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Editorial
what does this mean for all the political trials 
of the past and present? How can people gain 
confidence in a state apparatus that seems 
more and more shaped by political affiliation 
and less by competence? How can civil society, 
individuals, develop confidence in state autho-
rities, when even the president of the Republic 
defends the closure of the Internet platform 
Twitter while stating that this is illegal?

To be honest, the fate of this country will 
not be decided with these elections. It is a 
milestone in a long period of societal conflict 
this country has to go through. The outcome of 
this severe process is still open. This is the only 
point that allows people not to lose their hope 
and fall into despair.

On behalf of the Perspectives team
Ulrike Dufner

The moment you open and start reading this 
issue of Perspectives, Turkey will have just 
gone through a fierce election campaign. The 
local elections were presented to the public as 
a milestone in Turkey’s politics, as if each and 
every voter will decide the fate of the country’s 
future. The tension began before the election 
and led people to believe that with their vote, 
a new page in the history of Turkey will begin. 
This emphasis of the incredible importance of 
the elections increased the tension and made 
the people afraid of the future: What will hap-
pen after the elections? 

If we try to filter out the substance of all 
these questions that arose before the election, 
the main question seems to be: What will be 
the chance for democracy in Turkey? 

In the last months, we can observe an inc-
redible rollback of democratic achievements 
that had been gained in recent years. We can 
observe an increasing authoritarianism that 
has already entered many spheres of private 
life. We can observe an increasingly rude and 
brutal language and forms of political debate, 
which create permanent new enemies and 
deepen conflict in society. Only a few days 
before the local elections, people seem to be 
exhausted and without orientation, in a mood 
of depression, hopelessness and in fear about 
their future. The overwhelming mood at the 
end of this dirty election campaign was: Just let 
us get through these elections—whatever the 
result might be, we want societal peace again. 

But, as two politically much more important 
elections are scheduled right after these local 
elections, this wish for societal peace might not 
be very realistic. The chances for democratic 
reforms also seem to be not very realistic. Signs 
of a deepening of the polarization of the society 
seem to be the most realistic option. 

Some of the voters link their vote to the 
hope of new steps towards a peaceful settle-
ment of the Kurdish question. For some, the 
AKP still seems to be the only guarantor of 
progress in the peace talks and peace process. 
For others, progress in peace talks can only be 
attained with steps toward democratization, 
which seem to be not realistic at all with the 
AKP. For some, the re-establishment of rule of 
law and accountability is a precondition for 
sustainable peace talks. This would mean acco-
untability not only in regard to corruption cases 
but also in regard to the legal cases of recent 
years. If, as the Prime Minister states, there 
exists or existed a parallel state in the judiciary, 
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LOCAL ELECTIONS

Authoritarianism and political crisis
                                                                                                                        

Yunus Sözen

balance the executive is an anti-democratic one: 
namely, military intervention in civilian politics. 
Accordingly, after the AKP won two consecutive 
elections, came to control the posts of Prime Mi-
nister and President, and ousted the military from 
the political scene, no democratic or authoritarian 
adversary was left – considering that the high 
judiciary was also defanged after the referendum 
of September 12, 2010. In brief, AKP not only 
eradicated the military’s oversight in the political 
system but also laid the groundwork for its own 
authoritarian rule.

Another key factor for the concentration of 
power in AKP is its ideology, according to which 
the national will is represented by elected rulers 
and any attempt to question their decisions is 
tantamount to going against the national will. 
AKP deployed this ideology against not only the 
military but also against attempts at constitutional 
oversight, dissident media outlets and various 
political organizations. After gaining control of the 
executive and legislative branches, the AKP incre-
ased its clout inside the judiciary, too, and severely 
restricted the leeway of the opposition, which it 
branded as the enemy of the national will. For 
instance, the mainstream media has been either 
brought under government control or muzzled. In 
2013, even as the biggest protests in the history of 
Turkey erupted in its most central square, the ma-
instream media did not cover the event – precisely 
because of the authoritarianization that took place 
between 2007-2010.

In the period between 2010 and 2013, which 
followed the establishment of electoral authori-
tarianism, the debate in Turkey centered not on 
authoritarianization but rather the policies imp-
lemented by an unchecked government in line 
with its conservative and populist ideology. The 
so-called ‘4+4+4’ education law, limitations on 
alcohol consumption, and neoliberal urban po-
licies are cases in point. The Gezi uprising can be 

Authoritarianism boils down to omnipotence. A regime 
is authoritarian when a political actor holds all the 
political power, cannot be held accountable and there 
is lack of conflict between the political elites – even 
if that actor is the most popular leader or party in 
the said country. Located in the opposite end of the 
political spectrum, modern democracies are regimes 
of equilibrium where power is divided among various 
groups, the strong are subject to checks and balances, 
and the political elites are in competition or conflict 
within a given framework. In brief, in this type of regime 
the opposition can pressure the government by using the 
freedoms of expression and association, and the power is 
not concentrated but separated, and the different power 
centers balance each other. 

According to these basic definitions, we could 
characterize the Turkish political regime as fol-
lows. First of all, from 2007 until 2010, Turkey 
completed its transition to an electoral/ compe-
titive authoritarian system1 under AKP (Justice 
and Development Party) rule. In this stage, the 
political debates in Turkey centered around the 
axes of secularism vs. Islamic conservatism, and 
civilian vs. military rule; however, Turkey became 
increasingly authoritarian in political institutional 
terms in the sense that a certain political actor 
rapidly concentrated all power in its hands. The 
institutional basis for this development was all too 
evident, since the constitution of 1982 made the 
executive much stronger than the other powers 
and also difficult to hold accountable. In the same 
constitution, the liberties of the opposition, which 
are supposed to hold the government accountab-
le, are not guaranteed either as they should be in 
a modern democracy. The only factor which can 
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interpreted as the rebellion of the masses which 
rejected these right-wing and conservative social 
policies, but lack modern democratic opposition 
channels against the omnipotent government. 
The AKP’s response to the Gezi uprising carried 
the political crisis to a whole new level. As such, 
the issue went much farther than a problem of 
authoritarianism and its social policies and turned 
into a crisis of good leadership (inability to govern 
the country according to the general interest). In 
response to Gezi, the government tried to rein-
force its constituency by branding the dissident 
masses as the enemy of the national will (who 
refuse to recognize electoral results), in line with 
its populist ideology. To put it more concretely, the 
government tried to portray the rebels as an elite 
which is trying to roll back the gains of the con-
servative sectors in the last decade. As such, the 
government chose to govern just one sector (its 
constituency) by creating oppositions, instead of 
governing a “country” which could be conceptua-
lized as a community of citizens.

Although it seemed successful in this attempt, 
the government saw its general legitimacy chal-
lenged radically. Then on December 17, 2013, 
AKP took a serious hit in the form of a corruption 
probe allegedly managed by the Gülen sect – its 
covert coalition partner in the last 12 years – which 
is well-organized inside the judiciary and the 
police. Although the probe obliged four AKP mi-
nisters to resign, the party reacted to this threat 
in the same way, that is, by organizing another 
attack against the enemies of the national will 
(this time, the Gülen sect). In a very short space 
of time, thousands of police officers, prosecutors 
and bureaucrats were dismissed and replaced, 
blocking the corruption investigation and establis-
hing the total control of the party over the state. As 
a result, the AKP pointed to the ballot box as the 

only place to resolve both the discontent (Gezi) 
against the regime (authoritarianism) and its po-
licies (conservatism and neoliberalism), and the 
accusations of arbitrary rule, corruption and law-
lessness (brought up by the December 17 probe). 
Consequently, local elections were no longer a 
platform for electing local officials. These elections 
were much more than a vote of confidence for the 
government, becoming an arena where the AKP’s 
political regime and corruption was voted on.

Electoral strategies of political parties

AKP’s electoral strategy was to consolidate its 
constituency by pointing to an “other,” who alle-
gedly threatening its values and existence. The 
threat was embodied first by the dissidents who 
took to the streets during Gezi, and then by the 
corruption probe of December 17. In line with this 
strategy, Erdoğan equated his own political future 
with the future of the conservative and religious 
sectors that he incorporated into the political 
system. In this manner, he strived to avoid a pos-
sible disintegration of his base due to corruption 

AKP pointed to the ballot box as the only place to 

resolve both the discontent (Gezi) against the regime 

(authoritarianism) and its policies (conservatism and 

neoliberalism), and the accusations of arbitrary rule, 

corruption and lawlessness (brought up by the December 

17 probe). Consequently, local elections were no longer a 

platform for electing local officials. These elections were 

much more than a vote of confidence for the government, 

becoming an arena where AKP's political regime and 

corruption was voted on.

