F/X: Sound Turkish pop music... then in Turkish.... "This is Mustafa Seven. You are listening to Batman Radio. The voice of the south."  More Turkish pop music.
Script: This is the sound of an unlikely warrior in a very important fight.  Mustafa Seven is an FM Radio DJ.  He is the voice of Batman. A small town  in  south eastern Turkey. Its near the Iraqi border.  But here the war seems far away, for they have another problem - the women are killing themselves. 

Clip:    I first became interested in the issue of  suicides at the end of 1994. I was working as a DJ.  I was  on air late one night when  I took a phone call from a young girl - she was 18 years old and she said something very strange to me.   (Edit) "Brother Mustafa can you play a song for the last time".   And I asked her - why she meant the last time. And she said, well I am going some where. I asked her where. And at first she would not say but finally she said I am going to heaven.  I am going to shoot myself. 3.10
Script: As Seven frantically played music. He tried to get the girl to tell him what was wrong.  She was caught in a traditional problem.  She loved someone,  but the very next week she was being forced to marry a cousin who she did not love.  
Clip:  She was afraid to tell the situation to her family.  Because they would ask her, "Where did you meet him? Who is he? How dare you act in this way!"  So she decided to commit suicide.  And she went into the bedroom of her family and took her father's gun...and before pulling the trigger decided to call me.  (EDIT) At first I couldn't believe what was happening.  So I told her "I don't believe you.."  But then I heard the sound of the bullets in the gun and I realized that this was a very, very serious situation. (EDIT)  When I was talking to the girl. I heard some noises from the door moving and banging.  Also I could hear her mother shouting, "Open the door! Open the door." And I could hear that the family knew she had taken the gun. 

Script: Mustafa Seven was a young man in his twenties.  He with no experience in counselling or distress calls, he  was terrified.

Clip:    Our conversation had lasted for over an hour  And finally I said to her, "Do you trust me?"  And she said, "If I didn't trust you I wouldn't have called you".  So I said to her, "If you trust me do one thing - go to the door, and open it and give the phone to your mother.  Don't do anything but that...  just open the door and give the phone to your mother. I will explain the situation to her... You can trust me that you will not have any problems with your mother or your family". 13.50  (EDIT) So I finally got her to open the door and she gave the phone to her mother. 15.01  (EDIT)  I tried to explain the situation to her.  19.45  The parents were very surprised. Why hadn't she told them before? If she had told them we wouldn't have made her get engaged to the other boy.   After this situation was over.  She got engaged to the person that she was in love with... They got married and went to the village outside of Batman.  Two years later I saw her:  she had a son, and they called him Mustafa.  
F/X: sounds of traffic on streets of Batman:
Script: A happy ending in one battle in a campaign that stretches across this region.   This is the centre of Batman. It is an oil boom town: where horses, cars and tanks come rolling down the streets.  Despite the recent surge of wealth this is a conservative town where foreign journalists are questioned on the streets by police.   But it was here - after his late night phone call - that  Mustafa Seven helped start a community awareness project about suicides.  And the more he worked the more he realized the scope of the problem:   

Clip: (Fatima) 17.05 My first protest was I tried to commit suicide. Because my father made me marry one of my cousins. I did not love him, I did not even like him! 17.26 My father tried to force me to marry. I was twelve years old. So I tried to take chemicals - pills. Then that do not work, so I tried to cut my wrists. 
Script:  Fatima Vardan is a tall, attractive woman in her early twenties.  Yet her hands are covered in nicotine stains and her eyes move everywhere as she talks.  She is one of the patients at clinic partly established with Mustafa Seven's help.  But Fatima Vardan is part of a larger and unique phenomena in this part of the world.    Government statistics show that the suicide rate is actually lower here than most societies.   However, there is a difference, in most countries far more men kill themselves than woman.  Here the situation is reversed:  women kill themselves at a rate almost twice that of men. 

Why?  There are plenty theories: plenty of opinions and plenty of studies.   But none have cracked the essential mystery: of the female suicides here over fifty percent seem to have no motivation. They leave no note or message. And the women have no previous history of mental illness or hospitalization.   But Mustafa Seven has identified one surprising culprit: the effects of television in a repressive and restrictive society. 

