- Who is Zehra Doğan?
I was born in 1989, in Diyarbakır, a city with a predominantly Kurdish population, a political hotbed. I was a child who grew up in this political atmosphere. 

When you are born as a Kurd, but registered with a Turkish nationality, you don't start off on the right foot. 

My first problem was in school. When I started elementary school, I was faced with a compulsory language that I didn't know. I entered a system that acted as if the Kurdish language did not exist, as if the Kurds did not exist, and that I, and all children, had to be "put on the right path". I experienced a great upheaval there. And that's when I started to question myself even more. Because in this school, we started the day by reciting the oath that said "let us praise our existence to the Turkish existence".

I have always been very curious about life. As a child, as a young person, even in prison. And I still am. 

It seems that I am outspoken... Indeed, I am not good at cutting corners, turning my tongue seven times before speaking, nor at expressing things in an indirect way. This is reflected both in my everyday life and in my work. I always prefer direct expression, like in journalism. For me, it is a mistake to express things in a roundabout way. Even if it is art, it is a mistake. I make political works, in fact. To speak about political subjects with a roundabout expression would mean to aestheticize the subject and that would be a big mistake, and out of ethics. These kinds of themes must be expressed with all their coldness, even if I add my own "touch".

I am often asked if I am a person with hopes. But I don't know why, every time the word "hope" is mentioned, the image of the smiling face of the cartoon Polyanna appears before my eyes... Maybe we need to find a new description, a new word, to describe the will to stand up despite everything, of those who, like me, come out of war zones. But, let's call it for the moment, "conviction"... Personally, I don't want to be an idiot filled with hope who, no matter what happens, waits and hopes, and who can't even get out of her chair to change things. Hope for me, is a feeling that arises when you fight for something. And those who achieve their dreams are always the ones fighting. I'm talking about being yourself and the real conviction, which is part of real life, that drives us. You know, the patriarchal and macho system does not like people who are themselves... 

As you know, I was imprisoned for two reasons. For an information and a drawing. For the information I relayed, my subject was the daily diary of Elif, a 10 year old girl who lived in Nusaybin. She told us that the tanks were bombing the houses... And the drawing is of the destroyed city of Nusaybin. When I made this drawing, I was living in this city and was held back by the state of siege, which I was covering as a journalist. For me, it was not possible not to draw a city in which I lived, and which had been as if shot on my head. 

In 2016, I was arrested and placed in Mardin prison. After 5 months of incarceration, I was brought before the court. There I was released, only to be tried in freedom. A month and a half later, I was in Istanbul, to participate in a women's festival, as a speaker... After I spoke, my family home was raided. They broke the door to get in. They were looking for me. As I was in Istanbul, I stayed hidden there. So I had a period of 5 months in hiding. It was during this period that the Court of Appeal confirmed my prison sentence of 2 years 9 months 22 days. I was then arrested and incarcerated again. First it was Diyarbakır prison, then, a year later, I and 20 other friends were forcibly transferred to Tarsus prison, under the pretext of lack of space. And finally, in February 2019, after serving my sentence, I was released.
- The personal is political - art is personal and political too. Your feminist art is rooted in the analyses and critique of the political, economic, and ideological power relations of contemporary Turkish society. It is not just a stylistic category. What does poetry and drawing mean to you?
Poetry has a great popular importance. Kurds are particularly fond of poetry. Our evenings with friends and family are always poetic and political. But there is a poet who touches me a lot and who touches all Kurds, it is Ahmed Arif. He is a poet who has been in prison too, like many, and he wrote his collection of poems in prison. He has for example a poem where he writes "I used irons in your absence" and he used a lot of metaphors related to the jail. I can say that he is the poet who touches me the most. 

For me, art and literature are weapons. Poetry makes all the metaphors meet, in a word. You don't have to say a lot of things, poetry can express a lot of things in one salvo. There is no need for whole pages full of words, nor long political speeches. It's just like a painting, a sculpture. One shot... They focus on that one shot, and when they do it in a sincere way, the expression is powerful, like a weapon. 

I can't say that all art has to be political. Because I don't have a determining position in art. In fact, I don't think anyone should have one.  But if I have to talk about myself, my art is political. But I don't produce political art per se. As I am a political person, naturally, my way of life, my thoughts, are reflected in what I create. I deal with political issues. Artists reflect in their creations their emotions, their testimonies, within certain artistic disciplines. This is the case for me too. Most of my creations, whether drawings, paintings, performances or installations, have been dedicated to Kurdish politics, but it is not a discourse. And these are works that have simply been nourished by the Kurdish struggle. 
- What does freedom mean to you?
For me, freedom is being able to say "no". The human being who can always say "no" will remain standing and free, whatever the conditions. Because acquiescing, accepting everything, just gives you comfort, and certainly not freedom. 

I think the most important thing is to stand up, even under oppression, and thus gain freedom itself. 

