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ABSTRACT

CONSTRUCTION OF TRANS MASCULINITIES:
EXPERIENCES OF TRANS MEN, LAWYERS AND PSYCHIATRISTS IN TURKEY

Rabia Asli Koruyucu
M.A. Thesis
August 2017
Thesis Advisor: Assoc. Prof. Ayse Giil Altinay

Keywords: gender identity, sexuality, masculinity, trans, identity making, queer,
visibility

This thesis focuses on the experiences of trans men in Turkey by focusing on the
present forms of identification, transition process, and negotiations and alliances
particularly with legal and psychiatric professionals. Based on in-depth interviews and
participant observation with trans men, as well as a small number of interviews with
lawyers and psychiatrists, this research explores the potential contingencies of trans
men’s “transitions” in terms of their self-identifications, visibilities and embodiments
within the social and institutional spaces in Turkey. How do trans men experience their
trans masculinities? How and to what extent can they reach information on what it
means to be a trans man for others, as well as for legal and medical institutions? What
sorts of challenges do trans men bring to light in relation to these institutional spaces
and practices? How and to what extent, do the alliance between trans men and LGBT I+
friendly doctors and lawyers perpetuate and/or challenge the state enforcements? Where
do the concepts of transgenderism, masculinity, psychiatry and law overlap in relation
to the construction of trans masculinities? Departing from these questions, this thesis
argues that trans men, as well as their psychiatrists and lawyers, affect each other in
their construction of trans man identity and trans masculinities, and thereby challenge
the institutional and societal milieus’ comprehension of trans subjectivities and
masculinities. The thesis aims to contribute to the existing literature on transgenderism
and masculinities by exploring the identity making and community building practices
among trans men, and lawyers and psychiatrists in Turkey.



OZET

TRANS ERKEKLIKLERIN INSASI:
TRANS ERKEKLERIN, AVUKATLARIN VE PSIKIYATRISTLERIN
TURKIYE’DEKI DENEYIMLERI

Rabia Asli Koruyucu
Yuksek Lisans Tezi
Agustos 2017
Tez Danismani: Dog. Dr. Ayse Giil Altinay

Anahtar SOzcikler: cinsiyet kimligi, cinsellik, erkeklik, trans, kimlik insasi, kuir,
gorandrluk

Bu tez Tiirkiye’de trans erkeklerin bugilinkii kimlik olusturma bigimleri, gegis siirecleri
ve basta avukat ve psikiyatrlar olmak {izere devlet kurumlariyla olan miizakere ve
isbirligi  deneyimleri  baglaminda trans  erkeklerin yasam  deneyimlerine
odaklanmaktadir. Az sayida hukuk¢u ve psikiyatrin yani sira, trans erkekler ile
derinlemesine yapilan miilakatlar ve katilimci goézleme dayanan bu arastirma, trans
erkeklerin “gecislerinin” kendilerini tanimlama bigimleri, goriiniirliikkleri ve Tiirkiye’de
sosyal ve kurumsal alanlarda bulduklar1 yer ile miimkiin temaslarin1 arastirmaktadir.
Trans erkekler trans erkeklikleri nasil deneyimliyor? Hukuki ve tibbi kurumlarin yam
sira, trans erkekler trans erkekligin anlamlarina dair bilgiye nasil ve ne olgiide
erisebilmekte? Trans erkekler, bu kurumsal alan ve yaptirimlara karsi ne tiir zorluklar
cikariyor ve dile getiriyorlar? Trans erkekler ile LGBTI+ dostu doktor ve hukukgular
arasindaki is birligi, devlet yaptirimlarina karsi nasil ve ne dlglide karsi koyabilmekte
ve/veya bunu siirdiirebilmekte? Trans erkek kimliginin insas1 ile ilgili olarak,
transgenderizm, erkeklik, psikiyatri ve hukuk kavramlari nerelerde ortiisiiyor? Bu tez,
bu sorulardan yola ¢ikarak trans erkekler ile psikiyatr ve avukatlarimin, trans erkek
kimliginin ve trans erkekliklerin insasinda birbirlerini nasil etkilediklerini tartigiyor ve
dolayisiyla kurumsal ve sosyal c¢evrelerin trans oOznellikleri ve erkeklikleri nasil
algiladigim1 sorguluyor. Bu tez, Tiirkiye’de trans erkekler ile avukat ve psikiyatrlar
arasindaki kimlik insas1 ve komiinite olusturma deneyimlerini arastirarak
transgenderizm ve erkeklikler {iizerine var olan literatiire katkida bulunmayir da
hedefliyor.



To those who have been disturbed by gender binary
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

“Bodies are identified as man and woman through the gender binary,

according to the existence of genitals. If one cannot fit her-himself and/or

her-his body into the descriptions, if one offers a different description, the
relation s/he constructs not only with her/his body but also with society is
interrupted because of the social reactions. Since one’s own declaration is

not taken into consideration, it becomes impossible to [receive] judicial,

medical, and social support on one’s request. You are expected to fit

yourself into the given definitions and descriptions.” (Ali Arikan).

This quotation is from “Bedenimin Halleri,” written by Ali Arikan, a
transmasculine? activist who passed away from cancer in 2013. In his writings and talks,
he had explicitly problematized not only the binary understandings within social,
medical and legal institutions but also the capacity of feminist and LGBTI+
communities to make room for the multiplicity, flexibility and fluidity of self-
identifications. | consider these sentences of Ali as a powerful expression of being
“interrupted” throughout one’s life time as a trans person. Since this study shows the
ways in which trans men have challenged the state-governed institutions, societal norms
and the limited imagination on trans identities through embracing and embodying “a
relatively new identity” in Turkey, I believe that a quotation from Ali serves as a
productive departure point.

In this thesis, | dwell on the experiences of trans men in Turkey by focusing on
the present forms of identification, their processes of transition, and their negotiations
and alliances particularly with legal and psychiatric professionals. I investigate the ways
in which trans men and professionals (in this case, psychiatrists and lawyers) affect each

other in their construction of a “trans man” identity not only in the context of medico-

legal interventions, but also in relations to one another.

1 “Bedenler iki cinsiyet iizerinden, iireme organlarinin varligina gore, kadin ve erkek olarak tarifleniyor. Bir kisi
kendini ve/veya bedenini tariflere sigdiramazsa, farkli tariflerse toplumsal tepkiden dolayi, hem bedeniyle kurdugu
iliski, hem de toplumla kurdugu iliski kesintiye ugruyor. Kisinin beyani1 hi¢ dikkate alinmadig igin bireyin ihtiyacina,
istegine gore hukuksal, tibbi, sosyal destek de miimkiin olmuyor. Kendini var olan tanimlara ve tariflere uydurman
bekleniyor.” For the full text of Ali Arikan: http://hikayeci.livejournal.com/28370.html

2 Since | do not know in which specific way Ali used to identify himself while he was alive, | prefer to use
“transmasculine” as a relatively more inclusive term.



Based on in-depth interviews and participant observation with trans men, as well
as a small number of interviews with lawyers and psychiatrists, this thesis focuses on
the potential contingencies of trans men’s “transitions” in terms of their self-
identifications, visibilities and embodiments within the social and institutional spaces in
Turkey. | explore the dynamics and spaces of struggle and resistance whereby trans men
have challenged the “thinkable” identities in Turkey, and discuss of the complexities of
trans masculinities within medical, legal and social mediums by exploring the
interferences of trans men’s “transitions.” How do trans men experience their coming
out processes? How and to what extent can they reach information on what it means to
be a trans man for others, as well as for legal and medical institutions? What sorts of
challenges do trans men bring to light in relation to these institutional spaces and
practices? How and to what extent, do the alliance between trans men and LGBTI+
friendly doctors and lawyers perpetuate and/or challenge the state enforcements and
discourses in Turkey? What kind of spaces are opened and subsequently regulated for
trans masculinities in the context of Turkey? In what ways and to what extent can trans
men build their own community? Where do the concepts of transgenderism,
masculinity, psychiatry and law overlap in relation to the identity making of trans
masculinities? Based on these questions, and others, this thesis aims to investigate the
ways in which trans men, as well as their psychiatrists and lawyers, affect each other in
their construction of trans man identity and trans masculinities and thereby challenge
the institutional, societal and activist milieus’ comprehension of trans subjectivities and

masculinities.

1.1. Naming: Collective Identities and Pronouns

In the beginning of my research process, I was planning to analyze my
interviewees’ self-identifications through their answers to my “simple” question: “Do
you have a preference in terms of how you would like to be called?”. I planned to ask
this question because I was “inspired” by a body of literature that posits the possible
existence of multiple ways of naming oneself. However, | realized the awkwardness of
this question from the very first pilot interview and tried to change my question in the
middle of it but it did not work since my participant asked me back several times what |
mean by “preference to be called.” After a moment of silence, he said “I identify as

trans man; did you want to ask that?”. This question of my interviewee made me rethink



of my ways of asking questions and | ended up revising some of them. After this
interview, | became aware of the possible difficulties my interviewees will have while
answering this “simple” question.

My first question regarding naming emerged when 1 first started to read the body
of literature on transgenderism and trans identities that is dominantly based on the
experiences in the US. Whilst | was reading the texts on trans subjectivities and
masculinities, I realized that there are a lot of “subgroups” and distinct “transmasculine
identities” such as Transman, Woodworker, FTM, F2M, MTM, Transsexual Man, New
Man, Boi, Boy-Chick, and Trans-Butch. In his “The Middle Men: An Introduction to
the Transmasculine Identities,” Griffin Hansbury (2005) highlights the multiplicity of
identities mostly focusing on Woodworkers, Transmen and Genderqueers as three broad
categories within the transmasculine spectrum. In the article, he states “within the
admittedly limiting confines of this taxonomy, it becomes possible to gain a better
understanding of the people behind the labels and achieve insight into their individual
therapeutic needs” (Hansbury 2005, 241). While discussing the distinctive dynamics of
the trans masculine identities, he criticizes the language of “community” due to its
possible tendencies to generalize men through their likeness.

In relation to these concerns, Gayle Salamon (2005) discusses the multiplicity of
transmasculine identities by problematizing Hansbury’s suggestion: “Is it possible,” she
asks, “that the moment ‘sameness’ is abandoned as a normative ideal governing
identity, it resurfaces as a normative ideal governing relation? It seems true that the
transmasculine community is something more capacious than a consolidated unity, but |
wonder if this diversity of expressions of transmasculinity covers over a more subtle
and fundamental form of sameness” (Salamon 2005, 267).

Inspired by Salamon’s question, I argue that there is a need for focusing on the
contexts and the localities in which those who identify in different ways along the
transmasculine spectrum come together, socialize with other individuals, and form
collectivities, while keeping in mind Hansbury’s consideration of the multiplicity of
transmasculine identities. During the process of my writing, | tried to keep Salamon and
Hansbury’s discussion on the diversity of expressions in my mind. Moreover, the
difficulty of the translation of some concepts to English made me feel the need of being
clear on their possible connotations in Turkish language such as erkek, erkeklik and
maskulen. In Turkish language, while erkek addresses to both “male” and “man,”

erkeklikler means “masculinities” as the plural version of erkeklik which address to
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“masculinity.” On the other hand, even though “masculine” is generally translated to
Turkish language as maskilen, there is another colloquial word for it such as erkeksi
which directly addresses “manly” or “mannish.” My preference to use the term “trans
masculinities” rather than “trans masculinity” is shaped by this attempt to consider the
multiplicity of masculinities, its relationality to self-identification and its meanings in
the Turkish language.

When we look at the body of literature on trans masculinities in Turkey which is
mainly non-academic and largely produced by trans men themselves, it seems that there
are only two “broad” categories which are embraced by individuals: “female-to-male
transsexual” (kadindan erkege transseksiiel) and “trans man” (trans erkek). In addition,
online platforms such as “Transmasculine Data Bank™ and “United Unicorn” have used
the term “transmasculine” (transmaskdilen) in their explanations and statements. On the
other hand, some of my interviewees attached the term “transmasculine” to individuals
who do not want to undergo the transitional surgeries, and they all identified themselves
as a “trans man” of sorts. As another distinct example, one of my interviewees
mentioned that he would prefer to identify as trans. He explained that he considers the
term “trans man” as a defense mechanism against his family, and as a step of his
transition process that he has been passing through. Some others mentioned that even
though they generally identify as “man,” they also feel comfortable to be called “trans
man” (trans erkek) and/or “transsexual man” (transseksuel erkek) while socializing with
their close friends, partners and LGBT I+ activists.

As my interviewees highlighted, their way of self-naming might change
depending on the milieus where they socialize and the contexts where they express their
identities. In a similar way, during the interviews my participants used most of the
abovementioned terms while speaking of themselves in different contexts. Depending
on the context, my participants’ narrations included different ways of self-naming such
as “I am a man who...”, “they did not know my condition”, “as a transsexual, I...”, “I
do not prefer to say ‘hello, I am a trans man’” and “I knew nothing about female to male
trans people like me.” It seemed to me that the usage of all of these expressions during
my interviews blurred the borders of distinct transmasculine identities and they bring
the terminological gap between academic discourse predominantly produced in English
and my interviewees’ ways of self-naming in Turkish. In the research and the thesis, |
preferred to use the term “trans man” due to the fact that it is the one which is

predominantly embraced by the subjects of the study, as well as the emerging body of
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literature in Turkey. In other words, my preference to use the term trans man as an
umbrella term that is inclusive of all the mentioned ways of self-naming, has been
shaped by both my interviewees’ narratives and the literature in the context of Turkey.
From the starting point of my research, I have used the pronoun “he” while
referring in English to my interviewees and friends who identify themselves within the
transmasculine spectrum, as it has always seemed to me more “politically correct” and
ethical. Yet, when | read Dilara Caliskan’s thesis (2014) on queer kinship among trans
sex worker women in Istanbul, I realized that I have never asked my interviewees about
their pronoun preferences. In her study, Caligskan tells that she tried to adopt the Turkish
“O” into English, “O” being the Turkish gender-neutral pronoun for the third-person.
She, however, eventually gave up this idea (Caliskan 2014). In a similar way, I was also
confused in terms of pronouns while trying to transcribe the recorded interviews. Then,
I found myself thinking about asking my participants which pronoun they would prefer
in English. After a moment, I felt that it would be too “weird” and “insistent” for people
to be asked that kind of question. Then, | again found myself re-reading the part of
Caligkan’s thesis where she ponders the issue of naming and pronouns. After she
explicitly shares her early anxieties regarding the usage of pronouns, she tells about
how she found a “simple” solution thanks to her encounter with Jack Halberstam during
a talk Caliskan recounts: “He said: ‘Just write “she” if they say they are woman’. I said
‘okay’ and started to think about the narratives of my informants, the atmosphere of our
interviews and my participant observation” (Caliskan 2014, 9). Taking inspiration from
this dialogue, reconsidering the body of literature in Turkey and revisiting my
participants’ narratives, | decided to use the pronoun “he” while referring to my

interviewees.

1.2. Research Methodology

I conducted semi-structured, open-ended, in-depth interviews with 15 individuals
consisting of 9 trans men, 3 psychiatrists and 3 lawyers. | digitally recorded all of the
interviews with the permission of the participants and all were later transcribed by me.
One exception is an interview with a psychiatrist: Because we had a limited time in her
office, | took notes during the interview instead of recording it and visited her for a
second interview. The fieldwork included interviews with people who live in 6 cities

from several geographical regions of Turkey including istanbul (7), Ankara (2), Antalya



(3), Izmir (1), Tekirdag (1) and Karabiik (1). The ages of trans men interviewees ranged
from 21 to 37, and the professionals from 26 to 67, while most of them were in their
30s. | asked each interviewee to pick a pseudonym that I could use to identify them in
my thesis. However, some of them were persistent on using their names. Nevertheless, |
picked pseudonyms for them in order to maintain the principle of confidentiality.

From the beginning of my research, | tried to avoid limiting my field with
Istanbul where 1 am familiar with the LGBTI+ communities and activism. For an
extensive analysis of such a “relatively new identity” as trans masculinities in Turkey, I
recognized that it would be easier yet unproductive to restrict my field to Istanbul. I
therefore tried to enlarge the scope of my field by including interviewees who have
experiences in various geographical and social environments where they live, study,
work and socialize. However, in the beginning of my research, 1 did not have any idea
about how to reach people that I could interview. I, then, asked a friend | met in a
symposium of an NGO where | had a chance to watch Voltrans documentary in 2014,
for his advice. He has been engaged in trans rights activism for years, and he introduced
me to some of my interviewees. | also reached some of my interviewees through
another personal contact from United Unicorns which is a new online platform aiming
to constitute a transmasculine culture in Turkey. In addition to these contacts, |
interviewed one person whom | knew from my own social circles.

Besides trans men themselves, I included psychiatric and judicial parties’
experiences in this research since they serve an essential function in building and
developing trans man identity and transition processes. To conduct the interviews, I
contacted 3 psychiatrists and 3 lawyers who have been working with trans men.
Therefore, ethnography, in my research, traces not only trans men’s distinct experiences
and life histories, but also their persistent struggle within the social and institutional
milieus, negotiating their trans masculinities and allying with psychiatrists and lawyers.

While the interviews with psychiatrists and lawyers took around 1,5 to 2 hours,
the ones with trans men took between 1,5 to 4 hours depending mostly on their time
limits and, more strikingly, on where we met for the interviews. The interviews
occurred at different places such as cafes, restaurants the residences of my interviewees
and my own apartment. Since | did not know where and to whom my participants are
“out” or not, I asked my interviewees where they would be more comfortable meeting.
It was crucial to ask this question for me as a researcher because | did not want to create

difficulties for my interviewees by compelling them to speak of their identities in places
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where they may not feel comfortable. I also thought that we could not have an open
dialogue if they did not feel right in a place of my choice.

Cafes and restaurants picked up by my research participants were places where
they felt comfortable or socialized regularly. One interviewee, for instance, who lives in
a small town in the region of Black Sea asked me if we could do the interview at home,
explaining that he is out to nobody in the town except for his flat mate. Being one of my
first interviews in this research process, this encounter enabled me to reconsider and
think more deeply of the possible meaning of “safe zones” in the following interviews.

While trying to be able to capture the diversity, | made a special effort not to
limit my research to the metropoles such as Istanbul, Ankara and izmir. However, due
to various limitations, | could not travel to all of the sites where my interviewees lived.
With one of the interviewees, who lived in a distant and quite conservative town, we
came in Izmir while he was visiting his friends there. It is also important to note, as an
information | learned during my interviews, that some of my interviewees had grown up
in the big cities, mostly Istanbul, but then moved to other cities for college education.
Consequently, my efforts to make the research demographically and geographically
more “inclusive” ended up with recognizing a variety of spatialities and mobilities
within the field, and all of these experiences enabled me to be aware of my limitations
as a researcher within the field.

Each interview began with similar open-ended questions but then proceeded
through interviewees’ own narratives. Even though I renegotiated my research questions
at every turn, the interviews revolved around the life histories of my interviewees as far
as they chose to narrate. In the process, | had some difficulties dealing with my
interviewees’ questions and comments on my life because they mostly asked me back in
regard to the subjects we were talking about. During the interviews, | have been asked
by my interviewees such questions as “Where did you grow up? Then, you must know
this,” “You know that guy, right?”” and “You probably know what living with family
means.” In the course of the research, I had the feeling that these interferences enabled
both my participants and me to establish a fruitful dialogue.

To conduct the interviews with lawyers and psychiatrists, | visited a courthouse,
a law office, a private psychiatry office and several hospitals. These places were chosen
by the professionals because they could not leave their workplaces more than a limited
time. It is also significant for me to mention that I did most of my interviews with the

lawyers while they were waiting for the next trial and the psychiatrists for the next
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consultant. During my experience of visiting these spaces which might be considered as
state-governed institutions, |1 knew that | was witnessing the key places where my
interviewees are forced to visit for legal and bodily transitions. Accordingly, our
dialogues with the professionals were also shaped by the narratives on their own
experiences within the milieus where they work, which are also the places of their first
encounters with the trans men they work with.

I also find it crucial to situate that the value of trans men’s narratives that I
interviewed are derived not only from their trans subjectivities, but also from the value
of their unique life histories. Although | started my research by following this approach,
it became more explicit and clear within the process of my transcribing. In a similar
vein, | believe that the narratives of my lawyer and the psychiatrist interviewees on their
own experiences, in this research, have been quite valuable for a critical analysis of the
medico-legal regulations on trans subjectivities in Turkey. Since | present the
discussions on trans masculinities and trans man identity throughout the following
chapters, | would like to introduce each of my participants who self-identify as trans

men in the same order that | interviewed them.

1.3. The Field
1.3.1. Meeting trans men
Yigit, 31

I first conducted an interview with Yigit in 2016 spring for a pilot interview just
before | began working on my research proposal and we met more several times after
this interview. He grew up in a district of Antalya and moved to Istanbul in 2009. He
studied tourism and hotel management at university and then he had been working in
hotels in Antalya. When he moved to Istanbul, he started to engage in performance
projects and has worked in various theatre groups. When we met with Yigit, he had
been in the transition processes, following his psychiatric therapy and taking
testosterone for nine months (to be able to obtain a blue ID in two years).

In the interview, Yigit consistently mentioned that he has been asking himself
what if he stayed in his hometown where he always felt loneliness since he did not
know anyone like him. He also narrated that he was a person who had a binary

conceptualization of gender and a “heterosexist approach” before he came to Istanbul to



live with his girlfriend. Meanwhile, he met a group of feminist friends in Istanbul and
he started to problematize his own masculinity through a feminist perspective.
However, he considers himself as a humanist person rather than a feminist or pro-
feminist. As another crucial point, he told me that he does not have concerns about
sterilization since he has raised his girlfriend’s children with her and they already call
him father. | find crucial to emphasize that Yigit was the only interviewee who had such
an experience as being a father in my fieldwork. Moreover, he compared his biological
family and chosen family in terms of his ways of self-expression and kinds of
socialization as a trans man. In this vein, Yigit highlighted that his older sister and
especially brother began changing their ways of communication with him, in a positive

way, as soon as his appearance came to change with hormone usage.
Sarkis, 21

My second interviewee was Sarkis whom | already knew from my social circles in
Istanbul. He was born in a city in Southeastern Turkey and grew up in various cities in
the same region. During the interview, Sarkis related almost all of the topics we were
talking about with his family, relations between family members and his families’
Kurdish and Armenian background. Even though he had some troubles with his family
after he came out, he was patient to make them relief about his identity and daily life in
a big city.

After he moved to Istanbul to study in law school, he started to live with one of
his friends from a leftist organization. As they began to read books about gender issues
together, Sarkis and his flat mate came out as trans men to each other. With this coming
out moment, Sarkis began searching for information on the identity and transition
processes. Sarkis had been visiting a psychiatrist in a medical education and research
hospital for four years but he could not get the “permission” to start taking testosterone

because his psychiatrist did not perceive Sarkis as havin an issue with gender identity.

Two weeks after our interview, Sarkis got approval from another psychiatrist this
time adopting a “hetero” and “hegemonic” male performance, which he normally
problematizes, so that he could start taking testosterone under professional control.
During our interview, Sarkis also complained that he does not feel comfortable in
Istanbul anymore and is planning to find a way to go to the city where his family

currently lives. Even though he is a trans rights activist and “out” in his social life, he



consistently mentioned that he does not feel safe in Istanbul. After he started to take
hormones and decided to undergo mastectomy, he moved to his parents’ house and

transferred to another university for his law education in another city.
Can, 24

Can grew up with his parents, brother, sister and most of his close relatives, who
are from the Black Sea Region, in the same building in Istanbul. When he first came out
to his mother as a lesbian, he did not get a negative reaction that he expected. Since he
was living with his broad family including parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles and their
children, Can’s gender identity became a topic of conversation in the family as soon as
he came out to his mother as a trans man. Can was surprised when his family underwent
this process quite smoothly, although they are quite conservative and religious people.
However, his father never talked about Can’s transition process and he started to call
him “son” when he began passing as man and got his blue ID card. The day we met
with Can was the first anniversary of his blue ID card and officially carrying a new
name.

When | arrived in the town where Can moved for his education in industrial
design at a university one and half years ago, he took me from the bus station and told
me that it would be better if we could do the interview at home since he is not out there
except for his flat mate. Even though he came out as a trans man to his family and
friends in Istanbul, he told nothing to his friends about his gender identity in the town he
currently lives in. Can explained the reason under this preference in the way that he
does not feel comfortable among people that he does not know about their transphobia
and that is why he feels unsafe there. After his college education, he was planning to
pursue his father’s as designing furniture which was considered by him as the most

proper way of saving money for his phalloplasty operation in abroad.
Kaan, 29

We met with Kaan for the interview in Istanbul where he grew up. His parents
divorced when he was in elementary school and he first stayed with his mother and,
then, moved to his father. Kaan currently lives with his younger brother and mother in
Istanbul and works in an international company. Even though he told me that he could
make “a good life for himself,” he explained that his transitional process was full of

negotiations about his gender identity with his relatives.
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Kaan moved to another city for his college education to study engineering, which
is his father’s profession, after he had music education at a university in istanbul for one
year. Since he had to work for money, he could get into the engineering school only in
his second year of taking the university entrance exam. After he graduated from the
university, Kaan decided to come out to his family and to begin the transitional
processes. In those days, his girlfriend suggested him to go to trans group therapies
because she was studying medicine and heard about these therapies in the university
hospitals. After a while, Kaan left home and worked in different places since he was
financially dependent on his uncles who were not supportive of him. Kaan also
mentioned that he would be on to better jobs earlier if he could have written about his
previous professional experiences with his pink ID card and previous official name in
his CV while applying for new jobs. For him, the biggest struggle for trans individuals
in Turkey is unemployment and financial support for transition processes.

Kaan explained that he is used to having problems about his gender identity and,
especially, the transition process with his family since they tried to make him give up
planning to enter the transitional process even if they were okay with his coming out as
a trans man. He still participates in group therapies to share his own experiences with
people since he explained that meeting trans individuals who have a good life or proper

jobs might encourage other trans persons.
Ali, 25

We initially had a contact with Ali on Facebook and he invited me to conduct the
interview in the town where had grown up and was living at the time, located in the
eastern borders of Turkey. However, we ended up meeting in Izmir where he studied
agriculture at the university. He grew up with his two younger sisters and parents, and
was planning to go back to his hometown to be engaged in farming, benefiting from his
technical, professional knowledge.

