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Introduction. – Ozgecan Aslan, a 20-year-old university student, went to 

a shopping mall with a friend and, after spending some time at the mall, 
they took the minibus to get back home. Aslan’s friend last saw her 
when she got off the minibus at her stop, leaving Aslan as the only pas-
senger on the minibus. According to reports, the minibus driver tried to 
rape Aslan, but she resisted by using pepper spray and fighting back, 
which resulted in her death by beating and stabbing with an iron rod.  
After this, the perpetrator drove to his father and a friend to ask for 
help.  In turn, the three men decided to burn Aslan’s body in the forest 
and cut off her hands since they were afraid of being identified through 
DNA tests as the fight left traces of their skin in Aslan’s fingernails and 
body.  Her burnt body was discovered two days after her murder on 13 
February 2015. Due to the brutality of her murder, the case of Ozgecan 
Aslan not only sparked national outrage, and protests, but also became a 
symbol of ongoing violence against women1.    

What was interesting in the nation-wide coverage and government re-
sponses to the incident was the fact that some reportage of the murder 
implied that the violence Ozgecan suffered was outrageous due to the 
fact that she was an innocent “girl” from a good family, so, she did not 
deserve such violence. I would argue, indeed, part of the outrage over 
Ozgecan’s death was due to the fact that she came from a good family; 

 
1 Research shows that in Turkey 40% of women are exposed to physical and sexual 

violence, but only 10% of women exposed to violence actually seek help (Yuksel-
Kaptanoglu et al., 2015). 41% of the 1481 female respondents in another recent study 
had experienced domestic violence (DV) and «the majority (89%) had been subjected to 
violence by their spouse» (Basar, Demirci, 2018, p. 660). 
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fought back her attackers like an innocent victim would; and prevented 
her rape and faced death in order to defend herself and her family’s 
honor. A post-mortem autopsy showed that she was not raped and this 
became a big part of her story. A man was quoted saying in a protest 
against the killing: «I am also a mother’s son.  Like every man I also have 
certain needs.  However, what is important is that I don’t take care of 
these needs through doing this to a normal daughter, to a member of a 
family who values her honor» (Toplar, 2016, p. 20).   

 I wanted to start this paper with Ozgecan’s story because it is a 
well-known case and a good representation of the contours of femicide 
and gendered violence in Turkey2. This article will specifically focus on 
violence against women and femicides. Research in Turkey have long 
shown that most femicides and violence against women take place be-
hind closed doors of domiciles and the perpetrators are, for the most 
part, men whom the women know (Arat, 2009; Kandiyoti, 2007; Altinay, 
Arat, 2009; Yaman, Ayaz, 2010; Guvenc, Akyuz, Cesario, 2014; Basar, 
Demirci, 2018). A recent report released by Human Rights Watch (2022) 
gives a detailed account of the severity of violence against women in 
Turkey. As the report highlights, there is a steady rise in domestic vio-
lence recorded by police and government. In 2016 there were 162,110 
recorded incidents and this had risen to 268,817 incidents in 2021 (Hu-
man Rights Watch, 2022, p. 9). 

Due to years of feminist literature, it is perhaps easier to understand 
why women suffer violence in the hands of their own families and part-
ners. However, it is harder to comprehend the kind of random and pub-
lic violence we see women increasingly face in Turkey like the case of 
Ozgecan. Additionally, in Turkey, femicide is intimately tied to the na-
tion-state’s conceptualization of honor, family, and proper gendered 
comportment of its citizenry.  Talking about the women who protested 
Ozgecan’s murder by dancing, President Erdogan criticized their non-
conforming behavior as women: «If you know how to, say a prayer, if 
not, say your condolences.  Say condolences to her family.  They are 
dancing.  How is this part of our culture?  It looks as if they take pleasure 

 
2 As Ozgecan’s case made headlines and resulted in continuous protests, other 

deaths go unnoticed or do not receive any coverage – especially trans and queer bodies 
who face death and violence at the hands of toxic state structures and practices.  
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in the death»3. This was not the only governmental statement that has 
been critical of what is deemed as non-conforming behaviour of women; 
I will document and analyse more of these statements later in the article.  
However, it is important to note here how state and societal narratives 
and responses surrounding Ozgecan’s murder never once identified it as 
femicide and, instead, framed the incident within the context of the so-
cially, culturally, and governmentally appropriate and inappropriate be-
haviors for women, as exemplified above.  Additionally, even in an ab-
horrently violent murder that did not directly relate to family honor, her 
case was received and presented as the case of an honorable girl be-
smirched by a few bad guys.                    

Government discourses and practices shape how nation-states react 
to violence and how violence is seen by the general public.  Various 
forms of violence, whether visible or invisible, have been extensively 
used by nation-states to delineate and defend national culture, tradition, 
and territorial integrity while spurring nationalist fervor against real and 
imagined threats.  Today’s nationalist leaders are experts at utilizing fear 
of diversity in defense of the nation-state. Whether it be Donald Trump, 
Vladimir Putin, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, or Viktor Orban, the arguments 
tend to be similar: defending the nation demands a strong leader who 
will mobilize their base to fear the other whether that be women, people 
of color, Jews, Muslims, LGBTQ activists, so-called anarchists, migrants 
or refugees.  The message is the same: support us or see “our” way of 
life destroyed.    

Ironically, this presumed destruction points to a violent scenario 
where nationalists indicate this dangerous and violent «other» as legitima-
tion for vigilance and vigilantism by state actors as well as the local 
populace.  If bodies cannot be destroyed and violated, then they need to 
be controlled and governed by state structures and practices.  As Galtung 
(1969) reminds us, violence is continuously produced and reproduced 
and, as I will argue, this production and reproduction happens in the in-
tersections of heteronormative and homogenizing concepts and practices 
of national identity, governance, patriarchy and gender.  This article will 
specifically focus on the Istanbul Convention and the repercussions of 

 
3 (https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkish-president-erdogan-slams-women-

protesting-ozgecans-murder-by-dancing--78423). 
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Turkish government’s decision to leave the convention. Protection of a 
national moral identity in light of presumed immoral incursions of the 
“West” itself becomes a tool for various types of state-sanctioned and 
populist violence against those who are deemed as dangerous. 

