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Abstract 

Transgender identity poses a threat to the well-established gender roles in the Islamic Middle East, where the 

acquisition of masculinity, the initial and essential criterion for a man’s configuration and deployment in 

patriarchal discourses, has not become a major concern for academic studies. The Man, enjoying his reified 

superiority to the Woman granted by religious and cultural discourses, does not question his subjugated 

position in the heteronormative system he is constituted in. The deployment of masculinity is of great 

significance in the outbreak of transphobia in the Islamic framework of Turkey and Iran and this paper intends 

to examine the role of masculinity and the traditional binary of Man/Woman in the harassment, insult, hate 

murders, persecutions, victimisations, and obligatory sex change surgeries LGBT individuals in the Islamic 

context are exposed to, focusing on two countries, the former being a country in the process of its EU 

accession negotiations and the latter being one of the world’s oldest continuous major civilizations. 

Deployment of masculinity and the Man/Woman binary is of importance to this study since in patriarchal 

heteronormative discourses dominant in these two countries a man is expected to be manly and effeminacy is 

considered offensive, as a result of which effeminate men are harassed in these heteronormative societies, 

seen in the case of the Transwoman, while manliness is an admired characteristic for women and masculine 

women, ironically, are encouraged and flattered. 
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1. Introduction 

The Transgender identity is the embodiment of the arbitrariness of the link between a signifier 

and a signified; a transwoman, for instance, with her female appearance outside but with a male 

body inside; or with a male body outside but this time maybe feminine inside, or vice versa, signifies 

the multiplicity of sexual identities. Thus, the very existence of the transgender establishes and 

celebrates the fact that there is no nature; what we have, instead, is only the naturalization or 

denaturalization of things originally unnatural, i.e., culture-bound and culturally-imposed. Influenced 

by poststructuralist thinkers such as Foucault, Derrida, and Lacan, Judith Butler studied the 
production and deployment of sexualities and genders in Western thought. Butler’s ”mainly 

philosophical exploration frequently integrated Foucauldian insights into her analysis of the ways in 

which modern culture tended to use sexual categories as if they were natural, rather than socially 

constructed” (Bristow 232). 

Integrating Foucault’s study on power relations and sexuality into her own work, she states that 

sex is always-already normative and all gender is in fact nothing but drag, which suggests imitation is 

at the heart of the heterosexual project and its gender binarisms, that drag is not a secondary 

“imitation that presupposes a prior and original gender, but that hegemonic heterosexuality is itself 

a constant and repeated effort to imitate its own idealizations” (Butler 125). 

For her, drag, just like the transgender, cannot be an imitation since there is no such intrinsic 
gender as man or woman to imitate; the signified ‘man’ or ‘woman’ is nothing but an illusion. Butler 

calls attention to the performative ‘nature’ of gender stereotypes, a metaphorical sort of theatrical 

performance, and her conceptualization of performativity cannot be grasped by ignoring the process 

of iterability and a regularized and constrained repetition of norms. She intends to denaturalize 

heterosexuality by way of illustrating a displaced repetition – womanliness reperformed on a male 

body - of its performance. However, the repetition she mentions “is not performed by a subject; this 
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repetition is what enables a subject and constitutes the temporal condition for the subject” (Butler 

95). This iterability implies that “performance is not a singular ‘act’ or event, but a ritualized 

production” (Butler 95). Transgender identity is not always something the subject deliberately 

assumes; it is not something the subject does indeed, but “a process through which that subject is 

constituted” (Jagose 87). By enabling access into the formation of sexuality and gender, Butler 
denaturalizes and lays bare the heteronormative frameworks and compulsory heterosexuality, and 

in addition, the artificial liaison between the signifier and the signified. Therefore, just like Butler, the 

transwoman denaturalizes and lays bare the heterosexist frameworks and with her existence itself 

poses a threat to the well-established gender roles in the Islamic Middle East. Transphobia begins in 

school and family unit. Transgender people are ghettoized in cosmopolitan cities in Turkey, since 

there is no life for them outside of the big cities. This is why they are exiled from their hometowns to 

big cities and most of them are obliged to do sex work. Even in big cities they face oppression, 

persecution, prosecution and violence, yet they cannot take legal action. 