After Ali decided to enter the transitional process, his parents were not
discouraging or unsupportive but he financially had to cover the expenses of his
transition processes by himself. Because he desired to have his blue ID card as soon as
possible, Ali was simultaneously working in different jobs and also travelling to a
variety of cities to complete the medico-legal regulations, as the hospitals in izmir had
recently stopped providing support for the transition process. After he had his blue 1D

card in Izmir, he went back to his hometown but his parents were anxious about the
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reactions of the people around them. As soon as Ali’s appearance changed due to
hormone treatment and the surgeries, they began explaining his “situation” as that of an
intersexual, which would be more acceptable for people since it is seen as an inborn
condition. As Ali explained, he did not have a negative or positive experience in the
cities he has lived in but his only desire has been to make a peaceful life for himself by

doing agriculture and making a family.
Tibet, 24

We met with Tibet for the interview in a small district of Tekirdag where he
moved from Istanbul for his engineering education six years ago. Tibet grew up in a city
in the Black Sea Region with his family and they moved to Istanbul when he started
high school. Tibet has not seen his father for about seven years, since his parents
divorced. He emphasized that this separation had not been related to his “situation.” He
also mentioned that his father would try to communicate with Tibet if he knew anything
about his process, but that his mother and older sister have already been supportive
enough for him. After he came out to his mother and sister as a trans man, his mother
began to have anxieties about Tibet’s “sexual life.” While trying to negotiate his trans
masculinity with his mother and aunts, Tibet explained that his coming out triggered
their feminist attitudes just like his flat mates and colleagues in Tekirdag.

In 2012, his girlfriend came with a newspaper clipping about a trans man who
underwent a transitional process and Tibet started to search for information about trans
man identity. Afterward, he met a trans woman in the Pride Parade 2013 who
unexpectedly invited him to a trans-only meeting, and he met a group of trans men and
trans women. Tibet remembers this encounter as a moment in which he could not feel
comfortable because of his transphobia at the time. However, Tibet told me that he
started to feel more comfortable about his sexuality especially after he had his blue ID
card, and he came out to himself as a bisexual but is still not sure about coming out to

his friends.
Caner, 32

I met Caner in Antalya where he currently lives with his two brothers and mother.
He grew up in a district of Izmir and is the only child who studied at university in the
family. He went to a girls’ boarding high school without facing any problems about his

gender identity. He considers this experience as a personal gain since he had a chance to
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empathize with women. In the meantime, Caner’s parents divorced and he did not see
his father, who had alcohol and had drug addiction, after the divorce. After high school,
he studied journalism at a university in izmir which he considers as the starting point of
his life because he began “to identify himself as Caner” at the university. He explained
that he realized, in his years at university, the importance of being a successful, trustful
and intellectual person in the eyes of people rather than bringing his gender identity
forward. Caner mentioned that he had some troubles with his friends and that is why he
preferred to socialize with his professors who enabled him to be a critical person.

In his first year at the university, Caner met a woman in an online chat room who
introduced him to her nephew and they had a romantic relationship. However, Caner
explained that he was traumatized when his girlfriend’s family made pressure on him to
break up with her since they collected official information about him and learned that he
has a pink ID and officially a “female name.” I find it significant to give this
information about Caner since he consistently highlighted that this experience had a
major impact in his life. After the university, he worked in different settings such as a
restaurant, a circus and a local newspaper. Even though he was planning to go to China
for his transition process, he found a job at a municipal hall through a friend’s contact
and has been working there for two years. Unlike most of my interviewees, Caner
entered his transitional process after his thirties in Ankara, and he “surprisingly”
experienced this process without any problems in his workplace. When | met Caner, his
gender identity was just “approved” in the official records and he was waiting for his
blue ID card.

Sefa, 37

| also met Sefa in Antalya where he had moved from Istanbul two years ago. He
grew up in a small district of Istanbul and also worked there in the same job for fifteen
years with his pink ID. Because of his discomfort at school, especially in terms of the
attitudes of school administrators and teachers, as well as other students, he stopped
studying when he was in secondary school.

Sefa decided to enter the transitional process seven years ago but could not
continue in Istanbul and stopped the psychiatric group therapy and legal process. Since
his brother had an anxiety of living in a small neighborhood where they had grown up,

socialized and worked, Sefa decided to move to another city to start the legal and the
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medical processes again. As a result, he moved to Antalya from Istanbul with his
brother, mother and aunt.

Sefa was the oldest trans man that | interviewed, and he, thus, narrated his former
experiences through the transition processes within various medico-legal spaces and
time periods. He told me that he was a “hick” person before the group therapies in
Istanbul. He also did not feel comfortable within the therapy group in 2008 because of
the existence of trans women who had “negative reputation” in his eyes. That is why it
took a long time to participate in the therapy sessions in the beginning but he, then, met
other trans men who made him rethink his own masculinity and masculinities in general
in terms of performance, body comfort and relations with partners. Sefa also found his
friends who also identify as trans men in Antalya via T-KULUP, and they have had a
WhatsApp group in which they communicate and organize their casual get-togethers. In
fact, Sefa brought one of his friends from this group, Umit, to our meeting since they
both thought that it would be helpful for my research if we meet together.

Umit, 21

Before we met with Sefa for the interview, | did not expect that Umit, too, would
be there. It was striking for me that they became very close friends in Antalya even
though there is a significant gap in terms of their ages and experiences. Umit was born
and grew up in a city in Thrace region but he currently lives in Antalya studying
journalism at university. Even though Umit had some difficulties in high school as a
“lesbian” person, in his words, he felt relieved when he “realized” that there is another
possibility to love women as a man rather than as a woman. With Riizgar Erkoclar’s
visibility on mainstream media, Umit started to look for information on trans man
identity and the transitional process through online searches.

When he moved to Antalya, he was engaged in an activist group there and he
started to socialize within LGBTI+ communities. Although Umit was out as a trans man
in Antalya, he said that his father still does not speak to him when he visits his family
house in his hometown. Umit and Sefa organized a meeting with their mothers since
they thought that it would be helpful for Umit’s mother if she meets Sefa’s mother and
aunt who support him. When they came together, Sefa’s mother and aunt made Umit’s
mother feel relieved sharing their own experiences on the process Sefa has pursued.
Umit also explained that his family members had to call him the name he chooses as

soon as he began passing as a man since being called with his “female” name became
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“awkward” on the street. Umit started to take testosterone by himself since he thought
that the doctors in Antalya do not know the process as much as himself and he could

manage his own process through regular blood tests.

1.3.2. My positionality as a researcher

In the beginning of my fieldwork, | thought that reaching my interviewees
through a limited number of contacts would create certain limitations in terms of my
planned snowball method. This did not turn out to be the case. In time, | was able to
reach quite a diverse group through the snowball method. Nevertheless, | easily became
aware of my limits within the field in relation to my “insiderness.” I, as a person who
does not identify as trans man, could not have access to the platforms in which trans
men socialize with each other.

Another challenge that | mulled over in the beginning of my research process was
that 1 was not feeling comfortable with the idea of interviewing professionals who work
with trans consultants and applicants. This was due to my own assumptions and
prejudices about “them.” When I look back now, it seems to me that my discomfort
with interviewing professionals derived from my approach to medical and legal
institutions mainly as regulatory sites of power. | also knew through my pre-research
encounters with trans rights activism, that there have always been tensions between
trans individuals and the medico-legal regulations governed by the state. However, from
the very first meeting with a psychiatrist, which was quite an eye-opening experience, |
felt the need to recognize the efforts made by certain professionals to “transform” their
institutions in accordance with the trans individuals’ distinct needs and demands. That is
why they might be considered as significant “allies” of the trans communities and
individuals.

I also find it crucial to mention that some of my interviewees made a considerable
effort to “tell” me about the processes of transition in a thorough manner, even though I
did not ask them generic questions about transition processes. It seems to me that this
tendency to “inform me” was partially related to my being perceived not as a subject of
what they talk about but as an “outsider.” On the other hand, some interviewees
assumed that I should know everything about the transition processes since | am doing
research on it. When | reconsider both of these tendencies now, they remind me of the

tension between academia and activism. | also heard a lot of criticism on those
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“outsiders” who “do research on LGBTI+ individuals™: “they send a survey link and ask
us for fill the blanks,” “they do not have a face-to-face communication with us,”
“researchers are coming and saying that they do research on LGBTI+. I am not the
LGBTI+.” From the very first steps of framing my research and making decisions on
the fieldwork, I, therefore, was anxious about this tension between academia and
activism.

When | came across or met my participants after the interviews, they mostly asked
how my research is going, and made jokes about our positionalities by saying “I am
saying important things, you should take notes” in the middle of our conversations. In
their eyes, | was ultimately a researcher. In a personal social gathering of persons who
identify as trans men, it was challenging for me to hear that they perceive me as an “ally
in a sense.” It was a moment that made me question my positionality in the field. This
sentence also reminded me of a question almost all of my interviewees asked me: “how
did you come to this topic?”. During the fieldwork, this question has triggered me to

rethink my research questions and to re-evaluate my positionality.

1.4. Situating the Literature

Before presenting the body of literature on trans masculinities in Turkey, | deem it
necessary to discuss the general literature and research on gender that I find related to
my research. According to Butler, gender is performatively produced, and might be
deconstructed and reconstructed by individual performances (Butler 1990). While this
concept has introduced a groundbreaking understanding of gender, performativity-based
approaches have also been criticized especially through the lens of transgenderism. For
instance, Jay Prosser argues that Butler’s portrait of queer transgender “illustrates a
certain collapsing of gender back into sexuality” (Prosser 2006, 264). Even though
Butler (1999) subsequently explains her concerns on transgenderism in the second
edition of her book Gender Trouble, these criticisms, in some way, happen to reveal the
need of consideration on the alterity of trans subjectivities in terms of theorization.
Accordingly, there has been a body of scholarship examining performativity’s role in
cultural and personal production of transgender bodies and trans identities (Kondelin
2014, Schilt and Westbrook 2009, Halberstam 1998, Salamon 2010).

In this research, | argue that there is still a drawback in this theory, in that it falls

short of accounting for the complexities of transgender bodies since trans subjectivities
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cannot be understood through the lens of performativity per se. As taking Halberstam’s
configuration of “masculinities with female bodies” recalling the “female body
experience” narratives, I suggest that these narratives are related not only to
performativity, but also to the physical and social embodiment of trans subjectivities
(Halberstam 1998). According to Halberstam, “medical descriptions of transsexuality”
have been shaped through “a discourse of wrong body” since the end of 1950s and the
recent visibility of trans men has “complicated the discussions around transsexuality
because gender transition from female to male allows biological women to access male
privilege within their reassigned genders” (1998a, 143).

In the existing literature on trans masculinities, there has been a focus on the
physical transitions of trans men (Boylan 2003, Brown and Rounsley, 1996, Califia
1997, Cromwell 1999, 1997, Diamond 2004, Dozier, 2005, Edelman 2009, Hines 2006,
King 1996) and technologized body narratives (Prosser 1998, Sullivan and Murray
2009). Some other scholars have emphasized legitimization and the discipline of trans
bodies’ public representations (Bornstein and Bergman 2010, Devor 1993, Irving 2008,
Nestle et al. 2002, Sloop 2000, Sycamore 2006).

In ‘“Normalized Transgressions: Legitimizing the Transsexual Body as
Productive”, Dan Irving discusses the heteronormative construction of trans bodies and
their representations in mainstream North American society (lrving 2008). While
discussing the mainstream understanding of “proper trans masculine social subjects”
and “legitimization of this propriety,” he argues that “to move toward achieving social
recognition, the transsexual body must constitute a productive working body, that is, it
must be capable of participating in capitalist production processes” (2008, 40). Thus far,
it seems that relationality between trans masculinities, medical technologies and
productivity of transgender bodies constitutes one of the central issues in trans gender
studies. Scholars working on transgender and trans masculinities draw attention to the
materiality of trans bodies, focusing on visual representations, clothing and naming
(Bender 2012, Edelman and Zimman, 2014, Waszkiewicz 2006, Windsor 2006).

There is also a body of literature that pays extensive attention to the experience of
trans masculinities, including groundbreaking researches that 1 would like to mention
explicitly. In his book Self Made Men: Identity and Embodiment Among Transsexual
Men, Henry Rubin (2003) lays emphasis on the significance of investigating the
progress of FTM identity. To Rubin, “the history of the emergence of an FTM subject

position is the history of the ‘proliferation of perversions’ in the twentieth century”
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(2003, 61). This statement proceeds from Rubin’s approach to the genealogy of
identifications on and of lesbianisms. Analyzing the “male-identified female-bodied
woman” identity which had opened up crucial discussions on gender around 1970s, he
presents the historical cornerstones of the consolidation of a distinct female-to-male
transsexual identity from both positivist and genealogist perspectives: “The positivist
approach to the rising numbers of FTMs might assume that these men were always ‘out
there’ waiting to be discovered by better diagnostic categories. By contrast, this
genealogy suggests that the numbers of FTMs rose because of the meager options for
selfthematizing their gender in the new paradigm of lesbianism. Nascent FTMs became
recognizable qua transsexual men once leshianism became woman-identified in the
1970s” (Rubin 2003, 89).

In a similar vein, Aaron Devor, in FTM: Female-to-Male Transsexuals in the
Society (1997, 3), poses a historical question: “Have there always been female-to-male
transsexuals?”. Investigating this question, Devor starts with an investigation into the
“ancestors” of transsexual men from Ancient Greeks and Romans, to Jewish Thought to
the Early Christian World and the Medieval period. He, then, presents some stories
about and experiences of “females living as males” in the recent past. In addition to his
analysis of the historical data, he conducted interviews with a large group of self-
identified female-to-male transsexuals, and they form the basis of his book including
chapters which follows the interviewees’ life histories such as “Adolescence Is About
Change,” “Crisis at Puberty,” “Looking for Love,” “Finding Identities” and “Making
the Changes.” In all these chapters and more, Devor lays emphasis on FTM individuals’
coming out processes, embracing identities and experiences on these identities with
their bodies in the society.

As a very encouraging effort, Devor, after twenty years, published a new edition
of his book in 2016 with a new introduction and a new foreword by Jamison Green. In
the “New Introduction,” Devor dwells on the blossoming of a great variety of identities
that individuals have claimed throughout the last twenty years. According to Devor,
internet usage has played a significant role for the diversity of individuals’ and groups’
self-identifications. Through building online discussion and support groups, Devor
(2016) states that, trans men began to maintain connection and networks with people
like themselves.

Even though the issues on trans men have not been treated much within the

literature on gender and (queer) sexualities in Turkey, it seems that young scholars and

18



activists have brought certain dynamics of trans men into question. When | read an
article published in 2000 based on group therapies with trans men by four psychiatrists,
| realized that there has been a psychiatric attention on trans men, aiming to report their
characteristics in Turkey (Yuksel et al. 2000). However, the existing literature on
transgenderism in Turkey, has not paid as much attention to trans men’s experiences in
as trans women’s.

There is, however, an emerging non-academic, mostly (auto)biographical
literature on trans masculinities, which has informed legal and medical professionals,
and enabled experience sharing among trans men (Arikan 2013, Giingor 2012, Giing6r
2013, Girsoy 2013). Within the mentioned literature, there are only two books, which
directly refer to trans men in the context of Turkey. Both of these books are edited by
Aras Giingor, and include trans men’s personal, social and institutional experiences.
Based on short interviews, they lay emphasis on medical, judicial and social transition
processes, and provide guides for trans men by discussing trans men’s “otherness” in
terms of positionalities within social spaces including LGBTI+ organizations and
communities. There are also some other texts that focus on trans identities within the
heteronormative milieu, such as public institutions, schools and workplace (Arikan
2013, Gursoy 2013, Hun 2012, Hun 2013). Although these texts have not been
produced as academic works, they have provided a critical understanding by drawing
attention to trans men’s experiences in terms of their daily lives and their relations with
institutions.

Since general theorizations on gender and sexualities have not emphasized trans
men’s distinctive position among transgender subjects, the few scholars and activist-
writers whho hhave written on trans masculinities, conducting fieldwork and theorizing
trans men’s autobiographies, including their own, have played an influential role in
drawing an academic attention to trans men’s invisibility. In this emerging literature,
medical experiences and trans body narratives constitute a productive space for
exchange and solidarity among trans men, besides the online platforms such as blogs,
webpages, social media, and handbooks.

The aim of this research is to interrogate the current possibilities of the
“thinkableness” of trans masculinities. Although trans man identity in Turkey may
appear invisible and “unthinkable,” through an analysis of these possibilities | intend to
present how trans men’s experiences bring up challenges to the state institutions and

their limited imagination on trans identities, and create spaces of struggle for themselves
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and trans man identity. | hope that this research serves a productive discussion on the
relation between trans masculinities, identity politics and institutional (medico-legal)

policies.

1.5. Thesis Outline

In the following chapter, I situate my research on trans men’s embracement
processes of their gender identity in Turkey in terms of the meanings attached to trans
man identity, the process of “coming out,” the question of visibility, and the
negotiations with family and the social milieu. I first present my interviewees’
narratives on their processes of coming out and self-identification. Second, the chapter
discusses the limitations of information on trans men identity on the online platforms
and written sources in Turkish language. Third, I lay emphasis on the visibility of trans
men by discussing its impacts on the processes of coming out and self-identification.
Finally, I finish this chapter with a discussion of trans men’s efforts to negotiate their
identity with their families throughout their coming out and transition processes.

In Chapter 3, | focus on the negotiations of trans men with juridical and medical
institutions in terms of the “construction” of trans masculinities in Turkey. Throughout
this chapter, I open up a discussion on the possibilities and limitations of “alliance”
amongst these mediums, what it means to get blue ID card in Turkey and what the
possible meanings of being “full-time trans man” might be for trans men themselves,
lawyers and psychiatrist. Also, | investigate how trans men narrate and discuss their
masculinities within the state sphere such as hospitals and courts, and to what extent
trans men could negotiate their authentic masculinities within these spaces. Moreover, |
draw attention to the ways in which lawyers and psychiatrists, who work with trans
men, have made a room for visibility and embodiment of trans men and formed their
own solidarity networks within their institutions. | also investigate what solidarity
mechanisms are developed by and among a group of lawyers and psychiatrists against
some of the medico-legal regulations and practices which are not desired and needed by
trans men.

In Chapter 4, | explore the importance of trans men-only platforms in Turkey.
Accordingly, | focus on trans men-only organizations and platforms which enable trans
men’s access to information on transitions and act with solidarity for the visibility of

“trans man” identity as another layer of this research. Exploring the insights and
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possibilities offered by trans lives and masculinities, I provide a particular challenge to
the understanding of masculinities within the binary comprehension of sex and gender.
Throughout this chapter, I introduce trans man-only online platforms and their efforts to
create and to maintain a “transmasculine culture.” I discuss the community-building
practices of trans men and their perception on each other not only as fellows and peers
but also as competitors since they stand on different stages of transition, and have a
great variety of experiences. At this point, depicting the narratives of my interviewees, I
investigate how trans men perceive not only themselves but also each other in terms of

their authentic masculinities and “transness.”
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CHAPTER 2

EMBRACING A “NEW” IDENTITY: “DON’T BE SILENT, SHOUT, TRANS
MEN EXIST!”

In this chapter, I situate my research on trans men’s embracement processes of
their gender identity in Turkey in terms of the meanings attached to trans man identity,
the process of “coming out,” the question of visibility, and the negotiations with family.
In what follows, | first attempt to conduct a dialogic ground between the theoretical
debates on self-identification and my interviewees’ narratives based on their coming out
processes. Then, | go in further detail with the discussion on self-identification and lay
emphasis on the multiplicity of trans men’s ways to come out to themselves.

Second, the chapter discusses the ways in which trans men access information
about the identity and its limitations on the online platforms and written sources in
Turkish language. | lay emphasis on the limitated visibility of trans men, also drawing
attention to the ways in which lawyers and psychiatrists who work with trans men, have
made a room for visibility and embodiment of trans men within their workplaces.
Finally, I finish this chapter with a discussion on trans men’s efforts to negotiate their

identity with their family throughout their coming out and transition processes.

2.1. Coming Out

“Identification” refers to an individual’s embrace of gender or sexual
categorizations as a way of expressing oneself (Devor 2016, Saltzburg 2010). As a
multilayered process, identity development is experienced through different and
authentic paths, however, there are certain common features in trans men’s life stories,
especially when it comes to their coming out stories.

Ali (25) who does not prefer to be out as a trans man in his daily life told me that
he would not like to marginalize himself by calling himself “trans” again and again
since he thought that they are already marginalized by society. However, he stressed,
towards the end of our interview, that being oneself would be possible neither just with
the concept nor without it. I consider Ali’s raising his concern about embracing or

rejecting the concept of trans man as a significant dilemma of self-identification.
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Therefore, depicting the narratives of my interviewees and discussing the literature, |
would like to discuss the complexities and the challenges of embracing an identity.

The anxiety for self-identification was an explicit part of the life histories during
my interviews with trans man and it was depicted mostly as the hardest step of the
coming out process since they could not easily reach the information on what they feel
belonging to. Starting with early childhood, trans men that | interviewed had
difficulties in trying to define and disclose their identity and in finding the best way to
express themselves.

Coming out to oneself and others becomes a need for practical and political
reasons for trans individuals, especially for those who desire physical and legal
transitions. Depending on the persons’ motivations, needs and desires, one might prefer
to closet or disclose oneself to other people such as family, friends, partners and
colleagues. While sharing his process of “becoming a man,” transgender activist and
writer Jamison Green (2004) states that he believes his own “-and other transpeople’s-
coming out (when it is safe to do so!) has the capacity to enrich everyone’s experience
of their own gender and the ability to accept diversity in others.” (Green 2004, 44). This
statement, like many others, reveals the significance of coming out in terms of, in his
words, “lighting a series of candles in a dark cave” (Green 2004).

Although, in the beginning of my fieldwork, the main focus of this research was
not trans men’s coming out practices and strategies, this issue came up regularly in all
the interviews. In this respect, coming out to oneself and to others seems to be
considered as a crucial stage of identity construction for trans men.

Nevertheless, to better comprehend the personal and social development of
transgender identity, Bockting and Coleman (2007) portray a five-stage identity
development model which includes (1) pre-coming out, (2) coming out, (3) exploration,
(4) intimacy, and (5) identity integration. They identify the coming out stage as a
process of transgender individuals coming out to themselves, and then to others with the
risk of abandonment and isolation through rejection or stigmatization by others.

As my fieldwork shows, coming out begins with the exploration of a certain
identity and it might come up in different ways. This process might proceed with some
encounters with friends, partners, mental health providers and news. For some of my
interviewees, these encounters enabled them to begin querying their self-identification
and going in search of the information on trans man identity for a while. Some others

mentioned that they always knew who they were but that they were not “informed” of
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the identity, and, hence, could not identify themselves as trans or trans man for a long
while.

Unlike Bocking and Coleman (2007) states, self-identification and coming out
processes were narrated by my interviewees as taking place after the exploration of the
identity itself through a search. Throughout this exploration process, they thoroughly
searched for reliable information on conceptual and transitional aspects of the identity.
Although my interviewees could reach the limited information about trans man identity
on the internet, most of them began to identify as trans man after this exploration
process which generally took around one to two years. When they felt ready for the
legal and medical transition, they decided to come out to their family, friends and other
social milieus, and made effort to negotiate their identity with them.

In his book Self Made Men: Identity and Embodiment Among Transsexual Men,
Henry Rubin (2003) lays emphasis on the significance of investigating the progress of
FTM identity. For Rubin, “the history of the emergence of an FTM subject position is
the history of the ‘proliferation of perversions’ in the twentieth century” (Rubin 2003,
61). This statement proceeds from Rubin’s approach to the genealogy of identifications
on and of lesbianisms. Analyzing the “male-identified female-bodied woman” identity
which had opened up crucial discussions on gender around the 1970s, he presents the
historical cornerstones of the consolidation of a distinct female-to-male transsexual

identity from both positivist and genealogist perspectives:

“The positivist approach to the rising numbers of FTMs might assume that
these men were always ‘out there’ waiting to be discovered by better
diagnostic categories. By contrast, this genealogy suggests that the numbers
of FTMs rose because of the meager options for selfthematizing their gender
in the new paradigm of lesbianism. Nascent FTMs became recognizable qua
transsexual men once lesbianism became woman-identified in the 1970s”
(Rubin 2003, 89).

There has been a wide range of literature on the political, social and personal contexts
of coming out through lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans individuals’ sexual desires (Orne
2012, Plummer 1995) but these studies do not mention possible meanings of coming out
as trans. Besides these studies, some scholars investigated specifically trans men’s
sexual desires and orientations (Yerke and Mitchell 2011, Devor 1993, Schilt and
Windsor 2014, Vidal-Ortiz 2012). Some have worked on trans men’s negotiations of
their masculinity and trans identity with their partners by dwelling on coming out stories

(Meier et al. 2013). I consider these works which focus on the sexual desires of trans
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men as very significant at this point since the processes of coming out are also narrated
by some of my interviewees through references to their sexual orientation. During the
interviews, gender identity and sexual orientation were often blurred in the depictions of
their self-identification processes.

Even though the self-identification processes were narrated through the
exploration of sexual orientations, it was overt, throughout our interviews, that coming
out to themselves as trans man was the crucial moment for trans men. Sarkis (21), for
instance, told me that he was a “stone butch” before he came out to himself as trans.
After many years that he identified himself as lesbian, it was very hard, as he
mentioned, to embrace his trans identity because of his own transphobia:

“Before that, | was strictly lesbian for a while, I mean woman and lesbian.
To be able to accept myself, | had to deal with my transphobia first. Frankly,
| faced the fact that | was transphobic, in the first place. After that, 1 was
able to make peace with myself. “Are you sure? You were always
uncomfortable with this. Plus, this concept of being a trans man does not
really fit you. You accept it as a more serious thing.” My that transition
process was tough.”

Like Sarkis, Can (24) had identified himself as a lesbian and socialized with this
identity in various spaces such as family, friends and partners. Even though he said that
he was happy and feeling comfortable with his lesbian identity, he explained a similar

anxiety with Sarkis on being trans:

“I am searching for... You know, there was only one name comes to my
mind when someone said trans. And this is the only name which comes to
everybody’s mind: Bilent Ersoy. You look at like ‘For God’s sake!” and 1
looked aside. I looked to myself and said, ‘Don’t be ridiculous! Is it even
possible?’.*

Can, later, narrated that he did not know his own identity until he had a conversation
with a friend’s sister, who studied psychology and had trans man neighbors in Holland,

told him that he is a trans man rather than a lesbian:

% Ya ben ondan &nce gok bdyle bi ara bi seydim kati lezbiyendim hani, kadin ve lezbiyen. Hmm benim kendimi kabul
edebilmem igin 6nce transfobimi yenmem gerekti. Ben ilk 6nce onunla yiizlestim agikgasi, agir bi transfobikmigim.
Zaten onu yendikten sonra bdyle kendimle barisma siirecim... bak emin misin bak bunlardan sen hep rahatsizdin, bi
yandan trans erkeklik kavrami da sana pek uygun gelmiyo felan daha ciddi bir sey kabul ediyosun yani. O benim
gecis donemim ¢ok sikintiliydi.

4 Ya sey artyorum, ya trans diyince benim aklimda tek bir isim var, o da herkeste olan isim Biilent Ersoy. Ya
bakiyosun... Tévbe estagfurullah diye (laughs) kafami ¢evirdim. Ya hani bu ilk dedim, bdyle bi kendime bakiyorum
boyle ‘Sagmalama 6yle bi sey mi olur?” falan.
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“She said “You are not a lesbian, not a butch either.” (laughs) I was like
‘What are you saying? Are you kidding me?’ She said, ‘You are a trans
man.’ I asked ‘How?’ and she said, ‘You are a trans man.’ I asked “And?”
She explained that I am not a woman actually. I said, ‘For the sake of God!’
Anyway, | searched it and so on. | learned about my identity in that way.”®

This encounter enabled Can to start his search for information and to explore the
identity in which he felt belonging to. These kinds of dialogues that help trans men
“learn” their identity might vary depending on their positionality and access to relevant
sources or to people who are familiar with the concepts and processes.