Studying the premise and effects of an international convention on 
violence against women contributes to a study of geopolitics from above 
and also from below.   Although the convention is international in scope 
and goes beyond nation-state boundaries, its implementation and recep-
tion happen nationally and locally.  It is a good example of how individ-
ual scale acts/actions can influence and be influenced by national and in-
ternational campaigns and legislative actions (Fling, 2017). This examina-
tion will add onto the literature that question and analyze geographic 
scale by bringing in the relevance of gender when understanding and 
combating violence (Brenner, 2001; Marston, 2000; Silvern, 1999; etc.).  
As feminist researchers have long argued, both in geography and in an-
thropology, the personal, the private and the local is intimately connect-
ed to the political, and the global; in fact, «personal is political» has be-
come a mantra for researchers studying gender and politics (Braithwaite, 
2002; Cahill, 2007; Martin, 2004; Abu-Lughod, 2002; Tsing, 2005).  Stae-
heli (2014, p. 344) challenges the false dichotomy of personal/political 
and asks us to politicize the personal, which is relevant in understanding 
violence against women within and outside of the family space. Under-
standing the discourses and biopolitics affecting women’s bodies, corpo-
real lives and the everyday, targeted violence they encounter in an indi-
vidual scale is integral to making sense of the complex, interrelated and 
at times contradictory workings of nationalism and patriarchy (Hynd-
man, 2004; Roberts, 2004; Staeheli, 2004; Oswin, Olund, 2010).    

First, I will discuss the larger context of Turkish state’s increasing reli-
ance on family as a concept and a reality to try to enforce an unstable 
and defunct patriarchy.  After this contextual examination, the article will 
discuss the Istanbul Convention and the logics and logistics of both its 
implementation and its abandonment by the Turkish government.  Next, 
I will discuss the rising numbers of femicides with a focus on organiza-
tions that continue to challenge the government to report women’s 
deaths as femicides. The paper argues that state violence against women 
continues to be part of a bigger national strategy that tries to feed and 
perpetuate an increasingly dysfunctional and unstable heteronormative 
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patriarchy.  This violence is intimately tied to a national discourse that 
foregrounds a heteronormative understanding of family and treaties such 
as Istanbul Convention become national targets in this environment.  

 
Methodology. – The impetus for this study came as a result of the rising 

public violence against women in Turkey since the 1990s.  As Turkey 
withdrew from the Istanbul Convention in 2011, government and media 
coverage of violence against women continued to downplay the signifi-
cance of such violence and paint it as the doing of disturbed individuals 
or angry family members. The purpose of this study is to analyze gov-
ernmental discourse and press coverage of violence against women in 
Turkey and the implementation of the Istanbul Convention. To do this 
analysis, I collected data from online versions of well-known and circu-
lated Turkish and international newspapers (Hurriyet, Milliyet, Aksam, 
Sabah, The Guardian) as well as official government websites and the 
text of the Istanbul Convention itself.  I focused on news reports and 
government discourse from the last 15 years.  I also discuss the various 
laws and regulations passed by the Turkish government concerning vio-
lence against women and examine their framing and intent.    

 
Embodied Geographies of Violence and Gender: The Family and the State. –

Through their research both feminist geographers and anthropologists 
address the reality that although women fear public spaces, there is a 
much higher likelihood that they will encounter violence in the domestic 
space by a known aggressor – usually through familial and/or romantic 
attachment (Valentine, 1989; Pain, 1991; Pain, 2014b; Mehta, 1999). It is 
also known that domestic interpersonal violence is largely invisible and 
ubiquitous (Pain, 2014a; Pain, 2014b; Pain, 2015; Tyner, 2016). In Tur-
key, gendered violence is predominantly perpetrated by family members 
in the privacy of domestic spaces, though Ozyegin’s case shows that 
women are not safe in public spaces either (Kandiyoti, 1988; Kandiyoti, 
1998; Smith, 2008). Also, the institutions of state and family work to 
control and govern female bodies through disciplinary power and dis-
course. The family institution is closely intertwined with concepts of 
chastity and honor.  

An individual’s honor is linked to family and neighborhood honor. 
Protecting honor and morality of a family and a community is a male 
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task and the biggest threat to family honor is an unprotected female. In 
January 2015, Ismet Ucma, a parliamentarian and one of the founders of 
the JDP, stated that «neighborhoods could protect their own honor to 
eliminate increasing number of violence which could also be supervised 
by the Religious Affairs Directorate»4. He suggested creating model fami-
lies as a first step. Another recent example of how honor is linked to 
controlling women’s bodies and behaviors is when Bulent Arinc, the 
then Deputy Prime Minister of Turkey, noted in a public address how 
«[the woman] will know what is haram and not haram. She will not laugh 
in public. She will not be inviting in her attitudes and will protect her 
chasteness» and added: «[w]here are our girls, who slightly blush, lower 
their heads and turn their eyes away when we look at their face, becom-
ing the symbol of chastity? »5.   