© NarPhotos / Tolga Sezgin
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the general elections of 2011, the BDP-HDP incre-
ased their votes albeit by a small margin (less than 
1%), the CHP’s votes remained unchanged, and 
the AKP lost over 2 million votes (6.5 percentage 
points), whereas MHP increased its votes by over 2 
million (4.6 percentage points).

Although it is evident that local candidates 
play a crucial role in local elections including the 
votes cast for municipal council members, we can 
draw certain general conclusions. For instance, an 
analysis of the municipal council votes by pro-
vinces reveals that the AKP lost votes in almost all 
provinces (with the exception of a few like Diyar-
bakır and Mardin), even if we take into account 
the effect of individual mayor candidates. The 
MHP, on the contrary, has increased its votes in 
almost all provinces. The CHP increased its votes 
in a few provinces but lost votes in many more. 
The most probable reason why it has preserved 
its overall percentage is the rise in its votes due 
to certain individual candidates in metropolitan 
centers such as Istanbul (an increase of 5.5 per-
centage points) and Izmir (of 2 percentage points). 
In terms of vote percentages, the MHP is the clear 
winner of the elections, and despite the general 
impression, it seems to have stolen votes from not 
only AKP but also CHP in many cases. Besides, 
although the results of Ankara are far from final (as 
of April 3), the AKP has not suffered serious losses 
despite the fall in its votes. The underlying reasons 
are the change in the law on metropolitan munici-
palities, the huge margin between the AKP and the 
CHP, and the number of incumbent mayors from 
AKP (incumbency effect).

Maybe the most critical question concerning 
the electoral results is how the AKP has managed 
to preserve its votes or why the CHP has failed to 
increase its share, amidst the political crisis and 
corruption allegations. To respond to this ques-
tion, we must turn to the long term factors which 
determine electoral behavior: In Turkey, conser-
vative and / or right-wing voters constitute a signi-
ficant majority.3 Looking at voting patterns, we see 
that the share of right-wing parties has never fallen 
much below 60%, and has indeed climbed to 70% 
and higher after the 1995 elections. Furthermore, 
the key party of this category, namely the AKP, has 
embraced a large part of the right-wing political 
elite (e.g. Numan Kurtulmuş, Süleyman Soylu) 
and there is no right wing-alternative appealing to 
the same constituency except the nationalist and 
conservative MHP. In addition, the AKP has integ-
rated vast religious and conservative masses into 
politics albeit through authoritarian means, and 
has granted them recognition and dignity; this has 
created an important ideological bond.4 As for the 
economic factors which have an effect on short-
term voting behavior, the AKP does not seem to 
face significant headwinds. After the 2009 elections 

AKP’s electoral strategy was to consolidate its constituency 

by pointing to an “other,” who allegedly threatening its 

values and existence. Erdoğan equated his own political 

future with the future of the conservative and religious 

sectors that he incorporated into the political system. In this 

manner, he strived to avoid a possible disintegration of his 

base due to corruption scandals or political instability.

scandals or political instability.
The CHP (Republican People’s Party), on the 

other hand, deployed a two-thronged strategy to 
maximize its votes, setting out from the assump-
tion that the majority of the Turkish electorate 
is composed of right-wing conservative indivi-
duals. On the one hand, in certain metropolitan 
centers, CHP opted for conservative and right-
wing candidates; on the other, it staged only 
a mild opposition against AKP rule which has 
governed numerous large cities for the last two 
decades and established clientelistic relations in 
poor neighborhoods in order to give voters the 
message that their lifestyle will not be threatened 
under a CHP rule. However, the CHP could not 
maintain this strategy, and found itself portrayed 
as the political party which threatens the status 
quo of the masses.

As for the MHP, it opposed the peace process 
and criticized the government’s corruption and 
lawlessness. However in comparison with the 
CHP, the MHP was more successful in staying out 
of the polarization created by Gezi and December 
17. It is probable that the party opted for this poli-
tical line deliberately, trying to present itself as an 
alternative to right-wing voters estranged from the 
AKP. The BDP-HDP (Peace and Democracy Party 
/ Peoples’ Democratic Party), the fourth largest 

party in the country, had a hard time positioning 
itself in the run-up to the elections. There could 
be various reasons why the BDP-HDP hesitated in 
criticizing the AKP government during acute cri-
ses such as Gezi or December 17: 1) The ongoing 
peace talks with AKP; 2) The idea that its constitu-
ency suffers more from symbolic or physical vio-
lence, rather than corruption or authoritarianism; 
3) The wish to reach out to conservative Kurdish 
voters, who have a favorable opinion of the AKP.

Election results

Although subject to change, the preliminary re-
sults of the elections are as follows: the AKP won 
43.3% of the votes, the CHP 25.6 %, the MHP 17.6 
%, and the BDP-HDP 6.6 %.2 When compared with 
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held in the middle of the economic crisis (when 
the AKP’s votes dropped to 38%), Turkey initially 
returned to rather high growth rates, and since 
2012 has posted lower but still positive growth 
figures.5 As such, the AKP’s loss of 6.5 percentage 
points due to the political crisis and mismanage-
ment must be considered to be rather significant, 
considering the party’s overall position.

One key reason why this drop has failed to 
change a perceived “AKP victory” is Turkey’s 
multi-party system dominated by a single party. 
Due to the huge margin between the first and 
second parties (26% in 2007, 24% in 2011, 17% in 
2014), the opposition has little hope of coming to 
power despite a considerable drop in the votes of 
the former.  

The fact that the CHP has failed to increase its 
votes can be explained by the same factors. Furt-
hermore, although the CHP’s tactic of presenting 
right-wing mayor candidates has given these 
candidates a fighting chance in the mayoral vote, 
it has failed to bring up the party’s overall votes or 
even votes for municipal council members (except 
in Istanbul). For example, Mansur Yavaş got 44% 
of the votes in Ankara, whereas the CHP received 
only 32% (just 1% higher than in 2011). The MHP, 
on the other hand, seemed to benefit from the 
shift of some AKP voters to its ranks.

Political significance of electoral 

results

Omnipotence has first led to social policies of 
exclusion, in accordance with the ideology of the 
ruling political party. Later, following an external 
uprising (Gezi) and an internal one (17 Decem-
ber), AKP opted for an arbitrary mode of gover-
nance (governing only for the support of its base), 

enjoying free rein in implementing neoliberal 
conservative policies. It is these conditions un-
der which Turkey went to the ballot box. In such 
conditions, elections cease to be an instrument of 
democracy, and become one of authoritarian and 
arbitrary rule. Whatever the reason for the drop 
or rise in votes or the voters’ motivation in casting 
votes may be, the elections have an ulterior po-
litical significance independent of all these: The 
arbitrary and authoritarian framework has recei-
ved approval, even though electors have not voted 
with this in mind. What is changing, therefore, in 
Turkey is not the behavior of voters, but rather that 
of the political elite in power. Furthermore, due to 
strong ideological bonds, the AKP’s capability of 
shaping its constituency in its own image is much 
more powerful than that of previous conservative 
governments. The electoral results suggest that 
this mode of government is here to stay for some 
time. Nevertheless, grassroots movements and the 
presidential elections could lead to cracks inside 
this omnipotent regime and to conflicts between 
those in power, which in turn might herald the 
transition to a more balanced political system.

1 Schendler, Andreas. 2006. The Logic of Electoral 

Authoritarianism. Schendler ed. Electoral Authoritarain-

ism içinde. Boulder, CO: Lynne Reiner, pp. 1-23. For 

the Turkish case, see Sözen, Yunus. 2008. Private View, 

“Turkey between Tutelary Democracy and Electoral 

Authoritarianism”, Fall, no:13, pp. 78-84.

2 http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/yerel-secim-2014/

3 Ali and E. Kalaycıoğlu, 2009. The Rising Tide of Con-

servatism in Turkey. New York, Palgrave.

4 Sözen, Yunus. 2011. Yeniyol, “AKP ve bir otoriterleşme 

ideolojisi olarak neo-muhafazakâr popülizm”, August, no: 

43, pp. 7-23

5 See, Çarkoğlu, Ali. 2014. Turkey Goes to the Ballot Box. 

Brookings, pp.1-8.
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greeting him in their burial-

robes, a theme he occasionally 
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CAPITAL AND CAPITALISTS IN TURKEY

Gülen sect: Reached for the state,  
got capital instead 

                                                                                                                        

Ayşe Çavdar

the establishment of Anti-Communist League 
of Turkey (TKMD). During the Cold War era, 
Anti-Communist League (KMD) was one of 
the prominent projects designed for Turkey. 
KMD became active in  1950 in Zonguldak and 
opened its first official branch in Istanbul in 
1956. However, the association was not to be 
long-lived, and was closed down after the 1960 
military coup. In 1963, it was reestablished 
under the name TKMD and came to be asso-
ciated with CIA-supported counterinsurgency 
operations. After the association was eventually 
closed down, some members of TKMD played 
a role in the establishment of Nationalist Action 
Party (MHP) and Society for Dissemination of 
Science (İlim Yayma Cemiyeti). 