When Kaan (29) was four years old, he started to ask some questions to his
parents like “why didn’t you give birth to me as a boy?” and then he recognized that he
only likes women. Afterwards, he told me that he did not hear a word like trans man for
quite a while and the only thing he was aware of was that he likes women. Since his
girlfriend was studying in medical school, she heard about trans group therapies and
directed Kaan to these therapies:

“l was graduated from high school and | was in college. | went to X [an
hospital] and that was the time I met the concept of trans man. | had a
girlfriend who is a doctor and she mentioned about this thing happening in
X. I had no idea about it. | mean, | was feeling like I am a man but | did not
know what it is and what kind of sanctions there is. Could I take an [blue]
ID card? I had no idea. She mentioned about that thing and | went there. It
was 2005. After | went there [trans group psychotherapy], | learned what it
is and what it is not.”®

Apart from these personal dialogues, some of my interviewees encountered trans man
identity as a word or embodiment on the news for the first time. Tibet (24), for instance,

explained his first encounter with this identity as follows:

“I came to the college and | had a girlfriend. One day, | guess the year was
2012, 1 mean 2012... Which century is this? Even Mars will be colonized
soon but she brought me a piece of newspaper. For God’s sake! What is

5 ‘Sen’ dedi hani ‘lezbiyen degilsin, bag da degilsin.” ‘Ne diyon ya sen, nasil yani abla’ falan oldum. ‘Sen’ dedi ‘trans
erkeksin.” ‘him nasil yani abla’ dedim, anlamiyorum ya cidden dedigi seyi anlamiyorum. ‘Nasil yani abla’ dedim,
‘Iste sen’ dedi ‘trans erkeksin.” ‘Ee abla’ dedim. ‘Ya aslinda iste kadin degilsin’ falan filan béyle anlatt1. ‘Allah allah
ya’ felan dedim. Neyse arastirmalar sunlardir bunlardir [...] O sekilde 6grendim, kimligimi 6grendim.

® Trans erkek kavrammi X’ya gitti§im zaman yani {iniversitede, lise bitti liseden sonra X’ya gitti§im zaman sadece
bir kiz arkadasim vardi o zaman doktordu. ‘X’da boyle boyle bi sey var gitmek ister misin?” dedi. Onunla ilgili hi¢bir
sey bilmiyodum. Hani tamam ben kendimi erkek olarak hissediyorum ama bu nedir hangi yaptirimi var, kimlik mi
alintyo higbir fikrim yoktu. Bak bdyle bi sey var dedi, gittim ve orda 2005’te ona gittikten sonra neyin ne oldugunu
aslinda 6grendim.
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this? |1 mean, it was just a news about a trans man who had transition. After
that, I was like, ‘There is a such thing happening huh?’.””’

On the other hand, Sefa (37) who has a generational gap with most of my other
interviewees heard some news on a trans man who gave birth, and he, then, started to

search on this identity:

“Do you remember the news about the first man who gave birth? | saw that.
There was this trans man who got pregnant and gave birth. | read it and |
asked, ‘Is it even possible?” Because you know, there is no example like that
in Turkey. Then, | started to search about it.”®

For the interviewees, encounters with the concept of trans men came much later, and
was not regarded as being too significant. For instance, Caner (32) talked about always

knowing who he was and not needing a concept for it:

“No one comes to you and says that you are transsexual. I mean, you don’t
know its name. For example, you eat that hibes [a local food in Antalya]
without knowing its name and you think ‘what a sweet thing it is.” [...] You
don’t know about transsexuality but you know that: ‘I am a man. I might
have this body but that is who I am.” I mean you can’t suppress it. It is not
something you can suppress, transform or change.”®

Yigit (31) has a similar narrative:

“It was always like that. Everybody was always aware of it. It was like, you
know... You have an identity of woman but you are something different.
The way you dress, the hair cut... From their perspective, you are either
marginal or a lesbian. They put you in a place anyway. But, | have known
what | am, since | was a little child. I have known what | really want. So, in
this respect, there is nothing changed about me.”*°

During the fieldwork, | was confused when some interviewees, like Caner and

Yigit, stated that they never needed a concept to express and identify themselves as

7 Universiteye geldim, bi tane kiz arkadasim oldu. Bi giin bana ya, y1l 2012 mi ne, 2012 yani artik hani kaginci
yiizyil... Millet Mars’ta koloni kuracak, bana bi gazete kiipuru getirdi, ya gazete kiipuru ne allah agkina! Yani gazete
kupiiriinde cinsiyet degistiren bi tane trans erkek haberi aslina baktiginda. Ondan sonra ‘Aa’ dedim ‘Bdyle bi sey
oluyo muymus?’ falan.

8 flk doguran erkek diye bi haber vardi hatirliyo musun o haberi? Onu gordiim iste trans bi erkek iste hamile kaliyo
falan dogum yapiyo. Ya dedim hani okudum ya dedim ‘Boyle bi sey miimkiin mii?’ falan dedim ¢ilinkii hani
Tiirkiye’de bunun bi 6rnegi yok hani sen de biliyosun. Ondan sonra ben bunu arastirmaya basladim.

9 Kimse gelip sana ‘Sen transseksiielsin’ demiyo tamam mi1? Bunun adin1 bilmiyosun yani su hibesin adin1 bilmeden
de yiyebiliyosun hani aa ne tatli seymis vesaire [...] Transseksiieliteyi bilmiyosun ama sunu biliyosun, ‘aa ben
erkegim.” Yani evet bu bedene sahip olabilirim ama ben bdyleyim yani onu bastiramazsin yani o bastirilabilecek
doniistiiriilebilecek degistirilebilecek bir sey degil.

10 Hep boyleydi ya ben evet bir sekilde farkindaydi [herkes]. Sey gibiydi aslinda... simdi kadmn kimliginde olup farkli
bi sey oldugu igin... Giyim tarzi sa¢ kesimi vesaire, genelde ya marjinal oluyosun ya lezbiyen oluyosun onlarin
goziinde. Bi yere koyuyolar illa ki. Ama yani ben kii¢iikliigiimden beri ne oldugumu ¢ok iyi biliyodum. Ne istedigimi
cok iyi biliyodum. Yani o agidan bende hicbi sey degismedi.
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man. However, I realized that most of my interviewees’ narratives were revolved
around the dilemma that Ali brought into question which emphasizes the difficulty of
both embracing and rejecting “the concept.” It seems to me that this is not only because
of their trans being, but also by the reason of the diversity of trans men that I
interviewed in terms of age, living environment, cultural background and education.
However, all of the narratives above show that invisibility of trans men in Turkey
creates an essential challenge for self-identification and coming out.

It is also crucial to mention that since trans men need to take testosterone therapy
throughout their life in order to keep their hormone balance and physical embodiment,
my interviewees mentioned that they have to come out to new people that they possibly
will encounter. Even though my interviewees do not feel compelled to be out to
everyone in their daily life, they considered being out as part of their socialization. In
our interview with Sefa and Umit, the issue of coming out was discussed as a permanent

process:

Sefa: “I think, it doesn’t come to an end. The process continues until the end
of your life. It is not a thing that ends.

Umit: | think, the process is made up of two parts. One is the medical part
which continues until you take your id card. The other part continues
throughout your life. With every person you met, you go through it all over
again. |1 mean, until you die, you will be coming out to everybody who
doesn’t know. Besides, of course you can’t have children. I will have to
come out to my child. Maybe my child’s friends will learn about it and I
will have to come out to them, too. It will always start all over again. |
guess, it never ends.

Sefa: At the begining, everybody thinks “I will take my ID card and so it
will end.” But it continues after you take your ID card. Nothing changes.
For example, everytime you go to a hospital, you have to tell about it.

Umit: Apart from anything else, you need to use that hormone until you die.
You need to see an endocrinologist very often. You explain to the doctor the
reason why you use it and you need a prescription to be written again and
again. It always turns back to the start. But maybe, medicine will improve
(laughs) and then we can find a solution.”

11 Sefa: Yok yani bence bitmeyen bi sey dmriiniin sonuna kadar o siire¢ devam ediyo yani bence. Hani biten bi sey
degil.

Umit: Bence de siire¢ aslinda iki boliim, biri o tip yani kimligini alana kadar devam ediyo digeri biitiin hayatin
boyunca, her yeni tanigtigin insanla tekrar yagiyosun onu. yani 6lene kadar bunu bilmeyen her insana agilcaksin.
Mesela hepsini gegtim ¢ocugum olmuyo tabii ki. Cocuguma agilmam gerekicek 11 ¢ocugumun arkadasi belki
6grenicek ona agilmamam gerekicek. Bu hani siirekli basa doniicek. Bitmez yani herhalde.

Sefa: Herkes sey diye basliyo kimligimi alinca biticek falan diye diisiiniiyo ama kimligi aldiktan sonra da devam
ediyo degisen bi sey olmuyo. Yani her hastaneye gittiginde mesela onu sdylemek zorunda kalryosun.
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At this point, it is also significant to mention that most of my research participants
consider the whole “path of being a trans man” as an endless process from the first
moment of coming out to oneself to transition processes (see also Chapter 3).

In the following section, | will discuss the relationality between and the
interactions of the coming out process, the visibility of the identity, and the accessible

information on trans masculinities.

2.2. (In)visibility and Reaching the Information

Trans women’s visibility increased in the 1990s, especially after Biilent Ersoy was
legally recognized, enabling both trans women and trans men to get gender
reassignment surgeries and to be recognized legally. The public visibility of trans men
came later, mainly through a nascent activist group, Voltrans. This platform opened up
a ground-breaking discussion on transgenderism in Turkey among feminist and
LGBTI+ organizations.

While talking about his high school years in the early 2000s, Caner (32)
highlighted that it was unthinkable to “be a trans man” in those times since there were
only trans women as visible. Then, he narrated his experience in a girls’ dormitory by

ambiguating the differentiation between gender identity and sexual orientation:

“The year was 1998 or 1999. There was only Bilent Ersoy but nobody
knew her identity, nobody defined her as transsexual. Maybe, people didn’t
think there can be woman-to-man transsexuals either. But, I didn’t put a
sexual identity, that I can’t live, in the center of my life. I was living it
anyway. My lover was sleeping on the top of my bunk bed.”*2

Accordingly, I suggest paying sufficient attention to the historical consolidation of
trans men identity in the context of Turkey since this identity has quite a new history in
Turkey. Given that Caner also narrated that he never self-identified as woman or
lesbian, it seems that lack of information on and invisibility of trans men might blur the

borders of gender identity and sexual orientation.

Umit: Zaten higbi sey olmasa 6lene kadar o hormonu kullanmak zorundasimn, siirekli endokrine gidiyosun. Neden
bunu kullandigini agikliyosun, tekrar yazdiriyosun falan doniiyo yani basa. Ama belki tip gelisir, ¢c6zim bulabiliriz.

2 yil 1998 99, bir Biilent Ersoy da onun da noldugunu kimse bilmiyodu hani onu da transseksiiel olarak
tanimlamiyolardi. Kadindan erkege bi transseksiiel olabilecegini diisiinmiiyolard: belki de, ben de bilmiyodum yani.
Ama benim hayatimin merkezinde yasayamadigim cinsiyet kimligim yoktu. Ciinkii ben onu bi sekilde yasiyodum
zaten, sevgilim {ist ranzamda yatiyodu.
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In 2014, Voltrans directed a documentary film that treats the history of this
platform based on oral history interviews. Even though they had strongly made an effort
to screen it in film festivals, its visibility remained relatively limited and could not reach
people out of the activist milieu. most of my interviewees told me that they did not
watch this documentary. Given that most of trans men that I interviewed do not see
themselves activist in a broad sense, it seems that Voltrans’ existence and visibility
could not have a direct effect on their self-identification and coming out processes.

In terms of the visibility of trans men, the public transition process of Ruzgar
Erkoclar®® played a key role. For Riizgar, being exposed by mainstream media may
have been traumatic, but his visibility enabled trans men in Turkey to identify with
someone “like them.” Umit (21), for instance, was in high school when his gender
anxiety came into focus and Riizgar’s visibility was helpful for him to question his way

of self-expression:

“I remember the interview Riizgar Erkoclar gave to Ayse Arman, from the
newspaper Hurriyet. There was this sentence, even though | cannot
remember the exact words: ‘I like women not as a woman but I like them as
aman.” Then [ wondered if [ was the same. I thought, ‘Is there a such thing?
Is there a difference between the two?” Later, I found myself while
searching what transsexaulity is.”*

As Umit pointed out, the visibility of trans men facilitates self-identification, enabling a
smoother coming out process both to themselves and to others such as family, friends,
partners and psychiatrists. Like Umit, Tibet (24) who told me that he did not “know”
that he was a trans even though he was aware of his sexual orientation, speaks of the
distress caused by having no information on his way of self-expression:

“I searched as ‘woman who likes woman’ [on Google]. And there was this
definition on Wikipedia, which, later | found out, was not exactly true. |
thought this is not exactly what it is. Then, | kind of wrote a paragraph on
Google and searched by using the words ‘who feels like a man’. It brought
me to Wikipedia’s page with the title of ‘transsexaulity’. I was like ‘Oh, |
think I found it!” It made me feel so relaxed, at that moment. Because when
there is something new and you don’t know exactly what it is, you feel

13 Rlzgar Erkoglar is an actor who is the first publically visible trans man in the Turkish media.

14 Hiirriyet’e roportaj vermisti [Riizgar Erkoglar] iste Ayse Arman’a, o zaman okudum, tam sey demisti tam ciimleyi
hatirlamiyorum da annesine agilirken ‘ben kadinlardan kadin gibi degil, erkek gibi hoslaniyorum’ demisti. ‘Aa’
dedim ‘ben de mi 6yleyim, dyle bi sey mi varmis o ayrim’ diye. Ondan sonra ordan iste transseksiielizm nedir diye
falan arastirirken buldum.
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worried. You think like there is a problem. After | learned that, there was
something, okay, but | had never seen, heard or known like that.”*®

As another example, during a course on media that Ali was taking at the university, one
student made a presentation on the struggles of gay and lesbians in Turkey, and it

triggered Ali’s curiosity on LGBTI+ issues:

“l said to myself then, ‘Yes, I am something. But what am 1?” After that, I
searched on internet, which I broke one of my taboos by doing that, ‘“What
is lesbian?’ or ‘What is gay?’ and so on. Till then, I just had knowledge by
hearsay. | had been closeted till then, | mean there was something on me but
what was that? You just afraid to go forward. Later, | met somebody on
internet [Lezce: leshian dating and socialization application]. | wrote to that
guy, thinking “Yeah buddy, he is a man.” He was huge and he had a beard
etc. Then I talked to him about ‘what is it and what it is not’. We talked
throughout the nights.”*®

In Ali’s example, the first encounter in the class was followed by an online search.
Then, he found some other online platforms with his new friend’s suggestions, and
encountered trans man identity through a complex path by reaching the information on
it step by step, including a lesbian dating application before any source on trans men.
This example reveals the limitations of the sources on trans men and the difficulties of
accessing them.

In his groundbreaking book FTM: Female-to-Male Transsexuals in the Society,
Devor (2016) analyzes trans masculine individuals’ coming out processes, exploration
of the identity and bodily experiences by associating them with their social statuses
within the society. About twenty years, its first publication in 1997, Devor published a
new edition of this book in 2016 with a new introduction. In his “New Introduction,”
Devor dwells on the blossoming of self-identifications in the last twenty years.
According to Devor, internet usage has played a significant role in the increasing

diversity of individuals’ and groups’ self-identifications:

15 Sey diye aratmigtim yani ‘kadindan hoslanan kadin’ diye aratmistim. Vikipedi’de bi tanim ¢ikt: simdi okuyorum ya
tamam bi kism1 dogru da bi kismu degil. Yani ‘bu tam olarak bu degil’ falan oldum. Sonra baya boyle alenen yazdim,
‘kendini erkek gibi hisseden...” hani paragraf kurdum yani Google’a. Sonra Vikipedi’'nin transseksiiellik sayfasina
yonlendirdi. ‘Aa’ dedim ‘vallahi bu, buldum.” O an ¢ok rahatlamistim ¢iinkii yani bi sey var ama ne oldugunu
bilmeyince insan daha bi tedirgin oluyo yani bir sikint1 var gibi geliyo. Benim onu 6grendikten sonra hani bdyle bi
sey var ama bdyle kimseyi gérmedim duymadim bilmiyorum.

16 O giin dedim kendi kendime, dedim ‘ben de biseyim ama neyim?’. Sonra internete girdim tamam mi1 bi tabumu
yikiyorum internete biseyler yaziyorum arastirmak igin iste bu nedir lezbiyen nedir gey nedir falan. E kulaktan dolma
bilgilerle biliyosun sey degil. O zamana kadar kapaliydim hani bisey var ama ne? Korkuyosun iistiine gitmeye. Sonra
iste bi arkadasla tanigtim bu iste internet vasitasiyla [Lezce: lesbian dating and socialization application], bu iste
cocuga yazdim bakiyorum iste ulan diyom hani erkek yani. Iste iri miri falan sakali falan var iste sordum bu nedir ne
degil, baya ¢ocukla konustuk bak gecelere kadar konustuk.
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“Around the time that the first edition of this book was published, public use
of the internet began to burgeon and trans people were eager early adopters.
They were hungry for connection and communication with others like
themselves. [...] They told their stories, and learned those of other people.
They gathered and disseminated life-saving information in text, sound, and
video exchanges. They built web pages, wrote blogs, published online
newsletters, posted videos, and were active in social media. Research began
to be conducted and published online. Service providers realized that their
market was increasingly online and they, too, became part of the trans
internet world” (Devor 2016, Xxiv).

As my research has uncovered, online platforms and publications have played a
supportive role for trans men’s self-identification and transition processes in Turkey as
well. Including personal, collective and/or interactive blogs and Facebook groups,
internet usage has been an integral part of trans men’s experiences. In my interviews
with psychiatrists, they said that they refer trans men who consult with them to
“Transmasculine Data Bank” (Trans Maskiilen Bilgi Bankasi) and “T-KULUPY
(Transerkek Kultiir Uretim Platformu) Furthermore, some trans men might also get
suggestions from T-KULUP members to meet the psychiatrists that I have interviewed
(see Chapter 4).

At this point, 1 would like to give a brief account of the Transmasculine Data
Bank which was frequently mentioned throughout my fieldwork. This blog substantially
aims to give information in regard to trans men and transmasculine identity such as
hormone usage, surgeries, juridical procedures and current news from Turkey and
abroad. At the same time, the blog enables its followers to ask specific questions and to
comment on the posts, and also provides a platform for discussions. In general, the posts
are geard towards providing information for anyone who is curious about or
experiencing the transition process, as well as those who are questioning their gender
identity. The blogger, who writes mostly on behalf of T-KULUP, assumes an audience
that is completely lacking in any knowledge of trans men and LGBT I+ issues.

This data bank and others aim at becaming useful sources of information while
encouraging and empowering trans men with regard to coming out as well as

negotiations with family and state institutions. Tibet (24) told me that some young trans

17 T-KULUP (Transmasculine Culture Production Platform) is a Facebook-based platform in which only trans men
have an access. It was founded in 2013 (as “transmen” (transerkekler) and took its current name in 2014) with an aim
of trans men’s cultural production in terms of acting as a network in which trans men can support, and help each
other about the transition processes and any other issue on trans masculinities as well as text publications, shooting
movies and so on.
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men came to him asking some questions on the identity and transition, and he, then,
explained his feelings on the potentiality of experience sharing among trans men:

“l wish | had people who | could take advice from. | mean, | would like to
touch somebody’s life. Because we are all organic creatures. No one is
made up of carbon fiber. We are all going to die. Anyone who we can do
good to, should be able to take benefit. I even share my [blood] test results
or what the doctor said, on the blog. Why? Because | stil remember how
great I felt, when I was reading Akay’s blog. [ Transmasculine Data Bank] I
remember that idea of freedom, that hope... I mean, hope is the only
emotion which is stronger than fear, and it has always been like that.”®

Besides the data bank, there have been some other personal blogs which were created

with its inspiration and Tibet conducts one of them:

“We are living in the age of information but there was not much information
about trans men. I would give Akay’s due on this matter. Later, | also
decided to start a blog, his blog was Blogspot anyway. | thought, since there
is one information source in Blogspot, I could use Tumblr. My aim was to
tell about the process, create a source in Turkish and so on.”*°

Baris, as a psychiatrist who works with trans groups, told me that he suggests his clients
to check these online platforms since he believes that experience sharing among trans

men might be more helpful than his suggestions:

“Even if someone had not come out to his family yet, | try to provide him
not to limit himself with the information that I could give him since our first
encounter. There are things | reccomend for that. | mean, | suggest books,
websites, etc. There are two basic things | suggest: One is transsicko
[Transmasculine Data Bank] that is Akay’s blog and I usually recommend
it. Other one is a book called “Oteki Erkekler” (Other Men) that I definitely
suggest.”?°

Another psychiatrist Zeynep considers the same blog as a significant source of

knowledge:

18 Keske zamaninda benim de bdyle damigabilecegim birileri olsayd: yani ben birilerinin hayatina dokunabiliyo
olsaydim yani ¢iinkii hepimiz organik varliklariz, kimse karbonfiber degil 6liicez gidicez. Kime yararimiz varsa o
yararini gorsiin yani. Ben blogda test sonuglarimi bile paylasiyorum yani doktorun ne dedigine kadar paylagiyorum
yani. Niye? Ciinkii zamaninda akay’in blogunu [Transmasculine Data Bank] okurken g6ziimde olan o pariltiyr hala
hatirliyorum. O 6zgiirliik fikrini o umudu... Hani ¢iinkii her zaman oyledir yani umut korkudan giiglii tek duygudur.

9 Bilgi ¢agindaydik ama trans erkeklik iizerine gok fazla sey yoktu. O konuda akay’in hakkini yiyemem yani
hakkaten. Sonra bu siirecten sonra dedim ki ben de bi blog a¢iyim zaten onunki Blogspot’tu, ben de dedim ki hani
Blogspot’ta bi tane var zaten bunun hakkinda bilgi veren, ben de dedim Tumblr’da agayim. Yani siireci anlatiyim
falan filan Turkge olsun, kaynak olsun bilmem ne.

20 Bir kisi daha ailesine agilmadiysa dahi ilk goriismeden itibaren ben, benim verdigim bilgiyle smirli kalmamasini
saglamaya caligtyorum. Bunun i¢in dnerdigim seyler var. yani kitap 6nerdigim, internet sitesi 6nerdigim oluyo, iki
temel sey bir tanesi transsicko [Transmasculine Data Bank] iste akay’in blogu o ¢ok dnerdigim bi sey oluyo; ikincisi
kitap oteki erkekler kitabr mutlaka 6neriyorum.
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“There is need for those kinds of things. For example, Akay’s website has
been a life-saver for trans men. | was suggesting, to people who came to me
without any knowledge, to read and to work on that website. Because, if
somebody does not know much about it, they can check it out and had an
opinion in mind. If they would have questions at the end and bring them to
me, we could save some time. That was such a good source of information
because it contained true information. | guess, we need to focus on
increasing the number of this kind of sources.”?*

As these narratives suggest, there is an effort to increase the number of online source on
trans man identity. Moreover, all psychiatrists and lawyers that | interviewed mentioned
that they had difficulty reaching the relevant sources which would benefit their own
research and consulting. They, therefore, emphasized the importance of experience
sharing also within their own workplaces where they were marginalized by their
colleauges, and | will lay emphasis on these dynamics of institutional spaces in Chapter
3.

2.3. Negotiations on Trans Masculinities with the Family

As a crucial part of socialization, trans men feel compelled to negotiate their
masculinities with their families, friends, teachers and partners. All my interviewees,
including professionals as well, urged upon especially the importance of family support,
and considered it as a significant part of trans men’s resistance against institutions such
as school, court, hospital, and social environment. Even before | asked my interviewees
about their families’ reactions to their coming out, they all constituted a narrative by
associating each issue to their families. Besides trans men themselves, all the
psychiatrists and lawyers that | interviewed overemphasized the significance of family
support for trans men’s life individually and socially.

Caner (32) told me about living a life that they always have to take up all the
challenges [diiglim ¢6zmek] by challenging norms, relations and institutions. Moreover,
he takes this challenge as his own responsibility:

“We have no such a luxury; we have to understand everybody and untie

every knot. | was so little, when | noticed that. 1 mean, | was going to
college and did the biggest mistake of my life. After that, | decided not to

21 Bu tiir seylere ¢ok ihtiyag var. Misal sey ok Akay’m sitesi o baya hayat kurtardi yani trans erkekler igin. Ben de
bana gelenlere higbir sey bilmiyolarsa yaziyodum ‘Bunu ¢alis gel” diyodum. Ciinkii hani bi hakkaten farkinda degil
bilmiyo bir siirii seyi ve ordan bakip kafasinda bi fikir olusabilir ve onun iizerinden sorularini da getirsen daha ¢ok
zaman kazaniriz diye... O muazzam bi bilgi kaynagiydi yani bir de dogru bilgi icerdigi i¢in. Gibi hani bunlar1 biraz
arttirmaya yogunlagsmamiz lazim galiba.
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tell anyone something which is not true as if it is. | knew this would not
always go like this and it would change some day. And, | prepared myself
for that.”?2

To receive these people’s support might have a positive influence on trans men’s self-
confidence for self-expression and encourage them to begin following the transitional
process as a legal and medical path. As my fieldwork recovered, family issue matters
for trans men in Turkey as a space of resistance in terms of social acceptance,
embracement of identity, visibility and financial burden.

Besides all my interviewees identify themselves as “trans man” and/or “man,”
only one interviewee, Sarkis told me that he generally prefers to identify “trans” and
said: “trans masculinity is something like a defense mechanism against my family. It is
also a step of my transition process that | have been passing through. | would prefer to
be called trans.”?® This explanation of Sarkis can make us reconsider the possible
meanings of family for trans men.

Most of my interviewees, especially Sarkis, Kaan, Tibet and Caner, mention that
their need to be recognized and accepted in the society could not be provided without
their family support. Moreover, trans men might develop various strategies to get family
support such as taking family members to their psychiatrists, suggesting them to attend
to family groups like LISTAG?* or psychiatric group therapies and introducing them to
other trans men’s families.

On the other hand, psychiatrists that | interviewed try to be in alliance with trans
men’s family throughout their transition process. Accordingly, they make an effort to
pursue follow-ups not only with trans men but also with their families within client-
centered therapy and group therapy. As the psychiatrists that | interviewed mentioned, if
a person says that he is ready to face with the risk of losing everything by referring to
family, it seems that family matters for him rather than something he does not care

about.

