 
the Law No. 4320 on the Protection of the Family. We gave our consent for the bill to be 
called “Family Protection Law” as a result of the warning of Işılay Saygın, then Minister of 
State in charge of women, who said, “We cannot pass a law titled Protection of Women in a 
parliament dominated by men. They will say, ‘Are we subjecting women to violence?’” The 
content of the law, whose name protected the family, protected women, albeit with some 
shortcomings. One day, we would have a law “protecting women from violence”. We were 
confident.

Law No. 4320 was followed by efforts to amend the Civil Code and then the Turkish 
Penal Code. WWHR played an important role organizing the efforts pertaining to the 
work carried on the draft Turkish Penal Code. Representing women’s organizations in 
Ankara, I regularly attended the meetings held almost weekly in Istanbul. The Turkish 
Penal Code Working Group included Prof. Aysel Çelikel, Prof. Necla Arat, Nazan Moroğlu, 
Hülya Gülbahar, Canan Arın, Aydeniz Alisbah, and many other women (pardon me for not 
remembering their names). WWHR contributed immensely to the editing of our text, its 
publication, its revisions and reproduction, and its translation into other languages.

Once the preliminary work was completed, we began our lobbying activities in Ankara. 
We paid visits to embassies, party group leaders, members of the Justice Commission, and 
parliamentarians. We deployed tactics that made us laugh a lot. Especially in our meetings 
with the AKP groups, Canan Arın would give presentations and offer uncompromising 
explanations, speaking really fast, and then the others would list our demands. I think I 
was given the last word because I was the calmest of all and was expected to curb the rising 
tension. Our friends Pınar and Nazan were also with us, but it was hoped that repeating 
our demands in my voice, which was too soft for my big figure, would be effective. For 
instance, we would learn afterward that Köksal Toptan, the Justice Commission chairperson, 
whom we thought we had impressed, had said, “Some marginalized women came and spoke 
incessantly and left.” Such things drove us to despair. However, later, the same Köksal Toptan 
would become a persistent defender of our demands. We were ready to enter through the 
chimney if we were kicked out of the door, so to speak. We were also aware that we were worn 
to the bone and that our tongues were swollen from talking. However, we did not neglect 
to smile and keep on hoping. As a result, on June 1, 2005, the Turkish Penal Code, which 
included our demands to a great extent, would enter into force.

With my gratitude to the WWHR team and all those who struggle for women’s human 
rights.
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Cânân Arın 
Co-founder of Mor Çatı (Purple Roof), Lawyer

I believe it was in the early 1990s when a young woman named Pınar İlkkaracan visited 
my office. She had worked in Germany on combating violence against women and was 
eager to do something similar in Turkey. I first met her during the early days of WWHR’s 
establishment, and for decades, we have worked together for women’s rights.

Here, I will talk about the Turkish Penal Code and the reform process. It is useful to 
clarify the legal system in Turkey at that time. Until Civil Code reform, married women were 
regarded as second-class citizens, even though the Constitution stipulated that people were 
equal before the law without discrimination. The Turkish Penal Code dated from 1926. It 
was inspired by the Italian Zanardelli Law of 1889, which considered a woman’s body as 
the property of first her birth family and then her husband. As such, sexual offenses were 
considered crimes against family order and public decency, not against the woman’s body. 

There was no legal definition of sexual assault (formerly known as rape). Rape was 
defined as the insertion of a man’s sexual organ into a woman’s vagina or anus. As such, 
inserting a bottle into a woman’s vagina and harming it or inserting an eggplant or other 
object into her vagina was not considered rape. There was no concept of marital rape because 
marriage was seen as an institution where men’s sexual needs were fulfilled. The penalty was 
more severe if the sexual assault was committed against a married woman, while the penalty 
was reduced by 2/3 if it was committed against a sex worker.

When a woman was raped by one or more individuals, the solution was often to marry 
her to one of the perpetrators, allowing the rapist to avoid punishment. If the marriage lasted 
five years, any sentences imposed on the perpetrator or the perpetrators were postponed, and 
if legal action had been initiated, the case would be dismissed, all in the name of “preserving 
the woman’s honor.”

Equally horrifying were the murders committed in the name of “honor.” When a girl 
was raped, the family’s honor was deemed tarnished, and the male members of the family 
would task the youngest with killing the girl, leading to a young boy becoming a murderer, 
and a young woman losing her life. These were among the most egregious provisions in the 
old penal code that discriminated against women.

Women were very disturbed by all this, and the women’s movement was very strong 
then as it is today. The difference is that in those days it was possible to further our rights. 
Today, we are trying to protect the rights we have.

With the momentum from the Civil Code campaign and in light of the reform agenda 
within the EU accession process, we established the Turkish Penal Code Women’s Working 
Group, coordinated by WWHR. Our aim was to change sexual crimes in the Turkish Penal 
Code in a way that would safeguard women’s rights. We analyzed the laws of other countries. 
We translated them into Turkish and conducted a comparative study. We came up with our 

methodology, identified the main problems in the law and the new draft, and determined 
our priorities.

Our main demands included the following: crimes against sexual integrity and 
decency should be reclassified under “Crimes against Individuals”; the definitions of rape, 
sexual harassment, and child sexual abuse should be revised; marital rape (including 
in relationships resembling marriage) should be redefined; honor killings should be 
considered an aggravating factor in sentencing for murder; rape in custody should also be 
treated as an aggravating factor; prosecution of crimes against a cohabiting spouse (with or 
without a marriage contract) should not depend on a formal complaint; perpetrators who 
use violence, threats, or psychological pressure to force someone into sexual intercourse, 
or who for individuals unable to resist rape due to mental or physical incapacity should 
face imprisonment; rape, whether vaginal or anal, should be defined as the imposition of 
a sex organ or object onto another person, regardless of its nature; and verbal abuse and 
molestation within the scope of sexual harassment should be clearly defined.

Thanks to our campaign, we successfully removed sexual violence against women from 
being categorized under “Crimes against Good Manners, Public Order, and Family Order” 
and had it reclassified as a crime against the individual, now grouped under “Crimes against 
Sexual Integrity.” This was revolutionary. For the first time, the state officially recognized an 
individual’s right to sexual inviolability.

Marital rape became a crime. Rape of women was criminalized regardless of their 
marital status. Rape was defined in the law, and the insertion of any object into the human 
body against the person’s consent. Crimes committed in the name of honor were considered 
aggravated homicides; however, despite women’s objections, in defining the motive, the 
term “custom” was used instead of “honor”.

Sexual abuse of children was regulated in detail, but unfortunately, this government 
has been engaging in practices that give a green light to sexual abuse of children. Although 
the practice of forcing girls or young women to marry their rapists in order to absolve the 
perpetrator of punishment was abolished, the current government has been attempting to 
reinstate this outdated tradition.

As we sought to criminalize early and forced marriages, the education system was 
restructured into three segments. This change led to girls being excluded from school 
after the first four years. Additionally, religious marriages without official registration were 
decriminalized, and girls were compelled to marry at an early age, which paved the way for 
sexual and other kinds of abuse. Article 103 of the Turkish Penal Code, which addresses the 
crime of sexual abuse of children, has been amended, and now, while sentences for sexual 
abuse of children under 12 are higher, abusers of older children get lighter sentences. 

However, as the women’s movement, we will continue our fight to protect our rights, 
just as we have successfully repelled all these attacks so far.
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Sema Kendirci Uğurman
Chair of the Turkish Women’s Union, Lawyer

As the Turkish Women’s Union, we were one the first organizations to provide HREP at 
community centers in the late 1990s. The volunteers of a young sister organization, WWHR, 
generously offered these trainings to us. Women from the neighborhoods of Mamak and 
Şafaktepe in Ankara, where we worked, were very fond of them. As women’s organizations, 
we gathered in Ankara to draw up the Beijing+5 report. That young organization also joined 
us in this endeavor. 

In the early 2000s, women’s organizations were working together to amend the Civil 
Code, Turkish Penal Code, and the Constitution, taking the field by storm and making a 
significant impact. They were voicing their demands across all platforms and achieving 
remarkable success. 

