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Keeping track of women’s gains and challenges
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W 

omen in Turkey are 
under a constant 
threat of sexual 
abuse and violence, 
often committed by 

family members or people in posi-
tions of authority, with an average 
of one woman killed in the country 
every day, activists say.

As Turkey prepared for Inter-
national Women’s Day on March 
8th, the focus of women’s rights 
groups has been on the plight of 
an 18-year-old high school student 
from the central Anatolian city of 
Kayseri who committed suicide on 
February 17th after being raped by 
her maths teacher in school.

Cansel Kinali’s case triggered 
accusations that the school, de-
scribed as one of the most pres-
tigious in Kayseri, covered up the 
incident to protect its image. The 
teacher has been arrested and sev-
eral school officials are under in-
vestigation. A 12-year-old boy from 
the same school committed suicide 
days later. It was not clear if the 
deaths were related.

An aunt of the girl told Turkish 
media that Cansel revealed the in-
cident to the school’s administra-
tion but that officials even turned 
away an ambulance when she 
fainted. Shortly afterward, Cansel 
shot herself with a gun belonging 
to her father, a police officer.

Activists say behind Cansel’s 
death is a failure of government 
and society to treat violence against 
women as a serious problem. “Tur-
key is being ruled by a political sys-
tem that discounts women’s rights 
and freedoms and breeds male vio-
lence,” the group We Will Stop Vio-
lence Against Women said.

The group, which tracks violence 
against women and sends repre-
sentatives to follow trials across 
the country, said 303 women were 
killed in Turkey in 2015, up from 
294 in 2014 and 237 in 2013. Most 
were killed by family members, es-
tranged husbands or partners.

Domestic violence is widespread 
in all parts of Turkish society.

It was reported that a court in 
Istanbul issued a restraining or-
der against Ibrahim Toraman, a 
well-known football star with 46 
international caps, who is accused 
of having severely beaten his preg-
nant wife, Eylem Toraman. “My 
client is seriously concerned about 
danger to her life,” Eylem Tora-
man’s lawyer was quoted as saying.

Activists say the Islamic-con-
servative government in Ankara 
is partly to blame for the trend 
because leaders have advocated a 
traditional role for women instead 
of encouraging them to launch ca-
reers and become independent of 
male breadwinners.

Turkish Health Minister Mehmet 
Muezzinoglu caused an uproar in 
2015 by declaring that “mothers 
should not contemplate other ca-
reers besides motherhood”. Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who 
has called on Turkish families to 
produce at least three children to 
keep society from ageing, drew 
criticism by suggesting in a speech 
that men and women were not 
equal.

A study by the Hazar Education 

Culture and Solidarity Association, 
a non-governmental organisation 
specialising in women’s education, 
showed that 44% of women in Tur-
key suffer violence at least once in 
their lives but only 33% are aware 
of their rights, the Hurriyet daily 
reported.

Rights groups planned rallies 
for March 8th to draw attention to 
the problem. KESK, a federation of 
public workers’ unions, is calling 
on the government to declare In-
ternational Women’s Day an official 
holiday and says its members will 
stage a one-day protest strike on 
March 8th.

Turkey has strengthened its laws 
to protect women as part of its bid 
to join the European Union but ac-
tivists say women still face threats. 
Dr Gulsum Kav, chairwoman of We 

Will Stop Violence Against Women, 
said efforts to rein in domestic 
violence had failed. “Our aim is to 
make our own organisation redun-
dant one day but the number of 
cases keeps rising,” she said. “Un-
fortunately, there has been an in-
crease in violence recently.”

Her group sends lawyers to trials 
involving violence against women, 
becoming a co-plaintiff in many 

cases. In court, the group’s lawyers 
press for stiff sentences against 
men guilty of assault or murder of 
women.

Recent cases showed a posi-
tive trend, Kav said. “Instances in 
which men get lighter sentences 
are decreasing,” she said, add-
ing that the next step would be to 
press parliament to pass laws to 
make it much more difficult for 
courts to reduce sentences in cases 
of domestic violence.

Other activists offer more radical 
solutions. One group, Sefkat-Der, 
advises women to receive weap-
ons training to be able to defend 
themselves. “So far, 150 women 
have gone through arms train ing 
under our auspices,” Sefkat-Der 
President Hayrettin Bulan said. 
“But there are many more women 
who learn how to use a gun on 
their own.”

Bulan said media and society 
as a whole had become more sen-
sitive to domestic violence. The 
problem, he said, was that the 
government was not introducing 
new measures to fight the crimes. 
“Politicians condemn the violence 
but do not follow up with concrete 
action,” he said.

One example, critics say, is that 
there are not enough shelters for 
women seeking protection after 
suffering violence, even though 
laws calling for the creation of the 
shelters are in place.

The opposition newspaper 
Sozcu reported that 31 out of 201 
municipalities required by law to 
offer shelters for women had ac-
tually provided them. Capacity 
in shelters in Istanbul, a city of 15 
million people, was limited to 367 
beds, the newspaper said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.