The acquisition of masculinity, the initial and essential criterion for a man’s configuration and 

deployment in patriarchal discourses, has not become a major concern for academic studies in the 
Middle East, unlike feminism, which has always had privilege and priority over the masculinity 

studies. The Man, as the protector and maintainer of his wife, enjoys his well-established superiority 

to the Woman granted by the Quran, which is straightforwardly stated in such suras as al-Baqarah 

and al-Nisa and thus, he does not feel the need to question his position in the heteronormative 

binary system he is imprisoned in. The deployment of masculinity and the reified superiority of men 

to women are of great significance in the emergence of transphobia, as well as homophobia, in the 

Islamic framework of Turkey and Iran. This paper attempts to examine the reified role of masculinity 

and the traditional polarity of Man/Woman in the harassment, insult, hate murders, persecutions, 

victimizations, and obligatory sex change surgeries LGBT individuals in Islamic context are exposed 
to. Deployment of masculinity and the Man/Woman binary is of great significance to this study since 

in these patriarchal heteronormative discourses a man is expected to be manly and effeminacy is 

considered offensive, as a result of which effeminate men are harassed in these heterosexist 

societies, while, surprisingly and ironically, manliness is an admired characteristic for women and 

masculine women, therefore, are flattered. Unless the gender and sexual policies are revized and 

modernized in order to involve, recognize and protect individuals with diverse sexual orientation and 

gender identities, Turkey’s EU aspirations will turn out to be nothing but wishful thinking. 

 

2. Theoretical Framework 

The term transgender is quite recent, with a history of forty years, yet regarding the terms 
transvestite and transsexual it originates from, it precedes the heterosexual, since the western 

thought, not needing to justify the heterosexuality it normalized, first named and defined the non-

heterosexual identities it marginalized. The process follows a similar pattern in the Middle-East, 

though with some delay, for sexual identities in the Middle-East are modelled on the Western 

development of sexualities. Having deployed and defined the non-heterosexual, the 

heteronormative thought configured and coined the term heterosexuality based on its other, the ex-

centric identities, rendering it anything the queer was not. The first term referring to the 

transgender identity, ‘transgenderal’ seems to have been first used in print by Virginia Prince in a 

paper in her magazine Transvestia, in December 1969. However, by 1978, she had already replaced 

it with the term transgenderist and begun classifying the trans people into three; transvestites, 
transgenderists, and transsexuals. In this classification, transvestism refers to individuals dressing in 

a manner traditionally associated with the opposite sex, not requiring queer identity, and trans-

sexualism involves people having undergone a sex change surgery, whereas transgenderism refers to 

those adopting the exterior manifestations of the opposite sex without any surgical interventions. 

However, very soon the term transgenderist was used as an umbrella term involving both 

transvestites and transsexuals. At this point, it is of great importance to highlight the distinction 

between ‘trans’ as transformation; ‘trans’ as crossing; and ‘trans’ as going beyond or through 
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(Kessler and McKenna, 2000, qtd. in Ekins and King). Until the 1990s, the first two significations 

dominated, but then the transgender began to be considered the one going beyond and 

transgressing against heteronormativity and the western binary logic. 

 

3. Analysis 

Adopting the new term ‘transgender’ is quite similar to the process homosexuality has gone 

through. The term queer has been adopted and replaced terms such as homosexual, gay, or lesbian, 

for these terms had already been medicalized, psychologized, psychiatrized and even criminalized in 

western thought and all heteronormative cultures. Similarly, the medicalized and psychologized 

terms transvestism and transsexualism were replaced with transgenderism, a term, just like queer, 

avoiding stigmatization and even definition by signifying diversity. 