In the fall of 2001, women’s organizations were invited to a meeting to discuss the 
amendments to the Civil Code and the Constitution, organized by Women's Affairs. We knew 
that this time there would be huge participation from outside Ankara. The meeting kicked 
off and a discussion on a variety of issues ensued; naturally, we were trying to gain ground on 
topics that pertain to our demands regarding legal provisions. 

I can’t recall precisely which article we were discussing, but a woman from Istanbul 
took the floor and began giving examples of practices regarding women and children in 
Germany. Everyone in the room went silent. Following her decisively effective speech, the 
article was written in accordance with our suggestions. In awe, I wanted to know who this 
woman was. She was Pınar İlkkaracan from Women for Women’s Human Rights. 

This meeting was not only an opportunity for collaboration and joint action for 
us, it also marked the beginning of a process of acquainting ourselves with the founders, 
volunteers, and staff of WWHR. From then on, we stood side by side in solidarity on every 
platform established for our struggle. With its achievements, publications, and commitment, 
this young organization has always been an integral part of the collaboration and joint effort 
necessary for changing and transforming the world. 

We are 100 years old, and by our side stands a young and brilliant organization that is 
30 years old today: This organization aspires to come up with new solutions, defends women’s 
human rights, and, most importantly, consists of many smart women, who have believed for 
decades in the power and success of organized struggle for change.

Susie Jolly
Institute of Development Studies (IDS) Honorary Member  

When did I first hear of WWHR? I can’t remember not knowing about you, as you 
seemed such an important part of my world working on sexuality and gender. I remember 
the shocking slogan “sexual pleasure as a woman’s human right” coming from the human 
rights training program you conducted for women in Turkey. That fabulous concept made 
me want to understand more and work with this organization.

In the noughties, together with Andrea Cornwall, I was lucky to be able to raise funds to 
launch the Institute of Development Studies Sexuality and Development programme, which 
expanded our possibilities to convene, communicate and publish with exciting organizations 
such as WWHR. In 2005, we convened a workshop on “Realising Sexual Rights”, the first 
time IDS had directly taken on these issues. Karin Ronge represented WWHR presenting 
on your human rights trainings. In 2007, I had the pleasure of co-authoring the BRIDGE 
Cutting-Edge Pack on Gender and Sexuality with Pınar Ilkkaracan. In 2008, Pınar came to our 
next big workshop on “Sexuality and the Development Industry”.

In 2009, Pınar again came to an IDS workshop, this time on the topic of pleasure, 
contributing to nuancing our discussions, asking what happens if the development industry 
develops norms of “healthy sexuality” and how these norms may interact with people’s 
desires. Out of this workshop emerged a book on Women, Sexuality, and the Political Power 
of Pleasure (2013), to which Gülşah Seral contributed a chapter. By then, I had moved on 
from my role as a convener, so now I follow WWHR from a different position as a fan and 
cheerleader! Your work is more relevant than ever.

Gurbet Kabadayı
Antalya Women’s Counselling Center and Solidarity Association

It was an incredible journey to come together through HREP and extend its reach 
to other women. The concept of “making knowledge public” has never been enough for 
us since we know that the inequalities in the public sphere have always determined the 
degree to which women can access knowledge. What we need is an equal distribution of 
knowledge. Knowing our rights is the major tool we have for empowerment and our fight 
for our lives. Thanks to HREP, we found each other. For years, we came together with other 
women, each becoming a companion in our struggle. We loved chanting, “We have rights!”. 
To the women who participated in HREP, thank you for increasing and disseminating the 
knowledge produced by women in every corner of Turkey. Thank you for never giving up! 
We are truly delighted to accompany you on this road. Here’s to many more 30 years. May 
your resistance be purple!
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Yıldız Tokman
Executive Committee for the NGO Forum on CEDAW – Turkey

When I think of WWHR, I remember our close collaboration since 2003 in the CEDAW 
Shadow Reporting Processes. WWHR stands out as one of the most active organizations 
in the women’s movement, excelling in international representation and ensuring the 
participation of Istanbul-based organizations in the process.

We were in New York in July 2010 for Turkey’s 6th CEDAW Review. During the session, 
we issued two press releases titled “Turkey’s women’s rights record is under scrutiny at the 
UN!” and “UN asks Turkey to comply with the CEDAW Convention.” The main issue we 
emphasized in the releases, which were widely covered in the foreign and Turkish press, 
was that “conservatism deepens discrimination against women and there is no holistic state 
policy aiming at gender equality.”

When the UN CEDAW Committee published its 6th Review Concluding Observations, 
it was evident that these intensive and dedicated lobbying efforts had achieved their goal. 
Many of the issues addressed, and recommendations proposed aligned with our shadow 
report.

I sincerely congratulate WWHR on your 30th anniversary. I am confident that our 
enduring partnership and solidarity will continue for many years to come.

Felisa Tibbitts
Chair in Human Rights Education, Utrecht University and former Executive Director, 
Human Rights Education Associates (HREA)

I first became aware of WWHR when I was running my NGO Human Rights Education 
Associates (HREA). I was in Istanbul in 2004 and had set up a meeting with the director of 
the WWHR’s Human Rights Education Program for Women (HREP). I was amazed to hear 
about the decade-long efforts of the WWHR in Turkey, lobbying to change the Civil and 
Penal Codes, and, at the same time, sowing women’s liberation through grassroots human 
rights education training groups. The staff members I spoke with in this initial meeting—
and then later when I carried out an impact evaluation of WWHR’s HRE work between 2006-
2011—were the icon of professionalism: politically savvy, pedagogically innovative, tireless 
advocates for women’s human rights.

WWHR exemplifies what a “smart” HRE strategy looks like. It is grounded in women’s 
real-life experiences and, through critical reflection and group solidarity, invites participants 
to embrace their power and change their lives. HREP is also one element of a broader 
strategy to protect and promote the human rights of women in Turkey. This means that 
human rights education does not stand alone in the liberation agenda, though it remains an 
essential element of the strategy.

Photo: Güliz Sağlam



259258

I have been continuously inspired by WWHR and its efforts, so much so that HREP 
was highlighted in a film that I helped produce: Path to Dignity: The Power of Human Rights 
Education. The lessons from WWHR’s experiences continue to ring true.

Güldal Akşit
Former Minister of Women and Family

Congratulations, WWHR, on your 25th anniversary! I wish you many more years of 
success. I am confident that in the future, you will continue the exemplary teamwork that 
has been your hallmark for so many years with even greater rigor and tenacity.

Throughout history, equality between women and men has never been fully realized; 
yet efforts to achieve it continue to grow stronger each day. In the 2000s, Turkey underwent 
a rapid transformation, particularly marked by “liberating” changes in the legal sphere for 
women. Significant amendments to the Constitution, the Turkish Penal Code, and the Civil 
Code stand out as milestones during this period. On an international level, the CEDAW 
Convention has asserted its primacy over laws and norms that it contests. By aligning the 
Constitution with CEDAW, a strong legal foundation for gender equality was established. 
The contributions of civil society organizations, including the efforts of WWHR, have played 
an important role in this transformation process.

When I was the State Minister of Women and Family, we organized trainings to 
increase the participation of women’s NGOs in CEDAW reviews and legislative processes. 
We also held meetings to facilitate collaboration between the government and NGOs. The 
contributions of the Women’s Platform on the Turkish Penal Code, for which WWHR served 
as the secretariat, were particularly significant and valuable in the reform of the Turkish 
Penal Code (TPC).

One of the most important amendments to the TPC was the introduction of 
articles that stipulate the most severe penalties for perpetrators of “honor killings”. This 
development is crucial as it demonstrates that the TPC reform process has begun to cultivate 
new sensitivities, particularly among judges. While efforts to prevent violence against women 
have been intensified in recent years, women’s organizations have consistently highlighted 
the state’s shortcomings in providing adequate services to women who have been exposed 
to violence. Recently, municipalities have been authorized under the new municipal law to 
provide services to women subjected to violence.

The contributions of the state, municipalities, and women’s NGOs, particularly the 
efforts of WWHR, are very important and valuable. I hope that you continue your successful 
work.

Editor’s Note: Ms. Akşit passed away in 2021. She had sent us this text shortly before her passing. 