Within this nexus of honor, family, and state, despite ongoing efforts 
(both legally and culturally) to end domestic and interpersonal violence, 
this type of violence, and, increasingly, more public violence against 
women continues to be a key form of disciplinary power in Turkey. En-
forcement of laws against domestic violence is challenging because po-
lice hesitate to intervene in family matters (Baldry, Pagliaro, Porcaro, 
2013). Prosecuting domestic violence also remains difficult because judi-
cial authorities have often ignored laws that protect women and have 
subsequently punished women or returned them to abusive households. 
In Turkey, perpetrators tend to get lowered sentences or are not sen-
tenced at all due to good behavior and even wearing proper respectable 
clothing to court. Reports and research show that despite having been 
granted protective and preventive orders, the state and the courts fail to 
prevent femicides and escalation of violence against women (Human 
Rights Watch, 2022; Baydur, Ertem, 2006; Daily Sabah, 2020). The rea-
son largely lies in the ongoing failure by public authorities, courts, and 
prosecutors to intervene with sanctions against the perpetrators. There is 
lack of pretrial detention, proper coordination between various agencies, 
and a lack of will when it comes to holding perpetrators accountable. 

 
4 (https://www.sozcu.com.tr/2015/gundem/akpli-ismet-ucmadan-mahallenin-

namusu-teklifi-726535/). 
5 (https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/women-should-not-laugh-in-public-turkish-

deputy-pm-says--69732). 
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Prosecutions take a long time after the commission of the offense giving 
ample time for the perpetrator to reoffend (Human Rights Watch, 2022).   

Feminist geographers’ research on domestic violence also emphasizes 
the links between state, structural and intimate violence, showing how 
multiple forms of interwoven violence make some bodies even more 
vulnerable (Piedalue, 2017; Tyner, 2012; Sweet, 2016). For example, 
Smith (2016) investigates the multiscalar relationship between state vio-
lence and domestic violence amid low-income residents of Cairo, Egypt; 
his research shows the ways in which violence of the state shapes and 
occurs simultaneously with domestic violence. In turn, Cuomo (2017) 
highlights the interconnected nature of political violence and patriarchal 
ideology and coercive control when it comes to domestic violence and its 
recognition. Other feminist researchers argue that to understand violence 
against women, we must be in constant conversation with other systems 
of oppression, such as race, class, and sexuality (Brickell, Maddrell, 
2016a; Brickell, Maddrell, 2016b, Fluri, Piedalue, 2017). The key to this 
research is a clear understanding that violence against women is intimate-
ly linked to other institutional and structural violences, including eco-
nomic vulnerability. When it comes to analyzing and understanding vio-
lence against women and femicides in Turkey, one key institution stands 
out: family.   

In Turkey governance of the family unit is critical in the formation of 
national unity. Family, in the Turkish context, involves a legal marriage 
between women and men. Homosexual marriages are illegal and homo-
sexuality is seen as a sign of abnormality. By seeing homosexuality as ab-
normal and by lacking a gendered perspective, national responses tend to 
gravitate towards regulating women’s bodies and lives. Women are usual-
ly seen as a unit (all women) and interventions are directed towards them 
as victims rather than as agents. Topalan (2015, p. 39) examines the Na-
tional Action Plan of AKP (NAP) in detail noting how «men are not a 
subject of the analysis in regards to the problem of ‘family violence’ 
whereas women are the only focus, subjects who need to be changed». 
One excellent example of this was when several municipalities belonging 
to AKP started campaigns to have pink busses, which would be desig-
nated solely to women so they travel safely and without the fear of har-
assment (Diken, 2018). Aside from the idea of a separate busses for 
women, there have been other proposals such as having girls and boys 
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be taught in separate classrooms in Konya, Turkey (Konali, 2017).  This 
attitude towards segregating the sexes and treating women as second-
class citizens as a solution to violence against women showcases how a 
gendered response is desperately needed when it comes to understanding 
violence against women and femicides.       

Indeed, over the years, national responses to violence against women 
have continuously lacked a gendered perspective in Turkey.  Hence, na-
tional interventions on violence against women tend to largely see wom-
en as powerless victims and lack any accountability and discussion of 
men’s roles in the perpetuation of such violence. Women are seen as 
holders of family honor; as mothers and silenced, victimized family 
members rather than female individuals facing gendered violence in the 
hands of men (Saktanber, 2002; Ayata, Tutuncu, 2008; Acar, Altunok, 
2013; Sirman, 2014).  We see this problem concretely and openly when 
we examine national laws and regulations.  In 2012, the new Law on Pro-
tecting Family and Prevent Violence against Women (Law No. 6284)6 
was passed in the parliament. This was an amended version of 1998 Law 
on Protecting Family. Even though the new law has major improve-
ments on protecting women against violence, it continues to define them 
only as family members and not individuals facing gendered violence in 
the hands of men and, once again, all interventions are directed towards 
women without mentioning men’s responsibilities and roles in perpetuat-
ing such violence (Acar, Altunok, 2013).  Even when a violent act occurs 
outside of family unit, descriptions and discourses about the case once 
again focus on the family as a unit. In Ozgecan Aslan’s case, which was 
mentioned in the introduction, politicians condemned what happened to 
Ozgecan by stating that «[i]t could have happened to our daughters; there-
fore, we should take a step to fight against violence» (Hurriyet, 2015a).  

 
6 In Turkey, prior to ratification of IC, VAW was handled under the 4320 

Numbered Law on Protection of Family. Ratification of the Convention prompted the 
adoption of the 6284 Law which is far more progressive than its predecessor, «its first 
provision clearly states that its purpose is to protect four groups of people; women, 
children, family members and victims of stalking, who are subjected to violence or at 
risk of being subjected to violence (Article 1(1)). In this context, women are protected 
within the scope of law solely because they are women, i.e. outside the realm of family 
violence or DV, and under any circumstance. In addition, the 6284 Law provides a new 
comprehensive array of prevention and protection orders» (Meurens et al., 2020). 
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In addition to the new laws that squarely focus on a heteronormative 
family, other institutional changes that happened after AKP came to 
power also showcase the prevalence of family in government’s response 
to women’s rights. In 2011, the year the Istanbul Convention was signed, 
the Ministry of Women and Family Affairs was replaced by the Ministry 
of Family and Social Policies.  This same ministry became the Ministry of 
Family, Labor and Social Services in 2018. Erasure of women from the 
ministry’s name has been a clear marker of the ascendance of family-
oriented policies. In 2010, the then-prime minister, now-president Er-
dog ̆an noted that he did not believe in equality between men and women 
because of their inherent differences – he stated as a result he believed in 
equity not equality– a statement he came to repeat often publicly. In 
2014, he stated how the equality between men and women is against 
«fitrat» (meaning the essence and purpose of creation)7.   