Various biographies of Gülen suggest that 
in this period, despite being a co-founder of 
TKMD he also attended meetings at People’s 
Houses (Halkevleri), probably to compensate 
for the negative historical image associated with 
the former. 

In following years, Gülen worked as preacher 
(vaiz) at mosques in Thrace and the Aegean Re-
gion, in particular, Edirne, Kırklareli and İzmir. 

Stately aspirations inside the state

Subsequently Gülen rose to notoriety because 
of two political lawsuits. In the first lawsuit, he 
was placed under custody in the aftermath of 
the March 12 military coup on May 5, 1971 for 
violating the Article 163 of the Turkish Criminal 
Code, which could be summarized as “conspi-
ring to establish a religion-based state.” After 
seven months of imprisonment, he was finally 
released in 1974. Meanwhile, he continued to 
give sermons in Edremit, Manisa and Bornova. 
Gülen can be said to have shot to fame after 
imprisonment and acquittal. In 1975 and 1976, 

A religious sect now defies the strongest political 
party in Turkey. There must be a reason for this 
alarming self-confidence. Is it rooted in history; that 
is, does the sect have a long heritage? Not really -it is 
a movement that started to take shape in the 1970s. 
What about economic clout? Well, sort of; but in a 
country where each transaction must be approved by 
the state, economic force can translate into business 
investment only as far as the state allows it. 

As such, it is hard to talk about huge business 
power in this respect. International connecti-
ons? The Gülen sect is being investigated by the 
FBI, branded as “suspicious” by Germany and 
its schools are banned in Russia, Uzbekistan, 
Iran, Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan; it is now 
trying to gain clout in religious conflicts in de-
veloping countries such as Nigeria, Sudan and 
Somalia. This kind of international influence 
is not enough to challenge a ruling political 
party which has secured 50% of votes. Although 
Prime Minister Erdoğan suggests otherwise, 
Gülen’s followers cannot be likened to the As-
sassins of Hassan-i Sabbah, that is, an army of 
believers willing to die for their faith. Well, what 
is really at stake then? How have they come to 
secure so much political power?

A familiar starting point: Fighting 

communism and evolution 

The name of the association where Gülen chose 
to step into politics is rather telling, considering 
the conditions of the epoch. After completing 
his military service in 1963 in İskenderun, Gü-
len returned to Erzurum and participated in 
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Gülen travelled across Anatolia, preaching 
against communism and Darwinism. He started 
to publish the periodical Sızıntı in 1979, which 
took up similar themes. 

Gülen got into trouble with the state once 
again during the 1980 military coup. A search 
warrant was issued against him, obliging him 
to hide. The Prime Minister Turgut Özal at the 
time had the warrant cancelled a few years later. 
Mehmet Keçeciler, who then was their go-
between, recalls that period in a long biographi-
cal interview, published by Hayy Kitap:

“Fethullah Gülen vanished into thin air just 
before the military coup. Following the 1983 
elections, we came to power. I was the head of 
ANAP’s [Motherland Party] party organization 
back then. There was a search warrant for Fet-
hullah Hodja. The late Burdur Governor İsmail 
Günindi was an old friend of mine from when 
we were working as state employees…. One day 
Günindi came to the ANAP Headquarters to 
say thank you. Alaattin Kaya and Mevlüt Saygın 
were also in my office. Kaya was the publisher 
of Zaman newspaper, and Saygun the manager 
of Fethullah Hodja’s education institutions. I 
introduced my visitors to one other. İsmail said 
‘Fethullah Gülen Hodja is in hiding for no good 
reason. The prosecutor of Burdur only wants to 
take his statement; then they will let him go. The 
sect is causing unnecessary trouble by urging 
Fethullah Gülen to flee.’ Naturally, Kaya and 
Saygun were all ears. İsmail said all this, and 
then left. A few days later, Kaya and Saygun paid 
me a visit; Kaya said that they had talked to the 
Hodja about the issue. He had said ‘I will turn 
myself in, if Turgut Özal gives his word; I will 
give a statement’. They said that they wanted to 
meet with the Prime Minister. I expressed their 
wish to Mr. Özal. I was a bit worried though. To 
make sure, I called İsmail (governor of Burdur) 
and said, ‘Talk with the prosecutor and double 
check. It would be very unpleasant if Fethullah 
Hodja turns himself in, only to be arrested. Our 
prestige is at stake here.’ İsmail then contacted 
the prosecutor and called me back: ‘No worries. 
They won’t arrest him; they will just take his 
statement and let him go.’… Once I made sure 
that he would not be arrested, we paid a visit to 
Mr. Özal together with Kaya and Saygun. Özal 
said to them, ‘I confirm what Mehmet has told 
you.’ A few days later, Fethullah Hodja did turn 
himself in in İzmir, gave a statement and was 
let go.”

From this anecdote, we can see that Gülen 
already enjoyed protection and privileges from 
the highest officials of the state back then. 
However, it is not so easy to grasp the reasons 
behind this influence. That is because, although 
Gülen seems to act like the heir of Said Nursi, a 

key figure in the Islamist movement in Turkey, 
his words and political activities are not repre-
sentative of Nursi’s line. Although he once had 
ties to the Okuyucular branch of the Nur sect, he 
went his own way after the sect was divided into 
two: Whereas the Yeni Asır circle voted no to the 
1982 Constitution, the Şuracılar branch voted 
yes. Gülen’s new line was harshly criticized by 
the followers of Said Nursi, although there was 
significant competition and strife amongst the 
latter. The criticism was mainly aimed at Gülen’s 
close ties with the state and private business. 

The opus of Said Nursi is still read and discussed 
in student houses, schools and conversation 
groups controlled by the Gülen sect. Different 
branches of the Nur sect, although in discord 
about almost every issue, do agree that Gülen 
is far from being an heir of Said Nursi’s political 
and religious thought. 

Gülen resigned from the civil service in 
1981, as there was a search warrant against him. 
He continued to write articles for magazines 
and gave unofficial sermons. Then in 1989, he 
became a voluntary preacher at Valide Sultan 
Mosque in Üsküdar. His first books comprise 
the sermons delivered in this mosque. By the 
1990s, Gülen was already a frequently cited po-
litical figure. Everyone talked about his schools, 

Gülen started his political 

career in Accociation For 

Fighting Communism, which 

was know for its counter-

guerrilla operations and was 

crucial to Nationalist Action 

Party's (MHP) foundation.

The Gülen movement was fully aware of class-based and 

cultural divides and made good use of these. The Gülen 

sect did not aspire to social harmony; they translated 

existing class and culture divides into intra-sect dynamics, 

and offered upward class mobility as a source of promise 

and motivation.
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could not fully capitalize on, has turned out to 
be a critical advantage for the Gülen sect and 
for National Vision. Both movements can thus 
develop a religious teaching steering away from 
moralistic principles and practices, which could 
otherwise lead one to question certain political 
and economical activities: They offer Anatolian 
religious groups—historically excluded from the 
economic sphere and distribution networks—
an opportunity to thrive under current capitalist 
conditions. In a world where conventional, 
deep-rooted sects preach humility and mode-
ration, and try to preserve their autonomy by 
keeping the state at bay, this lack of historical 
roots allows the Gülen sect and National Visi-
on to uphold ambition and organization “for 
the sake of God”—the so-called “service”—to 
engage in conspicuous consumption on order 
to praise the force of faith, and to utilize the 
weapons of the enemy in the fight for survival. 
In other words, it allows them to disregard the 
discrepancy between the instrument and mes-
sage. In this respect, the competition between 
the Gülen sect and AKP—itself a transformed 
representative of the National Vision—is far 
from surprising. 

Another dynamic powering the rapid ascent 
of the Gülen sect in the 1990s is related to the 
the built-in inequalities of the socio-economic 
system. The Gülen movement was fully aware 
of class-based and cultural divides and made 
good use of these. The Gülen sect did not aspire 
to social harmony; they translated existing class 
and culture divides into intra-sect dynamics, 
and offered upward class mobility as a source 
of promise and motivation. If you studied hard, 
you could be accepted to a higher echelon. 
Otherwise you risked losing the advantages 
associated with your sect membership or rema-
ining stuck with no socio-economic mobility. As 
such, the organization resembled the manage-
ment of a large corporation, where awards and 
punishments are distributed to according to 
performance and social capital. 