Emel Armutçu 

The feminist movement, which flourished after the 1980s, initially took to the streets 
to protest violence and initiated discussions on topics that had previously been overlooked. 
Over time, it grew stronger, becoming institutionalized across various platforms from 
universities to professional chambers, state mechanisms to civil society, and by specializing in 
different areas of gender equality. Women’s organizing and fight for rights strengthened each 
year through women’s research/solidarity centers, independent organizations, monitoring 
committees, and units dedicated to advancing the status of women.

WWHR has been one of the most active women’s organizations in this process, leaving 
a mark in history and contributing immensely to the movement. They played a pivotal role 
in the acceptance of the principle “women’s rights are human rights” in Turkey, a motto that 
had also inspired its name. The organization has been a bridge between women in Turkey 
and those around the world through its work at local, national, regional, and international 
levels. WWHR has expanded the women’s movement through research, publication, training, 
monitoring, reporting, and advocacy activities in collaboration with women’s and LGBTQI+ 
organizations. I clearly recall that in the first half of the 2000s, when women were tearing to 
pieces the Turkish Penal Code and the Civil Code and removing the articles detrimental to 
women one by one, WWHR was there. It is still with us at a time when the rights gained then 
are being rolled back one by one. 

I am confident that WWHR will continue to exist successfully until new solutions for 
gender equality are no longer needed.

Sultan Çamur Karataş
General Directorate of Social Services (GDSS)

I had the opportunity to work with WWHR from the very beginning. I was working at 
the Department for the Protection of the Integrity of the Family, which was responsible for 
GDSS community centers, family counseling centers, and women’s shelters. I was also part 
of the team that coordinated the implementation of HREP. After I retired, I participated in 
the trainer training, which allowed me to connect with many women, share experiences, and 
gain new insights. Each group I have conducted has been an opportunity to refresh, learn, 
and foster solidarity with women. The diverse groups of women of all ages, educational 
backgrounds, and economic conditions have greatly enriched my life. I am grateful to each 
one of them.

For me, HREP is a tool in the struggle to win, protect, and exercise women’s rights. I 
owe it to myself to use this very effective tool as widely as possible. Standing in solidarity with 
HREP participants, trainers, and WWHR in the defense of women’s rights reinforces my 
belief that our struggle for women’s rights will ultimately succeed.
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It is remarkable that an organization has continued the struggle for women’s rights for 
30 years on end. However, it seems that we will have to engage in this effort for many more 
years to come. As long as we are organized and persevere in our solidarity, we will be able 
to continue the struggle with strength. I am proud to be a part of this organization in our 
struggle.

 

Şule Sepin İçli
Umudun Kadınları Association, Psychologist

I met WWHR in 2002 and our ties have always strengthened since then. Through 
HREP, I discovered myself and shared my knowledge and experience with women from 
across the country. Although WWHR does not have branches, it has reached thousands 
of women through its solidarity networks and advocacy efforts. HREP, developed through 
immense hard work, is open to all women, regardless of age or literacy level. There is no 
discrimination—only solidarity. While implementing HREP, I have accumulated valuable 
memories. Let me share one of them: A young woman in our group told me that one of her 
illiterate friends was hesitant to participate in the training. I said to her that literacy courses 
were also provided. This woman started the sessions, shared her experiences, and mingled 
with the group. When she learned about the right to disclaim inheritance, she explained 
that she had been forced to pay her violent husband’s debts after his death. She expressed 
that she would not have done so if she had known about this provision. Afterward, she 
attended literacy courses and finished high school. This story shows what women achieve 
when given the opportunity.

Our association WWHR knows no obstacles. It signs protocols with institutions, and 
when one institution gives up, it knocks on the doors of other institutions. It seeks hope 
and solutions rather than exhaustion. Women find support at school, at work, at home, and 
on the street. They reach women from the villages to the cities. Besides trainings, it also 
produces publications, communicates with international solidarity networks, makes its voice 
heard around the world, and receives awards. I am glad we met. I feel very lucky. May we 
share many more wonderful years together with women.

Kaos GL (Kaos Gay and Lesbian Cultural Researches and Solidarity Association)

Kaos GL was invited by WWHR to join the Women’s Platform on the Turkish Penal 
Code when the platform was first established. Kaos GL and Lambdaistanbul, through their 
involvement in the Women’s Platform on the Turkish Penal Code, had the opportunity 
to directly encounter the lawmakers. The platform had already prepared a draft proposal 
covering the issues highlighted by the LGBTQI+ organizations. We stood side by side with 
them when we gave a presentation to the Justice Commission or engaged in advocacy 
activities in the parliament. For us, WWHR was the face and the heart of the platform. We do 
not know much about the process that took place before our involvement in the platform 

or how consensus was reached among women with differing perspectives on LGBTQI+ 
issues. However, we did observe that the platform embraced the demands of the LGBTQI+ 
community and actively fought for these demands to be reflected in the law. Even though the 
provisions we demanded for LGBTQI+ people were not met in the law, we can comfortably 
say that it was a process that strengthened the LGBTQI+ movement.

WWHR also helped us to meet and join the Coalition for Sexual and Bodily Rights in 
Muslim Societies (CSDR). In collaboration with WWHR, we co-organized events for CSBR’s 
annual One Day One Struggle (ODOS) campaign on November 9. In 2019, we embraced 
November 9 as yet another day of action to publicly affirm our struggle against the sexist and 
heterosexist oppression faced by the LGBTQI+ and feminist movements. We organized the 
ODOS workshop and kept on saying, “Solidarity Keeps Us Alive”!

We see WWHR as the feminist form of solidarity. Sometimes we advocate side by side 
on international platforms or within organizations; other times, we raise our voices together 
on the streets. In the last five years we experienced a surge in the issues that brought us both 
collective joy and sorrow. We are proud to be struggling side by side with WWHR! We want 
to continue our joint struggle as queers and feminists!

Dina M. Siddiqi
New York University, Clinical Professor

 I was introduced to WWHR in Jakarta, Indonesia in 2004 at a gathering of the Coalition 
for Sexual and Bodily Rights in Muslim Societies (CSBR). I listened with rapt attention as 
Pinar, Liz, Karin, and others recounted successfully reforming a retrograde, colonial era 
Turkish penal code. I learned from activists from across the Muslim world, from Tunisia 
to Indonesia. I found myself in the company of Asgar Ali Engineer and Margot Badran, 
scholars I had not expected to encounter in person. I also made some lifelong friends. CSBR 
created space that did not exist elsewhere, a platform to escape national and international 
parochialisms in the service of a different transnational solidarity. 

As an academic, CSBR’s goal of producing theory from the South, of confronting 
squarely the sexual politics of imperialism and patriarchal nation-states, and taking Islam 
seriously in the post 9/11 world appealed greatly to me. I had long wanted to bring my 
feminist theory in line with praxis. Unexpectedly and inexplicably, I felt I was home. 

Since then, CSBR, and by extension, WWHR, has been a steady presence in my life. 
For me, the two are inextricable, and not only because WWHR was the first secretariat for 
CSBR. The vision of the one is inscribed into and shaped by that of the other. In 2006, in the 
midst of sorrow and despair, WWHR compiled a CSBR dossier protesting the Israeli invasion 
of Lebanon to which I contributed. To the extent that writing signifies solidarity, my essay in 
the compilation remains a deeply meaningful political act for me. 

For that and much more, I remain immensely grateful to WWHR.
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Şengül Altan Arslan
Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality, Deputy General Secretary 

When we crossed paths with WWHR, we were young civil servants in a newly established 
public institution on women’s affairs, KSSGM. We were not familiar with women’s issues. 
There was a distance between women’s NGOs and us because KSSGM was a public institution. 
Nevertheless, when commissions were instituted to fulfill the requirements of CEDAW, we 
benefited a lot from the NGOs and formed a culture of collaboration together.

I remember WWHR primarily for its media relations regarding the protection order 
law and its efforts to transform the prevention of violence against women into a public policy. 
Secondly, I remember its constructive efforts at the annual UN CSW meetings. When the 
official delegation was formed, NGOs were asked to choose a representative, and WWHR 
was nominated. With their strong understanding of the subject, they were included in the 
relevant meetings. They became one of the associations we collaborate with most frequently 
in our international work. I think the trust between the state and NGOs was established in 
this process. 