As Erdogan noted, feminists did not understand the special status at-
tributed to mothers in Islam and that they rejected motherhood high-
lighting that «our religion [Islam] has defined a position for women: 
motherhood». According to him men and women cannot be treated 
equally because «their characters, habits and physiques are differ-
ent….You cannot make women work in the same jobs as men do, as in 
communist regimes. You cannot give them a shovel and tell them to do 
their work. This is against their delicate nature».  He continued on to 
note how what women really need is «to be able to be equivalent, rather 
than equal. Because equality turns the victim into an oppressor and vice 
versa» (The Guardian, 2014).   

To further institutionalize this understanding of equity over equality, 
KADEM (The Women and Democracy Association) was established as 
a GONGO in 2013, adopting the rhetoric of promoting equity and 
complementarity instead of gender equality. Equity/complementarity en-
tails up front that women and men are not equal, for they have not been 
created equal, but must be treated justly and fairly taking into considera-
tion their «natural» and «unique» differences. Following up on the institu-
tionalization of equity over equality, in 2015, AKP set up a parliamentary 
commission in order to prevent divorce and protect the family. Over the 

 
7.(https://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/kadin-ile-erkegi-esit-konuma-getiremezsiniz-

fitratina-aykiri-148663). 
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years, there has been a continual weakening in the already inadequate 
implementation of the Law no. 6284 and the Istanbul Convention and 
governmental rhetoric prioritizing the family has grown stronger. The 
government’s approach to combating domestic violence is based on pre-
serving the family instead of empowering women to escape the violence 
they face within the family unit. There have also been challenges to 
women’s alimony rights, to the age of consent in the law on child sexual 
abuse, and to the Law no. 6284 alongside governmental opposition to 
the Istanbul Convention, which resulted in the eventual abandonment of 
the Istanbul Convention in 2021.   

 
Implementation of and Resistance to the Istanbul Convention. – The Istanbul 

Convention (IC) is the first international treaty and legally binding mech-
anism that deals directly with violence against women. The convention 
took place in 2011 and since then several countries have signed the con-
vention (34 members of the Council of Europe and Turkey; however, 
Turkey withdrew effective July 2021). It aims to combat violence against 
women and sees such violence as systemic and structural; it foregrounds 
the fact that this violence is gender specific (Meurens et al., 2020; Leye et 
al., 2021). It also defines a broad understanding of violence including 
psychological, physical, sexual and economic violence as well as forced 
marriage, forced sterilization, sexual harassment, stalking, and female 
genital mutilation. What makes the convention especially important is 
the fact that it has a comprehensive view of policies, prevention, protec-
tion and prosecution (Council of Europe, 2011). It emphasizes the need 
to address the root causes of such violence with a multi-agency approach 
that aims to do risk assessment and monitoring (Meurens et al., 2020).  

Just like other international conventions, the Istanbul Convention 
presents a dilemma.  On the one hand, recognition and implementation 
of conventions act as a reminder of the problematic nature of territorial 
claims to violence. It encourages signatories to go beyond such territori-
alism to embrace human rights as concept and practice. In this specific 
case, the Istanbul Convention foregrounds women’s rights to a life free 
of violence as a moral imperative that transcends borders and breaks the 
principle of absolute State sovereignty. It points to the need to reconsid-
er structures of the State and build an international system in order to 
uphold and protect women’s rights and dignity. On the other hand, the 
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interactions between this international system and territorial states and 
governments continue to be rampant with problems. States see state 
sovereignty as overriding global moral and ethical concerns. Hence, the 
Istanbul Convention, despite its aims to foreground the moral imperative 
that violence against women needs to be stopped, remains largely a dec-
laration and implementation continues to be a challenge. However, even 
when implementation remains a problem, the signatory nations of IC 
have all taken some steps towards acknowledging and dealing with 
VAW.  This, on its own, is one of the many reasons why being a signato-
ry to IC matters (FRA, 2014; Leye, Sauza, Meurens, 2021)8.   

Indeed the IC is one of the major steps forward in dealing with vio-
lence against women (VAW). Acknowledging that violence is not gen-
der- neutral is one of the most important contributions of the IC in un-
derstanding and tackling various forms of violence against women 
(Meurens et al., 2020). According to the convention, violence against 
women is understood as a violation of «human rights and a form of dis-
crimination against women and shall mean all acts of gender-based vio-
lence that result in, or are likely to result in, physical, sexual, psychologi-
cal or economic harm or suffering to women» (CoE 2011, article 3, p.3). 
Related to this, it clearly, and in much detail, describes the types and 
forms of violence women suffer9. Furthermore, it is established that the 
implementation of the Convention by the signatories «shall be secured 
without discrimination on any ground such as sex, gender, race, colour, 
language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, as-
sociation with a national minority, property, birth, sexual orientation, 

 
8 The Istanbul Convention tackles violence in a comprehensive way, through a 

focus on integrated policies, prevention, protection and prosecution. The Convention 
further develops international human rights law on the issue of VAW and brings 
distinct features, such as its gendered understanding of violence, the explicit reflection 
of due diligence, preventive measures addressing the root causes of violence, and an 
effective multi-agency approach to protect high-risk victims through risk 
assessment/management and an independent monitoring mechanism (Meurens et al., 
2020). 