And finally, the third dynamic was shaped 
in the area left vacant by the state. They helped 
each other when purchasing a car or house, or 
when setting up a business. Additionally, a vast 
network of businessmen also provided that key 
ingredient of well-oiled market mechanisms, 
that is, trust. Since they had trust in each other, 
they could sign long-term business contracts. 
In local chambers of commerce and industry, 
these business networks eventually led to po-
litical clout. The same was true for schools and 
student houses. After a person joined the sect as 
a very young university student, they no longer 
had to worry about choosing their job, their spo-
use or even the name of their child. The sect also 

Sect members could easily repay soaring foreign currency 

debts despite exchange rate hikes, thanks to internal 

solidarity. They helped each other when purchasing a car 

or house, or when setting up a business. Besides, a vast 

network of businessmen also provided that key ingredient 

of well-oiled market mechanisms, that is, trust. Since they 

had trust in each other, they could sign long-term business 

contracts. In local chambers of commerce and industry, 

these business networks eventually led to political clout. 

students, prep schools called “dershane”, com-
panies, and even attempts to place his followers 
in the army and police. In 1994, he established 
and became the honorary president of Foun-
dation of Journalists and Writers (Gazeteciler 
ve Yazarlar Vakfı), which became the flagship 
of the Gülen sect. The foundation became a 
prominent political player by organizing the 
Abant Meetings in the aftermath of the military 
memorandum of February 28, 1997. The ob-
jective of these meetings was to help Turkish 
political elites reach consensus, even if a basic 
one, on key issues. Indeed, the AKP project was 
based on such a basic consensus. The burea-
ucratic clout of the Gülen sect would thus be 
coupled with the political popularity of Tayyip 
Erdoğan and his entourage. Liberal intellectuals 
contributed to this alliance a legitimizing dis-
course with democratic references. Rocked by 
political turmoil, unsolved political murders, 
and cases of corruption in the 1990s, Turkey 

was in a pretty desperate position. It was almost 
inevitable for AKP—rivaled only by Cem Uzan’s 
Youth Party (Genç Parti)—to become the rising 
star of center right.

Gülen sect on the rise 

The main dynamics underlying the stellar rise 
of the Gülen sect are to be found in the transfor-
mations of religion, politics and state. Let’s start 
with the first one: 

Unlike the Süleymancılar sect, which rose to 
prominence in similar fashion, and the National 
Vision (Millî Görüş), which first appeared as a 
political project before turning into a sect, the 
Gülen sect does not have a historically rooted 
tradition. Although Gülen traces his philosophi-
cal roots back to Said Nursi and certain Islamists 
even claim his sect to be a modern branch of the 
Kadiri denomination, Gülen has long abando-
ned these political and philosophical referen-
ces. This lack of roots, which the Süleymancılar 
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became the social guarantor of business capital, 
which the state could not provide. As the state 
became less and less reliable, sects become 
more and more so. However, this has also chan-
ged in recent years. Having lost its flexibility, the 
Gülen sect—and others, too—started closing 
themselves to the outside world, and sharing 
their beliefs and “acquisitions” only inside their 
own circle. As such, sects stopped expanding by 
offering reassurance to more and more people, 
and instead started to give a bigger share of the 
rewards to current members. Thus, the social 
and economic relations established by the sect 
turned into a sphere of privilege. 

Transformation of capital as the 

scene of competition

The so-called Gülenist capital has come about 
by liberating itself of conventional Islam and its 
deep-rooted traditions. Although initially or-
ganized in the business organization MÜSİAD, 
Gülen-related businessmen soon differentiated 
themselves from other MÜSİAD members by 
business methods. In 2005, they set up TUS-
KON, which became a rival alternate that gran-
ted significant favors to its members. From 2007 
onwards, MÜSİAD members started asking 
AKP officials why the sect received preferential 
treatment. To understand this competition, 
one must examine what funds were allocated 
to which companies by the development and 
investment agencies set up under AKP rule, as 
well as the political connections of concerned 
companies. Nevertheless, it must also be noted 
that AKP’s animosity towards the sect has beco-
me more visible as MÜSİAD increased its clout. 

On the other hand, the feeble percentage 
of MÜSİAD and TUSKON members among 
Turkey’s largest corporations suggests that this 
competition takes place on a rather limited base 
and that this capital accumulation process has 
yet to find its own feet, independent of political 
support. 

According to 2010 data provided by the 
Istanbul Chamber of Industry, the number of 
MÜSİAD and TUSKON members among the 
500 largest members of the chamber does not 
even reach one hundred. The total share in 
employment of these two rival associations is 
around 10%. Their joint share in total profits is 
also around the same percentage. Considering 
that only 8 MÜSİAD members made it to the list 
in 1990, there obviously has been considerable 
progress. Judging by the table below, one could 
argue that Islamic capital does not have much 
weight among the top 500 members of Istanbul 
Chamber of Industry, and that it compensates 

for this disadvantage through political and bu-
reaucratic advantages offered by AKP. As such, 
the rivalry between TUSKON and MÜSİAD not 
only has a rather small stake, but also seems 
very risky. TUSKON has made significant he-
adway by exporting 2.5 times MÜSİAD’s export 
volume; however, this seems set to change due 
to the ongoing conflict between AKP and sect. 

ISO 500 MÜSİAD TUSKON

Number of 
companies

500 31 45

Ex-factory sales 
(TL billion)

210.6 7.6 12.4

Share in total 
(%)

100 3.6 5.9

Exports (USD 
million)

46.224 1.004 2.522

Share in total 
(%)

100 2.1 5.5

Profit (TL 
million)

15.555 671 986

Share in total 
(%)

100 4.3 6.3

Number of 
employees

516.305 19.981 33.469

Share in total 
(%)

1000 3.8 6.5

The first signs of tension between Gülen and 
AKP surfaced in 2007. The reason for conflict 
was same with that of their alliance in 2002. Er-
doğan and his entourage enjoyed huge political 
popularity; however, they lacked support in the 
bureaucracy, which found itself in a straitjacket 
after the February 28th memorandum. Accor-
ding to their initial agreement, the Gülen sect 
would support AKP with members who gradua-
ted from its schools and then took office across 
the world; which could also be seen as a privi-
lege granted to the sect by AKP. And it worked. 
Prime Minister Erdoğan’s proud claim “We have 
eliminated bureaucratic red tape” actually poin-
ted to a change of guard in the bureaucracy. The 
bureaucracy was now put to the service of the 
party. According to this equation, the party was 
equivalent to the general public, as it enjoyed 
50% electoral support. 

It is not hard to guess that the alliance bet-
ween Erdoğan’s team and the Gülen sect ran 
into problems from the very beginning. Nevert-
heless, the problem first surfaced with the Mavi 
Marmara crisis. This ship, which allegedly trans-
ported aid to Gaza under the control of the NGO 
called İHH, was supported by Erdoğan, whereas 
Gülen indicated that Israel’s permission should 
be sought beforehand. With the subsequent 
killing of nine Turkish citizens on the ship by the 
Israeli army, this became a turning point in the 
relations between Gülen and AKP. 

The second crisis, which triggered conside-
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support of Gülenists in the judiciary and police 
to end the army’s control over the political are-
na. This was done by means of lawsuits dubbed 
Ergenekon and Balyoz. It must have been beco-
me clear to Erdoğan that the Gülenist seeds he 
himself had planted in the bureaucracy would 
cause him serious headaches in any conflict of 
interest. 

Finally, hell broke loose one year later, with 
the eruption of the dershane (university test 
preparation centers) scandal. The government 
wanted to close down the centers and increase 
the number of private schools (kolej) instead. 
However, the centers were the main channel 
of socialization for the Gülen sect. Even more 
importantly, the sect exploded with anger to see 
AKP, to which it had lent so much support in the 
bureaucracy, take a clear measure to eradicate 
its social base. Although the government finally 
passed legislation to postpone the closure of the 
test prep centers by two years, the looming crisis 
could not be avoided. 

What happened after the police crackdown 
on government corruption on December 17 are 
the scenes of a duel between the two modern 
streams of Turkish Islamism: the Gülen sect and 
the AKP. In one corner we have the Fethullah 
Gülen sect and their business concerns, which 
boast great support in the bureaucracy, judici-
ary and police; in the other, AKP with its huge 
clout in the legislative and executive branches. 
What is positive about all this is that the scandal 
has revealed the banality of Turkish Islamism, 
as it turns around such worldly issues as cor-
ruption and nepotism. As such, Gülen and AKP 
have jointly put an end to an epoch when the 
historical power of Islam as a religion could be 
translated into political legitimacy by Islamists. 

rable public uproar, was soon covered up as it 
risked damaging both parties. The scandal was 
related to claims of corruption in the agency 
regulating university and civil service entrance 
exams, the ÖSYM, and thus concerned millions 
of people. The government and sect made their 
utmost to limit the scandal surrounding this key 
institution. In 2010, the civil service entrance 
exam KPSS was cancelled after claims that the 
questions were leaked to Gülenist test prep 
centers (dershane). AKP seemed to confirm 
these claims as it tried—in vein—to bring the 
ÖSYM under direct government control. Simi-
lar accusations were made about other exams 
organized by the agency; however, due to the 
extremely sensitive nature of the issue, the scan-
dal was soon covered up, and the rivalry betwe-
en the two sides inside the bureaucracy did not 
fully surface. 