NGOs played a major role in Turkey’s active role in the UN processes. NGOs like 
WWHR, knew the system and how to lobby very well. In this sense, we learned a lot from them, 
and they learned that they could cooperate with the public sector. They questioned their 
assumption that “public institutions are distant and authoritarian towards NGOs because they 
control resources.” I believe that the New York meetings played a significant role in bridging 
this gap. During the UN sessions, we discussed the fairness of the resolutions, and we decided 
which words and language would be appropriate. I will never forget that while preparing for 
a meeting, Pınar İlkkaracan emphasized the importance of the term “women’s reproductive 
health and rights”. We suggested adding this phrase to the commissio’’s documents. Pınar 
was surprised and said, “I can’t believe it! Is that coming from a public institution?”

Between 2005 and 2010, we used to rent apartments for meetings in New York, where 
a few of us would stay. Away from home, we would support each other and work on the 
resolutions with the same excitement as students eager for graduation. I have witnessed 
what true dedication to a cause looks like in the women of civil society organizations. I have 
experienced the fulfillment of working with determination to bring a project, driven by 
solidarity, to completion. One of the organizations that has given me this feeling is WWHR. 

We have now expanded our strengthened relationship to other areas. In 2019, when 
I became the Deputy General Secretary of Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality, WWHR was 
one of the first organizations we began collaborating with. We now advocate for women’s 
rights together and implement HREP with our trainers. With the same determination and 
excitement, we continue our struggle and solidarity!

The Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA)

As Sweden we are very happy to support WWHR and to have this invaluable partnership 
since 2008. WWHR is a very important part of Sweden’s development cooperation with Turkey 
from a women’s empowerment perspective. Sweden very much values the work undertaken 
by WWHR as it contributes to improve gender equality and women’s human rights, while 
also helping Sweden and our Embassy to be better informed on gender issues in Turkey. 

Ayla Erdoğan
Social Worker

In 2009, I was invited to Karabağlar, İzmir as a HREP trainer. The City Council Women’s 
Assembly had just been established. The Council’s first activity was HREP. Since then, women 
participating in HREP first empowered themselves, and then they established the first 
women’s organization in Karabağlar, KAD-GÜÇ. They entered active politics as members of 
political parties, became members of NGOs, and took part in the administration of the City 
Council. They ran as candidates for municipal councils. They their own income, entered 
the e-commerce sector, and became business owners. Those who had not completed their 
education re-enrolled in schools, some even went to university. We socialized; excursions, 
trips to the sea, picnics, visits to museums, and outings to movies and theaters—experiences 
that some of them had never had before.

Initially, I was the only HREP trainer, but soon I was joined by my fellow trainers, 
Badegül and Gülseren. Today, there are over 300 HREP graduate women in Karabağlar. We 
continue to establish new HREP groups, defend our rights, discuss gender equality in our 
neighborhoods, and organize events. Throughout this journey, WWHR has always supported 
us. Thanks to the strength provided by WWHR and HREP, I am now connected with more 
women than I can count. I am deeply grateful to all the wonderful women I have had the 
privilege to work with. And I have always felt WWHR’s support and solidarity, who made me 
who I am. 

Ebru Özberk-Anlı & Özge Berber-Agtaş 
International Labor Organization (ILO)

In our efforts to improve women’s employment, we observed that acquiring vocational 
skills alone is insufficient for women who wish to participate in the workforce and thrive 
in social and economic life. We recognized the need for rights-based support grounded in 
gender equality, which led us to collaborate with WWHR.

Our collaboration with WWHR started in 2009 and continued until 2018. During 
vocational trainings to facilitate women’s entry into the labor market, we also introduced 
HREP to further empower women to engage in employment. Hundreds of women who 
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participated in vocational trainings in Ankara, Bursa, Istanbul, Gaziantep, and Konya became 
part of HREP.

The HREP trainings, which we began in 2009, were initially met with some apprehension 
However, during the pilot phase, the program garnered significant interest from women and 
received very positive feedback. The strong espousal of the program by the women trainees, 
along with the dedicated efforts of HREP trainers and WWHR, served as an exemplary model. 
This success not only provided a solid foundation for our future work but also inspired us to 
replicate HREP in other projects.

In the “More and Better Jobs for Women: Empowering Women for Decent Work in 
Turkey” project, HREP trainings fostered strong collaborations and formed new teams within 
municipalities. We came together with hundreds of male and female municipal employees at 
the “I Support Equality” seminars, where we discussed how to improve the gender equality 
perspective in working life. Through these seminars with WWHR, we held discussions with 
many women and men workers not only in municipalities but also in trade unions and 
workplaces, exposing gender-based discrimination in working life and seeking solutions.

We have rights guaranteed by international conventions ratified by Turkey, including 
important ILO conventions, as well as by the Constitution and our national legislation. 
It is crucial that we actively demand and defend these rights. HREP, which has reached 
thousands of women to date, is a very important and valuable initiative providing the most 
basic guidance and information women need in this struggle.

In our new projects, we have integrated this rights-based empowerment approach to 
all our training activities with workers in trade unions, factories, and workshops. And we 
have seen that thousands of women and men who have listened to our voices have given us 
great support.

Nurcan Çetinbaş
Muş Kadın Çatısı Association 

I believe it was in 2010 when we began our collaboration between WWHR and 
MUKADDER, with the delightful voice of Fulya (Ayata) guiding us. WWHR reached out to 
us to write about our work in the field for The Purple Newsletter, and we have never lost touch 
since. In 2009, as women trying to do feminist politics in a small and conservative place 
like Muş, we needed experienced and strong women’s organizations in this field. One of 
the organizations that responded to this need was WWHR. Years later, in 2014, we founded 
the Muş Women’s Roof Association, aiming high. We committed to advocating for the 
empowerment of women and girls, ensuring their participation as free individuals and equal 
citizens in creating and maintaining a democratic, egalitarian, and peaceful social order.

Since early and forced marriages are widespread in Muş and throughout the region, 
we made it our priority. With the support of the Sabancı Foundation, we ran campaigns, 

organized seminars, and gender trainings for men and women in Muş, Van, and Bitlis to 
raise awareness on this issue. We even made a short film called EL, which won international 
awards. We reached out to over five thousand girls to raise awareness about children’s rights 
and early marriage, and authorities they can appeal to. We visited the homes of girls who 
had been taken away from school and endeavored to persuade their families—primarily 
men—to allow their daughters to return to their education. Within a year, 30 girls went back 
to school.

While engaging in these activities, we discovered that some guidance counselors 
lacked sufficient knowledge about the necessary precautions for girls and considered it 
normal for them to be withdrawn from school. As a result, we decided to raise awareness 
among guidance counselors about the concepts of rights and early marriages, ensure they 
are informed about violence against women, support girls in continuing their education, 
empower them, and encourage them to unite against the discrimination they face. Our 
association had two HREP trainers. In collaboration with WWHR, we delivered HREP to 
guidance counselors, who then conducted trainings on sexual abuse, early marriages, and 
children’s rights in their schools. Most of the HREP participants either became members of 
our organization or joined our efforts as volunteers.

We provided both legal and psychological counseling support to women who had 
been subjected to violence. When we established the association, we paid all the expenses 
ourselves as the founders. But when funding organizations witnessed our work, they started 
to approach us. We were actively working together with the women’s movement in Turkey. 
We were either members or constituents of many platforms. With the exceptional support of 
Zelal from WWHR, we had the chance to participate more in meetings held at the ministry 
level. This helped us to create a stronger network.

Before one project ended, we were already planning the next; before we knew it, we 
were involved in international work. We hosted a project that enabled representatives of civil 
society organizations in Turkey to attend training sessions on mediation and gender equality 
in the United States. With the cooperation of civil society organizations in the US and Europe, 
we implemented a training of trainers targeting men to change gender dynamics in Turkey 
by encouraging men to better understand gender roles and take responsibility for achieving 
gender equality. The representatives from universities, civil society organizations, and 
municipalities who participated in this training were expected to conduct training sessions 
within their own institutions. However, they were unable to do so because our association 
was closed down.