The world is dominated by sexist powers. All states have sexist policies. The end of all this is the freedom of women. As a Kurdish movement, we are convinced of the need to establish a democratic, ecological and gender free society. In a world where women, land, water, air and gender differences are not considered, no individual or people can be free. 

In a world of freedom, discrimination could not exist. In such a world there would be no talk of hatred of the other, because the seeds of hatred would be absent from our heads and hearts. 

I aspire to a world of freedom, which will have to pass by a first refusal, that of the existing order, patriarchal, virilist, sexist. This first refusal, this "no", is in fact a big "yes" to life, to the other, to the body assumed without injunctions and the possibility of building a world that allows it, without discrimination, inequalities or hierarchies. In fact, freedom is the power to say "no" in order to allow the "yes".
- Based on your experience, which are the most important actions to strenghten the relationship between (female) prisoners? In particular, what is sisterhood to you?
What everyday actions did you take to collectively survive?
The world in which we live is constantly transformed into a hell. Our beautiful planet is left to plunder, to wars, and for the profit of a few. And this desolate landscape that stretches out before our eyes is, for me, the work of a masculine thought. The same warlike ideology that acts only in its own interest, and not only tried to annihilate the existence of women, to erase their history, as well as that of the oppressed, but continues its predation, of which children and women are always the first targets and victims. However, women from the four corners of the world meet and recognize each other in a process of resistance, in a natural, sincere sisterhood, which puts freedom and equality at the center of all their actions. They are part of many struggles, against sexism, gender discrimination, racism, for ecology and for peace. For me, women represent Life and like a fortress in flesh that stretches over the world, stand together, in front of violence, injustice, destruction. 

I think that if we can still imagine a change for a better world, it is women who will be the key and the initiators. 

Finally, it is the woman who is the indispensable link of transmission and life. She is the remedy for all problems and wounds, whether they are of an everyday, societal or political nature. And the world calls them to help... So they try to find solutions, together and with the common sense that is natural to them, wherever they are, in everyday life, in the professional, political, social space, or even in this place of confinement and deprivation that is the prison.... I believe in the strength of women for the future.
- What everyday actions did you take to collectively survive?
In prisons there is a communal life where everything is shared. This concerns trivial things as well as joys and sorrows, and especially knowledge. A tradition of transmission allows us to share all life experiences, learnings, whether they are academic, professional or traditional. The moments reserved for readings, exchanges and debates, are very formative, but also binding.

We were women of all ages, and from all walks of life. There were journalists, politicians, authors and poets, as well as workers, farmers, shepherds... Political prisoners are always very organized. In our neighborhood, we lived effectively in a collective way. We tried to recreate a life for ourselves, to be individuals in our own right. And we did everything together: eating, sleeping, reading, crying, laughing, having fun... It gave us strength and made us feel good. The active participation in this communal life is also a way to fight against the policy of isolation and detachment from life that the prison system offers us. 

When we live together on a daily basis, with several people, generally more than expected for this small place, we are necessarily "close", physically first of all, but also in the relationship. Out of respect for oneself and for others, for a harmonious community, good relations are necessary. And this goes a lot with solidarity. It would be very painful and difficult to endure captivity without these human bases. This "obligation" to live together and locked up, becomes almost an advantage, thanks to the principle of collective life and the respect of the other. It is vital, because conflicts are regulated in this way, difficulties are overcome more easily, support is strengthened and friendships are solidified. 
- Dancing, writing, singing, drawing: how do these ways of expression affect everyday life in prison, in your experience?
It was rather poetry that kept the prisoners upright. Because even if we sang quietly, songs were forbidden. The radio? They just gave a radio that only got a channel or two. And they were channels full of commercials, and the songs they played were not songs that we would want to listen to. That's why we took the risk of singing from time to time. And, it is true that we had very beautiful voices among us. 

For example Nûdem Durak, with whom I spent some months in the prison of Mardin. Nûdem is a singer, and she was sentenced to 19 years in prison. She has been incarcerated since 2015. And in these six years, as she can not help but sing, she also received several disciplinary sanctions, long weeks of prohibition of communication, correspondence and visits... For example Menal Temel, in the prison of Tarsus. She used to make all the prisoners who listened to her feel the wind in their hearts. She would catch each one of them and take them to their destroyed and burned lands, to sow the seeds of freedom together with her melodies. It is not for nothing that every time Menal sang, a disciplinary investigation was started...

Some friends wrote. I too made some attempts, but we had friends who wrote really well. Songül Bağatır for example. But the poems she had written for a poetry collection, were confiscated. She then opened a lawsuit, but the court ruled in favor of the guards who had confiscated the poems, and decided the destruction of her notebook. Her poems were thus destroyed...

We used to celebrate important days in the history of our people, such as Newroz, the dates of great struggles and resistances, or the end of the year... On festive days we tried to improvise homemade snacks, drank tea, sang, did imitations, played games, and laughed... Isn't laughter also a valuable, important and subversive activity?