Like the feminist movement, transgenderist movements first struggled for equal rights but later 

on they started to fight the binary logic itself, since transgender individuals will never be able to 

attain the recognition they have been seeking so long as the binary gender roles exist in patriarchal 

societies. Today, transgenderism cannot be accepted or tolerated in the Middle East, where the 
Woman is still considered subjected to the Man, especially because of the influence of Islam. The 

marginalization and stigmatization of the transgender in fact reveals that the Woman is regarded as 

the inferior gender. In the Islamic context, a man’s adopting the exterior manifestations or manners 

traditionally attributed to the opposite sex, which is considered the inferior biological sex, is insulting 

and also challenging for the patriarch. In Turkey, such phrases as ‘Erkek Fatma’ (Manly Fatima) and 

‘Erkek gibi kız’ (manly girl) are used to praise the woman, whereas those like ‘Kız gibi’ (feminine-

effeminate) are used to insult men, which shows how the Woman is seen. The deployment of 

masculinity, i.e., the definition of masculinity by heterosexist patriarchal discourses, therefore, turns 

out to be the main reason underlying transphobia. Today some writers such as Cheshire Calhoun still 
argue that unlike race and biological sex, transgenderism can be concealed and thus transgender 

people have an advantage over the other discriminated categories. By concealing their identity, she 

claims, they can avoid any persecution or prosecution, which is true in the Middle-Eastern context. 

However, it is obvious that pushing the transgender back into the close cannot bring liberty at all and 

to what extent a transgender can conceal his/her identity is another controversial claim. 

Transphobia, the cause of the need to closet, appears in different forms in different societies. 

Sometimes it is just a failure to sympathize or a prejudice, but it can come out in different 

manifestations like psychological or physical violence, too. Sometimes homeless shelters and prisons 

do not admit transwomen to women’s areas and force them to use men’s sections in the States, but 

recently there has been some changes in some areas, e.g New York City’s Department of Homeless 
Services. In Turkey, however, let alone being discriminated in shelters, the transgender people are 

not even accepted into shelters. For this reason, the first shelter for transgender individuals was 

founded in 2013 in İstanbul. Melisa Karam, a Lebanese transwoman living in İstanbul, who benefited 

from the shelter while she was waiting for the UN approval for her application for resettlement as a 

transgender refugee, argues that their existence is denied even by the UN as the UN failed to 

support her financially, giving her no option but sex work (Ağırgöl). 

Transphobia exists in healthcare as well. There are many cases in which healthcare workers 

seeing transgender patients refuse to administer necessary treatment. For instance, hospitals 

throughout the United States have recognized that over the last decade, some groups of people face 

significant barriers to health care because of bias and discrimination. In their article “Creating Equal 
Access to Quality Health Care for Transgender Patients: Transgender affirming Hospital Policies”, 

Lambda Legal shares the results of a 2011 survey of more than 6000 transgender Americans: “19% of 

the respondents reported being refused health care due to their transgender or gender-

nonconforming status. In addition, 28% had postponed necessary health care when sick or injured, 

and 33% had delayed or had not sought preventive care because of experiences of health care 

discrimination based on their transgender status” (2). 
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In Turkey, fortunately, there is no such discrimination in state-owned hospitals simply because 

transwomen do not even dare go there. Most transwomen have to do sex work since they can work 

neither for state-owned nor private institutions, which means they cannot benefit from the state 

healthcare system without social security. Moreover, they often do not need to go to hospitals since 

when they have occupational accidents, they often end up slain, their throats slashed, or stabbed 
tens of times. In Turkey, transgender individuals are violently murdered and authorities turn a deaf 

ear to these hate crimes. For instance, in November 2013 a 26-year old transwoman called İdil was 

stabbed and seriously wounded by a client. The investigating police officers, İdil claims, upon their 

arrival at the hospital, asked the injured victim why she was treated in women’s ward and mocked 

her. Moreover, Pembe Hayat LGBT Solidarity Association lawyer Ahmet Toköz complains that 

currently there is no investigation to arrest the assailant (Bilber). Even if the suspects are arrested in 

Turkey, they are rewarded with plea bargaining options or various reductions in their sentences, for 

sodomy is regarded as one of the most grievous provocations to which a man can be exposed. It is a 

common case that the murderer claims that he did not know the woman he picked was a 

transwoman, that he killed the victim because she had male genitals or because she wanted to 
practise anal sex upon him. The media does not pay much attention to these murders and police 

forces remain reluctant and biased. Such excuses form the ground on which the murderers are 

rewarded with sentence reductions and by rewarding murderers, the government and police forces 

become the murderers’ accomplices. In 2010, Turkey occupied the first rank among the 47 Member 

States of The Council of Europe with eight transgender murders. In 2009, Turkey and Italy had the 

first rank with six murders each. Since 2007, the number of reported LGBT murders is over forty in 

Turkey; however, the actual number might be much higher, for these statistics are gathered from 

LGBT organisations only and many other murders might have been committed because of sexual 

identity. There is an obvious increase in the number of LGBT murders or these murders are 
becoming more visible in the media. 