Let me go back a little further. Time and again, especially in our conversations with 
Ebru from WWHR, we realized that we had the capacity to run a program that we have 
dreamt of for many years—a long-term program to empower young women. When we were 
dealing with the problem of early marriage, we were always confronted with the need to 
support young women in a more comprehensive way. This training program, which is based 
on the rights of girls, aimed to inform and empower them on issues such as children’s 
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rights, gender, sexuality and body awareness, peer bullying, discrimination, sexual abuse 
and violence, domestic communication, early/forced marriage, and empower them with 
the knowledge and equipment to act as equal individuals who actively participate in social 
life, know and defend their rights. We decided to do this program with WWHR and Antalya 
Women’s Counseling Center, and Solidarity Association, which has been implementing 
training programs for women for years. The content was prepared, trainers were selected, 
and hotels were booked, but our association was closed just two days before the training of 
trainers was scheduled to take place. 

Yes, our association has been closed down. We are scattered. For instance, I am writing 
this article from the US. Of course, the women in Muş and the region were also negatively 
affected. But we have not given up; we visit each other on the other side of the world and 
embrace each other. Although the Muş Women’s Roof Association was closed down, we 
continued to contribute through our individual efforts and collaborations with other 
organizations, driven by rebellion, hope, and solidarity. Happy 30th anniversary, WWHR!

Neşe Özen
Former Department Manager, the General Directorate of Social Services (GDSS)  

The protocol signed in 1998 between GDSS and WWHR led to a long-term collaboration 
that lasted until GDSS was dissolved in 2012. I was a part of this process from 2001 to 2010 as 

the department manager responsible for coordinating all HREP-related activities organized 
under the partnership protocol.

Through this program (HREP), the state and civil society organizations joined forces 
to reach thousands of women on issues that the state should address—such as violence 
against women, gender equality, legal literacy, women’s human rights, etc.

I must add that at the time the protocol was signed, officials at all levels—from the 
ministries to the General Directorate and Departments— recognized HREP as a highly 
effective program for women and offered full support.

Social workers, child development specialists, psychologists, and teachers working in 
community centers, women’s shelters, and family counseling centers have participated in 
HREP Trainer Trainings and successfully implemented the program, reaching thousands of 
women. 

We held evaluation meetings with WWHR, where we set new goals together with the 
trainers and our colleagues from the General Directorate. These meetings not only increased 
our excitement and motivation for the program but also strengthened our communication 
and commitment to one another. I am sure that, like me, many of us have many great 
memories of being a part of HREP.

Photo: Güliz Sağlam
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The amendments to the Turkish Penal Code, the Civil Code, the Law on the Prevention 
of Violence against Women are the achievements of all civil society organizations and women 
working in this field. I send my endless love to the entire HREP team, hoping that the rights 
we gained over the years will not be lost. 

Şükriye Gürsoy
Marmaris Association for Solidarity with Women

I divide my life into two parts: before and after HREP. I started HREP as a participant, 
and now I continue as a trainer. Friendship, women’s invisible domestic labor, personal 
development, real life stories, solidarity, sharing experiences, the idea that “I am not the 
only one…” A training that is all in one... What more can one want! Written laws and how 
they are implemented are evident. Oral laws, customs, traditions, neighborhood pressure, 
the idea of “what the world will say…” I think this chain was broken thanks to HREP, which 
lasted 16 weeks. The first and second groups of HREP were opened in Marmaris by Gülşah 
(Seral) from WWHR, and now I run them. In the meantime, we established the Marmaris 
Women’s Solidarity Association. I am confident that, in the long run, HREP will continue to 
evolve and grow through the contributions of women.

Lourdes Beneria
Cornell University, Professor Emerita

It was obviously an accomplishment to organize a conference on Work-Life Reconciliation 
Policies and Gender Equality in the Labor Market back in 2008-2010 in Turkey. The opening 
session as well the afternoon session on Mechanisms for Work and Family Life Reconciliation 
in Turkey were very informative (and eye opening for me) to understand the problems faced 
by Turkish women. I also enjoyed the comparative sessions involving EU countries, South 
Korea, Spain, and Mexico. I hope that the conference was helpful to push ahead the issue 
of gender equality and work-life balance in Turkey, an issue that seemed to be very ready for 
discussion and action at that time. I know that much has happened in Turkey since then, but 
I assume that negative political events in the country have not curtailed women’s courage to 
press ahead.

Selma Acuner
Women’s Coalition

For me, WWHR represents the struggle we waged and the achievements we secured 
in the international arena, particularly during the late-night negotiations in the halls of the 
United Nations. These memories not only shed light on the long-lasting history of women’s 
organizations from Turkey within the global feminist movement and networks but also 
document the efforts of the feminist movements from Turkey and around the world. Behind 
each achievement lies the diligent labor of countless women.

The Commission on the Status of Women (CSW), the backdrop of our shared 
memories with WWHR, was established in 1946, as one of ECOSOC’s central commissions. 
It is the principal global intergovernmental organization that aims to develop policies 
to promote women’s empowerment and gender equality. That said, ECOSOC is a highly 
political body defined by the hierarchy of international policy-making processes. While the 
CSW was established with the goal of achieving gender equality, it often turns into a venue 
for international disputes rather than a forum for discussing women’s rights. This is because 
countries’ differing priorities often conflict and dominate the discussions, predominantly 
conducted by government representatives. Over the years, ECOSOC has increasingly closed 
its doors to civil society organizations. One of the shared struggles of WWHR and the global 
women’s movement has been to challenge and change these exclusionary practices. What did 
we do? We led and supported numerous actions, from preparing and submitting proposals 
for the establishment of a task force to writing declarations.

The efforts of the independent experts from Turkey who have participated in the CSW 
over the years are too numerous to capture in this text fully, but I would like to focus on the 
57th Session and share some of our memories with WWHR.

During this all-night session, we played an active role in shaping almost every paragraph 
of the final text. We lobbied, negotiated, and advocated intensively with various countries on 
key issues, such as the definition of violence and the protection of women’s human rights 
defenders. It took us days to persuade the governments to condemn all forms of violence 
against women and girls in the preamble.

Despite the resistance from the conservative bloc, the concept of gender sensitive 
policies was included in the final document. We discussed and negotiated until the early 
hours of the morning. I still remember our struggle to secure the passage of paragraph 
34(z), which contains the most controversial content on “supporting and protecting those 
who struggle to prevent violence and who are themselves at risk of violence, including women 
human rights defenders.” This historic passage remains recorded in the final text. 

It is impossible to forget our one-on-one meetings with countries such as China and 
Iran, which showed great resistance to this article. Yet, we maintained friendly relations 
throughout the night. I recall rewriting the paragraph at 4 A.M. with our Iranian diplomat 
friend while talking about the TV series Suleiman the Magnificent. In those moments, I felt 
that I was not alone, that we were not alone. We drew strength from the company of Pınar 
İlkkaracan, with whom I traveled from Turkey to the CSW, and Şengül Altan Arslan, who 
welcomed us when she was the head of the Foreign Relations Department at the Directorate 
General on the Status of Women. Together, we stood side by side with women from all over 
the world.
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Pelin Feymi
Bursa Metropolitan Municipality, Social Worker

    To me, “Women’s Human Rights” embodies the right to a dignified life. Through 
HREP, I have played both an active and facilitative role in transforming this idea from an 
abstract goal and aspiration into a concrete, achievable, internalized, sustainable, and livable 
reality for women.

WWHR’s partnership with municipalities is of great importance in the context of 
women’s struggle. Since 2014, HREP has been implemented in municipal units and centers 
that provide services for women and in women’s civil society organizations that collaborate 
with municipalities. This approach has enhanced the effectiveness and sustainability of 
municipal services and increased participation by creating more platforms for women who 
participated in the training to voice their demands regarding the city. 

This cooperation has contributed to the municipality by promoting inclusiveness 
in terms of social municipalism and empowering service recipients to have a voice in the 
services offered. In this sense, HREP serves as a program of change and transformation, 
which enables women to recognize their own power and grow in solidarity with other women.