Tunis

D 

alenda Larguech says 
Tunisian women should 
continue striving for 
their rights by lobbying 
for better representation 

in politics and stricter laws to pro-
tect them.

Larguech, who heads the Centre 
for Research, Studies, Documenta-
tion and Information on Women 
(Credif), wants government plan-
ning and strategy sessions to con-
sider gender issues.

She recently announced that 
Credif was working to create a 
Council for Equality to be overseen 
by the presidency and the Ministry 
of Women. “A decree will be signed 
soon to create this council, whose 
mission is to ensure that all govern-
ment committees provide equal op-
portunities,” Larguech said.

Tunisia has long been a leader in 
women’s rights in the Arab world. 
The Personal Status Code, adopted 
under former president Habib Bour-
guiba in 1956, granted women many 
rights and abolished polygamy.

“Bourguiba’s government had 
a vision that was the closest to a 
feminist approach to the question 
of women’s rights, [although] it is 
not feminist in the true sense of the 
word,” Larguech said.

“Today, many associations [in 
Tunisia] are advocating different 
manifestations of women’s rights.”

Larguech praised Tunisian wom-
en for their unrelenting struggle to 

protect their rights following the 
2011 revolution. Tunisian women 
consolidated their gains despite 
threats, especially those posed by 
radical Islam, she said, pointing 
to the inclusion of the principle of 
parity in the constitution as a mile-
stone in women’s rights.

“The constitution of 2014 sup-
ports the concepts of equality and 
parity, puts an emphasis on equality 
of opportunities and declares that 
the state must fight against all sorts 
of violence,” Larguech said.

While Larguech said she is 
pleased the government lifted its 
reservations about the United Na-
tions’ Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women, she remains con-
cerned about its implementation 
and notes that some legislation in 
Tunisia still discriminates against 
women. Credif will address discrim-
ination in legislation as the theme 
of International Women’s Day ac-
tivities.

“We acknowledge that Tunisian 
women have [made] gains but we 
still have a long way to go,” Lar-
guech said. “The violence law for 
instance is proof that our laws do 
not protect against violence.”

Larguech says preventing vio-
lence against women should be a 
government’s priority.

“It is a priority to have a law to 
protect women, a law that is inclu-
sive. The law still discriminates as 
the head of the family is paternal 
and not parental,” said Larguech. 
She is working with the Ministry of 
Women on a new comprehensive 
law.

Larguech recalled that in Tunisia 
changes have occurred first through 
the law.

“The law is a precondition for 
rights to exist — necessary but 
not sufficient,” she said. “The law 
guides and provides background. 
The laws we have today are not 
comprehensive enough.”

But she is aware that laws alone 

are not enough to change thinking; 
awareness and education also are 
needed, she said.

Larguech and Credif are credited 
with introducing gender studies as 
an academic discipline in Tunisia; 
a master’s degree programme at 
the University of Manouba started 
this year. A scholar of women’s his-
tory and studies, Larguech says that 
such programmes will lead to intel-
lectual change among Tunisian stu-
dents consistent with the cultural 
role universities should play.

Larguech has twice won the 
Zoubeida B’chir Award for Tunisian 
Women’s Writings in Scientific Re-
search (in 2001 and 2011) and her 
book The History of the Maghreb 

Through its Sources won the Arab 
Maghreb Union Award in 2007.

Ahead of International Women’s 
Day, Larguech reflected on life 
for women in the Arab world. She 
praised political gains women have 
made in Morocco and Kuwait but 
said that such progress needs to be 
consolidated by including women 
in decision-making positions.

“There is no establishment of a 
real democracy if there is no real 
participation of women in politics 
as leaders and decision-makers,” 
Larguech said

One of the biggest threats to Arab 
women derives from radical Islam-
ist groups, some of whom have re-
cruited women. Larguech says that 

global networks are behind such 
groups and that the only way to 
combat them is by providing alter-
natives for young women, such as 
by encouraging participation in the 
public domain, granting them equal 
opportunities in the job market and 
giving them decent education.

“The solution is to encourage 
young women, to give them hope to 
be of value, to have a job, an educa-
tion. Universities must regain their 
cultural role and families should 
talk to their children,” Larguech 
said.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Turkish women face constant threat of violence

A Turkish member of the One Billion Rising movement and human 
rights activist holds a placard condemning violence and injustices 
against women during a February 14th demonstration in Ankara.
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Activists say the 
Islamic-conservative 
government in 
Ankara is partly to 
blame for the trend.

“Turkey is being 
ruled by a political 
system that 
discounts women’s 
rights and freedoms 
and breeds male 
violence.”
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Dalenda Larguech, director of the Centre for Research, Studies, Documentation and Information on 
Women (Credif) in Tunis.

Larguech says 
preventing violence 
against women 
should be a 
government’s 
priority.