F/X:   Turkish television sound clip: 

Clip:  (Mustafa Seven) I think television is a big factor in this phenonema.  Especially when young women watch television and they see pictures of Istambul, Ankara and Izmir all the big cities. And they see that young women there have a life. They can go to bars and discos and have freedom.  And they are kissing boys and  dancing together. In short they have a life full of colour. But when the TV is switched off then they can't live their own lives. This is a huge problem.  This makes them unhappy and is a serious contribution to this problem.
Script: But Fatima Vardan has a more poignant take on what women when think when they watch Asmali Konak - a Turkish TV soap opera. 

Clip:     The topic is a big family and they are very close to each other. When I watch this program I say to myself, "Why isn't my family like that?"  Because when I watch them they are all so close.  In my family it is not that situation. So I am very upset when I watch that...  04.44  My neighbours are not different from my family. So I did not see family hood there.  Only on television.  I am not interested in discos or cars.  And I am not interested in the money that is shown on television but on family hood that is shown on television.

Script:   Fatima Vardan comes from a village outside the bustle of Batman.  Her description of her life is a clue to why women kill themselves.
Clip:

From my first class until now - my family has never allowed me to leave the house.  They always use the same sentence - "Stay at home."  They think that the girls should stay at home and look after the house.  8.46  So when I was younger I couldn't leave the house at all. But now as you can see for the last four years I have left the home because I want.   My family does not want me to go outside but I do. 9.10 (EDIT)  My big sister never, ever left the house. Never went for coffee with anyone. She never left the house until she got married. Our eldest sister is like that - exactly the same. My family never gave them permission to leave the house.

Script:     For many young women and girls the only exit from this house arrest is marriage or death.  After Fatima Vardan broke off her first engagement with a suicide attempt, her family tried to marry her again.

Clip:             I also hated the boy that they tried to get me to marry, so I broke his head with a stone.  And in this case I also tried to kill myself. 25.33  With this situation I was 13 going on 14. 

Do you think that many girls do the same things you did?

26.50  Yes of course. I know some friends who it is worst. One girl was forced to get married at 11 years old. And one girl was married off at 13.  She accepted just to get out of house.  There was another girl who was 15 - she was given to an old man - 45 - by her family. 
F/X:  birds in trees... chirping loudly away... 
Scene:           This is the village of Shaklata.  It is like the one that Fatima Vardan was brought up in.   The sun is setting.   The birds are practicing their evensong and over the village the golden rays of the last view of the sun bathe this place in light.  It should be a peaceful scene.   But it will take more than "family hood" to restore this village:  it is in ruins.    Not a single house wall is over three feet high.  Bricks are strewn everywhere. It is a mute testimony to another reason that some people say women are killing themselves here - war.  

In this area for the last ten years the PKK - a group of Kurdish guerillas fighting for independence - fought the Turkish government.  The villagers were caught in the middle of the conflict: millions of people were forced to move, 30,000 people were killed and 3,000 villages like Shaklata were destroyed.   Rehan Yarkishda is a Kurdish human rights lawyer.

Clip:  Here in south eastern turkey we are looking at a very difficult situation. For sixteen years there was an armed conflict between the PKK and the Turkish Army.  And because of this conflict there were really serious and widespread, consistent human rights violations. Such as 3,686 villages were destroyed by the Turkish army and forcibly evacuated. And  as a result 3.5 million peole were removed from their homelands and have lost their land and their homes because of this... As a result of this there are widespread poverty and in some provinces people are living in quite horrible poverty. They are all unemployed there is very, very bad results of  this enforced migrations: very bad social problems, unemployment all these things are still going on
Script:   In the midst of this violence and social dislocation much of the stress has fallen on women.  Doctor Methad Gul treats Fatima Vardan and other female patients at her psychological clinic in Batman.  But most of her cases are not related to family problems but the effects of the war...

Clip:  Here is an example from my patients: another woman had four children. One day the Turkish Army took her husband away from them.  They took him out of their house. That was nine years ago - she has not heard a single thing from her husband or from the Turkish Army. Everyday she sits by the window waiting for him to return.  And she has heard no news. 15.39  When her children ask, she can't say if he is dead or alive.  She  can't say anything. But every day she sits by the window and waits for her husband. 16.04
Script: But Rehan Yarkishda the human rights lawyer has even more awful cases: the kind of thing which can easily drive someone to self-immolation.