İsabet Barutçuoğlu
Çeşme Women’s Enterpreneurs Cooperative (Çeşka)

I can say that our cooperative Çeşka embodies Sema Kaya’s phrase, “A woman is a 
woman’s home.” Çeşka is a community of women who provide material and moral support 
entirely on a voluntary basis. Our founding president Berna Güler has been instrumental in 
opening doors for women in health, education, and economy through HREP and leadership 
trainings. Thanks to these trainings, my awareness and courage increased. I learned how 
many rights violations we suffer in our lives and that we accept this. Now I know my rights 
better and use them. Thanks to these trainings, I learned that feminism is defending women’s 
rights, making efforts for this cause, and fighting for equality. Endless thanks to the women 
working selflessly around the world for the contributions they have made to our cause.

Asiye Ülkü Karalıoğlu 
Çankaya District Municipality

In our long-standing struggle against gender inequality in Çankaya, Ankara, we 
endeavored to draw on the experiences and knowledge of women’s organizations and to 
ensure their participation at every stage. This approach was reflected in the preparation and 
implementation of our local equality action plans in 2016 and 2019. The value, strength, 
and expertise of independent, rights-based women’s and LGBT organizations have been 
integral to nearly all our efforts. Following the establishment of the Women’s Directorate, 

one of the first actions taken by Çankaya District Municipality was to sign a protocol with 
women’s organizations, including WWHR. The protocol, signed in 2017, has strengthened 
our cooperation with WWHR. Working side by side with a women’s organization that has 
over 30 years of experience continues to be an empowering experience for us. We have 
undertaken vital and sustainable initiatives at our municipality, such as providing trainings 
for our staff, enabling them to be HREP trainers to implement HREP in Çankaya’s 
neighborhoods. Additionally, we distributed the We Have Rights! booklet series to couples 
applying for marriage, and this action reinforced our fight against gender inequality. The 
impact of HREP on women and the positive feedback we have received from them are tokens 
of our solidarity and collaboration with WWHR. I feel empowered to know that women’s 
solidarity and struggles for equality, freedom, and rights will grow stronger each day. I look 
forward to continuing our cooperation and solidarity with WWHR in our fight to create a 
more equal world for women. 

Songül Boyraz
Şişli District Municipality

We began implementing HREP in some of the community centers under the 
Directorate of Social Support Services of Şişli Municipality, which adopts a perspective of 
social municipality in its programming, in 2016. Later, in 2018, Şişli Municipality and WWHR 
formalized their collaboration by signing a protocol, thus initiating institutional cooperation 
and embarking on collaborative efforts.

The institutional cooperation with WWHR, an organization that advocates for 
women’s human rights and equality nationally and internationally and works to eliminate 
discrimination, has not only immensely contributed to transforming the local administration’s 
view of women’s struggle but also rendered the municipality a noteworthy actor in the fight 
for equality and women’s rights. This process has also been important in facilitating women’s 
organizations’ participation in Şişli.

Şişli Municipality acknowledges its obligation to achieve gender equality, combat 
violence against women at the local level, and implement national legislation and 
international conventions. Through its collaboration with WWHR, the municipality aims not 
only to empower its female employees and local women but also to ensure women’s equal 
presence in all areas of life.

Zeynep Ferda Demirbaş
Former Member of Güzelbahçe District Municipality Council

Local governments play a crucial role in the development of democracy, economy, and 
education, addressing women’s issues and ensuring women’s participation in decision-making 
mechanisms. However, despite their obligations and responsibilities, our local governments 
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do not always prioritize protective and preventive services. Cooperation between women’s 
organizations and municipalities is essential for prioritizing women’s issues and struggles.

Through their protocols signed with WWHR, Güzelbahçe and Narlıdere District 
Municipalities provided awareness-raising trainings to dozens of women, drawing them into 
the women’s movement and contributing to their empowerment.

The protocol between Güzelbahçe Municipality and WWHR was the first of its kind in 
Izmir, and initiatives to establish a women’s counseling center and a Directorate of Women 
and Family finally yielded positive results in the sixth year of my council membership. This 
cooperation allowed me to engage with women and convey their concerns to administrators 
effectively. Municipalities, as the most immediate service units to the public and especially to 
women, can only play a central role in women’s movement and struggle by working jointly 
with women’s organizations.

E. Duygu Adıgüzel 
Director of Kadıköy District Municipality Social Support Services 

Kadıköy District Municipality has been committed to using its own resources to sustain 
projects implemented in cooperation with civil society organizations. In this context, HREP, 
a program run by WWHR for nearly 30 years, has been one of our priority projects. We 
signed our first partnership protocol with WWHR on March 8, 2017, shortly after our staff 
completed the trainer training. 

We initially implemented HREP with our female employees. The first group consisted 
of women working in cleaning and security services—sectors where rights violations and 
discrimination within our institution were most pronounced. Ensuring the participation of 
these women, who had never been included in any training program in the history of the 
institution, was not easy. Despite directors’ attempts to prevent women’s participation with 
the pretext that “work is being disputed, citizens are complaining,” we persevered, and the 
first group completed the training. The impact of HREP quickly became evident through 
the feedback we received. As the awareness of the participants increased and they became 
empowered, they began voicing their objections to rights violations more assertively, which 
vexed the administrative directors. Employees, who had been threatened by their directors 
for years and prevented from communicating their concerns to senior management, became 
more vocal about their objections and demands for rights. They began changing not only 
their professional lives but also their personal lives. 

During the second phase, we aimed to reach a broader range of women and worked 
with young women from universities. Our joyful certificate ceremonies following each 
training have now become a tradition. 

Thank you for providing us with HREP, one of the most beautiful programs we offer as 
a part of our preventive, formative, and supportive services.

Laura Hurley
Safe Abortion Action Fund (SAAF) 

We are pleased to fund WWHR’s work to disseminate information on abortion and 
improve abortion access in Turkey. With their partners, they are advocating for reproductive 
rights across the country. We are delighted to make a new connection with WWHR through 
this project and are glad they have joined a global cohort of grantee partners dedicated to 
safe, legal, and accessible abortion.

E. Ayla Erdoğan, Gülseren Demir, Seher Gündoğan
Izmir Women’s Solidarity Association (IKDD)

Izmir Women’s Solidarity Association (IKDD) is an independent feminist women’s 
organization founded in 2005 to defend and implement women’s human rights in Izmir. 
IKDD works at local and national levels to ensure gender equality, realize women’s human 
rights, and support women’s participation in all areas of life as free individuals and equal 
citizens. IKDD provides psychological and legal counseling and guidance to women who have 
been subjected to violence in Izmir. We provide counseling and advice to women in need 
through our network of volunteer psychologists and lawyers. As active HREP trainers who 
are members of IKDD, we have been implementing HREP and Gender Equality Seminars 
in local governments, civil society organizations, women’s assemblies of city councils, and 
professional organizations.

HREP is a program that transforms you as a trainer, teaching you to view life from 
a rights-based perspective, particularly from a woman’s perspective. Each group work 
nourishes you even more, and you learn and grow together. This energy is reflected in the 
group participants, and by the end of 16 weeks, you realize that you have thought deeply, 
cried, rejoiced, learned, gained experience and awareness, and formed lasting friendships. 
Women who said 16 weeks was too long in the first session start to say, “No, it can’t end, it 
shouldn’t end!” HREP is such a collective experience.

We have witnessed many women who participated in HREP empower themselves and 
channel this power into transforming their surroundings, beginning with those closest to 
them. They have strived for healthier communication through various techniques, united 
around common goals, and either established or joined civil society organizations. We 
have seen them enter politics as members of political parties, run for municipal council 
positions, and, in some cases, get elected. Not only that, but we also witnessed them earning 
income by selling their products at markets, joining cooperatives, becoming self-employed 
entrepreneurs, gaining economic independence, returning to complete their education, or 
finding jobs. How many training programs are there that can make such radical changes in 
women’s lives? For this reason, as trainers at IKDD, we are trying to raise awareness of HREP 
both within the association and across Izmir. As a result of our solidarity with WWHR, we 
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have recently begun organizing informational meetings to raise awareness and highlight 
threats to the civil code.

From the moment we completed the trainer training and began our first group work, 
WWHR has been there for us through every challenge, every moment of uncertainty, and 
every success and joy. We never felt alone. Here’s to many more decades of collaboration!