22 Bizim o6yle bi liiksiimiiz yok, biz herkesi anlamak ve her diigiimii ¢dzmek zorundayiz. Ben bunun farkina
vardigimda el kadar bebektim iste. Universiteye gidiyodum yani hayatimm en biiyiik hatasin1 yaptim. Ondan sonra
kimseye olmamuis bi seyi varmig gibi anlatmamaya karar verdim. Bu siirecin boyle gitmeyecegini ve bi giin
degisecegini bilerek yasadim ve bunun i¢in hazirlik yaptim.

23 Trans erkeklik benim aileme karst aldigim bi savunma mekanizmasi gibi bi sey. Bi de gecirdigim siirecin parcas.
Trans: tercih ederim

24 LISTAG (Families of LGBTs in Istanbul) is a solidarity and support group for families and friends of lesbian, gay,
bisexual and trans individuals in Istanbul. For the further information here is their website: https://listag.org/english/
and their documentary movie: https://vimeo.com/203084859
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In this context, it seems that trans men desire not only to be accepted as man
and/or trans man but also to be socially supported and encouraged by their families.
When I asked Barig about family issues to get an information on general psychiatric

approach in Turkey, he replied me:

“This is not my personal and political view about the society and family but
it becomes something important if family is an important institution for my
interlocutor, or if he includes family by saying ‘I run the risk of everything.’
If he includes family in each matter, it means that it is very important
anyway since he doesn’t say ‘I don’t care about the family.” If family is
considered as one of the things that he runs the risk of, it is meaningful for
me to provide him to stand with his family. Thereby, | personally make an
effort to meet families here. | support them to be able to be with their
children throughout the transitional process. Also, we hold the sessions for
family groups [bringing different families together] besides the one-to-one
meetings with each family.”?®

In this vein, it seems that families, especially parents, also might need a support to deal
with the process of their trans children. Umit, for example, took his mother to his

psychiatrist since he could not “convince” her about his identity:

“My mom is affected by her environment in this matter. In the beginning, |
took her to that psychologist to talk with and that woman [psychologist] said
her, “Your child is not a thief or a murderer, I mean you must stand with
him because this is not his choice.” Also, when my aunt didn’t accept me,
my mother defended me, using the psychologist’s words. I was shocked,
like “What?’. I mean, it had minor effects and she even came out to all of
our relatives on my behalf. T haven’t spoken to them about this at all but my
mother called everyone that I didn’t meet and told them ‘Such and such
happened.’ It is very surprising that some relatives, that I have never known,
know about me now. Well, the processes of coming out first to oneself and
then to others around you worked out the same for my mother as it does for
us.”2®

In her unpublished medical speciality thesis, Seven Kaptan (2010) underlines the

significance and influences of familial and social support on trans individuals to

25 Benim politik goriisiim benim toplumla, aileyle ilgili gériisiim degil bu ama karsimdaki insan i¢in aile dnemli bi
kurumsa herseyi goze aldim diyecek kadar 6nemliyse ¢iinkii bu da bi sey. Her seyin igerisine aile giriyorsa zaten
demek ki onemli, ‘Bana ne aileden?’ demiyo. Goze alinacak bi sey aileyi kaybetmek gibi goriiniiyosa ailenin
destegini yaninda tutmasini saglamak benim i¢in anlamli. Dolayisiyla burda hem bireysel olarak aileyle goriismeye
caba sarf ediyorum. Onlarin tepkilerine onlarin miittefik olarak kisiyle gegis siirecinde yer alabilmesi i¢in
destekliyorum. Iste bu aile gruplar vesaireler de yaptyoruz bireysel olanin disinda onlar da yapiliyo.

% Annem cevresinden cok etkilenir bu konuda. Ilk basta ben onu o psikologa gotiirdiim konusmaya, kadmn sey
demisti hani ‘Senin ¢ocugun hirsiz degil, katil degil hani senin yaninda olman gerekiyo ¢ilinkii bu onun elinde degil’
diye. Sonra teyzem falan da kabul etmedigi zaman beni annem psikologun sozlerini kullanarak beni savunuyodu.
Baya sasirmistim noluyo dedim. Yani ufak ufak etkileri oldu, simdi zaten akrabalarimin hepsine annem agildi. Ben
hicbi sey sdylemedim ama hani benim goriismedigim herkesi bi de aramis hani herkesi arayip tek tek telefonda bakin
sOyle oldu falan diye sdylemis. Su an hi¢ bilmedigim akrabalarim beni biliyo, ¢ok sasirtict. Zaten yani bizdeki gibi
kendine agilma siireci sonra ¢evreye agilma siireci annemde de aymi sekilde gorildi.
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overcome discrimination and other stressors. Based on the follow-ups with her clients,
Kaptan analyses the impacts of family support on obtaining self-regard and mental
health of trans individuals. According to her analysis, even though there was no
significant differentiation on family support between trans women and trans men, she
mentions that this situation might change from a set of social norms to another.

On the other hand, if we pay regard to the years Kaptan did her research, it seems
that the results could become different in a certain extent. In this manner, one
psychiatrist that I interviewed, Baris, considers a commonly-held comprehension that it
Is easier to get family support for trans men as a misinterpretation, and suggests laying
emphasis on the authenticity of individual experiences:

“I sometimes hear from some trans women, families or doctors something
like “It is easier to be a trans man.” However, you can understand that it is
not like that if you listen to people a bit. As a person who has worked on
this issues and discrimination since really long time ago, it is quite easy to
say that there is no hierarchy of pains. | mean, | clearly see that the
challenges and the problems people face with couldn’t be classified as
bigger or smaller. Well, there is a considerable gap also between trans men
who came here.”?’

In the light of these expressions and experiences, it seems that there is need for alliance
between trans men, psychiatrists and families to enable trans men to get their transition
as required by themselves.

In our interview with Tibet, he mentioned that his mother was not convinced that

he is a trans man, and he, thus, took her to his psychiatrist, as in Umit’s experience:

“We went to the doctor [with my mother], and there was actually no
difference between the things which were told by the doctor and what I told
her, but he just has a diploma. I said, ‘Doctor, I tell her but she doesn’t
believe in me. If you answer her questions’ I said, ‘it would be better.” He
said, ‘Sure, what are your questions?’. She said, ‘I think that this is because
she is fat.” I guess, the doctor had never heard of such a question before
because he gave an error for a while and then said, ‘If it is so, then all the fat
people in the world would like to change their gender.” Well, my mother
waited for a second and said, ‘You are right.” I mean, it is impossible that

27 Bazen trans kadinlardan da duyuyorum bazen ailelerden de bazen doktorlardan da hani trans erkek olmak daha
kolay gibi bi sey sOyleniyo. Onun da dyle olmadigini biraz insan dinlerseniz anlayabiliyosunuz yani. Bi kere ¢ok taa
eski zamanlardan beri ya da ayrimeilikla ilgili ¢alisan birisi olunca seyi sdylemek ¢ok kolay bdyle acilarin hiyerarsisi
diye bi sey yok. Yani insanlarmn yasadigi sikintilarin, zorluklarm biiyiiktiir kiigiiktiir seklinde birbirinden
ayrilmayacaklarini net bi sekilde goriiyorum. Yani buraya gelen trans erkekler arasinda da ciddi bi ugurum var.
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she couldn’t find the same answer by herself but she needed only to be told
that by an expert. Well, this was what she needed, | mean support.?®”

In Tibet’s case, he supported his mother by taking her to his psychiatrist in order to
relieve her about his gender identity and transition that he desired. Unlike most of my
interviewees, Sarkis emphasized the importance of family support in his life from a
political consideration:

“You need to remind them occasionally and they need to go beyond it
because parents reset their mind. | sometimes open that topic and say ‘Mom,
look! I do such and such things at school. If | were doing these for another
thing like Kurdish Movement or animal rights, you would be proud of me
because | would follow the route that you expect from me. However, | am
proud of myself and would like you to know about it*.””?

At this point, Sarkis explained the personal reasons of his efforts to be with family
during his transition process as: “It [family] is another space of struggle of yours. To
make family be organized or your efforts to change some things within family, being
able to transform yourself with family etc. are ultimately another space of struggle. It is

not independent from this resistance.”*

Conclusion

In this chapter, | introduced how and in what ways the processes of coming out
are narrated, how visibility works during these processes, and how they are associated
with the family members through negotiating their identity by trans men. My
interviewees consider coming out as a process rather than as a moment and “coming out
to oneself” constitutes the major part of this process as they narrated. During this

process, the contradiction between gender identity and sexual orientation consistently

28 Doktora gittik iste yani aslina bakarsan hani doktorun sdyledikleriyle benim sdylediklerim arasinda higbir fark yok
sadece onun diplomasi var yani. Dedim ki hani ‘X bey ben anlatiyorum, annem inanmiyo.” Dedim ‘Siz’ dedim
‘sorularimi cevaplarsaniz daha iyi olur.” ‘Tabii’ dedi ‘nedir sorulariniz?’. Dedi ki ‘Bence’ dedi ‘sisman oldugu i¢in
boyle oluyo’ dedi. Ya X bey de hi¢ demek ki boyle bi soru duymamis ki adam mavi ekran verdi bi an ve sonra dedi ki
‘Ya o zaman diinyadaki biitiin gismanlar cinsiyet degistirmek ister’ dedi. Yani annem bdyle bi durdu, ‘Dogru
sOyliiyosunuz’ dedi. Yani bu cevabi kendi kendine bulamamis olmasi miimkiin degil yani sadece hani bilen birinin
ona destek olmasi gerekiyodu. Aslinda annemin tek ihtiyaci buydu yani destek.

29 Arada hatirlatmak gerekiyo, asmak gerekiyo ¢iinkii sifirliyo ebeveyn kafasinda. Sey diyorum hani arada ‘Anne bak
ben boyle bdyle seyler yaptyorum okulda. Eger onu baska bi sey yapmak i¢in yapsaydim, Kiirt 6zglrlik hareketi icin
yapiyo olsaydim ya da hayvan haklari i¢in yapiyo olsaydim benimle su an gurur duyuyo olurdun, senin istedigin
yoldan gittigim i¢in. Ama ben su an kendimle gurur duyuyorum bunu bilmeni istiyorum’ falan diye siirekli boyle
konusunu agryorum.

30 O [aile] da senin bagka bi miicadele alanin. Aileyi drgiitlemek ya da aile iginde iste bi seyleri degistirme ¢aban,
aileyle beraber doniisebilmek falan... Yani bagka bi miicadele alan1 sonugta. Bu miicadeleden bagimsiz degil.
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becomes blurred, and trans men find a variety of ways to self-identify through this
“blurriness” and rising visibility of transmasculine identities.

In the course of the process of reaching information, rising the numbers of the
sources on the internet play a significant role. Including blogs, Facebook groups and
other informative sources such as guidelines and handbooks, internet usage has been
one of the fundamental parts of trans men’s experiences. It is also crucial to situate that
my interviewees’ narratives on the processes of coming out, the embracement of the
identity and the negotiations with family might change depending on how much time
has passed after they came out to themselves first. During my fieldwork, some
narratives were conducted through coming out stories that they have actually been
experiencing while some of my interviewees gave weight to legal and medical transition
processes since they got their blue ID card several years ago in their own explanation.
However, all of my interviewees agreed with the idea of coming out as an “endless
process.”

In the following chapter, | will discuss the legal and medical regulations on trans
men by associating them with the transitional processes of trans men and medico-legal

spaces.
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CHAPTER 3

THE MEDICO-LEGAL REGULATIONS: “COMPULSORY” STATE
INTERVENTIONS ON TRANS MEN’S SUBJECTIVITIES

The existing literature on trans masculinities focuses predominantly on the
physical transitions of trans men (Bender 2012, Boylan 2003, Califia 1997, Cromwell
1999, Dozier 2005, Edelman and Zimman 2014, Green 2004, Hines 2006, Kondelin
2014) and technologized body narratives (Prosser 1998, Sullivan and Murray 2009).
Some other scholars have paid attention to the legitimization and disciplining of trans
bodies’ public representations (Bornstein and Bergman 2010, Irving 2008, Nestle et al.
2002, Sloop 2000, Sycamore 2006). Based on my interviews with trans men, as well as,
their lawyers and psychiatrists, | too find the focus on physical, legal and social

transitions to be crucial.

3.1 Medico-Legal Regulations on Trans Subjectivities/Subjects

Article 40 of the Turkish Civil Code which is related to “sex change” was
reformulated in 2001 foreseeing “new conditions for transgender people desiring to

‘change their sex”” (Hun 2013). In Article 40, it is stated that:

“Any person who wants to alter his or her sex, he or she may request to be
given permission for alteration of gender by applying to court in person. But
the applicant must have completed the age of eighteen years, be unmarried,
besides being transsexual nature and must document indispensability of
gender alteration in respect to his or her mental health and his or her
permanently infertility through a report of a board of health provided from a
medical education and research hospital. In case of confirmation through an
official board of health report that a gender alteration surgery has been
materialized conveniently to the medical purpose and procedure in parallel
with given permission, it may be decided to be done as a required correction
in civil status registers by the court.”3!

31 Article 40 of 4721 numbered Turkish Civil Code reads in Turkish:

“Cinsiyetini degistirmek isteyen kimse, sahsen bagvuruda bulunarak mahkemece cinsiyet degisikligine izin
verilmesini isteyebilir. Ancak, iznin verilebilmesi i¢in, istem sahibinin onsekiz yasin1 doldurmug bulunmasi ve evli
olmamasi; ayrica transseksiiel yapida olup, cinsiyet degisikliginin ruh sagligi agisindan zorunlulugunu ve iireme
yeteneginden siirekli bicimde yoksun bulundugunu bir egitim ve arastirma hastanesinden alinacak resmi saglik kurulu
raporuyla belgelemesi sarttir. Verilen izne bagli olarak amag ve tibbi ydntemlere uygun bir cinsiyet degistirme
ameliyat1 gerceklestirildiginin resmi saglik kurulu raporuyla dogrulanmasi halinde, mahkemece niifus sicilinde
gerekli diizeltmenin yapilmasina karar verilir.” (http://www.turkhukuksitesi.com/mevzuat.php?mid=1073)
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Given that the title of Article 40 is chosen as “changing sex,” I argue that first there is a
need for problematization of the discursive aspects of the law.

The term “changing sex” reveals the logic under the law-making policies of the
state as referring to “free will” and “liberal choice” of trans applicants (Hun 2013) since
the text subjects trans individuals who “wants to alter” their gender with the validation
of the judiciary. In her unpublished thesis on the architecture of Turkish judicial
system’s symbolic violence against transgender people, Sinem Hun (2013), who is a
trans rights activist and lawyer, mentions that this discourse which disambiguates the
distinction between obligation and choice is fundamental for the vocabulary of the
LGBTI+ political discourse.

As my fieldwork and encounters with LGBTI+ activists also revealed, trans
individuals who are involved in activism prefer to use “transition process(es)” rather
than “sex-change” or “SRS” (Sex Reassignment Surgery) in order to account for the
variety of processes that are involved. However, the text of Article 40 reduces transition
processes to only one operation, solely emphasizing “a gender alteration surgery” and
not mentioning the expected “procedural” steps up to this specific operation. Moreover,
the surgery being talked about in the law is not specified in a way that is can be clearly
understood by the individual judges. In other words, transitional process does not seem
to be explicitly articulated in the text of Article 40.

In his Female Masculinity (1998), Halberstam investigates how masculinity is
constructed as masculinity while discussing masculinities among ciswomen, dykes and
transsexual men. His discussion on “FTMs” and “masculinities without men” is
reminiscent of determined bodies and performances within gender binaries: “medical
descriptions of transsexuality throughout the last forty years have been preoccupied
with a discourse of ‘the wrong body’ that describes transsexual embodiment in terms of
an error of nature whereby gender identity and biological sex are not only discontinuous
but catastrophically at odds” (Halberstam 1998, 143).

These kind of “wrong body” narratives include some clues for the existing binary
and normative approaches on transgenderism, and they are reproduced not only by
medical and judicial authorities but, at times, by trans men themselves. In a similar vein,
there is an effort to provide the consistence and harmony of body and the sense of self
on an individual and institutional level by considering a trans body as material which

needs and requires “modification.”
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According to Article 40, individuals who desire gender reassignment are required
to “be over 18 years of age and unmarried; also, he or she is required have a transsexual
disposition, and has to document, with a formal health form the health board of an
education and research hospital, that sex reassignment is essential for his or her mental
wellbeing.” In comparison with the former article, it seems that the Turkish State
consider that the implementation of new additional conditions as necessary for the
“identification” and “recognition” of trans subjects (Hun 2013).

In her dissertation, Sinem Hun (2013, 15) states that the state obstructed “the legal
process to ‘change sex’ by implementing new additional conditions” and “by
prioritizing the role of the court as the primary decision-making organ.” She also
mentions that sterilization of trans bodies became “compulsory” as a new concept in the
eyes of the state (Hun 2013). Agreeing with Hun, I argue that all of these requirements
and procedures must be considered as a product of the logic that trans persons should be
devoid of reproductive faculties. It seems to me crucial to include Umit’s comment on

these “compulsory” regulations including sterilization:

“Its [sterilization’s] compulsion... I feel like, if you don’t want the
reproduction of all the street dogs, you sterilize them not to take care of
them. It makes me feel like that. Its goal probably is same anyway, | mean
that they would be worried about the transmitting of our genes to the future
generation and the increasing number of people like us in that way. That is
why they don’t want it. It is like fascism, | mean body fascism. | would
remove my ovaries in any case but it is probably a human rights violation if
someo3nze says, ‘you have to remove them, otherwise I wouldn’t accept
you’.”

3.2 “Certification” of Masculinity: Having a Blue ID Card

Throughout my fieldwork and engagement in LBGTI+ activism, | encountered
many trans men who politically reject to apply for a blue ID card by getting top surgery
and taking hormones (which are legal in Turkey). However, most of my interviewees
already had their blue ID and the rest of them had entered the transitional processes
including surgeries as hormone therapy. As my fieldwork revealed, many trans men
would like to have blue ID due to the bureaucratic difficulties of “discrepancy” between

their desired body and the color of their ID card in daily life.

32 [Kisirlagtirmanin] zorunlu oluyo olusu... Sey gibi hissediyorum hani biitiin bu sokak kdpeklerinin fazla {iremesini
istemezsin fazla ugrasmamak icin ya, kisirlastirirsiniz onun gibi hissettiriyor. Zaten muhtemelen amag¢ odur yani
bizim genimizin baskasina gecip bdyle insanlarin articak olmasini falan diisiiniiyolardir ama o yiizden istemiyolar.
Sey gibi yani fagizm yani, beden fasizmi. Ya ger¢i zorunlu olmasa ben yine aldirirdim [yumurtaliklarimi] ama birinin
ille aldiracaksin yoksa ben seni almiyorum demesi insan haklari falan ihlali olabilir sanirim.
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3.2.1 Looking for a proper masculinity

Due to the fact that there are a great variety of expressions of trans subjectivities
that have adopted a variety of culturally constructed physical “masculine”
characteristics or behaviors, taking hormones or not, it is essential to consider how trans
men with transitioning bodies and identities experience and feel their masculinities.
According to Halberstam (1998), while many “FTMs” live “their masculinitity in
deliberately ambiguous bodies, many others desire complete transitions from female to
male (...) Some of those transgender people who retain the label “FTM” (rather than
becoming “men”) have mastectomies and hysterectomies and take testosterone on a
regular basis and are quite satisfied with the male secondary characteristics that such
treatments produce” (Halberstam 1998, 154).

Even though it seems that there is no legal differentiation between trans women
and trans men in Turkey, the processes and procedures are substantially different from
one another. Legally speaking, trans men do not need a penis as “proof of masculinity”
for them to acquire a blue ID card, yet a mastectomy, hysterectomy and bilateral
salpingectomy are obligatory (Gungor 2013). As my research has uncovered, trans men
largely do not prefer to undergo phalloplasty, as the most preferred technique in the
penile reconstruction surgeries, since there are very few known surgeons who provide
this surgery in Turkey. In addition, it requires a long, exhausting, and expensive
process, especially considering that there are several other surgeries necessary.

In his well-rounded work, Irving (2008) discusses the heteronormative
construction of trans bodies and their representations in mainstream North American
society. According to Irving, trans persons are disciplined due to that their gender
variance “violated social codes" which are “contributed to the growth, development, and
global expansion of the domestic economy” and professionals who work with trans
clients “often internalized the social expectations of the upper and middle classes that
undergirded hegemonic discourses of productivity” (Irving 2008, 43). At this point,
revisiting Irving’s understanding of “proper transmasculine social subjects” and
legitimization of this propriety, | argue that hegemonic discourses on transgenderism
might also determine the medical professionals’ approach to masculinity as a fixed,

stable category.
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In the course of my field work, it was striking to come across a number of
narratives on the psychiatrists’ questioning trans men’s desires for having “penis” and
judges’ query on the topic. Below I extract some quotes from my informants about the
expectations of the psychiatrists and judges.

Sarkis:

“He [a psychiatrist], for instance, asks ‘Do you want to have a penis?’. I tell
that this is not a requisite thing for me, | mean it is not necessary. | know
what | want and it is to take hormones and so | need a sentence from your
mouth which is ‘you are a man’ to take hormones. But | already gave him
everything no to say it. And | left there by crying each time because he says,
‘I can’t assign a gender identity to you.” Who the fuck is you assigning my
gender! He says, ‘I can’t call you a woman or a man.” It is okay, | already
don’t care about that. I don’t have a purpose in which people call me as a
woman or a man. The matter is that | want to remove my boots, to have a
beard and a loud voice. I don’t want to be a classical man or a classical
woman. But it must be like that. I didn’t know these because of my lack of
experience. Also, I didn’t ask anyone like ‘what should I do dude?’. Then,
he said ‘huh he wants to have a penis!’ At the end, I couldn’t stand and ask
him ‘doctor, could I have the same one?’ by addressing to his own penis. He
said, ‘I don’t know.’ I told him ‘let me tell you then.” I showed him some
surgery photos and said ‘Look, if I want to have this penis, the processes
and methods are this, this and this.” I was trying to needle like ‘You could
guess my psychological process more or less’.””®

Ali emphasized the judges’ variable interpretation:
“I proceeded my case and had a fear like you can’t have your blue ID

without having a penis. Some judges do that although it is not mentioned in
the article 40. We had it [blue 1D card] by means of [legal] gap.”%*

Kaan mentioned that he had to convince his doctor to write an “open-ended” report for

himself:

33 Seye takiliyo mesela ‘penis istiyo musun?’ diyo. Diyorum ki Yani bu benim igin elzem bi sey degil olmasa da
olur. Ben ne istedigimi biliyorum ben hormon almak istiyorum ben hormon almak i¢in de senin agzindan ¢ikicak ‘sen
erkeksin’ climlesine ihtiyacim var benim. Ama ben sen bunu demeyesin diye resmen sana her seyi vermisim yani
boyle.” Ve her goriismenin sonunda aglayarak ¢ikiyorum ben ordan ¢iinkii her seferinde sey diyo iste ‘Ben sana
cinsiyet atayamiyorum.” Sen kimsin bana cinsiyet atayacaksin? ‘Bi iste kadin ya da erkek diyemiyorum ben sana’
diyo. Tamam, benim zaten boyle bi derdim yok. Birileri bana kadin ya da erkek desin diye bi derdim yok. Benim
derdim mememin olmamasi ve sakalimin olmasi, sesimin kalinlagsmasi. Klasik bi erkek ya da klasik bi kadin olmak
istemiyorum. Ama meger dyle olmak gerekiyomus, ben bunlar1 bilmiyodum sadece deneyimsizligimden dolay1. Bi de
kimseye sormadim yani ‘Ne yapmam gerekiyo hact’ diye. Oyle ondan sonra hah sey diyo iste ‘Penis istiyo.” En son
dayanamadim sey dedim hani ‘Hocam bundan olucak mi bende’ dedim yani hani kendi penisini gostererek.
‘Bilmiyorum’ dedi. ‘O zaman ben sana sdyleyeyim’ dedim. Ameliyat fotograflarini agtim, dedim ki ‘Bak eger bu
penisi istiyosam’ dedim ‘gecirecegim siirecler iki tane ayr1 yontem var bunlar bunlar bunlar. Bu sirada yasayacagim
psikolojik siire¢ hani az ¢ok tahmin edebiliyosundur herhalde’ diye bdyle birazcik laf sokmaya galistyorum.

34 Davami agtim bi sey korkusu vardi iste hani penis olmadan kimligi alamiyosun. Bazi hakimler bunu sey yapiyo
hani Madde 40°ta belirtilmiyo. Acikliktan aldik yani biz.
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“I brought my paper then [...] it stressed me out a lot. Also, the judge did
not understand. He said that the paper doesn’t say anything to him. | mean,
it was saying that | underwent a surgery but it was not clearly written in its
content what that surgery exactly was. Asli, they began to change the paper
after me. That paper from the maternity hospital began to be changed
because the judges were thinking that it is a penis [construction] surgery and
you have a penis. Whereas, nobody... there is no such thing here in Turkey.
There must be around five people who underwent the penis [construction]
surgery. I went to the doctor and talked to him. I asked, “What can we do?”
and he wrote just that my female gender was ended. It is too open-ended, |
mean it is not clear what you have or don’t have. I brought that paper and
they, then, gave it [a blue ID card]. After this, everyone began to take their
papers grom the hospital in the same way. They didn’t have any problem
either.”®

Tibet also problematized the judges’ interpretations:

“The judges say something liket... There is another subparagraph there
explaining the required surgeries and some of the judges can interpret that
as a penis [construction] surgery. | mean, there is a trouble to come when it
is so. In fact, let’s imagine a person with a penis and it is, then, broken.
Then, would you give him a pink ID card? Or, would you call him lady?”%

As a lawyer, Gizem stated that the limits of judges’ flexibility might change depending

on their “conscience”:

“There have been decisions without penis [surgery] requirement in
accordance with the personal convictions of the judges. In smaller regions, |
realize, the judges might be influenced more with some more pressure. For
the next time, you can direct the judge who has such a case for the first time
and doesn’t understand what is the Article 40 in the civil code. I mean, this,
of course, might be a dangerous thing though. If s/he has strict prejudices,
you can’t go beyond her/his walls. But s/he might listen to what the client
says and try to make the process easier since s/he is not sure professionally.
S/he might try to dispose of the case. That is why the less experienced
judges 3in smaller regions might make this kind of decisions relatively
easier.”?’

3 Kagidi gotiirdiim ondan sonra (...) baya o strese soktu. Hakim de anlanmiyo, dedi ki hani burda bana bi sey
yazmiyodu. Yani surda su su ameliyati oldu yaziyo. Ama ne oldugu yazmiyo hakkaten igeriginde yazmiyo. Aslh
benden sonra orda sey kagitlar1 degistirmeye basladilar. Kadin dogum hastanesindeki kagit degismeye baslad1 ¢iinkii
hakimler bunu bir penis ameliyati, penis yaptird1 diye diisiiniiyolar. Halbuki kimse burda zaten Tiirkiye’de yok yani
o. Belki bes tane falan var herhalde penis ameliyati olan insan vardir. Ben de gittim doktorla konustum. Dedim ne
yapabiliriz, sadece sey yazdi ‘Kadinlik cinsiyeti sonlandirilmistir.” Cok ucu agik. Ne var ne yok yani... onu gotiirdim
onun iizerine zaten verdiler. Bunun {izerine zaten herkes artik 6yle kagit almaya basladi hastaneden. Onlarda da
stkint1 olmadi.