Clip:   The one case is one which I have taken all the way to the European Court of Human RIghts in Strasbourg.  The person's name is Shoucran Idan. The case name is Shoucran Idan versus the Turkish Government.  In 1994 she was detained with her family members in her village which was close to  Mardin a town in south eastern Turkey. During ten days she was raped several times in front of her father, her uncle and other family members by Jendarme Forces.  This is not the only case that we have: we have many other similar cases. 

F/X: Sounds:  women laughing and chatting ... sound of sewing machines... 
Script:  Some of the women who suffered in this way come here to the Kamer Centre in Diyarbakir the main city of South Eastern Turkey. Here they are given counselling: treatment and occupational training - like this studio where the women are taught to make hats and clothes. Ozlem Ozturk is one of the people who run the centre... But for all her exposure to victims of the war she does not believe that the human rights situation or feminine despair is the reason for the high rate of female suicides.

Clip:       Declan's question:     Human Rights people say the suicides are caused because of political reasons...

I don't agree with them at all.  These suicides should be investigated properly... because if you investigate many of them you would discover that they are not suicide but murder.  For example, many women are supposed to kill themselves with moth poison. It is too easy for someone else to kill someone by putting moth poison in their food or drink.   
Script:  It may sound like an odd conspiracy theory: but not to Mustafa Seven - the radio DJ turned suicide prevention counsellor. 

Declan's question:  I have heard that many of these cases are actually not suicides but honour killings?

44.51 

Yes absolutely there are many examples like this. There was a case in Sassur of an unmarried woman who became pregnant. When her family discovered that she was pregnant.  They had a meeting.   The elders of the family agreed that the punishment should be death. So they killed her, and pretended it was suicide.  Aftter two months the police investigated and discovered that they had faked her murder as a suicide. 
Script:   In this part of Turkey family and honour are very important.  And an important part of family honour is how a woman behaves.   Ozlem Ozturk of the women's centre has many other cases where families killed to protect their honour.   Not even bothering to hide it as a suicide. 

Clip:   In Urfa which is a town here in south eastern Turkey -  one girl was murdered by her family because she wanted to go the cinema alone. 

Declan:
(You're joking?)    

No I am not joking.  There is another example,  from the same city of Urfa.  Another girl - she was 18 -  was murdered by her family because she phoned the local radio station and dedicated a song to "all the lovers who love but cannot be together..." so her family killed her. These are real cases that came before our courts. 
F/X:    Hospital corridor: people talking,  shuffling along
Scene:  Digle University Hospital - Neurology Ward.  Here lie the women who have been severely injured by their families.   Dr Adnan Ceviz has seen a lot of those cases.  He says there is even a seasonal shift to the injuries.  
Clip:   This is linked to the seasons.  Because in this area the women pick cotton. So when they are working and earning money in the field. No one will attack them or hurt them because they are earning money.  So in the summer there are almost no attacks. But in the winters when the women are not working we see a lot of attacks on the women.... For this area of Turkey. This type of injury is normal.  In fact it is so normal we do not think that most women, if they are injured in this way come here to hospital. 20.20...
Script:  It is visiting day at the hospital. The elevators do not work. So up the staircases swarms a river of  visitors. The human flow comes in different clothes and colours. There are farmers from the field  in traditional Shalwa trousers and skull caps: hijabed old women with sacks over their shoulders climb next to young women in tight jeans and make up.  Men from the city in their suits walk up next to soldiers.   This is a communal society.   Most people have several relatives visiting them. The corridors and wards are packed with visitors.  

But amidst this bustle one woman lies alone. There are no relatives to visit her. No one mops her brow. Or brings her flowers.   Her name is Shamsiye Allack - and her story begins seven months ago when she lived alone in her house with her father. A neighbour - Hilel Achen a 60 year old man visited her - and raped her.  Salih Demirkesen  is a lawyer.

Clip:   After four months her brother took her to hospital.  And the doctors told her that she was pregnant.  At first no one believed it. And then she refused to tell anyone who had made her pregnant.  So her brother sent his wife to talk to Shemsiye Allack about who had made her pregnant.   And she told the wife what had happened.

Script:  So Shemsiye Allack's family had a large meeting and  decided that the two must marry.  Shemsiye Allack was reportedly against the idea but the local Iman married her to her rapist.  He was already married.  A week later Hilel Achen told her he was sending her back to her family.  This was the village equivalent to a declaration of war.  The Allack family met, and declared a death sentence on them both: Hilel Achen for dishonouring their family: Shemisye Allack for allowing him to rape her.    One of Shemsiye's female cousins - phoned her to warn them that the clan was coming for them.  Shemisye and her would be ex-husband fled out the back door  of their house.