Özlem Cankurtaran
Turkish Association of Social Workers (SHUDER)

WWHR has been a vital organization for social workers for many years. HREP is not 
only a crucial cornerstone of the women’s movement but also an indispensable asset for social 
workers as a feminist social work tool. In 1998, Social Services signed a protocol with WWHR 
to ensure that social workers could become HREP trainers, and thanks to this process, social 
workers have become natural partners of the program.

The protocol was suspended due to conservative family policies, bringing the 
collaboration to a halt. However, in 2022, a new protocol was signed between SHUDER and 
WWHR, allowing social workers to become trainers once again. This initiative successfully 
revived the partnership with social workers that had been interrupted. As SHUDER, we hope 
our partnership with WWHR will continue for many years, both in HREP and our advocacy 
efforts. 

Giselle Carino & Debora Diniz 
Fòs Feminista, CEO & Former Deputy CEO 

In June 2022, we traveled to Istanbul to visit WWHR. It was the first visit to a partner 
that we had done since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, and it could not have 
been more inspiring. At a time of so much craving for human connection, we had the 
honor to attend the certificate ceremony of an edition of HREP. We were deeply impressed 
by WWHR’s longtime commitment to this community-based popular education initiative 
that brings women together to debate and exchange experiences about women’s human 
rights, violence against women, sexuality, gender sensitive parenting, and feminist grassroots 
organizing. It truly felt like watching feminist change being made in real-time, collectively, 
by women learning together and sharing power for facing everyday struggles.

  That is one of the many reasons why the Fòs Feminista Alliance is proud to have 
WWHR as a partner and to strive to support its vibrant team of feminist and LGBTQI+ 
activists, hopefully for many more anniversaries to come. WWHR’s work, so full of solidarity, 
warmth, and joy, even in highly restrictive contexts of anti-gender authoritarian forces, is a 
beacon of hope for all of us engaged in building a world where all women, girls, and gender-
diverse people have the power and the conditions to exercise their bodily autonomy and 
fulfill their life projects.

Carrie Shelver 
Cinsel Haklar İnisiyatifi (Sexual Right Initiatives - SRI)

As WWHR celebrates its 30th anniversary, it is with joy and heartfelt congratulations that 
we, from the Sexual Rights Initiative (SRI), reflect on our collaboration. Our engagement 
with WWHR has always been energizing. A memorable instance was the SRI retreat in 
Istanbul in 2022, where we shared experiences and deepened our understanding of Turkey’s 
organizing context. This gathering strengthened our bonds and highlighted the power of 
collective reflection and solidarity.

Another significant moment was when WWHR invited us to a session envisioning an 
alternative global human rights institution. This session highlighted shared experiences 
and systemic issues, fostering a space for imagining a feminist alternative. It underscored 
the importance of creative thinking and WWHR’s invaluable contributions. Our meetings 
in Geneva, whether at HRC or CEDAW sessions, have also been crucial. These encounters 
kept us connected to Turkey’s feminist movement and WWHR’s groundbreaking work, 
reinforcing our mutual commitment to advancing sexual rights globally.

Watching WWHR’s journey over the years has been a source of excitement and 
awe. How WWHR has fostered deep feminist movement building and connected local 
struggles to global advocacy is remarkable. Reaching three decades as an independent 
feminist organization is an extraordinary achievement, especially in a world dominated by 
patriarchal, capitalist, and racist structures. WWHR’s resilience and success are not only a 
cause for celebration but also a source of courage and inspiration for feminist organizations 
worldwide. Congratulations on this milestone, WWHR. Your journey embodies the spirit of 
perseverance and solidarity. Aluta Continua! 

Women’s Solidarity Foundation (KADAV)

The first WWHR activity we participated in as women from KADAV was HREP. For 
a long time, we even referred to WWHR as HREP. Whenever we met with friends from 
women’s organizations in other cities, it was heartening to know that there was someone 
who HREP had touched. HREP always comes to mind when we think of “multiplying and 
spreading feminist ideas.” Of course, we have collaborated with our friends from WWHR in 
other projects and joint activities; however, WWHR and HREP remain inseparable in our 
minds. Our gratitude and love go out to all the women of WWHR who have worked so hard.

The Foundation for Women’s Solidarity

As we reflect on the challenges and meaning of being a women’s organization that 
has embraced a feminist perspective in building and fostering women’s solidarity in Turkey 
for 30 years, we increasingly understand the unique place of each organization in this great 
solidarity and struggle. 
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WWHR has been a seminal organization that not only produces feminist knowledge 
in this geography, where we fight for women’s human rights, often at the expense of our 
lives, but also bridges feminist politics and work we carry out at the national level with 
the international arena. HREP has inspired and empowered many women and women’s 
organizations, encouraging them to take steps towards organizing and participating 
individually in economic life. HREP trainers have further spread this inspiration and 
courage, conveying feminist knowledge and expanding solidarity. 

We hope to stand side by side for many more years in the feminist struggle you have 
been waging with great effort for 30 years. 

Susana T. Fried
CREA Program Advisor

Dear friends at WWHR, it is a delight to offer my congratulations on your 30th 
anniversary. For 30 years, WWHR has been an important—and critical—partner in global 
feminist and sexual and reproductive justice advocacy. I’ve had the privilege of working with 
quite a few WWHR colleagues over the years, most recently working with WWHR’s support 
to convene a feminist gathering in Istanbul, and many, many times as part of what is now 
called the Women’s Rights Caucus at the UN Commission on the Status of women. WWHR 
has consistently been a thoughtful, bold, and respected partner. Good luck for the next 30!

 

Women Culture Arts and Literature Association (KASED)

“I was charged with the narcissus, the shoots and the children. 
Being human is about responsibility, or did I get it wrong?

”
Gülten Akın

The fact that our paths crossed in the struggle for women’s rights, even though we 
are from different geographies, and that we are writing these lines to celebrate your 30th 
anniversary is a powerful testament to the boundless women’s struggle. The strength women 
draw from each other in their struggle for equality and freedom has undoubtedly made our 
movement a unique example of solidarity. With the hope and belief that this solidarity will 
continue to grow and that together we will create an equal and free future, we once again 
chant, “Woman Life Freedom” (Jin Jiyan Azad î)! 

We extend our endless gratitude for your contributions to our struggle in the fields 
of culture and arts in Amed, for making us feel your constant support, and for being an 
illuminating light in the women’s liberation movement.

Mor Çatı Shelter Foundation (Purple Roof)

In the early 1990s, women expanded their struggle by establishing feminist 
organizations, collectives, and networks focusing on different issues. That said, we do not 
know whether they foresaw how these organizations would foster one another over the 
years. In time, we found ways to empower both ourselves and the feminist struggle through 
support, collaboration, and joint campaigns. As our struggle against violence against women 
grew, Mor Çatı became one of the organizations that bears the traces of the new lives built 
by thousands of women through solidarity. WWHR has not only developed an alternative 
solidarity model through its countrywide work on women’s human rights but also paved the 
way for the inclusion of the feminist movement’s perspective and contribution to domestic 
and international monitoring processes regarding women’s rights. One of the most beautiful 
projects we undertook jointly with WWHR was the preparation process for the CEDAW and 
the Istanbul Convention shadow reports. As we brought in our different organizational 
experiences, we sought ways to create a feminist work ethic. We combined our experiences 
and knowledge without setting up hierarchies and endeavored to make different perspectives 
converse with each other without hiding contradictions and compromising participation. 
WWHR’s reporting experience and national and international advocacy activities facilitated 
our work and motivated us. WWHR’s doors have always been open not only to Mor Çatı but 
also to many independent women’s organizations. Many thanks to the countless persistent 
and hard-working women who contributed to, changed, and transformed WWHR. We hope 
that the feminist companionship between Mor Çatı and WWHR will continue to expand our 
struggle and add to our achievements.

Priyanthi Fernando 
Sri Lankan feminist

As a fellow women’s human rights activist and a former Executive Director of the 
International Women’s Rights Action Watch Asia Pacific (IWRAW AP) I congratulate WWHR 
for 30 years of working consistently and with courage towards ensuring that gender equality, 
non-discrimination, and women’s human rights are recognized, realized and safeguarded in 
Turkey and beyond. 