9 Types of violence that are detailed in the IC are: VAW; DV; physical and 
psychological violence, coercion and arbitrary deprivation of liberty, sexual violence and 
harassment, stalking, forced marriages, female genital mutilation, abortion and forced 
sterilization, and sexual crimes committed in the name of so-called honor (CoE, 2011, 
articles 33-42, pp. 10-11). 
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gender identity, age, state of health, disability, marital status, migrant or 
refugee status, or other status» (CoE 2011, article 4, p.3).  

Secondly, IC plays a significant role in the development of interna-
tional law. It requires nation-states to protect women against violence. 
The goals it proposes are far-reaching, impressive and relevant, as de-
fined in article 1: a) protect women against all form of violence, and pre-
vent, prosecute and eliminate violence against women and domestic vio-
lence; b) contribute to the elimination of all forms of discrimination 
against women and promote substantive equality between women and 
men, including by empowering women; c) design a comprehensive 
framework, policies and measures for the protection of and assistance to 
all victims of violence against women and domestic violence; d) promote 
international co-operation with a view to eliminating violence against 
women and domestic violence; and e) provide support and assistance to 
organisations and law enforcement agencies to effectively co-operate in 
order to adopt an integrated approach to eliminating violence against 
women and domestic violence (CoE 2011, article 1, p. 2). 

Thirdly, the IC demands states to offer a range of general and special-
ized support services, essentially promoting the offering and broadening 
of such services.  Since the ratification of the IC, 10 countries established 
new specialized support services. Rape crisis centers or sexual violence 
referral centers have been established in 14 ratifying countries (Leye, 
Souza, Meurens, 2021, pp. 12-13).  In the countries that have not ratified 
the IC, only the Czech Republic and Hungary have both general and 
specialized support services in place. Aside from these services, there is 
also an established monitoring mechanism constituted of experts in the 
field (GREVIO) and a political body which release regular reports. By 
becoming signatories, states and national authorities are expected to of-
fer a multidisciplinary response to VAW through preventing violence; 
protection of survivors and reparation; prosecution of perpetrators; and 
integrated policies. Last but not least, as an international instrument, the 
Convention promotes and provides a legal basis for international coopera-
tion in the protection of victims and in the investigation and prosecution 
of crimes covered by the Convention (CoE 2011, article 62, pp. 17-18). 

Despite its importance, there has been growing backlash against the 
convention in Turkey – especially from the conservative AKP govern-
ment and NGOs which eventually resulted in Turkey pulling out of the 
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convention in 2011. This happened within the context of rising femi-
cides and conservative and controlling state discourse in Turkey.  Eslen-
Ziya (2022) documents the continuous rise of conservative and polariz-
ing anti-Istanbul convention discourses in social media. According to her 
research, hate groups have used online platforms such as Twitter and In-
stagram to spur misogyny and hatred towards fight for women’s rights 
and, importantly, she sees this effort as just one example of public fervor 
against the convention as well as against women’s rights. More im-
portantly, these groups’ actions and words are legitimized by the gov-
ernment’s own discourse. Increasingly, the public discourse of the Turk-
ish state highlights and underlines women’s main function as reproduc-
ers of the nation and as mothers who need to be protected by the males 
in their lives (Korkut, Eslen-Ziya, 2011; Korkut, Eslen-Ziya, 2016; Co-
sar, Yegenoglu, 2011; Kandiyoti, 2016).  One example of the way gov-
ernmental discourse shapes understanding and reaction to the IC is on-
going commentary by Erdogan and other government officials on repro-
duction and abortion.   

In 2008 in a public speech in Usak that was to celebrate women’s day, 
Erdog ̆an, then prime minister, declared that every woman should have at 
least three children (Hurriyet, 2008). This statement put women’s repro-
duction center stage and started heated public discussions on this topic. 
Since then, he has repeatedly stated this line in several other public ap-
pearances. In one speech, he specifically linked birth rates to the future 
of the institution of family and the future of the country which shows 
how these three issues: women’s control over their bodies and reproduc-
tive choices, the survival of the family institution, and the future of the 
Turkish nation are all intimately linked in the minds of not only Er-
dogan, but also many of his AKP deputies and ministers. To quote him: 

«To cause the family to atrophy, to destroy the family….We never 
looked kindly to this and never will.  If Tayyip Erdogan says “In this 
country every family has to have three children”, he is saying it with this 
in mind.  He is saying it thinking of Turkey in 2040-2050.  I am saying 
this to protect a young and dynamic Turkey and take it further.  You 
know there are those excuses….those excuses are all coming from for-
eign places and aim to darken the future of my country.  I don’t believe 
in these.  I say it openly and I stand behind what I say» (Bianet, 2008). 

These are not solely Erdogan’s thoughts. In 2014, Kahramanmaras 
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AKP deputy Yildirim Mehmet Ramazanoglu stated at a wedding of 22 
couples organized by the municipality, that each woman needs to give at 
least 2.5 births to develop the population of Turkey (Cumhuriyet, 2014).  
This continued conversation concerning women’s reproduction and the 
future viability of the nation resulted also in a discussion of abortion.  In 
2012, Erdogan declared that «I am against births that take place with ce-
sarian sections.  I see abortion as murder.  No one should be allowed to 
have this choice.  You kill the child in the womb or you kill it after birth.  
There is no difference between the two» (Milliyet, 2012). Many AKP 
supporters and MPs backed this statement. In fact, in the same year, 
Kurdish civilians who had crossed the border were being killed by Turk-
ish war planes in Uludere and Erdogan linked this squarely to abortion. 
In his words, both the Kurds and women who have abortion aim to de-
stroy the Turkish nation:  

 
You keep saying Uludere this, Uludere that.  Every abortion is an 
Uludere.  I ask you: what is the difference between killing a child 
in the womb of the mother versus killing them after birth?  We 
have to fight this together.  We have to acknowledge that this is a 
sly plan to erase the Turkish nation from the world arena.  We 
never give into these games (Bianet, 2012).   
 