% Hakimler o hani sey diyo ya orda... Bir alt madde daha var orda diyo ya hani gerekli olan cinsiyetin
ameliyatlarini... Onu penis olarak yorumlayabiliyo bazi hakimler. Yani bdyle oldugu zaman da iste orda bi sikinti
¢ikiyo. Halbuki yani atiyorum penisi vardi ve koptu, ona pembe kimlik mi vereceksin? Ona hamimefendi mi
diyeceksin ya da?

37 Hakimlerin vicdani kanaatleriyle iste penis sarti olmaksizin verilen kimlik degisim kararlar1 var. Bu iyi bi sey,
devam ediyo. Daha kiigiik yerlerde onu fark ediyorum, biraz daha baskiyla hakimler daha fazla etkilenebiliyolar. Bir
dahakine ilk gelen ilk dosyalar oluyo, anlamiyo yani Medeni Kanun 40 ne ki. Yani orda ¢ok yonlendirebiliyosun
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Another lawyer Gul narrated that “judges cottoned on to the ‘necessity’ of penis,”
especially with Riizgar Erkoclar’s visibility. In Chapter 2, I discussed the positive
influences of Riizgar’s visibility in terms of encouraging other trans men to come out
and embrace trans identity. However, while Riizgar’s visibility enabled other trans men
to make a room for self-expression, it also seems that this visibility has simultaneously
brought some new difficulties regarding the practices of law. As my lawyer informants
frequently emphasized, judicial decisions on the legal recognition of trans men have
begun to substantially change, with the introduction of strict conditions for the
acquisition of blue ID, since his surgeon “exposed” Riizgar and publicly mentioned that
he did not have a “bottom surgery.”

This observation of the lawyers was corroborated by the trans men that |
interviewed. Especially in our interview with Sefa and Umit, they discussed the
negative influences of Riizgar’s exposal, comparing the approaches of the jucidicary

before and after his visibility:

Sefa: “We, maybe most of us, think that our judicial processes were easier
before Riizgar [Erkoglar]. After Riizgar’s visibility, the judicial processes
for trans men...

Umit: It is because someone exposed that he [Riizgar] did undergo such a
surgery. Afterwards, the judges started to think like ‘Was there such a
thing?’.

Sefa: Exactly! They started to enforce that. | mean, | have never heard that
the judges enforced anyone to undergo the penis [construction] surgery
when | was in the hospital where I met many people who already had their
blue IDs. When Rizgar was exposed, trans men started to be dragged up
and to be queried. After that, the judges began demanding penis
[construction] surgery. There was no such a thing before that. | mean, the
man [a judge] could provide you a blue ID through gazing your appearance.
They thought like ‘Okay, this guy’s appearance is fitted, let me give him his
[blue] ID and let him go’.”%8

hakimi ilk dosyas1 olabiliyo, hicbi fikri yok. Ya tabii bu hem tehlikeli bi sey de olabilir. Cok katt 6nyargilart varsa o
duvart asamiyosun. Ama biraz hani mesleki olarak da ¢ok emin olmadigi ig¢in orda miivekkilin dedigi seyi
dinleyebiliyo da, kolaylastirmaya da calisabiliyo. Elinden dosyay: ¢ikarmaya da galisabiliyo. O yiizden kiiciik
yerlerde daha deneyimsiz olan hakimler daha bdyle rahat bu kararlari verebiliyolar.

38 Sefa: Biz belki de bi cogumuz sey diye diisiiniiyoruz, Riizgar’dan énce bizim mahkeme siireglerimiz daha kolaydi.
Ruzgardan sonra mahkeme suregleri trans erkeklere...

Umit: Seyden dolay1 oldu bu birisi iste ameliyat olmadi diye ifsa edince ondan sonra hakimler bdyle bi sey mi varmus

diye...

Sefa: Aynen! Onu dayatmaya basladilar. Yani yoksa hani ben X’da ¢ok insan tanidim kimligini almis hatta seyle bu
hickimseden hakimlerin sey istedigini duymadim hani penis ameliyati istediklerini duymadim. Ne zaman Riizgar ifsa
oldu, trans erkekler hani boyle artik karigtirilmaya bagladi kurcalanmaya baglandi. Ondan sonra penis ameliyatlarini
hakimler talep etmeye basladilar yoksa dyle bi sey yoktu hi¢. Hani adam senin dis goriiniisiine bakarak hakim senin
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In one of his lectures on sexuality, Michel Foucault (1984) lays emphasis on “the
culture of the self” as requiring the correction of the body and the soul. While criticizing
the idea claiming the necessity of the balance between the body and the soul, Foucault
(1984) notes that there is an extensive disquiet, arising from the imbalance between
them, which prompts subjectivities to “correct” or “recalibrate” their body and soul.
This argument might be considered also in relation to the Foucauldian concept of
“governmentality” which refers to the ways of subjects’ understanding and then
governing themselves by grabbing power just like a state or an institution. As my
fieldwork revealed, even though the regulations on trans subjectivities seem extensively
strict and unflexible, there are still some legal loopholes which enable individuals to
maintain or conduct their distinct subjectivities within the medico-legal mediums
through benefiting from flexibility of ways to self-governance and to recalibrate their

subjectivity.

3.3. Are Societal Norms Determinant of Thinkable Identities?

When | first began to think about doing a research on trans masculinities, | was
planning to focus only on trans men’s self-identifications and experiences as men. | was
also thinking that the ethnographic structure of this research might be limited with
interviews and participant observation with trans men. However, as soon as | started to
have closer relations with trans men as a “researcher,” I recognized my tendency to
interrupt the conversations’ flow when someone started to talk about judicial or medical
conditions of their own experiences during their effort to get the blue 1D card, and to try
to transform the trajectory of narratives into how and which kind of masculinities they
feel belonging to. Then, I realized that | was missing some important dimensions of
their performances of masculinity: trans men generally feel the need of legal (and
medical) transition in order to express themselves as men and to live their daily lives
without any bureaucratic or legal problems.

Reflecting on my earlier reluctance to engage this aspect of trans masculinities, |
have become to associate this tendency with my initial search for “queerness.” A friend
who identifies as trans man made me deeply rethink trans men’s daily realities and

“queer” as a category or concept, when he said: “When | go to toilet in a few minutes,

dis goriinlisiine bakarak sana kimlik veriyodu. Ha bu adamin dig goriiniisii oturmus, veriyim kimligini gitsin falan
diye diisiiniiyolardi.
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everything will be queer there; if you search for something queer, you can see that
everywhere.” After our conversation with this friend, which puts a smile on my face
whenever | remember now, | comprehended the difficulties of tracking the boundaries
of heteronormativity and queerness. In this research, I do not extensively discuss queer
and queer-based performativity since my fieldwork was not shaped around these issues.
However, | still argue that there are “queer possibilities” in trans men’s experiences
especially in terms of their “failures” in the way of Halberstam (2011) employs the term
since | think that fluidity is not always about queerness but there are also fluid dynamics
between heteronormative and queer performances.

The compulsory interventions to get a blue ID given to “male” citizens and/or to
benefit from health care and legal services limit and restrict trans men’s ways of self-
expression in terms of the expectations and desires for their own body. In this light, as
gender theorist Jay Prosser (1998) emphasizes, trans individuals may risk becoming
“transsexualized/transsexed” subjects. Prosser mentions that transsexed people’s written
autobiographical expressions show that their experiences in their bodies cannot be
approached regardless of the intense social and cultural pressures which compel them to
live as “members of their natal sex” (Prosser 1998).

Taking up the framework of Prosser in his conceptualization of
“transsexualization,” I discuss its possible relationality with Halberstam’s rendering of
“success” and “failure” in the transgender experience. According to Halberstam (2011,
2), “success” might be seen as a heteronormative intervention that “capitalist society
equates too easily to specific forms of reproductive maturity combined with wealth
accumulation.” In that sense, “failure” seems as referring to a situation where a certain

form of reproductivity cannot be obtained.

3.3.1 Policing of trans borders: Who is trans?

In our first interview with Ayse, a well-known psychiatrist in this field, she used
the concept of “full-time trans man” which made me rethink the difference between
medical discourse and politically correct terms preferred by trans men themselves. At
first, 1 took a distance from this discourse that | found too medical but then, began to
ask my friends who identify trans if this term “full-time” is commonly used by them,
and they told me that there are many trans persons who adopt this discourse. Also, when

| first looked back to my field notes from this specific interview, I realized that she uses
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this term since she believes that individuals need to be aware of their limits before the
law, medicine and cultural norms in the context of Turkey. For instance, she told me
that some trans men come to her to asking about the possibilities of military service
because they would like to go to the army for “compulsory military service” after they
get their blue ID card. This early interview constituted one of the most influential
turning points in my research which enabled me to reconceptualize the “politically
correct” discourses that | was trying to adopt as a young researcher.

In her book Cultural Politics of Emotions, Sara Ahmed (2004) challenges the
notion of “feeling queer,” probing instead the inverse and asking what it might mean to
have “queer feelings.” Ahmed suggests that we instead focus on the question “How
does it feel to inhabit a body that fails to reproduce an ideal?” (2004, 146). | consider
this question particularly significant for making sense of the self-identification and self-
imaginations of trans individuals. Each individual might "fail” to be and become ideal
within the borders of heteronormativity. Indeed, the concept of heteronormativity may
not be enough to understand the different ways in which the ‘normative’ definitions of
sex, gender and sexuality operate.

Sarkis, who could not get medical permission for hormone therapy for four years,
narrated that his psychiatrist was not “convinced” about his trans identity since the

doctor cannot identify his gender identity through his “way of self-expression”:

"l entered the process four years ago. Normally you would be send to the
hormone [therapy] in six months and you must have your [testosterone] shot
in one year at the latest. [ wasn’t sent there throughout four years. When the
last time | went there was already one and half years ago. Last month I went
there again. At that time, the process was like... I mean, I talked to them
without thinking like ‘you are only a means rather than an end for us; we
just take advantage of you to take hormones and to let the process start.’
And he said, ‘Then, you lie to yourself.” I said, ‘We only lie to you!’. Well,
they [psychiatrists] are trying to guarantee themselves following the
transition procedure in case this person would repent of his transition later
and proceed against them. But I also know, for example, he says something
about the ID card... I say ‘look, the ID card is not important for me. Pink ID
is the most wonderful thing in the world... I have insurance and passport
through my father for years. What else... there are so many advantage of it.
What can I do with a blue ID card?’. I wish we were in such an ideal world
and | could live my [gender] identity with a pink ID card. But there is no
such a world! Also, if |1 want to be a lawyer, it is a necessity to have a blue
ID card since, otherwise, | will have beard etc. but I will not have breast.”%®

39 Ben siirece bundan dért sene 6nce basladim. Normalde alti ay sonrasinda hormona yollaniyosun, en geg bir yil
sonunda vurulmak zorunda. Ben dort sene boyunca yollanmadim. En son zaten bi buguk y1l dnce gitmisim. Bi gegen
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The concept of performativity has particularly expanded the theoretical grounds of
critical engagement in the ways in which one thinks of gender construction and
expression, and has in turn contributed to the greater body of literature on queer and
gender dynamics. As Butler mentions in the Preface of the second edition of Gender
Trouble (1999), when one looks at the clothes or other objects that cover and articulate
a body, it becomes impossible to pass judgement on an idea of stable anatomy since that
body might be “preoperative,” “transitional,” or “postoperative” (xxiv). Just as
heteronormative and non-normative bodies exist in a variety of sexual and gender
expressions, transgenderism also necessitates being considered in relation to various
forms of self-identification that express a diversity of wishes and desires. In that sense,
“realization of the self” cannot be separated from modification and alteration of the
body in the case of trans femininities and masculinities. However, medicine, as distinct
from the law, also allows these bodies to physically exist in a “mutant/ambiguous” state,
so it both inhibits and enables individuals to alter their bodies. In other words, medicine
allows the body to invert the ideals of gender binary, starting with psychiatric approval.

During my fieldwork, the diversity of the life histories, coming-out processes and
transitions of trans men came as a surprise. At this point, law and medicine have a
strong coprocessing for trans persons “to be recognized” and “to be able to realize
themselves” in the binary discourse that is extensively produced and reproduced by the
state. As two essential apparatuses of the heteronormative system, these spaces might
influence individuals’ self-imaginations and self-makings, and, they, in so doing, might
re-stabilize trans subjectivities by interfering in them with common strict rules. On the
other hand, transitional processes do not seem to be experienced as strict as stated in the
body of the law. As my interviews, especially with lawyers and psychiatrists, also
revealed, judiciary have an authority to interpret Article 40 in accordance with their
personal convictions based on the set of gender norms they adopted.

While discussing the positionality of trans people before the medical authorities in

Iran, Najmabadi (2014) mentions that “sex change is framed explicitly as the cure for a

ay tekrar gittim, bi buguk sene dnce gitmisim en son. O zaman soyle gelisti siireg... Yani ben agzima gelen her seyi
saydim iste ‘Siz bir ama¢ degilsiniz bizim i¢in sadece aragsiniz; biz sizden iste hormon alabilmek igin sireci
baslatabilmek icin sadece sizi kullantyoruz’ diye. O da iste ‘Siz o zaman kendinizi kandirtyosunuz’ falan diyo. Dedim
hani, biz sizi kandirtyoruz sadece. Ya onlar seyi garantilemeye calisiyolar ‘Bu insan daha sonra pigsman olup bize
dava agar m1?’y1... Ama ben de seyi biliyorum yani benim i¢in mesela kimlige sey yapiyo... Diyorum ki ‘Bak benim
icin kimlik 6nemli degil pembe kimlik diinyanin en giizel seyi yaa... Babam {izerinden sigortam var iste pasaportum
var bilmem kag sene. Iste ne bileyim getirisi bir siirii. Mavi kimlik alip ne yapicam ya?’ diyorum. Keske &yle ideal bi
diinyada yasasak da pembe kimlikle beraber bu kimligimi yasayabilsem. Ama &yle bi diinya yok. E hukuk¢u olmak
istiyosan birazcik mavi kimlik zorunlu. Cilinkii sakalim olacak falan, memem olmayacak.”
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diseased abnormality (gender identity disorder), and on occasion it is proposed as a
religio-legally sanctioned option for heteronormalizing people with same-sex desires
and practices” (2014, 1). At this point, | find it crucial to share a narrative which brings
together cultural codes and medico-legal practices into question. Sefa narrated an
encounter in a hospital where he was trying to get official “approval” from the
endocrinology department for taking hormones. When he asked an endocrinologist for

documentation of his condition:

“S/he said, “We don’t look after you, I wouldn’t give you such a document.’
‘We,” s/he said, ‘disapprove you to do this, 'm not giving that document to
you.” At that moment, it was like... you begin to understand how
marginalized you are, how unrecognized you are not in the society. | mean,
even if a well-educated doctor does this to you, what wouldn’t a person on
the street do against you? I turned back and said, “Okay, well go on give me
no fuck! I would go to a private hospital then.” When you go to private
hospitals, they too avoid giving you that document even though you give
them money. I also don’t understand what they abstain from but their
answer was that: ‘we don’t want to take on that kind of responsibility.’
What a rgsponsibility! I guess they think that they will burn in hell because
of that.”*

As a lawyer, Giil also interpreted these processes of “convincing” medical professionals
to do their job as a form of state violence against people whose identities are seen as

“valuable” by society:

“In this country, it is already a huge problem that you develop a discourse in
order to bring into your existence. Can it possible such a nonsensical thing?
I mean, you develop that discourse, then you need to get a document, then
you wait for submitting it or rather being approved... I mean, the
confirmation of an identity, to wait for the approval of an identity is too
violent if you know what | mean.”*

In both of our interviews, Ayse stated that we need to take our distinct culture seriously
by referring to the societal codes in Turkey since all the sets of norms are constructed

through local cultures; and the legal limitations we face are determined by this set of

40 “Biz’ dedi ‘sizinle ilgilenmiyoruz’ dedi, ‘o yaziyr sana vermem’ dedi. ‘Biz’ dedi ‘bunu yapmanizi uygun
gérmiiyoruz’ dedi, ‘o yaziy1 vermiyorum size’ dedi. Simdi hani sey gibi oldu hani ne kadar boyle dislandigini hani ne
kadar kabul edilmedigini boyle toplumun iginde o zaman anlamaya bagliyosun. Hani sonugta karsinda bi okumus
etmis doktor sana bunu yapiyo hani disardaki insan sana ne yapmaz ki. Déndiim ‘tamam’ dedim, ‘vermiyosaniz
vermiyosunuz’ dedim, ‘giderim 6zelden falan alirrm.” Ozellere gidiyosun hani paray1 verdigin halde onlar bile sana o
yaziy1 vermeden g¢ekiniyolar. Artik neden gekiniyosa ben de anlayamiyorum bize verdikleri cevap su: “Biz bu vebalin
altina girmek istemiyoruz.” Nas1 bi vebalse bu... herhalde cehennemde falan yanacaklarin: diisiiniiyolar.

41 Su iilkede kendini zaten ¢ok biiyiik bi sey kendini var etmek i¢in s6z iiretiyosun. Ya bdyle sagma sapan bi sey
olabilir mi? Yani soz iiretiyosun, bir evrak alman gerekiyo, onu iste hani vermek i¢in daha dogrusu kabul edilsin diye
bekliyosun. Yani bir kimligin kabulii, kimligin kabul edilmesini beklemek ¢ok vahsice, anlatabiliyo muyum?
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norms in Turkey. Therefore, she consistently explained the reasons behind her
“relatively strict” and unflexible approach as being aware of our expectations’ and
desires’ practicability dealing with “the limits of our culture.” However, she also
mentioned that they, as professionals and trans individuals, “can only make these limits
more flexible.”

In a similar approach with Ayse, psychiatrist Baris emphasized the influential role
of social codes and norms as determining the limits of trans persons’ self-identification
and self-expression. However, he also highlighted another layer of cultural norms with a
transnational approach by mentioning that gender identities should not be taken for
granted as strict and stable categories since they might be in transformation:

“If 1 think about how they [trans men] construct their gender identity, I can
say something like | have encountered with some applications which are
more out of categories as | have seen in the recent years. Accordingly, how
we medically construct gender is related with how the individuals in the
society construct it and this is a mutual interactional thing. I mean, two-
three consultant have come here [a hospital in Ankara] by self-identifying as
‘genderqueer’ in the recent year. Wasn’t there such a thing before? Quite
likely there was or they began to self-identify in this way with the
proliferation of these concepts. And as | hear and know from my friends in
Istanbul, there are a lot more this kind of applications in Istanbul than here
[Ankara]. So, it seems like a mutual interaction. | mean, I think that the
things like categories, class, classification, non-classification, flexibility etc.
are affected by the society even though the constructed characteristics of
their gender when they say, ‘I am a man’ have been diverse since the first
human who said, ‘T am a man’.”*?

To get back to the dichotomy of success vs. failure one could argue that failures
might contain some creative and cooperative possibilities within themselves by
expanding the ways of being in the world. Hence Halberstam asks: “what kinds of
reward can failure offer us?” (Halberstam 2011, 3). Revisiting Halberstam’s question, |
would like to employ the concept of “legal loophole” addressing the possibilities in
which we can infiltrate through the very “changing limitations” Baris emphasized as a

psychiatrist.

42 Cinsiyetlerini nasil kurduklarini diisiinecek olursam ben sdyle bi sey sdyleyebilirim, son yillarda benim gdrdiigiim
sey biraz daha kategori dis1 bagvurularla daha ¢ok karsilasiyorum. Dolayisiyla [...] medikal olarak bizim cinsiyeti
nasil kurguladigimiz toplumun, toplumdaki bireylerin nasil kurguladigiyla ilgili ve bu karsilikli etkilesen bi sey. Yani
ben simdi mesela son bir yilda iki {i¢ bagvuran genderqueer diye geldi. Yok muydu daha 6nce? Vardi biiyiik olasilikla
ya da o sekilde kendilerini tanimlamalari bu kavramlarin yayginlasmasiyla oldu. Ve belki Istanbul’daki
arkadagslarimdan duydugum, bildigim Istanbul’da bdyle bagvuru buradan ¢ok fazla. Yani dolayisiyla hani bu kargilikli
etkilesen bi sey gibi goriliniiyo. Yani ‘ben erkegim’ derken insanlarin kendilerine olusturduklari kurduklart kimlik
ozellikleri belki ‘erkegim’ diyen ilk insandan beri ¢esitli olsa da bunu boyle kategori, sinif, siniflandirmama, esnetme
vs gibi bi seylerin tabii ki toplumdan etkilendigini diisiiniiyorum.
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3.4 Legal Loopholes: The Rewards of “Failure”

In 2012, there was groundbreaking news on mainstream media, entitled “One
Woman, One Man and A Gay Marriage,” narrating the legal marriage demand of a gay
couple®, Aras Giingor and Baris Sulu. In the case of Aras and Baris, although gay
marriage is not legally allowed in Turkey, it seems that there was nothing posing an
obstacle for their marriage before the law since Baris had a blue ID card and Aras had
pink one. However, their marriage demand became a scandal since Aras was a trans
man who did not have a blue ID card but passing as “male” due to the fact that he was
taking testosterone and had undergone top surgery. I would argue that Aras and Baris’s
resistance was not only against marriage inequality promoting only heterosexual
relationships, but also, I suggest, against the heteronormative and binary legal system in
Turkey.

As an activist-lawyer, Demet commented on the rejection of Aras and Baris’s
marriage demand, underlining the contradiction between the theory and practice of the
law due to its efforts to maintain the neutral family as a “productive” and normalized

unit of the society:

“I don’t know if he [Aras] had his blue ID card later but he had a pink ID
within the application process and the activist dimension of it was starting
just from that point. They said, ‘Okay then, one of us has a pink ID, other
one has blue ID, then we are getting married.” It was not accepted, I mean
they said ‘No, there is a pink ID here okay but you can’t do that.” At that
point, you discuss with the judges like ‘Okay you don’t give a blue ID to my
client because you think he does not have a penis etc... Well then, I will let
these two people who have beard get married!” At that point, you try to
make a breach in there with some paradoxes and some pressures which are
actually unsuitable with our queer politics, you try to overcome that
normativity. How much do we success or how much do we fail? We do that
as best as we can. | forgot to tell you something about the law
enforcement... it protects the family and the society a lot rather than the
claimant. | mean, our laws generally protect its interlocutor, demandant. But
there is no such a thing here [in the case of trans demandants]. Here, the
trans demandant is always the other. For them, there are some things which
need to be protected from the demandant because they think that our world
would get in trouble if the demandant would be sent to our world as they
are.”*

4 “Bir kadin, bir erkek ve bir gay evliligi”: http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/bir-kadin-bir-erkek-ve-bir-gay-evliligi-
19899814

4 Sonradan aldi m1 bilmiyorum ama o basvuru siirecinde [Aras’in] pembe kimligi vardi zaten isin aktivist boyutu
burdan basliyodu. ‘Tamam o zaman birimizde pembe kimlik var birimizde mavi kimlik var, hadi biz evleniyoruz o
zaman.” ‘hayir’ dediler yani ‘hayir bu burda pembe var ama 1 1h’ dediler. E iste hakimlere de bunu sey yapiyosun yani
‘tamam sen su anda miivekkilime bu sebepten mavi kimlik vermiyosun iste evlenince penisi olmadigi i¢in bilmem ne
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In her book on transgenderism and “same-sex” desire in contemporary Iran,
Afsaneh Najmabadi (2014) problematizes the role of constituting a harmony between
trans persons’ body and sense of the self for the state ideology of Iran. While discussing
the binaristic logic under the regulations on trans subjectivities, she argues that there is
not a possibility for acceptance of “same-sex” relations in the eyes of the state in
accordance with its heteronormative insights. On the hand, Najmabadi (2014)
investigates how the techniques of domination, in which Foucault particularly
emphasizes, become “productive of” and transform into “the art of existence.” (2014,
2). Taking up the framework of Najmabadi in her conceptualization of “the art of
existence” I will discuss the ways in which lawyers and psychiatrists form their

solidarity against their institutions in the following sections.

3.4.1 Being in alliance with whom?

“I think that the first step of the transitional process is to say, ‘I am trans’ or
individuals sometimes can’t give a name to the situation and then it is then
to ask, “What I am?’.  mean, it is to be able to say, ‘there is a different thing
on me and I don’t feel good’. It is too hard for a person to find a way of self-
identification and to try to be able to give a name for him/herself. Also, they
generally come and ask us, ‘Am I a homosexual or a trans? Tell me what |
am.” At that point, I don’t know... It is something only he can completely
know about. But, for example... Whether he is confused or set measures to
himself or has a resistancy because of his transphobia or something else...
The process we provide is to enable them to find the way or ways self-
identification, or to prefer not to identify himself by expanding their
awareness. Also, his demands are the things we should work on after he
identifies his identity and/or self-identified. That is why the process doesn’t
start when he entered through this door. My process starts at that moment
but not his. His process probably starts at the point that he faces himself.”*

bilmem ne diye diisiiniiyosun. E iki tane sakalliy1 evlendircem ben o zaman yani!’ falan diye... Ya orada iste birtakim
paradokslarla aslinda bizim kuir siyasetimize ¢ok da uygun olmayan bitakim paradokslarla bitakim zorlamalarla bi
gedik agmaya galisiyosun yani, delmeye ¢alisiyosun o normatifligi. Ne kadar basariyoruz ne kadar basaramiyoruz?
Elimizden geldigince... Yani iste kanun hiikmiine dair az dnce sdylemeyi unuttum, bu aileyi bu kadar korumasi,
toplumsal olanin... Yani davaciy1 degil mesela genel olarak bizim kanunlarimiz muhatabi korur, talep edeni korur.
Burada hig¢ dyle bi sey yok. Burada hep talep eden 6teki. Talep edenden sakinilmasi gereken bazi seyler var ¢linki
talep eden bu haliyle diinyaya salinirsa diinyamizin basina ¢ok kotii seyler gelebilir falan diye yani.

4 Sanirim siirecin ilk adimi ‘Ben transim’ demek ya da bazen adin1 koyamayabiliyolar, ‘Ben neyim?” demek. Yani
‘Bende bi farklilik var ve iyi hissetmiyorum’ diyebilmek. Sey ¢ok zor o admni koyma yani bir insanin kendinin adini
koyabilme miicadelesi vermesi ¢ok zor. Ve bize soruyolar tabi ¢gogunlukla gelip ‘Ben escinsel miyim, trans miyim
neyim ben? Siz sdyleyin’ diye. O noktada bilmiyorum hani o tamamen kendisinin bilebilecegi bi sey. Ama o
atiyorum transfobisinden dolayr m1 kafas: karisiyo ya da bloklar koyuyo direngleri var, homofobisinden dolayr m1
bagka bi yerden bi sey yasiyo. Bunlarin dahi farkindaligini arttirarak onlarin kendisine uygun ismi ya da isimleri
koymasi ya da isimsizligi tercih etmesi neyse bizim yaptigimiz siire¢ 0. Ve o kendini, kimligini tanimladiktan sonraki
talepleri gene bizim muhattabimiz olan sey. O yiizden kapidan girdigi an baslamiyo siireg. Benim siirecim bdyle
basliyo ama onunki degil. O herhalde kendiyle yiizlestigi yerde basliyo.
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The quote above belongs to Zeynep who has professionally and voluntarily
worked with trans men for around ten years. During my fieldwork in 2016-2017, we
came across each other many times in events such as gender and sexuality panels and
solidarity parties. As my encounters within LGBTI+ activism shows and most of my
trans interviewees have mentioned, Zeynep is seen as not only one of the most preferred
psychiatrists by trans men but also an “ally,” as well as Barig and Ayse, throughout
transition processes and within the medico-legal institutions and practices that they have
trying to transform. As she stated, Zeynep does not consider the moment when a client
enters to the hospital or her room as the starting point of transition; she, rather, thinks
that her own process starts as a psychiatrist at that moment.