The third key moment in the tension betwe-
en the sect and AKP concerned Hakan Fidan, 
the head of the Turkish intelligence service 
MİT. The crisis broke out on February 7, 2012 
when the special prosecutor in charge of the 
KCK lawsuit, Sadrettin Sarıkaya, invited Fidan to 
give a statement about the case. Prime Minister 
Erdoğan clearly stated that Fidan would not do 
so. Immediately, a legislative change was pas-
sed to grant Fidan and his team legal immunity. 
In fact, this was the beginning of the nightmare 
for AKP, which had previously capitalized on the 

The sect also became the social guarantor of business 

capital, which the state could not provide. As the state 

became less and less reliable, sects become more and 

more so. However, this has also changed in recent years. 

Having lost its flexibility, the Gülen sect –and others, 

too– started closing themselves to the outside world, and 

sharing their beliefs and historical “acquisitions” only 

inside their own circle. 

Compared to MÜSİAD, which 

is relatively narrow in scale 

and geographical reach, 

TUSKON has a wider imperial 

vision. TUSKON companies 

are competing worldwide with 

global companies.

© Kaynak / Tuskon
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CAPITAL AND CAPITALISTS IN TURKEY

Public–private partnerships:  
The fauna of corruption 
                                                                                                                        

Sermin Sarıca

and provide joint services.”4 
Yiğit Karahanoğulları suggests that, altho-

ugh it is possible to view PPP as a privatization 
scheme, “privatizations amount to the total or 
partial transfer of means of production under 
public ownership to the private sector (…) and 
as such privatizations are limited by the total 
volume of public assets available and the reac-
tions of the society” and accordingly “one rea-
son for the expansion of the PPP model is the 
fact that conventional privatizations are about 
to reach their economic and political limits.” 
PPP also opens up a space of profitability and 
a new market for the private sector; howe-
ver, “PPP is different in that (…) the resource 
transfer is signed into contract even before the 
facilities are founded, and that the commer-
cial relation between the public and private 
is extended over a very long process which 
starts with the facilities’ construction, followed 
by their operation and finally transfer to the 
public. (…) In the classical privatization model, 
however, the commercial relation between the 
public and private is a one-off affair.”5 

It is true that in PPPs, there is not a definite 
transfer to private capital, but rather an ongo-
ing relation between the public and private. 
Nevertheless, one cannot say that PPP is not 
privatization judging by this criterion only—
especially in countries where the transfer of 
ownership is closely connected to political 
positions. If we do not reduce privatization to 
ownership transfer and take a broader pers-
pective considering that “the privatization of 
state services includes all policies, which, to 
varying degrees, submit the economy to free 
market criteria rather than socio-economic 
needs,”6 then we can argue that it is possible to 
privatize the finance, production, ownership 
and management of public services and mono-
polies, wholly or partially. 

 
It is probably for this reason that when his legal 
proposals for PPP in the health sector were 
criticized as a privatization scheme in 2007, the 
Health Minister Recep Akdağ responded by 
saying “This is not privatization, but capitali-
zing on the power of the private sector to bring 
better quality health services to the citizens.”2 
However, the private sector is much more 
candid in this context. For instance in a report 
by the foreign investors’ association YASED, it 
said that “PPP amounts to privatizing today the 
public investments of tomorrow.”3 

According to some theorists, “It would be 
erroneous to equate PPP projects with pri-
vatization,” since “whereas in privatization 
processes, the state totally or partially cedes 
its role as a service provider in an area to the 
private sector, in PPP projects the state and 
private sector usually coexist in a certain area 

According to one point of 
view, the term public–private 
partnership (PPP) is being 
used by governments and 
institutions such as the EU 
as a “softer” alternative to 
the word “privatization.” As 
suggested by Hodge and Greve, 
expressions such as “public-
private partnerships” invite 
more people and organizations 
to join the debate and enable 
private organizations to get a 
market share of public service 
provision.1 
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According to a more historical approach, 
“advances in means of production, new tech-
niques of work organization, qualitative chan-
ges in the labor power, a deepening of capital 
accumulation, a weakening of the market’s 
creativity in ensuring the realization of capital 
(profitability) and the ups and downs of class 
struggle create new articulations between pub-
lic services and free market actors.”7  

The EU gives a rather broad definition of 
PPP in a Green Paper: “PPPs describe a form 
of cooperation between the public authorities 
and economic operators. The primary aims of 
this cooperation are to fund, construct, renova-
te or operate an infrastructure or the provision 
of a service.”8 

In this sense, PPP can be viewed as a new 
and special form of privatization. As a priva-
tization method based on a “new public ma-
nagement” approach designed to circumvent 
limits on public borrowing, PPP amounts to 
building a new hospital, school, highway, etc., 
and operating that facility to recover invest-
ment expenditure and generate profit over a 
long period. 

PPPs come in two forms. The first is the 
concession contract, where the private com-
pany receives a certain fraction of user fee, e.g., 
in water service or paid highways. The second 
is the private finance initiative (PFI) contract 
that is widespread in the UK, where the private 
company is paid directly by a public agency. 
The concession model is applicable only when 

payments are collected from end-users, where-
as the PFI model can be adapted to any public 
service.

In a more advanced PPP model dubbed 
“institutional PPP” by the European Commis-
sion, a joint public service enterprise is set up 
as a company owned by both public authorities 
and the private sector. Such joint enterprises 
can sign a contract with municipalities to deli-
ver certain services. For instance, private com-
panies and municipalities both have stakes 
in water companies in Italy, Hungary and the 
Czech Republic. 

To summarize, the instrumentalist pers-
pective which pits the state against the market 
should be abandoned and PPPs ought to be 
viewed as a type of partnership where the 
state’s functions are changed to become more 
corporate. 

PPPs in Turkey 

In Turkey, the amendment of a single article of 
the Law on basic Health Services initiated the 
legislation on PPP entitled “Building health 
centers in return for leasing.” In July 2006, the 
Regulation on Retrofitting Health Centers in 
Return for Leasing or for the Operation of Non-

Public Private Partnerhip in 

Health Sector Symposium. 

Right: Signature Ceremony 

for Public Private Partnership 

in City Hospitals.

kaynak/www.zmo.org.tr kaynak/http://www.akparti.org.tr

The EU gives a rather broad definition of PPP: “PPPs 

describe a form of cooperation between the public authorities 

and economic operators. The primary aims of this cooperation 

are to fund, construct, renovate or operate an infrastructure 

or the provision of a service.” In this sense, PPP can be 

viewed as a new and special form of privatization. 
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stage, one is in the initial proposal stage, one 
has passed the preliminary tender stage, and 
preliminary tender announcements have been 
made for two others.9 

According to this model, private sector con-
sortiums will raise the necessary funds, build 
the hospital buildings and other facilities, and 
manage them. The state, on the other hand, 
will grant the plot of land to the entrepreneur 
for free (as per the additional Article 7 Parag-
raph 1 of Basic Law on Health Services, the 
contractor can also build facilities on her/ his 
own plot of land; however, as indicated by O. 
Karahanoğulları, entrepreneurs naturally pre-
fer the transfer of public land)10, employ medi-
cal personnel and provide core health services. 
In return for the construction of the facilities 
and the provision of services, the state will pay 
rent to the private enterprise for 25 years. 

In this model where the state pays rent to 
and purchases some of the services provided 
from private companies, the said companies 
can recover the initial investment in a short 
period of about three years. In the remaining 
22 years, the companies will generate vast 
earnings in the form of rent, service payments, 
incentives, exemptions or guarantees. 

This investment and service scheme is ma-
inly deployed in the health service in Turkey; 

Medical Facilities and Services allowed the 
construction of public health centers in return 
for leasing or for the operation of non-medical 
areas. Afterwards, the executive decree on 
Organization and Duties of the Ministry of He-
alth was amended so that in June 2007, at the 
very last session of the Turkish Grand National 
Assembly (TGNA) before the elections, the two 
independent directorates of Public-Private 
Partnership Directorate and Construction & 
Repair Directorate were set up. Then, in the last 
parliamentary session before the 2011 electi-
ons, an “omnibus law” was passed to allow the 
transfer of hospital buildings and other real 
estate built under the PPP scheme to the public 
housing administration TOKİ. In April 2011, a 
public tender was held for an integrated health 
center in the province of Kayseri. Under this 
scheme, city hospitals and health campuses 
were to be built in 29 provinces. In February 
2013, the Draft Law on the Building and Retro-
fitting Facilities and Obtaining Services using 
the PPP model was approved by the TGNA’s 
Planning and Budget Commission. According 
to the web site of the Public-Private Partners-
hip Directorate, as of December 2013 the PPP 
scheme covered 20 health centers. Of these, 
four are under construction, nine are in the 
contract stage, three are in the final proposal 
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however, in the coming years, it is expected 
to be expanded to other public services, espe-
cially education. That is because it is a model 
especially convenient in areas where priva-
tization is difficult. It supposedly lessens the 
budget burden by extending payments over 
a longer period of time and enabling the cir-
cumvention of borrowing limits. Indeed, eight 
paragraphs were added to the Law on Higher 
Education Credit and Dormitory Agency to 
allow for the “construction of dormitories and 
other facilities in return for leasing.” An exe-
cutive order issued in September 2011 enables 
the establishment of schools and education 
campuses via PPP.