For decades, WWHR has been at the helm of the women’s struggle for the recognition 
and fulfilment of their rights. Just as IWRAW AP recognized the power and value of the 
Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and from the 
1990s brought women from the Global South to the CEDAW space to claim their rights, 
WWHR fought the same fight in Turkey, campaigning on the frontlines to end legal 
discrimination against women, documenting and publishing information on the status of 
women’s human rights, and using the CEDAW principles to make their case for gender 
equality. They have played a leading role in every CEDAW review of Turkey. 
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WWHR has also persistently monitored the Istanbul Convention and was particularly 
steadfast in challenging the non-compliance of European norms on gender equality and 
gender based violence by governments, their own included. The decision of the Government 
of Turkey to withdraw from the Convention sparked their leadership in the United 4 
Istanbul Convention campaign, a bold and courageous initiative that, with intersectional 
and transnational solidarity with allies from the global north and south, strategized to tackle 
the alarming escalation of anti-gender and anti-rights attacks on women’s human rights.

The women at WWHR are all fearless women’s human rights defenders, and in my 
time as Executive Director of IWRAW AP, I have had the privilege of working with several 
of them on several fronts. Whether it was by their participation at the annual Global South 
Women’s Forums, or their analysis around issues of care or of macroeconomics, the women 
of WWHR, individually and collectively, contributed to the direction of IWRAW APs work. 
For me personally, the association with Berfu, Ipek, Sehnaz, and others has been enriching 
and inspirational and I am grateful for the sharing and the friendship. 

The world is facing multiple crises that have exposed the foundations of power and 
privilege. This should be the moment for our struggles against oppression to come together 
to craft a new world order that is equal, non-discriminatory, and respectful of our planetary 
boundaries. I see WWHR entering this space with the determination and the courage that 
marks their three decades of advocacy for women’s human rights. From my position here in 
Sri Lanka, where women are facing increasing misogyny, growing authoritarianism, and a 
systemic erosion of their rights, I will continue to draw inspiration from their work. 

Yakın Ertürk 
Former UN Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women and Girls

Women for Women’s Human Rights, which grounds women’s human rights in Turkey 
and internationally in a feminist approach, has a 30-year success story built on a solid vision, 
a dedicated staff, and a strong institutional identity. I wish them success for many more years.

I had the opportunity to witness WWHR’s contributions to democratization and the 
women’s movement in Turkey, particularly during the legal reform processes. Our paths 
crossed several times during my election as the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence Against 
Women and Girls in 2003 and during the reform process of the Turkish Penal Code. At the 
beginning of my term as Rapporteur, I organized a survey meeting in Istanbul to determine 
how to proceed. This meeting, which was attended by international experts, was meticulously 
organized by WWHR and contributed both to me and the UN women’s rights process. I 
remain grateful to those who contributed to this meeting. Our second collaboration with 
WWHR was the meeting on International Human Rights Law and the Reform of the Turkish 
Penal Code, which we organized at Ankara Palas on December 10, 2003, with the participation 
of METU Women’s Studies. The meeting, attended by representatives from the government, 
parliament, foreign missions, and NGOs, offered a platform for discussions that illuminated 

the reform process. It also provided a dialogue environment where the Minister of Justice 
and other officials expressed their commitment to women’s rights.

This was a dynamic period of high hopes for rights, law, and human rights in Turkey. 
WWHR and other women’s organizations used this period effectively to shape public opinion 
and pioneered a paradigm shift in the penal code that could be considered revolutionary. 
Thus, crimes against women were defined in the law as crimes against women’s bodily 
integrity, not against common decency and the family. The dynamic debate of the reform 
process also broke many taboos in society. In 2004, while reform efforts were underway, 
Judge Orhan Akartuna, Chief Judge of the Şanlıurfa First High Criminal Court, sentenced 
a perpetrator to life imprisonment in an “honor killing” case, when he could have given 
a reduced sentence as per custom. During my visit to Urfa in 2006 as a Rapporteur, when 
I asked him about the reasoning behind his decision, he told me the following: “In the 
discussion atmosphere of those days, a lightning bolt struck in my brain, and I started to look 
at the files that came before me in a different light.” Here is the secret of change!

Yet, all these years later, this achievement is being undermined by an organized, 
transnationally networked attack, and unfortunately, states are complicit in this anti-gender 
agenda. The ground is shifting beneath the international human rights system, which has 
until now been the foundation of our struggle at the national level. As the mandate of the 
Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women and Girls marks its 30th anniversary, the 
global escalation of violence compels us to reconsider our vision and strategy to make the 
international human rights mechanisms, developed with great effort, more effective.

In the face of the new authoritarianism that has gripped all institutions, independent 
women’s NGOs, which are today engaged in a much fiercer struggle, must forge broad-
based and transnational strategic alliances with all progressive forces that take patriarchal 
neoliberal capitalism to task. What is promising is that a feminist organization like WWHR, 
which can take on this responsibility, has become a collective political force. May our path 
be clear!

Zozan Özgökçe
Van Women’s Association (VAKAD)

We will not be weary of small steps; we will not be afraid of big steps. We were 
organized, we were strong, we were learning together, we were getting stronger together. 
Such a community is a great threat to all power structures. It cracks their ground, and as the 
solidarity built strengthens, it explodes the roots of all patriarchal structures. With HREP, we 
came to know and love our bodies and ourselves. We learned to transform the role of being a 
woman from being seen as a ‘victim, sacrificial, self-sacrificing, honorable, and good mother’ 
to being recognized as an individual. We questioned what was imposed on us daily. Our 
family, schoolmates, bosses, coworkers, lovers, husbands, fathers, brothers, and even women 
resisted our desire to step out of the roles imposed on us. We were subjected to violence, 
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mobbing, defamation, demonization, marginalization, and witchery. But we questioned, we 
changed, we tried to change. We were able to express ourselves with the communication 
methods we learned during HREP; we convinced the harshest mentalities by using non-
confrontational language, and we explained women’s human rights. Those who used to say, 
“What about women’s rights?” are now saying to us, “Women have rights!”

We did not give up, even if we were exhausted. We did not want to forsake freedom 
from our lives. We chose to live for ourselves, not for others. For our self-respect and to 
be respected, we adopted our own principles instead of the moral principles imposed on 
us. The mentality that did not see us as valuable because we were girls, that took away our 
right to participate in education, social, political life, and labor, tried to weaken us. It was 
as if society colluded to keep us behind men. Knowing a lot did not make us unhappy, on 
the contrary, we found happiness thanks to this knowledge and awareness. The more we 
achieved, the more we wanted to accomplish.

This is how our experience at the Van Women’s Association (VAKAD) evolved. HREP 
and the training programs of feminist organizations are pivotal moments where women 
learn that they are not alone. And every challenge we faced made us stronger. VAKAD was 
established following the organizing work we completed through HREP. Dreaming and 
thinking were enough to bring things to life. We were so much involved with VAKAD that 
even our dreams were full of it. When someone said, “I dreamed last night that we were 
doing this project,” it motivated us to get started. Initially, we would meet in a single room of 
an office to decide on actions based on the needs of women. The women’s solidarity center, 
solidarity store, women’s shelter, handicraft workshop, independent women’s and children’s 
tents, women’s and children’s center, and campaigns all emerged from our needs. We have 
become an organization that voices its concerns, objects, and advocates at the city, regional, 
and national levels. We were just a handful of women, yet we were reaching hundreds. 
Our protests filled the streets and avenues. When we see discrimination based on gender, 
belief, lifestyle, language, or ethnicity, and we say, “We are experiencing this because we are 
women, Kurdish women, Kurdish trans women.” VAKAD was a significant crossroads for 
us. It was a space where we were neither judged nor misunderstood. We experienced a lot, 
learned, shared, and grew as we shared. We made the realities of this city visible by forming 
an LGBTQI+ unit. We were attacked, but we never let go of our dream. This experience, 
spanning from April 2004 until November 2016, when we were shut down by a state of 
emergency decree, led to new experiences. We have spent each day since grappling with 
lawlessness and injustice, we have been threatened. These threats could not and cannot 
change our minds. Our struggle persists. Even if they try to stifle our free spirits, we will take 
to the streets and emerge into the light. Long live women’s solidarity! Long live programs 
like HREP that empower women!

 

Photo: Güliz Sağlam
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