Another psychiatrist that I interviewed, Baris mentioned that he studied medicine
and started to work with trans clients at the time when queer conceptualization of
gender and sexualities had become prevalent. He, thereby, finds the term “transsexual”
mostly too medical and considers his own personal and professional approach to

sexualities rather differentiate from other psychiatrists:

“Let me say that | have been educated at such times we were talking about
transgenderism rather than transsexuality. Thereby, | have never had an
expectation from persons who have come here with a certain identity to
have the characteristics of a certain category.”*

| also find it crucial to situate that all of my lawyer informants identified
themselves as “activist-lawyers” by referring to their inter-positionality amongst social
and legal mediums. In the course of my fieldwork, it was striking to come across similar
narratives defending the idea that medico-legal regulations on trans subjectivities should
not be obligatory, but optional for each individual depending on their preferences, needs
and desires. Below | extracted some quotes from my lawyer informants in terms of how

they position themselves.
Gul:

“Actually, I identify myself both as a lawyer and as an activist. | see the life
too in this way, | mean that the absolute legal order is not enough for me,
justice is a more important concept. The equality is important too in
conjunction with the justice. but when I consider them in total, there is a
point which is in a progress and that must be conducted through an
independent activism. That is why | have preferred to work as a lawyer

46 Ben transseksiiel degil de transgender déneminde yetistim diyeyim. Dolayisiyla hani bdyle hani belli bir kimlikle
bagvuran kisi, belli bir kategorinin dzelliklerini sagliyor olmalar1 gibi bi beklentim hi¢ olmadi.
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throughout my life (...) When | was back here [from the abroad] and wanted
to open a personal law office, | tended to the LGBTI issues. Since 2012, |
have tried not only to provide a legal service or support to trans men during
their transitional process but also to be an activist against their unjust
treatments, discriminations within their workplace, social environments or
school, and all the violence or discrimination of their families in terms of
both its legal dimensions, and social and sociological aspects.”*’

As a young activist lawyer, Demet narrated that she sees herself as “a subject of the
transitional process of trans men” since she began hearing the cases of trans men after
her partner came out as a trans man and decided to proceed to the transitional process.
After a while she was trying to learn the procedures, Demet has proceeded the cases of
trans men in alliance with Gil and Gizem. Even though Demet mentioned that she
could not interprete or judge the medico-legal regulations on trans subjectivities as a
lawyer, she stated:

“The letter of the law, | mean, what we understand when we read the law
itself, is actually enough clear. To comment on it is none of my profession’s
business. I mean, how can | know as a lawyer whether the transitional
process psychologically needs to be taken six months or how it should be? |
can comment on it as an activist rather than a legal expert; | think that we
don’t need any of them [the law enforcements], self-declaration is already
enough.”*8

In the next section, | will discuss the solidarity mechanisms and the “lobbying

strategy” of lawyers and psychiatrists within their institutions.

3.4.2. Corridors of courthouses and hospitals as spaces of struggle: Lobbying
as a form of solidarity

During my interviews with the lawyers and the psychiatrists, there has been a
consistent emphasis on the solidarity mechanisms among the professionals who work

with trans men. In my second interview with Ayse, she told me how they first organized

47 Ben aslinda yani hem hukukgu hem aktivist olarak tammliyorum kendimi. Ya yasama da boyle bakiyorum yani salt
iste ne biliyim hukuk diizeni benim i¢in yeterli degil adalet ¢ok daha 6nemli bi kavram. Yani hatta ve hatta iste esitlik
de ¢ok dnemli adaletle birlikte. Ama hepsini iste totalde diisiindiigiin zaman yani giden bi nokta var. O da bagimsiz
bir aktivizmle yiiriitiilmesi gerekiyo bu isin. O yiizden de avukatlik yapmayi tercih ettim hayatim boyunca [...] Gelip
burda bagimsiz iste avukatlik biiromu kurup ¢alismak isteyince de kendimi igte Igbti alanina sevkettim. 2012’den
itibaren de trans erkeklerin yalnizca cinsiyet gegis tabi gecis siirecinde verilen hukuki destek ve hizmeti degil ayni
zamanda magdur olmus olman, ayrimeilik iste is yerinde ugradiklar1 ayrimeilik, sosyal gevrelerinde, okulda gibi yani
egitim iste ya da barmma aileleri tarafindan ugranilan her tiirlii siddetin ya da ayrimeiligin hukuki boyutu bi yaniyla
da sosyal ve sosyolojik olarak da aktivistligini yapmaya ¢alistyorum.

4 Aslinda kanunun lafz1 yani kanunu okuyunca anladigimiz sey aslinda yeterli bi sey. Suna dair s6z sdylemek benim
profesyonelligimin isi degil. Yani ben bi hukukg¢u olarak iste siire¢ sey mi ne bileyim? Mesela psikolojik olarak alti
ay surmeli mi iste bu olmali m1 su olmali m1? Buna dair s6z hukukgu sifatimla degil aktivist sifatimla sdyleyebilirim.
Bence higbirine gerek yok, beyan esastir zaten.
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a team for constituting a unit which would enable trans individuals to “alter their
bodies” towards the end of the 1980s in a university hospital with her colleagues,
especially the endocrinologists. She also mentioned that there is a need for organizing a
well-organized team including the professionals from a variety of medical departments
to enable the medical spaces to provide the transitional processes for trans individuals
since “transness is not only about human psychology” in her words.

In a similar way, Baris highlighted the requisites of providing a “healthy”
atmosphere within the hospitals for the transitional processes of trans individuals. He
mentioned that it would not be possible for him to work with trans individuals if they

could not be in solidarity with other psychiatrists. Accordingly, he stated:

“It is not a job that | can explain like ‘I could do even if I were alone.” Let
me say that Ayse has been involved in this branch since the first day that |
started to work on these issues. Actually, | have always carried on this work
with Ayse. Okay, I carry out these works or Okay, I carry out these works or
I work in the clinic by myself. But, if you ask whom | go ahead arm in arm
with both in national and international meetings or whom | work with when
there is a need for writing a press statement or a stance or a report about
these issues within X [a social association] and Psychiatric Association of
Turkey, there are some people | always work with. |1 mean, the people, for
instance, who are educated on sexual therapy might have a more positive
approach to these issues but unfortunately it is not determinative per se.
However, there are some people who work on gender issues and sexual
orientation like Zeynep, Ayse and me. I consider three of us as a team.”*®

As another layer of the solidarity mechanisms within the state institutions, the
lawyers that I interviewed laid emphasis on the strategies among them to transform the
“legal loopholes” of the law into an advantage for trans men in accordance with their
expections from the transitional processes. Gizem, for instance, explained how their
“lobbying” as a small group of the lawyers in solidarity enables the judges to reconsider
their decisions as follows:

“The judges don’t have a strict attitude about this issue, they are confused. |

mean, a judge who interprets the Article 40 in a strict way is actually a clear

judge because the Article 40 is such an article. There is no chance to make it
flexible actually because it is an explicit article. We just try infiltrate into its

49 Bu ‘Tek basima olsaydim yapabilirdim® diyebilecegim bir is degil. Soyle sdyleyeyim yani ben bu konuda
calismaya bagladigim gilinden itibaren burda olan alanda olan Ayse hanim var. Ve hep Ayse hanimla yiiriittiim
aslinda. Simdi bu ¢aligmalar1 ya da klinikte yaptiklarimi bagimsiz yiiriitiiyorum evet. Ama hem ulusal toplantilarda
hem uluslararasi toplantilarda hani kol kola ilerledigim kim var dersek ya da iste X icinde, Psikiyatri Dernegi
igerisinde bu konuyla ilgili basin agiklamasi, bir durus, bir rapor olacagi zaman birlikte ¢alistigim kisiler mutlaka var.
Yani cinsel egitim, cinsel terapi egitimi almig olan kisiler mesela (...) bu konuyla daha pozitif bi tutuma sahip
olabilirler ama tek basina bu belirleyici olmuyo maalesef. Ama yani onun altinda da cinsiyet konusuyla ugrasan,
cinsel yonelimle ugrasan insanlar var iste Zeynep, Ayse hanim, ben. Ugiimiizii bi ekip olarak tanimlayabilirim.
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gaps. What we do is actually a negative practice of law, | mean, it is to make
a room there for trans men or all trans individuals by creating an
adverseness of the norm. Thereby, there is seriously a space for lobbying. In
terms of the associations, the supreme board of judges and prosecutors or
Ministry of Justice might lobby in a good way because the judges are
confused. | mean, there is a conscientious layer there because a judge is a
subject who makes decisions with his/her personal conviction as well. So,
that subject is confused, I mean there is something makes him/her feel
uncomfortable there.”°

This “lobbying strategy” was narrated also by Demet and Giil as being one of the most
effective achievement of their solidarity. In a similar way, Gul highlighted the various

strategies to influence the judges’ decisions:

“We strive to find different ways to change the perception of judges on the
matter. Lately we have been discussing another thing; In such law cases,
there are very limited evidences, you give your back to such evidence as
witness evidence, reconnaissance, expert, some written evidence if you have
any, expert witness reports, expert reports... We try to get these 'expert
reports' from doctors who are also activists on the subject or try to get the
pictures, visuals of surgeries done wrong in the files. | mean, we try to play
at their conscience. That's the way it is, because thinking that the judges -
sadly- will be, or are influenced otherwise, we don't try to go unbiased, quite
the opposite, we try to help them form empathy.”>!

It is also crucial to mention that it was striking that all of my participants know
each other through the professional gatherings, conferences and/or events organized by
the associations and the activist organizations. They also narrated that they ask each
other for their help when they face with a difficulty or struggle within their workplaces.
Accordingly, it seems that there are “informal/unofficial” solidarity networks not only
among the lawyers and the psychiatrists per se, but also among both of them. These
solidarity networks also underlie my effort to analyze the medical and the legal

50 Hakimlerin bu konuda aslinda net bi tavri yok, hakimlerin kafasi karigik. Yani Madde 40’1 bdyle gok sey algilayan
aslinda hakim ¢ok net bir hakimdir ki Madde 40 6yle bi madde. Yani burda seye izin yok ay bdyle mi olsun sdyle mi
yani ¢ok net bi madde. Biz sadece o bosluklardan girmeye ¢alisiyoruz yani yaptigimiz aslinda negatif hukukeuluk,
yani norm karsitlig1 yapip orda bi alan agmaya ¢aligmak trans erkekler ya da translar i¢in. Dolayistyla ¢ok ciddi bi
lobicilik alan1 var. Dernekler agisindan yani hukukta iste adalet bakanligi iste HSK hakimler nezdinde ¢ok iyi
lobicilik yapilabilir ¢iinkii hakimlerin kafasi karigik. Yani orda bi vicdani bi sey var ¢ilinkii hakim ayni zamanda
vicdani kanaatiyle karar veren bi 6znedir. Dolayisiyla o 6znenin kafasi karigik yani onun igine sinmeyen bi sey var
orda.

51 Hakimlerin algilarini degistirmek igin tiirlii tiirlii ydntemler bulmaya ¢alisiyoruz. Su son zamanlarda konugtugumuz
baska bi sey var, hukuk davalarinda deliller ¢ok kisitlidir belli delillere dayanirsin iste tanik delili, iste kesif, bilirkisi,
varsa birkag yazili delil, iste bilirkisi raporu, uzman raporu... biz artik bizim uzman raporu dedigimiz seyi bu konuda
aktivizm yapan doktorlardan almaya ¢alisiyoruz ya da ameliyat yanlis yapilan ameliyatlarin fotograflarini,
goriintiilerini dosyaya sokmaya c¢alistyoruz yani biraz vicdana oynamaya calistyoruz artik. Yani bu sekliyle ¢ilinkii
hani yargiglarin bagka tiirlii etkilenecegini ya da etkilenerek karar vermek zorunda maalesef hani kaldiklarini
diislinerek o bagimsiz magimsiz degil tam tersine bagimli ve tarafli kismindan g¢ikartarak bi empati kurmasini
gergeklestirmeye calisiyoruz.
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regulations as a whole by employing the term “medico-legal” rather than separating
them as independent unites. Regarding his solidarity with the lawyers including Gizem,

Baris stated:

“l have had contacts with lawyers, and there are mostly indirect and
interpersonal relations. There are some speeches | did about it [legal
dimension of the transitional process] before but Gizem, for instance, is
here... I mean, she was a person that | collaborated by favor of T-Der as a
group of people who had worked on trans issues in Ankara while it was
working. And, we still have a connection and ask each other “What should I
do with that client? There is a case like this, can I send you?”. There is no
such a continuous process but, for example, I might need their help in the
trials a lot. Sometimes, | have to convince the court board about any
problem with the social construction of trans masculinity and/or unnecessity
of a penis [construction] surgery. | might need to write some reports about
this issue. When a judge asks me like ‘So, has his sex changed?’, I might
need to write a two-three paged text which tells him/her, ‘Look, gender
actually means this and that’.””>

Consequently, it seems that the lawyers and the psychiatrists that | interviewed have
made an effort to “challenge” and “transition” their workplaces through “benefiting” the
loopholes within the law. Even though they emphasized the difficulties and limitations
of their solidarity and alliance with each other in the changing and reforming medico-

legal regulations, they have had practical achievements up to now.

Conclusion

In this chapter, | explore the interactions between trans masculinities and the state
institutions through a discussion of the medico-legal regulations and state interventions
in terms of the legitimization and the medicalization of trans men in Turkey. | laid out
the disagreements between the judges, trans men, and their LGBTI+ friendly lawyers
and psychiatrists about the needs and desires of trans men regarding their own bodies
and legal status. On the other hand, the lawyers and the psychiatrists that | interviewed
explained how they develop strategies with their colleagues to make the borders of the

law and the attitudes of the judges more flexible and how they provide a solidarity

52 Hukukgularla iliskim var yani sdyle oluyo, dolayli ve kisiler arasi iligkiler oluyo. Yani var dyle bi konusma
yapmisligim vesaire ama mesela ne bileyim Gizem var iste... yani Ankara’da T-Der varken trans konusuyla ugrasan
bir ekip varken, onun araciligiyla isbirligi kurdugum birisiydi. Ve hala da yani ‘sdyle bi hastaya napiyim? Soyle bi
vaka var size gonderebilir miyim?” tarzinda iletisimimiz oluyo. (...) Oyle siirekli isleyen bi sey yok ama mesela
mahkemelerde ¢ok isim oluyo. Yani trans erkekligin sosyal kurulusuyla ilgili bi sikinti, penis yapilmamasiyla ilgili
mahkemeleri ikna etmem c¢ok gerekiyo yani. Bu konuda yazilar yazmam falan gerekiyo. ‘Peki cinsiyeti degismis
midir?’ diye hakim bana sordugunda boyle iki sayfa {i¢ sayfa ‘Cinsiyet su demek bu demek aslinda’ falan gibi
anlatmak.
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mechanism to support trans men’s legal and medical rights. In this manner, it seems that
their efforts to make the cases more relieved for each trans man might be helpful and
supportive even though there has not yet been a major change in the law.

All these tensions between the state institutions, LGBTI+ friendly professionals
and trans men themselves constitute a space of struggle for the diversity of trans
masculinities. The diversity among trans masculinities challenges the binary and
normative understanding of sex and gender adopted by the law and the medicine in
Turkey. Consequently, trans men construct their masculinities in interaction with, and
often in spite of these “compulsory” regulations and interventions, which impose a
proper trans subjectivity and masculinity. As | argue in this chapter, lawyers and
psychiatrists who have developed a nuanced and emphathetic understanding of

transitional processes play a key role in these negotiations.
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CHAPTER 4

PRACTICES OF TRANS MEN’S COMMUNITY BUILDING

In Chapter 4, | explore the importance of trans men-only political and social
platforms in Turkey, that are, organizations and platforms which enable trans men’s
access to information on transition, act as networks of solidarity, and contribute the
visibility of “trans man” identity. Through an analysis of these platforms, exploring the
insights and possibilities offered by trans lives and masculinities, | aim to provide a
particular challenge to the understanding of masculinities within the binary
comprehension of sex and gender.

Throughout this chapter, | introduce trans men-only online platforms and their
efforts to create and maintain a “transmasculine culture,” also identifying the
contribution of lawyers and psychiatrists to these processes. | discuss the community-
building practices of trans men and their perception of each other not only as fellows
and peers but also as competitors, since they stand on different stages of transition, and
have a diversity of backgrounds and experiences. Based on the narratives of my
interviewees, | investigate how trans men perceive not only themselves but also each

other in terms of authenticity (of masculinity) and “transness."

4.1. Trans Men-Only Platforms

In the last decade, there has been an intense interest in LGB and queer
socializations especially in terms of solidarity and cruising in Turkey (Ozbay 2010,
Savc1 2013). However, trans men have not yet been able to produce their own spaces to
regularly socialize with other trans men even though there have been monthly meetings,
especially in big cities such as Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir. These meetings are not
consistently held in the same places due to the everchanging make-up attendees. At this
point, socialization of trans men seems to distinctively differ from other queer
socializations including LGB communities in terms of content, purpose and
mobilization. In what follows, | discuss these differences and highlight that trans men
have made an effort to build and maintain their own trans men-only spaces through
online solidarity mechanisms in terms of the circulation of their experiences within

social and institutional mediums, and the information of identity.
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As | mentioned while discussing online searches and the process of accessing
information on identity related questions, the Transmasculine Data Bank and other
blogs have been an essential source of information for trans men in Turkey in terms of
self-identification and transition. In this chapter, I would like to continue this discussion
and take it further, focusing on the trans men-only platform T-KULUP (Transmasculine
Culture Production Platform) which is based on a closed Facebook group and founded
in 2013.

Trans men recently began creating new online platforms such as United Unicorns
and Mavi Cati, and to discuss reactivating the former ones for publishing articles, news
and informative texts, with the aim of increasing their visibility and fostering solidarity
among the persons who identify in the same ways or share similar processes in their
lives. In what follows, I discuss the reasons behind the “unstablility” of the platforms
among trans men, focusing on their functions in the communities, mechanisms for
solidarity and alliance with legal and health support. | pay attention to T-KULUP rather
than other platforms-in-the-making since it was the more explicitly mentioned platform
in the course of my fieldwork, being the longest standing and the most widely known
platform. In fact, all of my interviewees tended to call T-KULUP as kuliip at some
point. | argue that this tendency can be regarded not simply as a practical, colloquial
preference but rather by virtue of the feeling of “fellowship” among trans men.

T-KULUP has been created as a platform for activism and solidarity among trans
men providing a space for the expression of a transmasculine culture in Turkey. As my
encounters with trans men show, trans men could not easily organize and establish their
own spaces independently of the LGBTI+ movement. A common explanation for the
lack of physical spaces that my trans friends and interviewees have expressed is that
trans men indeed prefer to access information on transitions via social and online
platforms. Many trans men in Turkey prefer to live their social lives as ‘men’ rather
than as a member of the trans community. In other words, trans men-only platforms are
used mainly for providing and circulating information on trans men’s altering their
bodies through hormones and surgeries.

T-KULUP works through an invitation system: only if a group member invites
you, you can be a member. In other words, one necessarily needs to know someone
from “inside” to get this invitation. Afterwards, there is a compulsory written interview
conducted by a small group of people to get permission for being a member. This effort

reveals the need for maintaining a “safe zone” among trans men where each member
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can be sure that only trans men could access to the circulation of visual and written
material they share. All of the posts on T-KULUP become available for members and
new comers even if their authors have left the group. Hereby, all the posts which
include useful information for other members are accumulated within one platform and
they can reach some specific information via a search button.

When | asked some of my friends who are also members of that Facebook group
how I could reach people that I can potentially interview, they suggested me to write an
informative text on my research with my e-mail address and then they could share it in
T-KULUP, so people could write me back in this way. Since I did not think this idea
methodologically fit for my research, | did not reach people in the way that they
suggested. However, the motivation behind their suggestion seems to be their
knowledge that there is a wide diversity of trans men on T-KULUP in terms of

geographical region, age, cultural background, religion, education and so on.

4.1.1. Solidarity within T-KULUP: “Even drinking together is a part of our
solidarity”

As my interviewees pointed out, this diversity of the members in T-KULUP
enables its members, especially new ones, to feel “relieved” that they share a common
identity with many others with different backgrounds. Therefore, even when a member
does not prefer to meet other trans men in person, he might feel empowered by being
informed about the existence of hundreds of trans men like himself.

A well-known leader in the transgender rights movement and writer, Jamison
Green (2004) emphasizes the importance of “Get-Togethers” through his own
experience within the FTM community in 1990s. Although he did not consider himself
as a regular in the meetings or being in need of more people in his life besides his
partners, family and work associates, Green found himself feeling “fascinated” and

“encouraged”:

“[But] the truth was that even though everyone wasn’t just like me, even
though everyone wasn’t someone I’d have chosen as a close friend, it was
fascinating to meet and hear stories from people who shared my own feeling
of knowing we were male people who had been born with female bodies. It
was encouraging to meet others who were all in the process of trying to
understand themselves and manage their lives” (Green 2004, 56).
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Green’s self-expression reveals the significance of coming together with people
who share the same identity with oneself and he, thus, came to be intrigued by the
different experiences of other people who are self-identified as transmasculine or trans
man.

My interviewees frequently highlighted the encouraging impact of meeting people
who share similar self-expressions with themselves. Kaan, for instance, compares the
community dynamics of trans men with that of trans women in order to emphasize the

experience of a distinctive togetherness amongst trans men, especially through kultp:

“People make feel each other good there [in T-KULUP] | mean, it is
generally said that there is a ‘shade throwing” among trans women but there
is no such a thing among trans men at all. Everyone supports each other.
There might be some small things but only among the old ones. But there is
no such a thing among trans men in general.”>

Kaan’s comment on the relations between trans men shows how significant the

support of trans men for each other is. Similarly, Umit recounted that:

“At first, I did not get what was happening, but told myself that ‘it is going
on’. Meeting with even only one person was enough. After seeing so many
of them [trans men], | was really shocked. | was both so envious of them
and really happy for them to having overcome all those difficulties. | was
always passively following what has been written. Then, | started to search
for doctors etc. I don’t exactly what I had been feeling at that time though,
that was a long time ago. But it was like as if buying a new pair of shoes, |
guess. You know, that kind of excitement to touch it for the first time.”>*

As another comment on T-KULUP, Ali described it as an “encyclopedia” in
which trans men could reach all the information on what they need and wonder about:

“| describe it [T-KULUP] as an encyclopedia about us in my own way. For
instance, there is a concern on something, think as if you are about to build a
machine, you can find a video on Youtube. The same is happening here
when there is a private issue, they capture a video and send it to you.”®

53 Ordaki insanlar birbirlerine iyi geliyolar hani ¢ok bdyle bi sey var genelde trans kadinlar arasinda bdyle biraz
madilik oldugu sdylenir ama trans erkekler arasinda hi¢ dyle bi sey yok, herkes birbirine acayip destek. Ufak tefek
mutlaka oluyodur onlar da bdyle artik baglar, boyle eskiler falandan oluyodur. Ama trans erkeklerde dyle bi sey yok.

54 11k basta higbir sey anlamadim ama ‘Oluyo!’ dedim. Hani bana zaten bir kisiyle tanismam bile yetmisti. O kadar
insam goriince sok oldum. Iste yarim kiskaniyodum baya diger yarim da iste mutlu oldum gercekten insanlarmn
sorunlarini atlatip bunlar1 bagarmasina. Siirekli zaten pasif olarak takip ediyodum yazilanlari. Sonra igte doktor falan
arastirmaya basladim. Tam olarak ne hissettim hi¢ hatirlamiyorum gergekten, ¢ok sene oldu. Ama sey yani bdyle yeni
ayakkab1 almigsin gibi bi sey o duygu yani. Hem bdyle heyecan ilk defa bdyle ona dokuncakmisim gibi garip bi
duygu.

55 Ben &yle tanimliyorum yani kendimce, bize ait bi ansiklopedi diyelim. Iste bi konu oldu mesela sey gibi diisiin bi
makine yapican, Youtube’da bi video buluyosun. Bizde de 6yle mesela 6zel bir konu oldugu zaman ordan bi video
cekip atiyolar.
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What Ali means by “encyclopedia” seemed to be as a vast range of information
not only from different time and places but also from a variety of personal and
collective experiences and perspectives. Although I interviewed Ali in Izmir where he
studied at the university before, he lives in a small city located in the eastern borders of
Turkey. Ali’s portrayal of T-KULUP shows that this information network melts the
geographical gap among trans men providing widespread access to the experiences and
knowledge of each other through its online accessibility. On his first get-together with

other kuliip members in Izmir, we had a dialogue as follows:

“You said that you gathered. How was that? Was that the first time
getting together?

Exactly, we came together for the first time and that meeting was the
initiator of making my friends.

How did you feel there?

Well, you see someone like you. Before all these, you think as if you are the
only one, thinking of I was wrong and a sick. But no, neither I am wrong
nor am | sick. When you go to the meetings, everyone has been helping
each other. | was lucky when | went, because nearly everyone was at the
beginning of their transition. Then after, if you get along well with each
other, you keep on meeting with them. If not, you help each other at least.”%

Like Ali, Can, who lives in a small town in the Black Sea Region for studying

focused on the solidarity and supportive practices within the kultp:

“At kultp, we are more than 650 people and all of us are trans men. Some of
them living in Istanbul, some in Ankara, Izmir, Van, Agr1 and so on. It is
diverse. Even though some people living at some places have never seen
each other face to face, there is still kultp. They are writing, pouring out,
looking for advices on what they can do about their families if they have
been facing to having expelled from their home. What else, we are trying to
build solidarity between each other somehow by finding a place to live or a
job and so on.”®’

5 Dedin ya toplandik, bir araya geldik. O nasild1? ilk defa m bir araya geliyodunuz?
Aynen ilk defa bi araya geldik ve baya dostluklarimin falan kurulmasina 6n ayak olan bulusma oydu.
Nasil hissettin orda?

iste kendinden aymisii goriiyosun. Iste 6nceden sey diisiiniiyon ben tekim ben yanlis miyim iste hasta miymm... hayir
ne yanligim ne de hastayim yani. Gidiyosun iste herkes yardimci oluyo birbirine. Ben sansliydim gittigimde kimse
daha siire¢ konusunda baslamasinda hani herkes yeniydi. Sonra iste uyusan kafa uyusanlar olarak beraber devam
ediyosun. Kafa uyusmayan da yardim olunca yardim ediyo sana falan.