Recently transgender people feel obliged to establish a union, just like the international ICRSE 

and SWAN, since they are exposed to physical and psychological violence, they are prosecuted by 

the police, they are fined under the Misdemeanour Law and have to pay 125 TL each time. The 

intention is not only a union comprising sex workers, but one involving activists fighting for sex 

workers’ rights. The activists trying to establish the country’s first sex workers union aim to protect 

the health, security and education rights of sex workers in Turkey, where the majority of them work 

without licenses or social security. Many transgender sex workers are discriminated against in the 

heterosexual society when they try to take legal actions, and therefore, they hope to liaise with 

other unions and societies to fight the heteronormative system. Today there are about 3000 
registered woman sex workers in the 56 registered brothels in Turkey, though registering them does 

not mean social security and retirement benefits or full protection by the law. However, this figure 

excludes the unregistered ones and the transgender sex workers. The total number is believed to be 

about 100,000. In the biggest three cities, Ankara, İstanbul, and İzmir, there are about 3000 women 

waiting to get registered to work in brothels. In this way, transwomen aim to gain security and 

freedom, two essential items in the Turkish constitution. They want the government to recognize sex 

work as “work” and to better their standards. Prostitution is mentioned in the Turkish Penal Code 

and sex workers have to be registered according to the law. However, statistics show that many sex 

workers are unregistered and have no health or social security. The first sex union was established in 

Argentina during the 1970s. Holland and Hungary also have unions for sex workers and Turkish 
activists ask why Turkey does not recognize them and insistently denies their existence. 

Unfortunately, the government insistently and decisively ignores these demands. For example, 

Selma Aliye Kavaf, a Minister of State of Turkey, responsible for Women and Family Affairs, and a 

member of parliament has recently stated that she opposes homosexuality since she believes 

homosexuality, without distinguishing it from other non-heterosexual identities, is a biological 

disorder, a disease and it needs to be treated. Moreover, she has stated that she does not think 

highly of gay marriages. Her remarks sparked controversy and were protested by antihomophobia 
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activists in Turkey, but the government keeps silent and seem to be backing her up. Turkey, an 

associate member of the European Union and the Council of Europe, is still in the process of its EU 

accession negotiations; however, the Transphobic attitude and the indifference to the demands lay 

bare the deficiency in human rights and freedom of expression, which the country yet has to face up 

to. As a result, in the frame of negotiations with the European Union, the Union has requested 
Turkey to improve freedom of expression and human rights related to sexual identity. In the 21st 

century, Turkey, pretending to be a liberalizing country, yet the transgender’s case clearly indicates 

that the country will continue coming under increasing criticism from developed countries as well as 

the E.U. unless it reconsiders and changes its current human rights policies. 

After the 2007 elections in Turkey, the new government started to prepare a new Constitution 

named “Civil Society Based Constitution”, emphasizing that it would replace Turkey’s current 

Constitution written by the military rule in 1982. The Justice and Development Party (AKP) 

Government Spokesman Cemil Çiçek states that they intend to prepare a new Constitution which 

will represent all the society. He also states that they expect contribution of the whole society 

before the draft Constitution will be submitted to the Grand National Assembly of Turkey; 
nevertheless, LGBT individuals are persistently and intentionally ignored and it is known that the 

demanded items including the concepts of “sexual orientation” and “gender identity” have been 

disregarded recently, keeping only the “sex” concept in the new “Civil Society Based” Constitution, 

which violates the notion of “equality”. The current Constitution of Turkey, thus, still fails to 

recognize the LGBT reality in Turkey. Discrimination on the basis of one’s sexual identity is still not 

defined as a crime in the current Constitution. What is worse, LGBT identities are not even referred 

to or implied in it. Therefore, in practice, this situation denies LGBT individuals legal protection, 

which makes LGBT individuals face discrimination, oppression, and violence. 