Although this model resembles the older 
“built-operate-transfer” model of privatizati-
on, it allows companies to post higher profits. 
Since the basic service is provided in a building 
owned by the private entrepreneur, the state 
pays rent over a long period. The state alloca-
tes public land to the companies for free for 
periods of 25 to 35 years. The companies can 
operate every area of the hospital they build. 
During this period, the companies are paid 
rent for the building and also service fees in 
return for the “public services” they provide. 
The companies also generate revenues by ope-
rating every commercial area in the hospital, 
from the canteen to the kindergarten. Since 

the public assumes the responsibility of the 
basic health services, private entrepreneurs 
can focus on other public services and auxiliary 
services that have a guaranteed profit. The vast 
mass of users who need public services and the 
sheer size and indispensability of the goods 
and services needed to generate basic services 
guarantee customers and profit for private 
entrepreneurs. In addition, the private entrep-
reneurs are exempt from the Value Added Tax, 
stamp tax and other duties in the purchases of 
goods and services. They are provided with the 
full backing of the Treasury when applying for 
international loans for investment purposes. 
Companies can also build hospitals in forest 
areas. The state guarantees “customers” by 
promising that the hospital will have a mini-

mum 70% occupancy rate. 
There are even more perks for the private 

sector: All second and third level public health 
centers and schools in the provinces where city 
hospitals or education campuses are to be built 
are gradually being closed down, and highly 
profitable downtown locations are thus being 
opened to privatization. 

Corruption and PPP

In public finance, PPP paves the ground for 
moral hazard in many respects. First of all, 
since the projects are on a vast scale, only a co-
uple of companies can join in and competition 
is limited, although competition is presented 
as the main advantage of bringing in private 
companies. In numerous countries, a number 
of PPP schemes have been cancelled for viola-
ting the basic rules of competition and leading 
to corruption. The examples came from Den-
mark-Farum, France-Villemandeur, Germany-
Frankfurt, Belgium-Flanders and lastly Brazil, 
where Siemens was banned from participating 
in public tenders.11 

PPPs lead to serious problems of transpa-
rency. The key reason is that private companies 
refuse to disclose certain data to the general 
public claiming that they constitute commer-
cial secrets. This limitation of transparency 
can block accountability in PPPs, since audit 
costs are very high, and the public sector lacks 
the means and resources to control the private 
companies involved. In many cases, the private 
company is much more in control of the pro-
ject as regards quality and production costs.12 

According to Price, the (as of yet unproven) 
assumption that private sector brings about 
increased productivity can only be valid in a 
perfectly competitive market economy where 
bankruptcy is a possibility. In the PPP model, 
however, the projects concerned are on a vast 
scale and therefore seen by governments as 
too big to fail.13 The private company involved 
knows that it will be supported by the govern-
ment if it runs into financial trouble, and this 
leads to moral hazard. That is because the pri-
vate company knows all too well that it assumes 
no real risk, whatever the PPP contract says.14 

Corruption can arise at every stage of the 
process, beginning from the selection of the 
company since it is dubious whether the pub-
lic tender is organized in an unbiased way. 
Frequently, companies that pay bribes or 
make donations to the electoral campaigns of 
policymakers or have close connections with 
them win the tenders. The audit of the quality 
of the work delivered is similarly questionable. 

In numerous countries, a number of PPP schemes have 

been cancelled for violating the basic rules of competition 

and leading to corruption. The examples came from 

Denmark-Farum, France-Villemandeur, Germany-

Frankfurt, Belgium-Flanders and lastly Brazil, where 

Siemens was banned from participating in public tenders.
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Coordination Unit” was given this task under 
the direct orders and approval of the Prime Mi-
nister himself. The government tries to create 
its own “coalition of winners” so as to legitimi-
ze neoliberal policies in the eyes of the masses 
on the one hand, and alleges the existence of a 
“parallel state” inside the state to discredit and 
fend off accusations of corruption and bribery 
on the other. 

Recent events oblige us to seek an answer 
to the following question: Should PPP be vie-
wed as a very functional component of state 
restructuring in the post-1980 era in line with 
a neoliberal perspective, or do the cases of 
corruption which erupted after the December 
17th probe show that AKP disregards norms of 
regulatory government such as transparency 
and accountability to its benefit? 
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The company can compromise service quality 
by using inadequate materials. The objectivity 
of the quality control process is generally du-
bious. Bribing officials usually costs much less 
than carrying out the investments that requires 
meeting quality standards. 

The main objective of a private entreprene-
ur is profit. Private companies strive to slash 
the costs imposed upon them by government 
regulation. For instance, time is key for compa-
nies. As such, whereas private entrepreneurs 
try to avoid delays such as construction permit 
processes, public officials can easily postpone 
such decisions for months. In such a case, 
bribe can be demanded or offered to “speed 
things up.” 

Another important factor in PPP-based 
investment projects is land. In a development 
project, various means of corruption can 
be developed to lower the cost of land. For 
example, a private firm might be interested in 
developing a certain plot of land but unwilling 
to purchase it at the market price or invest in its 
infrastructure. Instead, the company can bribe 
local officials to cut the market price of or have 
them build infrastructure in the plot planned 
for development. Alternatively, legislation con-
cerning the use of a certain plot, such as zoning 
plans, can become the subject of corruption. 
Local officials can change their minds as to 
whether the area will be used for agriculture, 
residence or commerce, etc.

In addition, private investors are keen on 
lowering the taxes, duties and other regulatory 
costs imposed upon them by the government. 
The government holds the right to provide 
incentives such as subsidy, tax discount or 
land grants to companies willing to invest. For 
instance, the government can grant a company 
the right to use a location or service, free of 
charge. Likewise, the government can offer 
access to loans at below-market interest rates. 
In all such cases, firms may opt for various 
methods of corruption to obtain financial in-
centives or slash investment cost. 

The discretionary power of government 
officials in key positions who control such 
important decisions15 is closely related to the 
cost of corruption; the bigger the discretionary 
power of officials and the smaller the options 
before the companies, the higher is the cost of 
corruption.16 

In the face of such risks, from 2004 onwards 
the European Union’s Progress Reports de-
manded that Turkey establish an independent 
anti-corruption unit in line with neoliberal go-
vernance principles; AKP ignored this demand 
for a long period. Instead, in 2009, the Prime 
Ministry Audit Department’s “Anti-Corruption 
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CAPITAL AND CAPITALISTS IN TURKEY

Media capital and ultra-cross media ownership
                                                                                                                        

Gülseren Adaklı

stepping into other media. For instance, a 
holding company dominant in the music 
industry might invest in book publishing or 
cable TV industries with a view to compen-
sate the cyclical slowdown in the former by 
profiting from growth in the latter. Once a 
taboo, the wave of neoliberalism turned this 
into a legitimate aspiration.2 

Ultra-cross media ownership is when a 
holding invests in the media as well as other 
industries. In general, Turkish media outlets 
guarantee investments outside the media. 
Such holdings may capitalize on their power 
in the media to take part in public tenders, 
government incentives and allocations, and 
privatizations. 

This “new media architecture” has been 
gaining momentum in Turkey and across the 
world since the 1980s.3 Some claim that the 
media should not serve the interests of the 
government or business, but that of the ge-
neral public; the media should contribute to 
an egalitarian and democratic social order. 
However, the new media architecture disre-
gards public good. The relationships of me-
dia companies with other industries make 
media outlets cautious about any content 
which might jeopardize such joint interests. 
Power hubs (i.e., governments, bureaucracy, 
companies, and regulatory agencies) capi-
talize on their media power to gain profit or 
political clout. 

“Pro-AKP media”: Media outlets 

instrumentalized more than ever

After the military coup in 1980, consecutive 
Motherland Party governments allowed ca-
pital to enter the media sector and the integ-
ration of the latter into the banking and fi-

In the wake of the capitalist crisis of the 
1970’s, media investments gained momen-
tum and expanded in the 1980s and 1990s.1 
Media outlets, whose number dwindled, 
followed expansion strategies which accele-
rated three main types of integration.

