Distinguished Guests, Colleagues and Dear Students; 

I am honored to welcome you to the international forum entitled “Rejecting Cultural Justifications for Violence against Women.” 

I am very pleased to greet you on this very special occasion on behalf of Gender and Women’s Studies Graduate Program and our partners with whose collaboration this forum is organized.

I would very much like to start my speech by referring to the banner of this Forum: “NO EXCUSES FOR VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN!,”  and to relate it to a very special event in Turkey. 

1987 can be considered a turning point for women's movement and its advocates in Turkey, since two thousand and five hundred women marched in Istanbul on the 17th of May to protest violence against women. Perhaps, it was the most crowded collective action organized only by women in the history of the Republic. A book was published following this march with the title “Shout at! So that everybody hears you.” While taking notes for this opening speech, I refreshed my memory by going through that book and I came across the first sentence of the concluding chapter:  “VIOLENCE IS A MATTER WHICH CAN NOT BE EXCUSED.” Surprised by this coincidence, I want to bring to your attention this very important event of 1987 and to commemorate the twentieth year of our struggle against violence in Turkey. 

Indeed, there can be no excuses for violence against women and in Turkey we have expressed this as early as 1987. Unfortunately, there are still all kinds of excuses, many grounded on tradition and customs, embedded within highly patriarchal value-systems and class relations. Women researchers have done research on and collected evidence of violence against women, particularly, domestic violence. Women activists spotlighted a wide range of practices of violence that women suffer, including the extremist forms such as honor killings. They urged governments to set about radical changes, to remove the patriarchal biases in the legal system and take immediate action in prevailing practices of violence.  

To this end, steps taken in recent years, such as the amendments made to the Penal Code regarding honor killings and to the Labor Law concerning sexual harassment, are very important. However, we all very well know that penal sanctions are not sufficient in eliminating violence against women; to achieve effective results and not to allow them to remain merely on paper, laws need to be supported by all means of social policies. 

Despite the widespread international consensus on the need to eliminate violence against women globally, there are still cultural justifications that vehemently cause and reproduce the persistence of violence against women. One of the key reasons for this situation might be the ideological misuse of 'cultural norms and values” that prevail at societal and community levels in certain countries, through which groups and individuals still attempt to justify violence against women. Such prevailing ideological trains of thought strongly influence many institutional and organizational practices that take place within the structures and social relations of societies. Consequently, there are many people and institutions that attempt to legitimize such practices and exempt themselves from complying with laws that support the obligations regarding women’s and human rights.

The uniqueness of this forum lies in its emphasis on these justifications. I am sure that our distinguished speakers will provide examples of the misuse of ‘culture’ to excuse violence against women and demonstrate how political leaders and traditional authorities all over the world become the agents of such misuses. 

In whose thinking violence against women is legitimated through recourse to ‘culture’? Why is it important to reject misguided thinking that violence against women can be justified on ‘cultural’ grounds? How is it possible to transform such a misguided, ideological and hegemonic thought?  How can an effective strategy to counter and transform culture-based discourses that constitute one of the major obstacles to the implementation of women’s rights be developed? How biblical texts and conservative theological writings contribute to physical and other forms of violence against women?

I am sure our speakers will tackle with some of these and many other questions.

We hope that discussions at the Forum feeds into the United Nations Secretary-General’s forthcoming report on the implementation of the General Assembly’s resolution (61/143), Intensification of efforts to eliminate all forms of violence against women. We think that the Forum will also provide valuable inputs for the reports of the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women, Professor Dr Yakin Ertürk, who is the Keynote Speaker today.

Prof. Dr. Yakın Ertürk, UN Special Rappourteur on violence against women, is the first in the speaking order and is followed by  Ms. Shadi Sadr, Canan Arın, and Frances Kissling. Then we will have a coffee break for 15 minutes. I am sorry to announce that Sanushka Maduliar will not be with us today. So, after the break Vivienne Wee will deliver her speech. We will have approximately one hour for questions and answers and we consider it sufficient to stimulate a lively and productive discussion. 

Let me wish you all a very successful and informative Forum.

Now, before calling on Prof. Erturk to deliver her speech, I would like to briefly introduce her with a few words.  

Yakın Ertürk has been on the faculty of the Department of Sociology at the Middle East Technical University in Ankara, Turkey since 1986. She also taught at the Centre for Girls, at King Saud University in Riyadh (1979-1982) and from 1979 to 1981 served as its Chair.  

Between 1997 and 2001 she joined the United Nations, serving first as the Director of the International Research and Training Institute for the Advancement of Women (INSTRAW) in Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic (Oct.1997- Feb.1999), then as the Director of The Division for the Advancement of Women (DAW) at UN Headquarters in New York (March 1999 – Oct. 2001). On 1 August 2003, Yakın Ertürk was appointed the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women.

The title of her speech is: Examining the intersections of culture and violence against women & Recommendations.