As for transphobia in employment, in Turkey, unlike in the States, transgender individuals do not 
face discrimination at work at all, since they will be eliminated during the application or hiring 

process. Unemployment? In San Francisco, the unemployment rate was said to be 70 percent 

amongst the city’s transgender population in 1999. In Turkey, it is really much lower since most 

transgender people do sex work. Last but not least, many LGB individuals and communities are 

uncomfortable with the transgender phenomenon and they marginalize the transgender. Some gay 

bars do not admit transgender people at all, and in others, only some privileged transgendered 

people may enter. It is ironic of course to see different minorities, all of whom are rejected and 

marginalized by the mainstream society, fighting one another and ghettoising themselves further. 

The transgender’s relation to and attitude towards the homosexual is filmed by Tanaz Eshaghian 

Tanaz’s 2008 BBC documentary titled Transsexuals in Iran. In the documentary, he interviews 
transgender individuals, surgeons performing sex-change operations and religious authorities in Iran. 

In Iran, surprisingly, the government pays up to half the cost of sex change operations. The system is 

ostensibly trans-friendly and accepting; however, regarding the oppressed and harassed 

homosexuals who are not given any option other than sex change operation, for homosexuality is a 

crime, the process is inhumane indeed. The regime does not let anyone exist unless they are Male or 

Female. Anything and anyone ex-centric is persecuted there and Iran is proud of having performed 

hundreds of sex change operations in the last decade, which is approximately ten times higher than 

the figure in Europe. The Islamic government is actually trying to maintain the strict binary Man 

/Woman and this is why they urge all homosexuals undergo sex change surgeries. These operations 

are the only means of avoiding persecution and prosecution in the country, apart from taking refuge 
abroad. In the documentary, a transwoman even says that she does not approve of homosexuality 

as it is a sin and she avoids making friends with homosexuals. In contrast to Turkey, where the LGB 

individuals marginalize and excommunicate the transgender, in Iran the transgender looks down 

upon the queer. The ironic case shows how well established and internalized binary logic is; one is 

either a man meant to be with women or a woman meant to be with men. A man’s adopting female 

manners or appearance is unacceptable since it is considered his relegation to the secondary gender, 

which shows why the government does not tolerate same sex sexual acts or ex-centric sexual 
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identities. Transsexual people are eccentric, too, but with the government’s so-called help, they 

somehow fit in the gender binary. 

 

4. Conclusion 

There have been numerous studies on the discrimination against women and the process of 
becoming a woman, i.e, the acquisition of womanly roles, has been in the limelight for decades. 

However, masculinity studies are still few and the notion of manliness is yet to be elaborated. 

Simone de Beauvoir believed that existence precedes essence; hence, one is not born a woman, but 

becomes one (301). Likewise, one is not born a man but has to become a man and manliness is as 

difficult as womanliness in patriarchal societies, but this is often ignored. Just like a woman, a man 

has to fit in the traditional roles defined for a man and if one fails to do so, he is stigmatized and 

accused of effeminacy. Transwomen are persecuted and stigmatized only because of the Man’s well-

established falsely superior relation to the Woman. Their transgression is considered an offence and 

a challenge to the dominant discourses and ideologies in these countries. Thus, the deliberate 

indifference of security forces and the government indicates that the authorities are accomplices of 
these political murders. 

In Islamic Middle Eastern societies, as seen in the Turkish and Iranian contexts, for the 

recognition of different sexual identities and orientations, trying to raise people’s awareness about 

sexuality and explaining the diverse nature of sexuality takes a really long time. To this end, LGBTQ 

individuals and communities need to fight the education system, religious, political, medical and 

social discourses taking the traditional binaries for granted and seek to subvert and/or move beyond 

the binary divide. As long as the binary divide survives and the Male is privileged over the Female, 

there cannot be a full recognition of LGBT individuals. 
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