Horizontal ownership occurs when a cor-
poration in a certain sector strives to control 
target audiences and markets in different 
subsectors with multiple products/compani-
es. For instance, a corporation running a TV 
channel that appeals to the general public 
may also set up a news channel or speciali-
zed newspapers with specific target groups.

Vertical ownership is when a corporation 
tries to control the entire supply chain, from 
the procurement of raw materials or basic in-
puts to the delivery of the end-product to the 
consumer. When a single company manages 
to control the entire production process, a 
strong tendency towards monopolization 
appears in the sector.

Cross-media ownership refers to streng-
thening control in a certain medium by 

In Turkey, a dependent capitalist country, the 
media displays ownership and control patterns 
different from those in other parts of the world. 
Across the world, large media outlets tend to pursue 
profit just like companies in other industries, and 
media production accounts for a large part of 
their growth strategies. In Turkey, this is not the 
case. In Turkish capitalism, media investments are 
“instrumentalized” towards ulterior goals such as 
securing investments in other sectors and gaining 
political clout. 
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nance industries. Under AKP rule, the media 
industry has completely merged with manu-
facturing and services, resulting in a media 
complex dependent on the government. 
The media has become more instrumen-
talized than ever before in Turkish history, 
displaying not only political parallelism,4 
but also upholding the objectives of the AKP 
government regardless of its own policies.5 
Accordingly, instead of the popular expres-
sion “biased media” (yandaş medya), I use 
the term “pro-AKP media,” which denotes an 
ensemble of political, social and economic 
relations. The media owes its presence and 
clout to AKP, occasional conflict with the 
government in the last ten years.6

During the Gezi protests, pro-AKP media 
outlets’ headlines were almost identical to 
one another, as can be seen in these publica-
tions of June 7, 2013.

Under AKP rule, certain media outlets 
suffered from economic repercussions, such 
as hefty tax fines. Two cases are the tax pe-
nalty of TL 3.7 billion handed to the Doğan 
Group in 20107 and the economic hardships 
imposed upon Taraf newspaper for its criti-
cal stance.8

Pro-AKP media outlets, which became 
significantly visible from 2007 onwards, 
generate media content which serves go-
vernment purposes. They define the terms 
of political debate through news reports and 
debate programs, but their influence extends 
beyond this. For instance, the Çukurova 
Group, which once controlled Akşam news-
paper and Show TV, succeeded in producing 
a new billionaire (Mehmet Sepil) in a single 
year thanks to its subsidiary Genel Energy, 
which was granted the right to extract and 

distribute oil in Iraqi Kurdistan.9 How would 
it be possible for this media boss to support 
an editorial line critical of the government’s 
Kurdish policy? The example of Mehmet 
Emin Karamehmet will illustrate this, as will 
that of Ferit Şahenk, owner of the Doğuş 
Group, which drew criticism for its coverage 
of the Gezi protests.

Oil investments of Genel Energy in Iraqi 
Kurdistan. The company is a subsidiary of 
Çukurova Holding, former owner of Show 
TV and Akşam newspaper.

Ferit Şahenk, owner of the TV channel 
NTV, was designated the richest man in 
Turkey in the Turkish edition of Forbes ma-
gazine in 2011. Şahenk also made it to the 
headline of the Zaman newspaper on April 
26, 2009.10

The ways in which these media outlets 
act are very similar. For instance, according 
to the Law No. 3684 concerning the Radio 
and Television Supreme Council (RTÜK), 
media companies were unable to participate 
in public tenders. In 2001 the Doğan Group 
lobbied to allow media outlets to submit 
such tenders and to raise the limits on the 
foreign ownership of these outlets. Until the 
Law No. 6112 passed in March 2011, the le-
gislation was ambiguous and thus unreliable 
in the eyes of investors – especially foreign 
companies. All media companies expended 
immense efforts to amend the law. Today 
business groups that own TVs, radios, etc., 
can submit public tenders without any 
problem as a result of this joint political 
campaign. Holding companies can step 
in and out of a critical industry such as 
the media without hurdles, because 
these “collaborative cartels”11 have left 

31 Mayıs gecesi anaakım 

medya Gezi protestolarını 

vermektense “Penguen 

Belgeseli” yayınlayarak 

direnişi görmezden 

geldi. Penguenler Gezi 

eylemcilerinin simgesine 

dönüştü.

These identical headlines 

are taken from pro-AKP 

newspapers on 7 June 2013, 

during Gezi Park Occupation. 

"I would sacrifice my life for 

democratic demands". 
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Yıldırım, and the Prime Minister’s son Bilal 
Erdoğan urged the Cengiz-Limak-Kolin con-
sortium to acquire not the media assets of 
Çukurova Group but those of Sabah-ATV.14 
When Umut Oran, an Istanbul MP from 
Republican People’s Party submitted a par-
liamentary inquiry on this acquisition the, 
Presidency of Telecommunication and Com-
munication demanded that the text of the 
inquiry be removed from the MP’s personal 
web site!  

Transfer of the media companies of Çuku-
rova Group: Obliged to abandon his banking 
investments in 2002, Mehmet Emin Kara-
mehmet was left with Turkcell and Digitürk 
as his most important companies. Media 
outlets such as Show TV, Skytürk and the Ak-
şam newspaper posted huge losses, and were 
unable to pay employee salaries for months 
on end. On May 24, 2013, the Security Depo-
sit Insurance Fund seized the Group’s media 
companies, and almost immediately, Show 
TV was sold for a ludicrously low sum to 
Turgay Ciner, who enjoyed strong relations 
with the government. The other media out-
lets such as Akşam newspaper and Skytürk 
channel15 were first bought by a consortium 
among the construction companies Cengiz-
Limak-Kolin, which had also been awarded 
the public tender for the construction of the 
third bridge over the Bosphorus. As soon as 
the news of the acquisition became public, 
Limak’s owner Nihat Özdemir announced 
that they had cancelled their decision to buy 
the said companies. Finally, Ethem Sancak, 
who had briefly stepped into the media in-
dustry in 2007 with the Star Media Group, 
made a comeback when he was most needed 
and acquired these companies.16 Upon the 
completion of the sales on November 21, 
2013, Sancak acquired Çukurova Group’s 
media companies with the exception of Show 
TV in return for 62 million dollars.17

Ethem Sancak, who openly admits that he 
reentered the media business to support PM 
Tayyip Erdoğan,18 had formed a joint-ventu-
re with the British company Alliance Boots 
back in 2001 to establish Hedef Alliance; 
then he sold all his shares in the company to 
Alliance Boots in 2013.19 

Ciner Media Group/Turgay Ciner20: 
Turgay Ciner’s biggest media companies 
(Sabah-ATV) were seized by the state in 
2007, after then he also established new me-
dia companies. His editorial line avoided any 
friction with the AKP government. The senior 
managers intervened in any content which 
might jeopardize Ciner’s non-media invest-
ments. For instance, a popular quiz show at 

Under the AKP (Justice and Development Party) 

rule, the media industry has completely merged with 

manufacturing and services, so that the government 

has been able to create a media complex organically 

dependent on itself. The media has become more 

instrumentalized than ever before in Turkish history. The 

said media complex not only displays political parallelism, 

but maybe more importantly, always upholds the 

objectives of the AKP government regardless of its own 

political ideology or publishing/broadcasting policy.

aside their disagreements to support politi-
cal initiatives that pave the way for strategic 
investments in construction, contracting and 
energy. Therefore, it is necessary to investi-
gate who operates these holding companies, 
how they are enriched via public tenders, 
what kind of networks they create, and the 
role of the AKP government in this context. 