57 Biz kuliipte 650 kisi 650 kiisur kisiyiz hepimiz trans erkegiz iste. Biri Istanbul’da biri Ankara, izmir, Van, Agr
falan hani cok cesitli. Tamam baz1 yerlerdeki insanlar hani yiiz yilize goriigemeseler de kuliip var. Yaziyolar ediyolar,
icini dokiiyolar, akil ariyolar, ‘ailem konusunda ne yapabilirim, beni evden atiyolar’. Ne biliyim yer, is su bu hani hep
birbirimize bi sekilde destek olmaya galisiyoruz.
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When I met Yigit who had been in the transition process for nine months, he
complained that he cannot come together and socialize with his friends from the kulup

as much as before, and that he misses being a part of the solidarity network:

“I mean, we don’t need to do anything specific. Even just getting together
and having a drink is a part of our solidarity, at least. Because everyone is
getting alone. Everyone is getting alone without even realizing it.”*

All of my interviewees mentioned how effectively this “guidance” works among
the kulip members; some, however, emphasized that they did not intensely benefit from
the knowledge which had been circulated before their transition. Even though | already
discussed the issue of having blue vs. pink ID card in the context of Turkey throughout
Chapter 3, I would like to emphasize, once again, that | consider whether trans men that
| interviewed have got their blue ID cards or not as a crucial and determinative
information since their narratives on kuliip become varied through this transition, which

is the focus of the previous section.

4.2 “Acting as a Network”: Possibilities of Chosen Family among Trans Men

During my fieldwork, | realized that most of my interviewees who already got
their blue ID card talked about their “gratefulness” for the great solidarity of their trans
men friends within the kulip. On the other hand, those who were still at the “stages” of
legal and/or medical transition processes laid emphasis on the discouraging influences
of being part of a closed community. Especially in the narratives of Tibet, Ali, Kaan and
Can who have got blue ID cards, it is possible to observe a feeling of debt and gratitude
to T-KULUP. For this very reason, | argue that even if we cannot directly consider trans
men community on T-KULUP as a “queer family,” there are strong feelings of affinity
and significant practices of support and solidarity established among its members.

In their inspiring book Same Sex Intimacies: Families of Choice and Other Life
Experiments, Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan (2001) discuss the new forms of “doing
family” and argue that identity is recalibrated in and with intimate relationships.
Especially through “family of choice” which is not necessarily based on kinship or
biology, new and varied forms of chosen relationships might be seen as a significant

feature of both the heterosexual and non-heterosexual world in modern societies (Weeks

%8 Ya hayir en azindan su da olur higbi sey yapmayip bir araya gelip bi seyler igmek bile dayanismanin bi pargasi.
Ciinkii giderek yalnizlasiyo insanlar. Farkinda olmadan herkes yalnizlasiyo.
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et al. 2001). They argue that “People slide easily between viewing the family as a site of
hostility, and as something they can invent. Friends are like family; or they are family.
The family is something external to you, or something you do. This ambivalence in
language is revealing. We are clearly in transition from one set of norms to another”
(Weeks et al. 2001, 11). This transition is particularly evident in the experiences and
narratives of LGBTI+ individuals in Turkey and elsewhere (Caligkan 2014, Mitchell
2008).

As my fieldwork revealed, trans men’s paths cross each other at some points with
the variety of online and in-person encounters, experiences and socialization. In a
manner consistent with Weeks, Heaphy and Donovan’s (2001) analysis of queer family,
my interviewees stated that there are some codes and certain dynamics of the kulip,
which might be considered as one set of norms in a sense, especially through the
discussions on generations, socializations and masculinities. In the light of my
fieldwork, even though my participants’ narrations on T-KULUP were conducted
mainly through referring it as an information network and a support group, | suggest
revisiting the concepts of “family of choice” and “solidarity network among people like
oneself.”

Although there has been a growing attention in the literature to the issue of
“family of choice” among lesbians, gays and bisexuals (Lehr 2000, Mitchell 2008,
Dewaele et al. 2011, Nelson 2013), analyses of friendship and family among trans
subjects has remained scarce. In the context of Turkey, recent research has highlighted
new forms of “doing family” and solidarity among trans women, especially the trans
women sex (Caliskan 2014, Zengin 2014).

Based on her fieldwork in Istanbul, Dilara Caliskan (2014) employs the term
“queer kinship” for the relations among trans women sex workers who have
mother/daughter relationship. According to her research, trans women were creating a
chain of family bonds by teaching each other not only crucial information regarding sex
work and how to survive within their competitive and dangerous work environment but
also about “how to be a woman” (Caliskan 2014). In her words:

“[Q]Jueer kinship evolves into an intense period in which daughters’ relation

with womanhood practices starts under the guidance of their mothers [...]

this process lasts between two to four years and in most cases the mothers

accept and see their daughter as a ‘woman’ — even if they would not fit to

the normative woman image - and ‘teach’ their daughters ‘how to be a
woman.” More than that, in this context, mother/daughter relationship turns
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into a site where daughters are recognized as ‘a woman’” (Caligkan 2014,
59).

As Caligkan’s fieldwork with trans women revealed, knowledge and memory
transfer from mothers to their daughters has become a crucial need which enables new
trans women sex workers to “learn” what they could face with throughout the rest of
their lives while doing sex work and “becoming” a woman. Moreover, both mothers and
daughters’ narratives reveal that “the transfer of a ‘giant database’ (Muhtar) on
customers that enables daughters to develop a mental shortcut to protect themselves
against hate crimes, turns queer kinship into a survival kit” (Caliskan 2014, 140).

Another well-rounded research Asli Zengin did between 2009 and 2012 mentions
the intimate relations among trans individuals including trans women and trans men.
While focusing on intimate workings of Turkish state power, Zengin argues that trans
individuals bring on responses to this power through making a trans community, as she
calls “a form of family and trans activism” (Zengin 2014, iii). According to Zengin’s
analysis of her interviewees’ narratives, queer family “enables an intimate space of
friendship™:

“[O]ne should be attentive to not taking the queer family or living up to

certain codes of family as a constant point of reference in trans people’s

lives. Rather the emphasis on ‘real family,” or what | analytically call queer
family-making and bonding, becomes stronger in those violent moments of

everyday life when trans people face exclusion, displacement, and
abandonment” (Zengin 2014, 268).

In a similar vein to Caliskan (2014) and Zengin (2014), my interviewees’
narratives revealed that T-KULUP works not only for the transfer of knowledge
regarding the transition processes but it also acts as a “survival guide.” As I mentioned
above, it seems to me that the reason behind their preference to call this platform as
“kuliip” does not only have practical reasons but also expresses their strong attachment
and sense of belonging to this community.

Can explains his feelings on T-KULUP as follows:

“Nothing would work, if ‘kuliip’ didn’t exist. It goes same for me as well, |

guess. | mean it would work but hardly (...) They don’t give you a fish,

instead they, | mean we, teach you how to fish. Everyone has been guiding
each other. These things work in this way. You may want to think whether
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you would act alone or stand together with 300-400 people. The same goes
here.””®

Even though it is difficult to observe the specific practices of doing family that
Caliskan and Zengin refer to in their work among trans men, the way they employ the
term “queer kinship” reminded me of most of my interviewees’ interpretations
regarding the kulup. Most of trans men that | interviewed considered that learning and
teaching each other “how to be a trans man,” and how to protect themselves against
transphobia or any kind of hate crimes within social, legal and medical mediums as the

most distinctive part of their togetherness in the kulup.

4.2.1. Kullp as “a house for survival”

In the summer of 2014, the news of 17-year-old Okyanus Efe’s death and his
touching note circulated in social media. Just before he committed suicide, he had
written: “What fucking good came out of being normal?”.®° It was a sad event which
evoked LGBTI+ communities in many cities to protest against transphobia but the
march which was organized in Izmir, Kinik where Efe was living, was canceled by the
police department. In the following years, more suicide news circulated in the media,
resounding the note left behind.

Bryan and Mayock (2017) emphasize the complexities of “the suicide consensus”
which is generally taken for granted for LGBTI+ individuals and they propose a new
approach and new solidarity mechanisms as “an emerging counter-discursive effort to
de-naturalize the now hegemonic and universalizing cultural representation of the
wounded, abject gay youth which conflates LGBT identity with suicidality, self-harm
and associated mental health difficulties” (Bryan and Mayock 2017, 81).

Throughout my fieldwork, many research participants expressed concern on
regarding the suicide which usually results from the stress, anxiety and hopelessness
experienced by trans individuals. While some of my interviewees expressed having
thought about committing suicide before, for some others, it was as an ongoing
possibility. Some of my interviewees, lay particular emphasis on suicide prevention as

another effective aspect of the kullip in addition to relieving each other.

59 Kultip olmasa olmaz ya, cidden olmaz. Benim igin de &yle, olmazdi herhalde. Yani olur, ¢ok zor (...). Balik
tutmuyolar ama tutmay1 6gretiyolar. Hep bi yol gdsteriyolar, yol gosteriyoruz. Bu isler bu sekilde yiiriir. Sen tek
bagina m1 yoksa arkanda 300 400 kisiyle mi daha kolay hareket edersin? O muhabbet biraz da.

60 “Ne boka yaradi normal olmak?”.
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Can, for instance, told me about some kulip members’ suicide attempts that they

prevented by being supportive for overcoming their problems:

“We are trying to build solidarity with the ones whom have been struggling
with their families. There has not been any suicide attempt among the
people at kulip. However, we have been hearing for two years that 2 or 3
friends of us, who were not at kullip committed a suicide. | am only talking
about trans men, and that’s why standing together is a really good thing. For
example, when a trans man writes something at kulip, which is more likely
a note before a suicidal attempt, everyone is trying to talk with him out of
his plan beforehand, then that person starts to question what he might about
to do. There have been few people like this, they didn’t commit a suicide,
they are still alive, nothing has happened so far. We have been holding on to
something, somehow.%”

Like Can, Ali mentioned a suicidal attempt that they prevented in T-KULUP:

“It [T-KULUP] is a good place. You can find nearly everything concerning
us, the knowledge gained through almost 600 people (...) Then there are
suicide cases... We are helping those who ran away from their families etc.
We are helping those who has no information on transition procedure, we
are trying to improvise the kuliip.”%?

Even though trans men do not have an organization to come together and receive
support in person, as Can and Ali’s narratives suggest, this online “support group” helps
them to be in solidarity in the face of various challenges in their lives, and it has a
potential which might save each other’s lives in some cases.

Besides trans men themselves, the psychiatrists that | interviewed, especially
Zeynep and Baris, frequently highlighted that friendship and peer-support [akranlik]
among trans men might be more helpful and influential than psychiatric or familial
support in terms of overcoming difficulties and anxieties of trans lives. Zeynep who has
had trans clients from different regions of Turkey stated that they are collaborating
against suicide attempts with each other as psychiatrist colleagues:

“Once, there was a case. An adolescent psychiatrist called us about a young

14-year-old trans man living in Canakkale, who had already committed
suicide twice, and in one he jumped off ferry, which is absolutely not such a

61 Sikintilari olanlar oluyo ailedir sudur budur yine destek olmaya galisiyoruz. Yani kuliipte olup da hani intihar eden
olmadi. Bu kuliipte olmayip da intihar eden iki ya da ti¢ arkadagimiz oldu iki senedir. Yani sadece trans erkek olarak
konusuyorum. Ya o yiizden hani birlik beraberlik gergekten iyi yani. Yaziyo adam, bi yazmis tam intihar etmeden
once bi yazi yazarsin ya adam birebir onu yazmis. Hop diye herkes bi kdseden saldirinca, ‘Bi dakika ya noluyo?’
moduna biriiniiyo. Oyle bir iki kisi vardi, hala hayattalar yani intihar falan etmediler. Bi sey olmuyo yani. Ya
tutunuyoruz bi yerlere bi sekilde.

62 Giizel bi sey [T-KULUP] her seyi var icinde sonugta 600 kisilik bilgi birikimi (...) Sonra iste intihar vakalar

falan... bi kisiyi 0yle engelledik hani orda bi sey yapinca iste evden kaganlar falan filanlar sey yapiyoruz yardimet
oluyoruz. Iste siiregte ne yapmasi gerektigini bilmeyenlere yardimci oluyoz falan, baya gelistiriyoruz
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suicidal attempt you just want to get attention. Then this trans boy came to
Istanbul after my invitation to our group therapy. His older brothers [older
trans men] at our group therapy encouraged him by saying ‘Have you gone
mad! There is still too much to do in life.” Since he didn’t know anything
about the transition procedure, he was asking ‘Was that even possible’. The
older ones motivated him that it is not a big deal and guided him what kind
of things that needed to be done etc. After all, he cheered up again.”®?

In a similar way, for Baris, it was crucial to state that friendship between trans
men enables them to be in solidarity against the possible difficulties in their lives

with each other:

“For example, one of my standard questions while evaluating my advisees is
if they know any other trans person. | ask if they know anyone who has
been experiencing similar things, instead of directly saying ‘trans’.
Sometimes | have been even trying to make them in contact with each other.
| have done exactly this with a trans man who lives in a city in Anatolian
region, for instance. If there is not any similar organization there, at least
there are lots of formations (small groups) even consisting of few people.
Like reaching out those at Facebook to intermediate between them by
exchanging their telephone numbers to one another etc. Because that kind of
a peer solidarity group can provide more than I can do, | believe.””%

While discussing intimate relations among trans women, especially in the context
of funerals, Zengin (2014, 268) quotes Naisargi Dave’s (2014, 170) note on queer
family as it “is built of loss, necessitated by deaths both figurative and literal.” Zengin
also adds to Dave’s analysis another layer of this form of family which creates a
possibility of an intimate space for “friendship to flourish.”

In our interview with Sarkis, it was striking for me that he also emphasized trans

men’s ways of protecting each other in the kulUp:

“I believe that when it comes to hormone replacement therapy, trans men
have more awareness than trans women, which | assume that it may be
linked to being organized in terms of our group dynamics. Because the first
thing that has been told to us is that these hormones are needed to be used

63 Bi vaka vard1 iste Canakkale’deki ergen ¢ocuk psikiyatristi bizi aramist1 14 yasinda bir erkek trans iki kere intihar
girisimi var ve birisinde feribottan atiyo kendini hani sey degil boyle dikkat cekmeye ¢alisan intiharlar degil. Onun
mesela Istanbul’a gelmisti, ben bizim seyde grupta gruba davet ettim, trans grubuna [group therapy] mesela orda o
kadar seydi ki abileri tarafindan boyle “ya sagmalama ne 6lmesi! Daha yapicak bir siirii sey var” falan deyip boyle
ona sey yapmalari iste “ismini degistir once.” Hani “degisiyo mu isim?” diye hani hi¢ bilmiyo ya ¢ocuk. “Tabi canim
o halledilir” diye iste yol gosteriyolar “Bak bunu yapicaksin” falan. Acayip morali toparlamist1.”

64 Mesela standart sorularimdan biri de degerlendirme sirasinda, baska trans taniyo mu? Trans diye sormuyorum,
benzer bi sey yasayan baska kimseyi tantyo musun diye. E tanimalarini saglamaya ¢alistigim oluyo yani sdyle absiirt
seyler bile yaptigim oluyo yani. Anadolu’nun bagka bir sehrindeki bir trans erkege 6rnegin bunu yaptim da yani
mesela, o sehirde baska ulagabilecegi bir burdakine benzer olusum yoksa, gene de {i¢ bes insanin bir araya geldigi bir
siirii olusum var. Iste Facebook’tan onlara ugrasip ordan telefon numarasi verip vesaire... Ciinkii burda benim
sagladigimdan daha fazlasini saglayabilir diye diisliniiyorum akranlarin.
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under the close supervision of the doctors. We say each other ‘If you do not
act correspondingly, you may ruin your liver, you may be severely affected
by embolism and even difficulty in breathing that may eventually lead to

death. We have lost many of our friends and we don’t want to lose you the

same way’.”®

As my encounters and interviews with trans men depicted, it seems that they have
a good sense of when “one of them” has a problem which will make him think of
committing suicide or engage in self-harm. This ability to sense and empathize with
each other’s condition seems to come from having faced a similar set of transphobia,
hate crime or other difficulties, and having experienced the wvulnerability and
helplessness that results from not only social and institutional norms and practices, but
also from a lack of information.

As a person who grew up in a small town and felt lonely for years, Ali
summarized what T-KULUP members mean to him as follows: “Like comrades...

ultimately, it is only those who lack one eye understand others who lack an eye.”®

4.3 Sharing Privacy: The Limits of Circulation of Private Information among
Trans Men

Following the narratives on circulation of the information, most of my
interviewees focused on another aspect of their socialization among trans men: sharing
private information. Even though some did not use this term directly, it was possible to
observe in the course of the fieldwork that one of the distinctive qualities of T-KULUP
was providing a safe, confidential platform for privacy exchange for trans men. Here, |
employ the term privacy to refer to the dynamics which enable trans men to unmask
their “dressed/covered” appearances to each other within the “safe zone” of T-KULUP,
in addition to WhatsApp groups of various sizes.

Notwithstanding that trans men share a kind of intimacy on T-KULUP, there are
limitations on the circulation of “sensitive” information. Most of my interviewees
mentioned that there are a great variety of masculinity performances, and some of them

bothered them for various reasons. Yigit, for instance, considers that avoidance of

8 Trans erkeklerin hormon kullanma bilincinin trans kadinlardan daha yiiksek olduguna inantyorum ki ben bunu da
bu Orgiitlenmeye bagliyorum ayrica. Cilinkil mesela bizde ilk sdylenen sey seydir yani, doktor kontroliinde yapmak
zorundasin arkadagim bunu yapmazsan senin karacigerlerin mahvolur damarlarin tikanabilir, erken yasta nefes darlig
cekip 6lebilirsin. Biz bdyle bigok insant kaybettik, seni de boyle kaybetmek istemiyoruz diye baslar bizim siirecimiz.

% “Yoldas gibi... Sonugta hani [...] bi gdzii olmayan1 bi gzii olmayan anlar.”
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sharing “private” information among trans men as a part of the “performance of

masculinity”:

“There is this information sharing, you have been getting informed. People
have been sharing their [top] surgery photographs, mostly with the ones
having successful results. But, they don’t often share the pictures of penis
[construction] surgery for some reason, I don’t know. They avoid sharing.
I’m pretty sure lots of people going under this surgery; however, only few
of them, one or two people share their results by adding a note saying for
example, ‘Ok, take a look now, I’'m gonna delete them within one hour.’
There is lack of knowledge on penis [construction] surgery and | believe it
is necessarily important to share their experiences and everything regarding
this surgery. But there is a huge gap of knowledge on what is going on after
the surgery, whether those people feel satisfied or have been going through
a kind of a trauma. But it is their privacy, and they avoid sharing their
private photos of their certain parts!”’®’

For the “closed” trans men-only meetings, Sarkis also mentioned similar concerns:

“Everyone has common concerns and problems, which are being talked in a
moral perspective. Because the subject here —cunts, dicks, boobs- is related
to privacy. Since those are private issues, no one wants to share this
information about themselves | guess. They think of what if someone at the
kullip invites their partner [to the gatherings]. You think like ‘this woman
maybe won’t be in my life and even if she will, why does she know my
privacy?’.”%®

According to Sarkis’s explanation, some of the kullp members avoid letting their
partners and “peers” come together since they do not want to share private information
about themselves.

In the course of my fieldwork, sharing of private information on T-KULUP was
discussed mainly through the problematization of the feelings of ‘“shame” and
“dissatisfaction” that prevented some members from sharing private information.
Especially the ones who had recently started the transition processes mentioned that
they were not happy with this attitude since they considered experience sharing,

including negative ones, as one of the most influential aspects of their solidarity.

67 Bilgi aliyosun, bilgi paylasimi var. Iste insanlar ameliyat fotograflarni paylasiyolar, basarili... ama seyi
paylasmiyolar, penis ameliyatlarini paylasmiyolar genelde niyeyse bilmiyorum. Cok ¢ekiniyolar. Yani bigok insan
eminim ki ameliyat oluyo ama bir iki tane paylagiyo ‘Hadi bakin bir iki saat sonra kaldiricam’ diyo mesela. Yani
bunlar bence dnemli aslinda deneyimlerini her seyini paylasmasi lazim ¢ilinkii penis ameliyat1 konusunda bence bi
bosluk var. Cok biiyiik bi bosluk var yani noluyo nasil gegiyo sonrasinda mutlular mi degiller mi travma yasiyolar mi
ama herkes kendi seyinde yasiyo kendi 6zeli... sanki neyse o insanlar ¢ekiniyolar 6zel yerlerinden.

%8 Herkesin derdi belli, ortak nokta belli. Hani bunun iizerinde gok ahlak¢1 bi yerden bi yandan ¢iinkii mahremiyet
konusuluyo, am konusuluyo, pipi konusuluyo, meme konusuluyo... Ozel konusuldugu icin yani galiba kimse sey
yapmak istemiyo ya birisi sevgilisini getiricek, ‘ulan yarm bu kadin hayatimda olmiycak belki, bu kadin niye benim
hayatimda olsa dahi niye benim 6zelimi bilsin ki?” diyosun.”
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Even though there was no general consensus among my interviewees on what
kinds of private experiences could or should be shared on T-KULUP throughout my
fieldwork, as it might be understood from the quotations that I presented, there had been
some indirect references to this issue in my interviewees’ narratives at some point. In
sum, while some trans men would like to share their experiences visually or in writing,
especially surgical operations like mastectomy and phalloplasty, as a part of solidarity,

some others might not prefer to open their “private” lives.

4.3.1 Trans men camp

In 2015, Pembe Hayat which is the first association based on trans rights in
Turkey organized their annual “trans camp” in Antalya, that had included all trans
identified individuals before, as open to only trans men. Although it has not been
repeated again, some of my interviewees stated that they need this kind of get-togethers
as only trans men since they feel more “encouraged” and “hopeful” while sharing an
intense time as they mentioned.

The dialogue below is from our interview with Ali who participated in trans men

camp in 2015:

“Every day we were being informed, following voice recording sessions on
what we had done, how it had been going etc. That was nice to get closer
and share our problems. There was a room at back where we were staying as
three people, which enable us to get closer.

How many of you were there?

Twenty people in total, | guess. | mean | remember as 20, it might be more
than this. After that, | turned back.

Have you shared your experiences there?

Exacly, we have done that. Then, we went swimming together. Some with
post-op and some without it, together, went swimming, which was nice all-
in-all to get closer with each other.

Do you still have contact with each other?

Exactly, | do. When | went to Istanbul in June, I met most of them bla bla.
We had some deep conversation along with raki table in which they drank
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and so on. Well, you share stuff anyway. You see each other once, and it
goes on.”%°

As it might be understood from the dialogue, Ali narrated that they were “swimming
together” when I asked him about experience sharing in the camp by referring to the
“transition processes.” Accordingly, it seems that “swimming together” had another
meaning than the literal one as sharing an “intimate” moment that they feel comfortable
since only trans men could see the naked bodies of each other.

Another dialogue on the camp were occurred while we were talking about the

socialization among trans men with Umit:

“For example, there was this trans men camp organized by Pembe Hayat
Association here [in Antalya]. | went as a participant and after all | have met
almost all of them in this way.

How was it, I mean, the camp?

It was tiring but also nice to have a chance to meet with people like me.
Most of them underwent top surgery, and that’s why I was thinking of them
as my upgraded version, which is actually not a right approach to have. |
mean, not only it made me feel relief to reach that level, but also made me
sad to not being at that level. That’s why I left there with a feeling of
sadness. Also, | felt depressed and was stuck at home after leaving the
camp since that was the first time for me to have been in such a comfortable
place. | had written to those people on Facebook constantly. I mean the
camp was so great. Maybe it wasn’t the kind of a camp they actually desired
to organize. It was organized for the first time anyway. | guess, the
organizers couldn’t meet their expectations or I was the one who coulnd’t
get that. Except for that, it was great in terms of improving personal
relations. | socialized and that was enough for me. Anyway, | was
interviewed there as well on what we’re talking right now.”"°

69 Hergiin sey oluyodu bilgilendirme falan oluyodu. Sonra ses kayd: falan oldu iste aym bdyle ne yaptin ne ettin
falan. Giizeldi ya kaynastik sey yaptik, sorunlarimzi paylastik. iste arka bi odada ii¢ kisi falan kaliyoduk daha da
pekistik falan.

Toplam kag Kisi vardi1?
Yirmi kisi vardir. Yirmi diye hatirliyorum belki daha fazla da olabilir. Ondan sonra geri dondiim...
Orda da deneyim mi paylasiyodunuz?

Deneyim paylasiyoduk aynen. Iste sey yaptik yiizdiik falan beraber gittik iste ameliyat olanlar var olmayanlar var iste
hep beraber yiiziiyosun falan. Giizeldi ya iste kaynasiyon ediyon falan dyle.

Ordan tamstidin insanlarla hala goriisiiyo musun?

Aynen goriisiiyorum. Iste Istanbul bu haziran ayinda Istanbul’a gittigimde coguyla karsilastim gdriistiik falan filan.
Orda baya derin muhabbetler falan yaptik hani raki sofrasi falan kuruldu igtiler falan. Orda iste sonugta bi seyler
paylastyosun, bi kere goriisiiyosun sonra bi daha gerisi geliyo zaten.

0 Mesela burda [Antalya’da] Pembe Hayatin diizenledigi trans erkek kampi olmustu, ona gittim orda zaten hepsini
tanidim nerdeyse. Bu sekilde oldu.

O nasildi, kamp?
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Like Ali’s narrative, Umit laid emphasis on the importance of trans men-only
socialization during the camp due to that he felt comfortable there. Yet, he also added
another layer of this socialization as comparing himself with other trans men, and
evaluated the trans men who got surgeries and/or hormone therapy as “higher-level.” 1
will be discussing this layer of socialization as a part of diversity within the trans men

community.

4.4 Diversity of Trans Masculinities: Flourishing or Loosing the Safe Zone?

In recent years, with the rising public visibility of trans men and increasing
internet usage in Turkey, trans men began to be able to find online platforms in which
they can socialize with “people like them” and create certain “safe zones.” For this very
reason, T-KULUP came to be a ground where its number of members have rapidly
increased in recent years. However, most of my interviewees reflected their current
perception of this online group as a space which is starting to lose its quality as a “safe
zone.”

Some of my interviewees explained this loss of safety as a result of its “over-
crowdedness” and others by its increased diversity. In our interview with Umit and
Sefa, they frequently explained their feelings on the current attitudes of new

“population” within the kullp:

Umit: “I have been reading everything written on T-KULUP everyday like
crazy. At that time, it used to be much more helpful since there were less
people. That’s the reason | guess that kulip could be handled more
efficiently. Like the same question would not be asked over and over again.
What people wrote were more reasonable and conscious. With its increasing
population, kuliip turned back to its starting point, the same questions again
and again like “Will I have a kid” and ‘What if I apply such and such a drug
on my face, would my moustache grow?’ (laughs).