Continuing his desire to control women’s lives and choices, in yet an-
other public appearance Erdogan urged all Muslims to refrain using con-
traception and to have as many children as they can and stated that no 
Muslim should use family planning (Euronews, 2016). It is important to 
state here that abortion is still officially legal in Turkey.  Ironically, as 
Baytok (2021, p.15) notes, some conservative groups are actually against 
these statements of Erdogan and oppose a state intervention on abortion 
as they consider this a private matter and see it as state intrusion into the 
family institution. This is especially interesting considering Erdogan’s 
continued linkage of the future of the Turkish family and the Turkish 
state/nation. What also shows this as more of an agenda of the state rather 
than the public is the fact that there has not been a bottom-up outcry or 
demand to illegalize abortion; there has not been public protestations either. 
It is AKP and the Turkish state that made this an issue, not the public.   

These continued public declarations work to legitimize the Turkish 
state as a patriarchal institution as well as inciting violence towards wom-
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en and children (Kandiyoti, 2016). Kandiyoti names this constant move 
to further enshrine patriarchy through public violence and discursive 
governance of the AKP a «masculinist restoration».  As she perceptively 
notes, when patriarchy is threatened, those in power feel the pressure to 
continue its existence (Kandiyoti, 2016, pp. 111-112).  I would also argue 
that, in this specific case, the withdrawal from IC was closely linked to 
the waning power of AKP as a ruling party due to the failing economic 
outlook of Turkey and the hyperinflation the public is facing as a result 
of bad economic decisions Erdogan has made. Withdrawing from the IC 
and weaponizing discourses around family, nation and women’s bodies 
has become Erdogan’s and AKP’s playbook in order to distract the pub-
lic from the economic situation and fan the flames of nationalism and 
patriarchy. In fact, a poll in 2021, close to the withdrawal, clearly showed 
the eroding support for AKP and Erdogan.  According to the poll con-
ducted by Istanbul Economics Research, on its own, AKP can only mus-
ter 35.4 percent of the votes (Duvar, 2021). When it comes Opinion 
polls showed that 84 percent of Turks were actually against Turkey with-
drawing from IC (T24, 2020). Despite this, Erdogan’s government still 
chose to withdraw from the convention.  Kandiyoti (2016, pp. 109-110) 
sees this as a perfect storm:  

 
Women’s rising aspirations and determined male resistance create a 
perfect storm in the gender order that manifests itself in both semi-
official attempts to ‘tame’ women and uphold men’s privileges 
(contra the letter of written laws, hence attempts at by-passing and 
eroding them), and in the unofficial excesses of street-level male vi-
olence (which the judiciary often meets with leniency). 

  
The withdrawal from IC comes at a great cost to women’s rights and 

their demand for equality under the law. As the above discussion shows, 
the grounds of the withdrawal has been laid by the discursive governance 
of the state that prioritizes patriarchy and enshrines the heteronormative 
understandings of family and gender. In fact, one official reason for 
withdrawing from the convention is clearly stated by the Directorate of 
Communications for the Presidency:  

 
The Istanbul Convention, originally intended to promote wom-
en’s rights, was hijacked by a group of people attempting to nor-
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malize homosexuality – which is incompatible with Türkiye’s so-
cial and family values. Hence the decision to withdraw. President 
Erdoğan strongly emphasizes that Türkiye will continue protect-
ing the safety and the rights of all women. He underlines that 
fighting domestic violence with the principle of zero tolerance will 
remain on top of the government’s agenda (“Presidency” 2021).   

 
As the state highlights domestic violence, it erases the rising public 

violence women face; however, both research and the reality of women’s 
experiences of violence show that violence against women happen re-
gardless of where women are.  Femicides, the ultimate violence against 
women, are also not recognized by the Turkish state.     

 
Contours of Femicides and Violence against Women in Turkey. – Feminist re-

search long argued that along with economic factors, violence is one of 
the key ways that a patriarchal society subordinates women while main-
taining sexism and homophobia (Pharr, 1997; Alat, 2006; McDonald, 
1999). As Pharr powerfully notes, men can inflict physical and psycho-
logical violence on women simply because they can, «because they live in 
a world that gives them permission» (1997, p. 14).  Femicide is the ulti-
mate form of violence. The European Institute for Gender Equality 
(EIGE) defines femicide as «the killing of a woman or girl because of her 
gender, and can take different forms, such as the murder of women as a 
result of intimate partner violence; the torture and misogynist slaying of 
women; killing of women and girls in the name of honour; etc.» As they 
note, femicide does take several different forms such as killing a woman 
for their gender identity, in name of honor, for her sexual orientation or 
through intimate partner violence. No matter the form, naming it as 
femicide is itself a political act because «the gender-neutral term of hom-
icide overlooks the realities of inequality, oppression and systematic vio-
lence against women» (EIGE, n.d.).  As several researchers point out, it 
is important to use the term femicide in order to acknowledge the gen-
dered nature of the crime (Campbell and Runyan, 1998; Lagarde et al., 
2010; Radford and Russell, 1992; Russell and Harmes, 2001).    