F/X:  Streets of Yalimkoy 
 scene: This is the streets of the village of Yalimkoy.  It lies at the bottom of an enormous hill. Looming over it is the 7th century castle of Mardin - which stands like a giant sentinel looking down on the town.    On another  ridge stands a new apartment development.  But down in these streets -  tradition still reigns.    Children play here, the mosque calls the villagers to prayer and cows wander among the houses.  It is quiet now. But it was not quiet,  that night.  For the men of the Allack family caught Shemsiye Allack and Hilel Achen as they fled through these streets. And then they dragged them to the garbage dump at the edge of village.  Doctor Ceviz:
Clip:     And the head of her family killed the man and then they took the woman in the middle of the night and stoned her.  They took her to a quiet and empty place and stoned her and beat her with sticks.  They were going to kill her and the only reasons why they did not was the son of the murdered man witnessed the attack and he ran to the police and told them.

Script:   The police found Hilel Achen dead - stabbed through the eyes and head.  His penis cut.  Shemisye Allack was under a pile of stones.  They thought she was dead. But she was not - she was taken to hospital - with extensive injuries to her head, one side of her body crushed, her baby lost.  

F/X: More sounds of hospital:
Script:       Today at the Intensive Care Unit of Digle University Hospital Shemsiye Allack lies alone.  Her head bandaged.  A tube running into her throat. Her face set silent and motionless.    Doctor Ceviz - the neurologist claims that she has lost forty percent of her brain function and will be a vegetable for life.   Barki Allack is one of the elders in her Allack family - and defends the family honour: 

Clip:   11.08   We give great importance to our women.  We honour and respect them.  
Script:  Barki Allack talks in the office of his car wash that he runs -  a few hundred metres up the hill from Yalimkoy.  He is in his fifties wears jeans and an old t-shirt. He looks worried: pinched grey face and sad eyes.   The defence lawyer for the Allack Family  - Salih Demirkesen -  was there as well.  Mr Demirksen likes pin stripes suits, black shoes and a thick mustache. But for all their differences in sartorial style, they both claim that women are treated with respect: 

Clip:  Turkey is a democratic country, It is not like Iran and Iraq. People do not stone each other to death! (EDIT)   Women are very important for us. We will do everything for women. Why? Because women are our honour.   (EDIT)   We give importance to women in this area. Let me give you some examples:  for example, there are big families in this area - clans who take the name of the women, not the men but the women. Also we kill for our women. We defend their honours.  And we kill people who insult them. 29.03
Script:  And one point on which they both are sure:  Shemisye Allack is being looked after:

Clip:  (Barki Allack)  6.44 We - Shemsiye Allack's family - see her all the time in hospital.  We take care of her. She is innocent. She does not have any fault at all in this event. (EDIT) 15.38 Our family has no problems with her.  After one month if Shemsiye Allack comes we will be happy to see her. Our only problem was with the guy: Hilel Achen. 16.07 Me and my wife - we hate him. He is the only person we have a problem with...

Script:  If that true.  It would be a wonderful world for Shemsiye Allack.   Unfortunately it is not. All the nurses and doctors report that the family has sent only one visitor. A man arrived just after her operation and demanded to know if she was alive or dead.   When he was told she was alive, he frowned and left. The family has paid no attention to her since then.  But they do flock to the court hearings to support the men who stoned her into a coma.   Doctor Ceviz on her probable fate.
Clip:   (Doctor):
It is a living death.   What will be her fate when she leaves here?  She will have no family. She will have nothing..... She is lucky in that she survived.  But survived to what?
F/X:  the streets of Batman.

Script: It is not only the family that has deserted Shemsiye Allack.  The Allacks are a large and strong local clan. So the local newspaper refused to publish any articles on the stoning. The Kurdish political party which runs the town is afraid of losing votes, so it largely prefers to stay clear of the case:  And on one day of the court hearings of the men who stoned her - the prosecutor was "unavoidably absent".    

The city of Batman was dark when I left it - the rain clouds swept over the city, mingling with the oil smoke and exhaust that washed the city.   But the phone rang a few moments before the bus pulled up.  It was Mustafa Seven - phoning from the city hospital. Another girl 19 years old had just committed suicide. No one had any idea why....

For Dispatches, I am Declan Hill - in south eastern Turkey. 