Sefa: There are even such people saying things like ‘Sperms come out of
my clitoris’ etc. (laughs).

Yorucuydu kamp... hmm sey agisinda giizel yani benim gibi insanlart daha yakin gérdiim iste zaten ¢ogu ameliyat
olmus insanlardi onun igin... benim bi iist levelim gibi bakiyorum aslinda yanlig bi bakis agis1 da yani sey varacagim
yerin orasi olmasi beni ¢ok rahatlatti ama ayni1 zamanda daha oraya varmamis olmam ¢ok canimi sikti o yiizden
moralim bozuk geri dondum. Bi de ilk defa her konuda ¢ok rahat oldugum bi yer oldugu i¢in geldikten sonra
depresyona girdim bir hafta evden ¢ikmadim. Siirekli onlara yazdim Facebook’tan falan ¢ok iyi yani ¢ok iyiydi. Yani
aslinda onlarin yapmak istedigi kamp tam olarak olmadi muhtemelen. Zaten ilk defa denenen bi sey. Yani tam verim
alamadilar sanirim ya da ben alamadim. Onun haricinde o kisisel iliskiler iyi. Sosyallestim, yetti bana o. Zaten orda
da roportaj falan alindi, orda da anlattim.
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Umit: At that time, it was really helpful to me, but it isn’t right now. I'm
just looking at it when | need to search for doctors.”’*

Towards the end of our interview with Sefa and Umit, they mostly complained about
other trans men’s lack of information or misinformation.

Parallel to Sefa and Umit, Tibet talked about the limits of the kultp in terms of its
crowdedness and diversity but he also added “controllability” as another layer of its

limitations:

“The platform we call as T-KULUP has a diverse dynamism, | mean we
look for only one criteria which is to be a trans man without looking at their
ethnical, cultural or political backgrounds. That is why this group doesn’t
allow you to have so much control on it, to teach them when it is needed or
to satisfy everyone’s expectations and needs out of this group. It is not
possible on Facebook.”"

Tibet’s comment on the diversity reveals the challenges of the kullip in keeping its
inclusivity with regards to making policies, establishing solidarity and enabling
effective socialization.

As it might be easily comprehended, the maintenance of an identity-based and
fast-growing community contains some difficulties and complications in it even though
there has been a multilayered effort to make a room for each member of the kuliip. It
seems that these efforts might not always be enough in order to deal with disagreements
and conflicts, and trans men community might be faced with further challenges of
remaining open to all and maintaining a safe and effective space for support, solidarity

and sharing.

4.4.1. Negotiations on masculinities among trans men

Even though my interviewees did emphasize the solidarity amongst trans men as

the distinctive aspect of their community, they also shared their discomforts or negative

" Umit: Ben deli gibi okuyorum her giin ama boyle yatiyorum kalkiyorum siirekli T-KULUP. O zamanlar gok
faydasi vardi bi de az kisi vardi. Bi de daha kontrol edilebilirdi herhalde az kisi oldugu i¢in. Hani ayn1 sorular boyle
binlerce kez doénmiiyo, herkes mantikli ve bilingli seyler yaziyodu sonra kisi sayis1 artinca tekrar kuliibiin yeni
acildig1 zamanlara dondii, tekrar ayni sorular. Cocugum olur mu falan gibi. Iste X’i kirip biyigima siirsem bryigim
¢ikar mu gibi sorular.

Sefa: Hatta soyle sey bile var, klitorisimden sperm geliyo falan... Bunu soran bile var yani.
Umit: O zamanlar bana ¢ok faydaliydi, su an degil ama su an sadece doktor arastirirken falan kullaniyorum.

72 T-KULUP dedigim ¢ok karma bi yap1 yani higbir etnik, kiiltiir, siyasi temel higbir fark olmadan sadece bi tane sey
artyoruz o da trans erkek olmasit oldugu i¢in ¢ok karma bi grup. Kontrol edilebilmesi, hitap edilebilmesi hani yeri
geldiginde bi seyler 6gretilmesi ¢ok zor bi grup oluyo. O yiizden Facebook’tan bu miimkiin degil.”
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impressions on the current problems within the kullp. Especially, when | asked if they
have discussions or conflicts within it, they mostly spoke of masculinity issue and
masculine performances as the core matter of most conflict.

In their Understanding Suicide and Promoting Survival in LGBT Communities,
Johnson et al. (2007) lay emphasis on the complexities of embracing trans identity in

social mediums:

“After transitioning, being ‘out’ may not be the desired state of being for
trans people. (...) being ‘out’ carries greater risk of violence for both LGB
and trans people, but it should be noted that many trans-people have
difficulty ‘passing’ as simply ‘male’ or ‘female’ and experience regular and
extreme levels of physical and verbal abuse because of this” (Johnson et al.
2007, 18).

Henry Rubin (2003) also highlights the different forms of masculinities that trans men
might adopt:
“Transsexualism itself does not necessarily subvert or affirm dominant
forms of masculinity. Transsexual men have the potential to generate either
alternative or hegemonic forms of masculinity. Altering their bodies to fit
this cultural expectation, these men have an opportunity, though they do not
always take it, to resignify what it means to behave like a man.

Transsexualism is neither essentially normative nor essentially
counterhegemonic” (Rubin 2003, 144).

As a well-known scholar of transgenderism and the writer of FTM: Female-to-Male
Transsexuals in Society, Devor (2016) also lays emphasis on differentiation of the life
trajectories of trans persons. He considers “transsexualism” as a solution to a problem

for people “from a variety of directions and for a variety of reasons” (2016):

“[T)here is no single pattern which could be predictive of a transsexual
outcome. Likewise, | assume that persons with similar life histories might
come to differing conclusions as to how to deal with their gender and sex
dissatisfactions. Therefore | also assume that although any number of people
may report similar backgrounds, some may come to think of themselves as
transsexual whereas other people may find different and equally satisfactory
ways to live their lives” (Devor 2016, 585).

Through my interviewees’ narratives, it might be said that the preference of
identifying as “man” or “trans man” gives clues as to what kind of masculinities that
they choose to perform. Based on the narratives of the trans men that | interviewed, |
would like to discuss the interactional dynamics of trans masculinities within the T-
KULUP.

78



As a relatively new member of the kulup, Yigit pointed out that diversity among
the kulip members sometimes creates some conflicts, and criticized some trans men in

terms of their masculinities and gender performances:

“For example, we fight over especially one thing. I mean, some trans men
can be too sexist. They absorb patriarchal attitudes in a flash after their
transition accomplished, and start to act in that manner. In this respect, when
this kind of posts are shared, the people with awareness [on this matter]
immediately interfere like saying ‘no!” And this, of course, can make the
knowledge or the cognitive level down because it might be repulsive like
‘These guys react to everything, shove in one’s oar and they always produce
new thoughts against something. | think there is a rupture on this matter.
But, | mean, this is ultimately an uprising, | mean, totally. If you alter your
body all over and if you change some things in your life, you, | think,
should rethink everything and change them. You must be able to change
many things such as your religious beliefs, your life style and even your
discourse. I think these points make people separate there.”™

Similarly, towards the end of our interview Kaan recounted that:

“Masculinity... sometimes there might be discussions. For example,
everyone is annoyed when someone writes ‘bro.” People are annoyed with
manhood there. For example, I still have feminine gestures like weaving my
body around and I’m not uncomfortable with them at all. But, most of the
people there [T-KULUP] be like ‘you look more masculine when you do
this, sit like that or swing some beads around in your hand.” Some do this
kind of thing and sometimes there breaks out heated discussion. I mean,
who needs that ‘it’s cool bro!” and whatever?”’*

The following narratives also refer to the variety of masculinities within trans men

community, especially in T-KULUP.

Sarkis:

“There are some unpleasant things and they are too masculine as | told. For
example, someone comes there with long hair and he didn’t come out to
anyone or he preferred to come out. Then, | hear while they are talking to
each other and saying things like ‘Dude, I can’t feel comfortable even with

3 Mesela biz sey konusunda ¢ok catisiyoruz... m yani bazi trans erkekler ¢ok cinsiyetci olabiliyo, direk béyle erkin
diistincesini hop boyle alip bu doniisiimden sonra biitiin onlar gibi davranmaya basliyolar. Bu agidan sey oluyo tabii,
bdyle paylasimlar olunca hemen bilingli insanlar saldirtyo tabi hemen ‘hayir’ diye. Bu da biraz sey yapiyo... bilgi,
bilissel diizeyi daha boyle geri ¢ekiyo olabilir ¢iinkii daha sey geliyo olabilir itici geliyo olabilir belki ‘Bunlar da her
seye sey oluyolar, maydanoz oluyolar, her seye bi fikir liretiyolar’ gibi. Bence bu konuda da bi sey var, kirtlma var.
Ama yani sonug olarak bu bi bagkaldiri. Yani tiimiiyle... Sen orda eger bedenini bagtan yaratiyosan, bi seyleri
degistiriyosan bence her seyi diisiiniip degistirmen lazim sanki. Dini inanisindan yasam tarzina, sdylemlerine kadar bi
cok seyi degistirebiliyo olman lazim. Bu iki nokta bence onlar1 sey yapiyo, ayristirtyo.

4 Erkeklik... bazen oluyo mesela iste herkes seyden mesela ‘kardesim’ yazilmasindan mesela hani ‘kardesim!’
Erillikten rahatsiz oluyo insanlar hani. [...] Ben hala mesela feminen hareketlerim vardir, kivirtirim hi¢ de rahatsiz
olmam. Ama orda ¢ogu insan sey yapiyo boyle iste boyle oturunca daha erkek oluyosun, tespih sallayinca... Bazilart
Oyle sey yapiyolar ordan bazen bi tartisma ¢ikiyo. Ne gerek var iste ‘eyvallah kardesim’ bilmem ne... Onun diginda
Oyle ¢ok seyler olmuyo.
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this short hair, how could you feel comfortable with long one?” I mean, they
don’t have such concepts as ‘man with long hair’ or ‘man with boobs’ in
their mind.”"

Caner:

“We should be people who break the gender role models, gender stereotypes
but many trans men try to be a man that the gender role models impose and
like swearing. Okay, | swear as well but please be a bit polite my friend!
You are men who had had his period, you know that period pain. You can’t
deny that a woman has that pain and gets aggressive. You can understand
that, it must not be hard for you to understand that. | mean, as a person who
had these experiences, you can’t be such a man who takes on the gender role
models the society imposes on you.”®

All of the narratives above show that there is a disapprobation on “problematic”
masculinities that some trans men perform, and this might turn into a crisis among trans
men. Especially Yigit, Kaan, Sarkis and Caner narrated these dynamics of trans men
community by dissociating themselves from “problematic” masculinities. On the other

hand, while criticizing “hick/bumpkin” trans men, Can engaged in self-criticism as well:

“For example, there are the ones... I mean, you would say that even a cis-
man couldn’t be that much hick, that much closed minded or rough. But
those ones [some trans men] are too much hick. For example, there are some
trans men who are also bisexual or gay. Okay, gender identity and sexual
identity are completely different things. When | first hear about them, how
can | explain? Even I said, ‘How is it possible to be both trans man and gay?
(laughs) What a thing! What does it mean?’. I mean, you are closely
associated with that, but even you come to a point like ‘woah!” (laughs).”’’

As “a person who used to be biphobic” in his words, Tibet told me that he came to self-
identify as “a closeted bisexual trans man” after he got his blue ID card. He criticized

the current discussions on masculinities and sexualities in T-KULUP as follows:

> Hos olmayan seyler var ve ¢ok erkekler dedigim gibi. Mesela sey oluyo, biri uzun sagli geliyo mesela kimseye
acilmamis ya da agtlmis onu tercih ediyo. Seyi duyuyorum yani kendi aralarinda konusuyolar ‘Ulan ben su sagimla
rahat etmiyorum uzun sagla nasil rahat ediyosun?’ felan diye. Ya uzun sagl erkek kavramlari yok mesela, memeli
erkek kavramlart yok.

6 Bizim toplumsal cinsiyet rol model o kalip modelleri kiran insanlar olmamiz gerek ama bigok trans erkek
kabadayiliga varacak sekilde toplumsal cinsiyet rol modellerinin belirledigi erkek olmaya calisiyo, kiifretmeyi seviyo.
Tamam ben de kiifrediyorum ama hani arkadas yani azicik da nezaket. Ya sen regl olmus bi erkeksin. O karin agrisini
biliyosun. Bunu yadsiyamazsin ki karni agriyo kadinin agresif oluyo. Ya bunu anlayabilecek, bunu anlamak zor degil
senin i¢in. Hani sen bu deneyimleri yasamis bi insan olarak bu toplumun sana dayattig1 rol modelde bir erkek
olamazsin.

7 Kimileri var... ya sen natrans bir erkek dahi diyosun ki hani bu kadar kiro bu kadar gerici ya bu kadar vasat
olamaz. Ama adam sey yani ziril ziril kiroluk akiyo. Mesela trans erkek olup ya da biseksiiel ya da gey olanlar var.
Insan bi yerde hani karsisindaki kisi yalpaliyo. Tamam cinsiyet kimligi ve cinsel kimlik bambaska seyler. flk
duydugumda, mesela ben ilk nasil anlatsam... Ben dahi hani bunu dedim “Nasi1 oglum trans erkek gey? Allah allah o
ne demek ya?” falan. Hani birebir igindesin ama sen bile oha falan oluyosun.
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“There were discussions on masculinities those days. We were talking about
gay trans men, bisexual trans men or some issues which widen or change
our viewpoints. For example, it was not allowed to use transphobic or
homophobic words within the group. It was not a ‘ban’ but people were
always warned. Actually, we were trying hard for people not to use these
words or to change their viewpoints. I mean, it was not like ‘let only trans
men meet here,” but we make ourselves miserable for discussing what real
masculinity is but there are actually different kind of things and you can also
look at this and that. We were trying to show this to them. | was very
pleased with that process. As | see now, they have moved away from that a
lot. | mean, they are in a mode like ‘If you will change your sex, why do
you still like men?’. So, why do bisexuals and lesbians exist then? In the
same mind, they would say, ‘Let me be a man’ because they like women
too. With that kind of logic, you couldn’t do anything.”"®

By commenting on Hansbury’s (2005) “Middle Men,” Salamon (2005) argues
that there is a “radical and unsettling potential” in homosocial or homoerotic bonds
within transmasculine communities. Agreeing with Salamon (2005, 268), | would like
to finalize this chapter by suggesting that there is also “the possibility that an already

queer masculinity is located at the heart of transmasculinity.”

Conclusion

In this chapter, | discussed the community building practices of trans men in terms
of solidarity, support and transfer of knowledge. | presented the online group dynamics
within T-KULUP, and the trans men-only meetings and gatherings which enable trans
men to undergo their transition processes with the help and the support of each other. In
this regard, it seems that T-KULUP has become the best-known platform among trans
men based upon its accessibility by people from a great variety of regions and
backgrounds, who have access to internet. Accordingly, | argue that this dimension of
T-KULUP melts the geographical gap between its members even if individuals could

not or do not prefer to come together with other trans men.

8 Orda o zamanlar erkeklik iistiine de konusuluyodu. Gey trans erkekler iistiine bisekstel trans erkekler izerine ya da
ne biliyim kafa agict hani bakis acisini degistirici yani gercek erkeklik bu degil... ona yonelik konusmalar yapiliyodu.
Mesela iste grupta iste transfobik homofobik kelimeler kullanilmamasi gerekiyodu yani yasakti gibi. Degil de hani
uyariliyodu stirekli. Hani diger insanlarin baskisiyla beraber 6teki insanlarin bu kelimeleri kullanmamasi ve bakis
acisint degistirmesini saglamaya g¢alistyoduk agikgasi. Hani orda sadece trans erkekler bulugsun degil de gercek
erkekligin ne oldugu aslinda kendimizi bu kadar yipratiyoruz ama aslinda ‘Soyle de bi sey var bak suna da bak’ ona
da aslinda gostermeye ¢alisiyoduk yani. Ben o siiregten ¢ok memnundum. Simdi gordiigiim kadartyla biraz ondan
baya bi uzaklagmis durumda. Hani ‘Cinsiyet degistireceksen neden hani erkeklerden hoslaniyosun ki?” modunda yani
clinkii sanki... O zaman neden biseksiieller lezbiyenler var? Onlar da o zaman madem kadinlardan hoslaniyo, ‘Ben
erkek olayim’ der o zaman. Boyle bi mantikla zaten bi seye girilmez.”
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On the other hand, the diversity of trans masculinities within T-KULUP has
created some conflicts since trans men might disapprove the different masculinities
performed by each other. All of my interviewees criticized and problematized certain
types of masculinities performed on T-KULUP, such as hegemonic and cis-masculinity
(natrans erkeklik). While criticizing these types of masculinities, some talked critically
about their own masculinity since they used to perform these types of masculinity but
began to problematize and recalibrate them as soon as they participated in or followed
the discussions on masculinities within T-KULUP, and/or meet other trans men.

Differentiating from Voltrans which was established by a group of trans men who
had been engaged in feminist movements or platforms before. The group of trans men
that | interviewed between 2016 and 2017 had different personal priorities than Voltrans
members’ because the historical moment and consolidation of trans man identity in
Turkey, I suggest, has changed in the course of time. Accordingly, the desires, the needs
and the expectations of trans men have changed and become diversified with the
visibility of the identity and the new medico-legal regulations in Turkey. As another
differentiation, Voltrans members were settling in Istanbul which is a central urban
space having an important place for LGBTI+ activism in Turkey unlike the regions
most of my research participations grew up or currently live in.

My interviewees’ narratives show that since the discussions and the conflicts
among trans men have arisen mostly by the “undesired/problematic” masculine
discourses and attitudes within the kulup, this togetherness has enabled trans men to
self-criticize and affect each other although it seems that there has not been a dominant
“transmasculine culture” up to now in the context of Turkey. In this regard, | argue that
there are queer possibilities arising from the togetherness of trans men within the kullp.
Even though | would like to discuss the relationality of queer and trans masculinities,
my fieldwork revealed that it requires further research to analyze this possible
relationality.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

In this research, I initially aimed to focus on the experiences of trans men in terms
of their queer performances and socializations in the context of Turkey. However, the
fieldwork process enabled me to question the multilayered dimensions of trans
masculinities. As | discussed at length in Chapter 1, the research and the research
questions were shaped through my encounters with my participants on the basis of the
each trans man’s experiences and narrations. Due to the fact that I comprehended the
difficulties of tracking the boundaries of and the fluidity between heteronormativity and
queerness in trans men’s experiences during my fieldwork, I did not open up an
extensive discussion on queer-based performativity. However, | agree with Salamon
that there are “queer possibilities” in trans men’s experiences.

Based on this research, | find it crucial to emphasize that trans masculinity is a
“relatively new spectrum/identity,” particularly in Turkey. This means that the concepts
associated with trans men’s identifications, experiences and transition processes are still
in the making. For instance, “coming out” has been a concept and practice
predominantly within lesbian, gay and bisexual discourse and movements referring to a
metaphor for people’s self-disclosure of sexual orientation as | discussed in Chapter 2.
However, the way my participants use “coming out” blurs its definition and expands its
meaning to include coming out of the closet, self-identification, sexual and friendly
encounters. One might argue that trans men in Turkey have not been in the need of new
concepts to express or narrate their experiences or to create distinct concepts or
language for their self-expression. In Chapter 2, 1 tried to avoid claiming that there is an
essential “need” of new concepts for trans men in order to express their experiences of
trans man identity and masculinities. However, | argue that it is significant to be aware
of the limits of the language and the concepts in which trans men employ while
expressing themselves in Turkish language, and | suggest looking at this dimension of
trans masculine narratives in more detail for a further research.

In Chapter 2, | emphasize the ways in which my participants access information
on trans man identity and the transitional process through online search and the

encounters with people who triggered them to explore the identity. It is significant to
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highlight that online platforms play an essential role in many trans men’s embracement
of this identity and construction of their trans masculinities. Moreover, | discussed the
potentials of the visibility made possible by these platforms, as well as the implications
of online access to key information regarding transition processes. Although there has
been a limited visibility of trans masculinities in Turkey, my research show that online
platforms strongly enable trans men to make their processes of self-identification and
self-expression relatively easier through their accessibility. In this chapter, | also
investigate how trans men come out to and negotiate their trans masculinities with their
families. As one of the most influential layers of the construction of trans masculinities,
trans men consider their relations with families as a space of struggle and the
negotiations with them as a part of their resistance against the ideals of mainstream
understandings of family.

In Chapter 3, | develop an analysis of the state-governed medico-legal regulations
on trans subjectivities, focusing on particularly trans men’s own experiences during the
transitional processes, and lawyers and psychiatrists’ efforts to enable transitional
processes to be more flexible case by case. As | discussed in the introductory chapter, |
conducted interviews with LGBTI+ friendly lawyers and psychiatrists who have worked
with trans men. My motivation behind this methodological decision was shaped in
accordance with my observations and my interviewees’ narratives on the solidarity
networks amongst trans men, and their lawyers and psychiatrists. As my interviews with
the professionals show, there is an ambiguity in Article 40 of the civil code in terms of
the state’s expectations from trans men to be approved as men in the eyes of the law.
Legitimization of masculinity seems to be a requirement for trans men through
undergoing surgeries which are also ambiguous and might be interpreted in different
ways by the individual judges.

In Chapter 3, I discuss the solidarity mechanisms and lobbying strategies among
lawyers and psychiatrists by depicting their narratives not only on their professional
experiences but also their critical approaches to the medico-legal regulations on trans
subjectivities. As an unexpectable outcome of the interviews with the professionals for
me, there are multilayered solidarity mechanisms which lawyers and psychiatrists have
developed together with trans men themselves. These mechanisms enable trans men to
utilize the mentioned ambiguity to negotiate their trans masculinities in legal and
medical processes. However, my research also reveals that the existing legal loopholes

have become less utilizable and that the judges have begun to have phallocentric
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expectations from trans men to be legalized as “men” in the eyes of the state and its
institutions with the visibility of trans masculinities and trans man identity in Turkey.
Trans men that | interviewed had anxieties regarding the penis obsession of the judges
and they were not planning to undergo penile reconstruction surgeries in Turkey for a
long time since they consider the surgeons who operate these surgeries as “butchers.”
My research participants also mentioned that there might be traumatic consequences of
these surgeries such as gangrene, death and the minimization of the sexual pleasure.
That is why trans men, as well as the professionals, make an effort to resist the penis
expectation of the judges by infiltrating through the loopholes of the law. In addition to
these practices within the institutions, most of my interviewees narrated that they are
satisfied with the expansion of their clitoris which they call “weenie” (pipi) since it
might perform what they desire to do in terms of their sexuality and sexual practices.
Also, looking at oneself through a mirror becomes more motivating for trans men since
they might be happy with their bodies’ appearance which includes “at least 3-5-
centimeter penis” in one interviewee’s words and that is why, it might be said that, trans
men do not typically want to “go farther and fare worse.”

Throughout Chapter 3, | focus on the negotiations of trans men with juridical and
medical institutions in terms of the “construction” of trans masculinities in Turkey.
Throughout this chapter, 1 open up a discussion on the possibilities and limitations of
“alliance” between different actors in these institutions and trans men themselves, what
it means to get a blue ID card in Turkey and what the possible meanings of being “full-
time trans man” for trans men themselves, lawyers and psychiatrist might be. Also, |
investigate how trans men narrate and discuss their masculinities within state hospitals
and courts, and the ways in which they negotiate their trans masculinities, and which
solidarity networks could be formed by lawyers and psychiatrists within their
institutions.

In Chapter 4, | presented the community building practices of trans men.
Throughout this chapter, | aimed to discuss the various dimensions of the solidarity
mechanisms and the support networks among trans men. As the most well-known trans
men-only platform, | discussed the supportive and encouraging aspects of T-KULUP.
On the other hand, trans men’s kullip has opened up a ground to discuss the different
types of masculinities and this dimension of it has had a potential to negotiate and
problematize hegemonic masculinities. Most of my interviewees agreed that they have

tried to reconsider their masculinities inspired by the discussions and criticisms on
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hegemonic masculinities within T-KULUP. Herein, | feel the need to mention that my
interviewees were the ones who embraced the trans man identity and | am aware that
none of my participants were married with a woman or a man, or identified as non-trans
man since they accepted participating in my research self-identifying as trans man.

As one of the most effective aspects of the relations among trans men, online
platforms have played a significant role in the self-identification and the transitional
processes of my interviewees. The increasing number of the online platforms, including
blogs, Facebook groups and webpages, have constituted a cornerstone in construction of
diverse trans masculinities in Turkey. My research shows that there has not been a
public or hegemonic “trans masculine culture” in Turkey, which provides a creative
space for what Salamon calls “queer possibilities.” The online platforms and networks,
which have been active only in recent years, constitute the main collective site where
trans masculinities come to be shared, negotiated, and debated. My research shows that
there is a multiplicity of ways in which trans men identify and perform themselves. As
part of my research, I was planning to map the historical “consolidation” of trans man
identity in Turkey but my interviewees’ narrative were shaped around their transition
processes and experience sharing rather than activism around trans man identity or trans
rights. | argue that the current dynamics of trans masculinities and their public visibility
need to be differentiated from the first political formations such as the Voltrans
Transmen Initiative, which had organic links to the LGBTI+ and feminist movements.
Yet, | should also note that while most of my interviewees are not active within the
LGBTI+ activism or trans feminist movements, all of them perceive themselves as
activists in the sense that they help, encourage and support other trans men and criticize
hegemonic masculinitiescg

One challenge | faced in the research process was the lack of written sources on
the historical background of trans masculinities in Turkey. Even though I tried to
present some of the key points of the construction of trans man identity, visibility and
medico-legal regulations throughout this thesis, 1 would like to suggest that there is
need for further research regarding the historicity of this relatively “new” identity in
Turkey.

The overall aim of this research has been to show the diverse dynamics of trans
masculinities in relation to the ways of self-expressions, the state regulations,
marginalization and the solidarity mechanisms whilst problematizing normative

imaginations of trans subjectivities and trans masculinities through a critical analysis.
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Throughout this research, | tried to emphasize that there has been a considerable effort
to construct and embrace trans man identity by making it visible, embodied and
“thinkable.” I attempted to show the possibilities of this “thinkability” within the
medical, legal, social and political limitations in the context of Turkey.

My research shows that it is not only within the medical and judicial
establishment that trans men suffer from invisibility and discrimination, but also that
trans men have not been able to achieve an effective visibility in LGBTI+ politics and
scholarship. Even though there is a growing literature on trans identities and sexualities
in Turkey, trans men’s struggles through social, legal and physical transitions have
hardly been analyzed. It seems that understanding the making of trans masculinities and
their transition processes make it necessary to look at what happened within
overlapping spaces of psychiatry, law and politics in the beginnings of the 2000s. This
research might be seen as a modest contribution to this literature. 1 hope that the
findingd of this research and its multi-vocality will trigger curiosity on trans
masculinities, and provide a ground for other researchers to ask further questions about
the diversity and fluidity of sex, gender and sexual identifications as they continue to

find new expressions in Turkey and beyond.
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