The Turkish state needs to openly call femicides for what they are. In 
the Turkish case, researchers have worked with and identified the various 
reasons and reasonings of femicides. Scholars have noted how, for ex-
ample, femicides as a result of domestic violence can happen due to 
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women earning more money and having more prestige than their hus-
bands (Altinay and Arat, 2009). The majority of those who commit femi-
cides also note that they do this in order to protect family honor and see 
the acts of women as a challenge to their position as male heads of 
households (Altinoz, et.al., 2018; pp. 1-8; Afsar 2016, p. 78). Hence, as 
women increase their own bodily autonomy, earn money on their own, 
and pursue a career or a life in public space away from the domestic 
sphere of the home, the risk of violence increases. More importantly, the 
rising femicides, the clamping down on women’s bodily autonomy are 
both intertwined with neoliberalization of governments and public spac-
es.  As Kandiyoti argues (2016), AKP’s politics of gender and its neolib-
eral approach to governing the country are intertwined. According to 
her, AKP’s ideology marries «the use of gender as a central pillar of pop-
ulism and a marker of difference […] the marriage of convenience be-
tween neoliberal welfare and employment policies and neoconservative 
familialism, and finally, the normalization of violence in everyday politi-
cal discourse and practice» (p. 103). Proper comportment, behavior, and 
control of women’s bodies becomes a political tool in the hands of the 
AKP government and the Turkish state to consolidate and naturalize a 
heteronormative gender regime (Cindoglu, Unal, 2017; p. 39-40). 

Although the Turkish state has not been reliable in documenting vio-
lence against women and femicides, thankfully, women’s NGOs, femi-
nist researchers and journalists continue to document and report such 
violence. Founded in 2010, the independent feminist platform of We will 
Stop Femicide (WWSFP), continuously monitors numbers and cases in 
femicides and collects data from news reports and victim stories pub-
lished in the media. Part of the reason the platform was founded was to 
demand justice against the victims and to monitor the continuously ris-
ing VAW in Turkey. The platform defines its mission as striving to stop 
«femicide and ensuring their protection from violence. It fights against 
all types women’s rights violations, starting with the violation right to 
life» (WWSFP, np.)  In order to accomplish this, aside from publishing 
regular reports, the platform provides legal assistance to women, joins 
court cases via its representatives, and organizes meetings in various cit-
ies and venues. It has local branches in 22 cities and informal participa-
tion from abroad.  The platform’s demands from the government are 
telling of the situation in Turkey: 
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1- The president, the prime minister and the leaders of all political par-

ties should condemn violence against women. 
2- The protection law No. 6284 should be efficiently implemented. 
3- Our legislative proposal to add an additional clause to the Turkish 

Penal Code regarding “aggravated life imprisonment” should be accepted. 
4- A Ministry of Women should be founded. 
5- We demand a new constitution that prioritizes gender and sexual 

orientation equality (WWSFP, np.) 
 
As We Will Stop Femicide platform notes, sometimes women are found 

suspiciously dead without mention of motive; other times, women’s 
deaths are reported as suicides (Karakas, 2021). The platform, categori-
cally across all its various reports, keeps stressing the legal obligation of 
the Turkish state to protect women.  Signing and ratifying the IC and the 
Turkish law of 6284 puts the onus on the Turkish state and government 
to make sure women are protected from gendered violence. Even with 
Turkey out of the IC, Law 6284 still stands. 6284 clearly stipulates and 
names many precautions such as the close protection towards women 
and restraining orders of perpetrators, empowering women financially, 
and allowing them to change their credentials. Through their ongoing 
work and reports, the platform argues that if the state implements Law 
6284 effectively, women can be protected and less women will be victims 
of gender-based violence and femicide. There are several cases where the 
victims had asked for state protection and did not get any which resulted 
in violence and death (WWSFP, n.d).   

 We Will Stop Femicide platform has been continuously demanding that 
the government officially recognizes femicides as what they are and abol-
ish all forms of leniency for good behavior when it comes to femicides 
(WWSFP, n.d.). Reductions of sentences for various forms of good be-
havior has been a travesty of justice in Turkey. Examples include show-
ing a respectful appearance by being dressed well in court or expressing 
regret and stating it was a «momentary» reaction. Even bringing up the 
besmirching of men’s honor can lead to lower sentences for killers 
(Kandiyoti, 2016; p. 109). One very recent case that caused uproar was 
the femicide of Pinar Gultekin where the perpetrator kidnapped her and 
then, after strangling her unsuccessfully, burned her first with a wood 
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fire and then with gas, put her inside a barrel, and buried her with con-
crete. During the sentencing, where the demand was aggravated lifetime 
jail without the possibility of parole, the judge reduced the sentence to 23 
years in prison due to not finding the act was done with what is termed 
as «monstrous intent» meaning the level of aggression was not really 
planned but spontaneous. The lawyer of Gultekin’s family stated in-
credulously how such an act cannot be called monstrous and decried the 
sentencing and noted how the sentencing feels like a legitimization of 
male violence and the murder of women in the hands of men. Addition-
ally, the close relatives of the perpetrator who remained silent and hid his 
acts walked free. As I write this, the Gultekin family is challenging the 
ruling (Akgun, 2022).      

The situation has gotten so bad in Turkey that not that long ago inte-
rior minister Suleyman Soylu linked what he called low incidences of 
femicides during March-April 2021 to the AKP government’s decision to 
withdraw from the IC. He gloatingly noted how only 25 women have 
been killed as opposed to 34 women in the months prior.  Soylu linked 
the protests against the withdrawal from the IC to police hatred and 
claimed that the government was doing everything to combat VAW 
without the need for IC (Independent, 2021). Regardless of Soylu’s 
comments, as noted earlier, research clearly shows the rising number of 
femicides. In 2019, the number of femicides had reached 474 – marking 
it as one of the deadliest years (WWSFP, 2021). This ongoing rise in 
numbers of femicides can be blamed on AKP’s conservative discursive, 
political, and practical strategies of promoting the heteronormative fami-
ly unit to reinforce hegemonic understandings of gender norms. Hetero-
sexual normativity and the heterosexual family have been weaponized 
under AKP rule. 

