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Organised victims’ movements can play a huge role in advancing the goals of

transitional justice, even when the con�ict is ongoing. In this blog, Nisan Alici

discusses the Saturday Mothers movement, who have been mobilising since 1995

to demand truth, justice and accountability for enforced disappearances by Turkish

state forces and paramilitaries during the 1990s.

Following the 1980 military coup, Turkish state forces and paramilitaries committed

enforced disappearances as a widespread practice, most intensely in the 1990s in

the Kurdish region under the State of Emergency rule. The exact numbers are

unknown, but, in a Truth, Justice and Memory Centre report, the number of the

disappeared between the 1980 military coup and 2013 is estimated to be 1,353.

On 27 May 1995, human rights activists and the relatives of the disappeared in

Turkey started their silent actions at the Galatasaray Square – bringing the issue of
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the disappearances to the forefront of public interest. It was the beginning of a

decades-long process of demanding truth, justice, and accountability for the

enforced disappearance in Turkey and commemorating the disappeared – 17 years

after the �rst public gathering in Plaza de Mayo in April 1977 of 14 Argentinean

mothers, which inspired the Turkish movement now known as the Saturday

Mothers.

Around thirty people attended the �rst gathering, including the families who

claimed their loved ones were detained through extrajudicial procedures and

disappeared. The call was to gather regularly in silent sit-ins for the missing

persons to be found. The gatherings expanded each week as more families and

human rights activists found out about Saturday Mothers.

The participants consisted of various community members. There were female and

male relatives of the disappeared from different generations, lawyers, human rights

advocates, politicians and activists from diverse backgrounds. The press attributed

the name Saturday Mothers, and it was quickly accepted by many people. However,

in recent years, the term Saturday People seems to be used more often thanks to

the increased support from different groups, such as the oppositional political

parties and civil society organisations. As the heterogeneity of the participants

became more visible over the years, the name Saturday People increased in

popularity referring to the broader network of other family members, activists, and

supporters, with the name Saturday Mothers usually referring to the mothers as the

core of the movement.

Every Saturday, the sit-in starts at 12 pm. Each week is dedicated to the memory of

one forcibly disappeared person. The family members of that person share their

testimonies of the disappearance. Information is provided about the legal

developments on the case. The gathering is concluded with a press statement to

highlight the demands for truth and justice. Finally, the group leaves in silence.

During the sit-in, the Saturday Mothers hold the photographs of the disappeared in

silence without using any slogans or applause. In front of the mothers, a banner on

the �oor reads “Perpetrators Are Known Where Are the Disappeared? (Failler Belli

Kayıplar Nerede)”. The whole process takes around thirty minutes. The use of

silence stands out as an essential strategy to prevent potential police violence or

any type of attack.
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Despite this, from the very �rst sit-in the Saturday Mothers faced police violence. In

1998-1999, most mothers were systematically attacked by police and taken into

custody, despite some having severe health conditions. After gathering for two

hundred weeks in a row, Saturday Mothers decided to halt the protests. The

gatherings resumed a decade later, on 31 January 2009, as a response to the

Ergenekon trials, which were presented by the government as an important step to

end the military’s domination of political life. Among the defendants, there were

those associated with enforced disappearances in the 1990s, which motivated the

mothers to restart protesting.

The use of silence stands out as an essential strategy

to prevent potential police violence or any type of

attack.

This post-2009 phase has been the period where the hopes to �nd the disappeared

alive ceased. The sit-ins began to focus on more tangible demands around

accountability and justice, �nding the remains of the dead, and ensuring the

prosecution of the perpetrators. In the same period, the sit-ins moved beyond

Istanbul and spread to Batman, Diyarbakır, Cizre, and Yüksekova in the Kurdish

region, under the Kurdish name Dayikên Şemiyê which translates to Saturday

Mothers. During the 2015-2016 curfews following the escalation of the Kurdish

Con�ict, the sit-ins in the Kurdish region were suspended. Now, weekly protests only

continue in Istanbul, Diyarbakır, and Batman.

The success and effectiveness of organised victims in transitional processes are

usually assessed by the extent to which truth, justice, and accountability were

achieved. Yet, Turkey is one of those countries where there has been a lack of

o�cial will to account for past crimes. There has never been an overarching
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transitional justice agenda despite the existence of grassroots initiatives. Therefore,

in countries like Turkey, where the con�ict and repressive regime are ongoing, the

mere presence and persistence of organised victims should be considered a major

success.

Saturday Mothers built a public space where the notions of truth, justice, memory,

and accountability have gained visibility and support from a broad network of

actors. Most importantly, they made enforced disappearances, one of the most

systematic human rights violations of the 1990s, known to a wider audience and

mobilised a vast network of activists, politicians, journalists, human rights

defenders, and lawyers for accountability and justice.

Through a persistent struggle that has been expanding since 1995, Saturday

Mothers worked towards a country where enforced disappearances do not happen

again, and the perpetrators are prosecuted.  One of the most signi�cant

achievements of Saturday Mothers is that they created one of the most sustainable

and visible movements in Turkey despite the continuous police violence and the

State’s criminalisation efforts.

Saturday Mothers built a public space where the

notions of truth, justice, memory, and

accountability have gained visibility… most

importantly, they made enforced disappearances,

one of the most systematic human rights violations

of the 1990s, known to a wider audience and

mobilised a vast network of activists, politicians,

journalists, human rights defenders, and lawyers

for accountability and justice.



Victim movements around the world, such as the Plaza da Mayo Mothers in

Argentina and the Khulumani Support Group in South Africa, have been key to the

creation of the transitional justice discourse. The Saturday Mothers movement is

also an inspirational example of how organised victim groups mobilise the

demands for truth, justice, and accountability and contribute to transitional justice

goals.

Although there is no o�cial willingness by the State towards transitional justice

currently, Saturday Mothers should hold a central place in designing and

implementing transitional justice measures when the political opportunity arises. It

is the only way a transitional justice process can be victim-centred and create a

sustainable peace.

The views, thoughts and opinions expressed in this blog post are those of the

author(s) only, and do not necessarily re�ect LSE’s or those of the LSE Centre for

Women, Peace and Security.
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