 
Conclusions: Looking Beyond and Within Turkey/Intersectionality of Patriarchy, 

Violence and Gender. – As I was visiting Turkey this summer on 25 July 
2022, Burcin Akca, a bus driver in Izmir, Turkey, my hometown, was as-
saulted by a male passenger on the bus that she was driving. The trade 
union representing bus drivers, Confederation of Revolutionary Trade 
Unions of Turkey (DISK), made a statement concerning Akca’s assault 
with several female drivers present:  
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We are making this statement with our members because we be-
lieve this violence will not stop.  Due to affirmative action we 
have female drivers who try to work under these exploitative con-
ditions and we condemn these attacks.  If these attacks are the 
gameplay of AKP; if they do not take care of our drivers they will 
know our answer both as Izmir Municipality and as ESHOT 
General Directorate.  None of our friends are alone when they 
serve this city.  We are together; long live solidarity.  I also would 
like to state here that we will not give up on Istanbul Convention 
(Ekmek ve Gul, 2022).  

 
The statement of DISK clearly linked Akca’s assault to AKP, current 

government, and to the withdrawal from the IC.  
In all the countries that signed it, the IC has helped with the regula-

tion of violence against women. Turkey’s withdrawal serves a direct ex-
ample to other nations such as Poland and Croatia that see the IC as 
against their own cultural and moral laws. Hence, in that sense, Turkeys’ 
withdrawal legitimizes the backlash against the IC in other nations.  Leye, 
Souza, and Meurens (2021) put Turkey’s withdrawal in a larger context 
by a critical reading of a recent report tendered by the European Parlia-
ment on the implementation of the IC. As they note, and as the report 
shows, even in countries that implement the IC, there is gender-neutral 
approaches that fail to acknowledge that a gender perspective is funda-
mental to combating VAW. Resistance to IC is closely intertwined with 
resistance to abortion, same-sex marriage, sex education in schools. The 
report also notes the alarming nature of VAW in Europe. Nearly one in 
four women (22%) have experienced physical and/or sexual violence at 
the hands of a partner since the age of 15, and nearly half (43%) have 
experienced psychological partner violence. Among women in top-level 
management 74–75% report having experienced sexual harassment in 
their lifetime (FRA 2014).   

Turkey’s decision of withdrawal is stark; however, it is not the only 
way to curtail the implementation of the IC in countries that signed it.  
Governments can issue declarations that highlight national interpreta-
tions and can choose not to implement the IC fully due to conflicts. One 
example is Croatia.  Croatia’s declaration stated that «the provisions of 
the Convention do not include an obligation to introduce gender ideolo-
gy into the Croatian legal and educational system, nor the obligation to 
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modify the constitutional definition of marriage» (quoted in Leye, Souza, 
Meurens, 2021, p. 4). Hence, governments and states use these declara-
tions to go against full implementation of the IC in their countries. Here, 
the concept of gender itself is portrayed as a Western encroachment. As 
Bosak and Vajda (2019, p.78) note, «the process of ratification of the Is-
tanbul Convention in Croatia has revealed considerable gender-phobia 
within the Croatian society. Conservative activists have been trying to 
persuade the public that the Istanbul Convention disturbs national, cul-
tural, and religious identity and family tradition».  

These reactions to the IC and Turkey’s withdrawal showcase how 
femicides and VAW are intimately intertwined with national ideologies 
and the identity of the nation-state as a bordered, patriarchal, individual 
entity. This creates a regulatory landscape that institutionalizes gender 
hierarchy and violence. As writer and activist Elif Shafak states, «pulling 
out of the Convention has a double message. You are telling women that 
their lives are not important. And you are telling perpetrators that their 
crimes will be legitimized. It emboldens perpetrators of violence» 
(Duvar, 2021).   

On the positive side, even after Turkey’s exit from the Istanbul Con-
vention, the convention’s main imperative to end violence against wom-
en continues to rally both men and women who organize against such 
violence. It affirms the interconnected nature of violence against women 
and the patriarchal nation-state while reminding all actors that ending vi-
olence against women should be a global moral imperative that reverber-
ates beyond national borders and identities. The IC provides a bench-
mark and declares the ubiquity and gendered nature of femicides within 
an international platform.   

Only very recently, in March 2022, the Justice Committee of the 
Turkish Grand National Assembly (TBMM0 approved a bill that intro-
duced heavier sentences for violence against women. The bill aims to 
limit legal interpretations that allow reductions of sentences based on 
good behavior of perpetrators, raises the minimum sentence for deliber-
ate injuries from four to six months, and classifies stalking as a separate 
crime for the first time. The bill also proposes that the minimum sen-
tence should be raised if the perpetrator is the former spouse or the cur-
rent spouse and if the victim is a child. Additionally, the bill provides free 
legal counsel to women who are victims of violence (Daily Sabah, 2022).  
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It remains to be seen when and how this new bill will be implemented, 
but the bill clearly shows the internal pressure Turkish government is 
facing after leaving the IC to deal with VAW effectively through reform-
ing current laws and regulations.   
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Abstract. – L’articolo sostiene che la violenza di Stato contro le donne in 
Turchia continua a far parte di una strategia nazionale più ampia che ali-
menta e perpetua un patriarcato eteronormativo sempre più disfunziona-
le e instabile. Lo studio analizza il discorso governativo e la copertura 
giornalistica della violenza contro le donne in Turchia e l’attuazione della 
Convenzione di Istanbul.  Per fare questa analisi, lo studio si basa sui re-
portage delle versioni online di noti giornali turchi e internazionali 
(Hurriyet, Milliyet, Aksam, Sabah, The Guardian) e sui siti web ufficiali 
governativi e non governativi. L’articolo si concentra sulle notizie e sui 
discorsi del governo degli ultimi 15 anni.  Inoltre, analizza le leggi e i 
regolamenti approvati dal governo turco in materia di violenza contro le 
donne, esaminandone la struttura e gli intenti. 
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