Prominent cases of ultra-cross 

media ownership 

The handover of Sabah-ATV: The Sabah-ATV 
handover sparked significant debate. Estab-
lished by Dinç Bilgin, Sabah-ATV was ac-
quired by Turgay Ciner in 2002 before being 
seized by TMSF (Security Deposit Insurance 
Fund) in 2007. In 2008, it was transferred to 
the pro-AKP Çalık Group almost like a gift 
through a highly controversial payment met-
hod.12 In time, the Çalık Group came to suffer 
huge losses but was saved from its demise by 
the government. In December 2013, Sabah-
ATV was sold to the Kalyon Group, the rising 
star of the construction industry during AKP 
rule.13 

The acquisition by Kalyon Group has 
led to many rumors. During the corruption 
probe initiated by the police on December 
17, 2013, many recordings were made public 
via the Internet, some of which suggest that 
the Minister of Transport at the time, Binali 

Bottom: The owner of NTV 

television Ferit Şahenk was 

listed number one in 2011 

Forbes Wealthiest People 

in Turkey. Şahenk was on 

the front page of Zaman 

newspaper on 26 April 2009. 
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the TV channel Bloomberg HT was disconti-
nued when its producer and presenter İhsan 
Varol posed questions that seemed to be in 
support of the Gezi protests. The program 
was banned in the wake of the corruption 
probe of December 17.21 

Following the corruption probe, a so-
called “tape war” between the government 
and the Gülen sect started through disse-
mination of secretly taped conversations. It 
was then alleged that Ciner had close rela-
tions with Gülen. In a conversation leaked 
on the Internet on January 13, 2014, it was 
alleged that Ciner said the following: “This 
newspaper will never publish a story which 
would compromise you… I shall never allow 
a piece which might embarrass his eminence 
(Fethullah Gülen).” 22 Even though the exact 
network of the Gülen sect remains unknown, 
Ciner’s Park Holding is known to have spon-
sored the Intercivilizational Dialogue Cong-
ress organized by the pro-Gülen Foundation 
of Journalists and Writers on June 6-7, 1997.23 
The AKP government (read: the PM) ensured 
that its henchmen rose to managerial posi-
tions in the Group, possibly to increase its 
power. In 2012, Ciner acquired Kasımpaşa 
Sports Club24 and subsequently appointed 
Mehmet Fatih Saraç, known to be very close 
to the PM, to the boards of both the football 
club and the media group. The leaks also 
showed that, on a day when the Gezi protests 
spread across the country, Erdoğan called 
Saraç in person and demanded the removal 
of a news scroll on Habertürk. A new piece of 
legislation concerning the Internet, passed 
just after the recordings were leaked, gave 
Presidency of Telecommunication and Com-
munication the right to prevent such leaks 
for good.25  

Milliyet’s June 3, 1997 edition indicates 
that Intercivilizational Dialogue Congress 
held in Istanbul was sponsored by Park Hol-
ding, Kentbank and THY.

The Leviathan of neoliberal  

capitalism

Ultra-cross media ownership denotes neoli-
beral capitalism’s intricate network of relati-
ons. The media has been tightly constrained 
since the 1970s, jeopardizing freedom of 
expression and other civil liberties. The AKP 
government used police power and media 
power to suppress the Gezi protests of June 
2013, and continues to block freedom of 
expression. However, although the owners-
hip structures of the media were realigned 
to support the AKP government, this was 

not enough to stop the Gezi protests. Thus, 
the government sought recourse in heavy-
handed tactics, brandeding all international 
criticism as “conspiracy.”26 

The Turkish media is an integral part of a 
group of abbreviations such as TOKİ (Public 
Housing Administration), HES (hydroelect-
ric power plant), AVM (shopping mall) and 
TFF (Turkish Footbal Federation), which 
form the basis of the collective capitalist 
class. The social results of all this result in 

Pro-AKP media outlets, which became significantly 

visible from 2007 onwards, generate media content which 

conspicuously serves government purposes. In particular 

news outlets, months and years have passed without the 

slightest criticism of the AKP. They are able to define 

the terms of the debate through news reports and live 

debate programs, and thus the material and human 

resources of the country are brought under governmental 

control under pretexts such as “urban transformation” or 

“overcoming the energy crisis.”

Top: The "tapes", apex of 

surveillance society...

Below: News sites that covered 

CHP MP Umut Oran's questioning 

of the sale of Sabah-ATV 

media companies  were warned 

by Telecommunication and 

Communication Agency.
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tion between the Gülen sect and AKP.� In hindsight, 

this idea seems to be vindicated with the develop-

ments following the operation probe of December 

17, 2013, which AKP circles called a coup by the 

Gülen sect. 
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CAPITAL AND CAPITALISTS IN TURKEY

The political orientation of the Kurdish capital
                                                                                                                        

Interview: İrfan Aktan

allel with the neoliberalization of the economy in 
Turkey starting from the September 12th coup, the 
appearance of the urban entrepreneurship dis-
course and the increasing intervention of the state 
in urban spaces from the mid-2000s up until now. 
Along with some reforms, municipalities have 
gained relative autonomy from the center. This has 
opened up a new area of struggle against the state 
to the Kurdish movement through municipalities. 
Despite this, municipalities do not stand much 
chance against the players of this big transforma-
tion. For instance, the Kurdish movement has not 
come to an agreement on the transformation in 
Suriçi. Once the HDA plans the urban transforma-
tion, it is not really possible for the municipality 
to stop this process. For example, people from 
the City Council or the Municipality used to say: 
“Since we could not resist the transformation, we 
are trying to get directly involved and at least try to 
make sure that the process goes more easily for the 
ones that are going to be evicted.” However, this 
also has to be said; for many players both at the 
Sur Municipality and at the Metropolitan Munici-
pality, the transformation at Suriçi means eco-
nomic development through tourism. We should 
not forget the statements of the Mayor of Sur that 
he expects Suriçi to become a tourist attraction 
after the transformation.
How does the Municipality conduct its relations 
with the Kurdish capital?
I had observed in 2007 in Diyarbakir that there was 
a very strained relationship between the political 
elite of the Kurdish movement and the business 
people in the city. Not just the political elite, but 
people of Diyarbakir in general described busi-
ness people as robbers, profiteers and unreliable 
people. Many asked me why I was working on 
“these people”. That was even a perception that 
a lot of business people had internalized. Many 
business people I met in Diyarbakir saw the capi-
talist class as untrustworthy and as people who 

Let us start with the Hewsel Gardens that is a 
topical issue these days. There is a resistance 
at the Diyarbakir region, upon the claims that 
Hewsel, the historic green area of Diyarbakir will 
be zoned for development. What is the core of 
the Hewsel case?
Ayşe Seda Yüksel: Suriçi constitutes one of the 
most important parts of the urban transformation 
projects of the Housing Development Admin-
istration (HAD, TOKİ in Turkish) in Diyarbakir. 
However, the HDA also declared Hewsel Gardens 
to be a housing reserve area in November 2013. A 
housing reserve area means a housing zone where 
people who live in hazardous areas or buildings 
are planning to be transferred to. HDA made a 
statement that permission will not be given for 
housing here, but that Hewsel will be restructured. 
A similar statement was made by the governor’s 
office. BDP MP Altan Tan also issued a similar 
declaration. Quite simply, it is not yet clear who 
says what about Hewsel. Nevertheless, the discus-
sion that started with Hewsel is very important. 
While the state intervention in the city commodi-
fies urban space, it also politicizes it; it helps po-
litical groups struggle with their right to the city 
with more concrete and tangible demands. But, 
like I said, the stands of the related parties are not 
clear yet.
Could one of the reasons for this be the unclear 
position of the Diyarbakir Metropolitan Munici-
pality?
We can say that the Kurdish movement has 
opened up new horizons in the model of urban 
administration since the early 2000s. When we 
look at the political past of the Kurdish move-
ment, we see that it maintains a critical stance 
against capitalism. We also need to bear in mind 
the relationship of this critical stance and political 
struggle with the macro transformations in Turkey 
and around the world. Things changed with the 
gradual increase of interregional inequality in par-
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do not know anything about commerce and who 
could not even become business people. One of 
the most important reasons for this perception 
is that the business people in Diyarbakir have 
just very recently got a start in business. We have 
done a research in 2007 in Diyarbakir Organized 
Industrial Zone and interviewed nearly hundred 
companies. Business people in Diyarbakir mostly 
come from farm families that have immigrated to 
the city in the 1970s.
For instance, Raif Türk, who is one of the most 
prominent business people of Diyarbakir was 
formerly a reporter for the newspaper, Özgür 
Gündem...
Yes. We cannot talk about institutionalized family 
companies, a second or third generation com-
mercial bourgeoisie or a capitalist class that has 
proven itself in the manufacturing industry. This 
characteristic of the capitalist class also deter-
mines the relationship it will have with the rights-
based political struggles. Each newly emerging 
capital class is in favor of stability rather than 
rights and democracy. We can say that it is a very 
inexperienced yet dynamic class and on the other 
hand, it may use very aggressive strategies.
What are those aggressive strategies?
It is a class that is obliged to make use of legal gaps 
and to advance via relationships and that holds 
on to these relationships more aggressively since 
it feels obstructed or left out. A Kurdish business 
person had told me: “We always long for things 
that are supposed to happen but do not; that we 
can make happen but cannot.”
Do you agree with the observation that during 
the Justice and Development Party (JDP) period 
a new upper-middle class has been strengthened 
and developed through subsidies against the 
Kurdish movement?
Economic reports show that there is an important 
recovery in the region since 2002. The recovery 
coincides with the JDP period but there have been 
other developments in the same period. The abo-
lition of the state of emergency is an important 
factor in the recovery of the region’s economy. Yes, 
Kurdish capital has gotten stronger during the JDP 
period but we cannot claim that this was accom-
plished solely by the JDP. After the USA’s interven-
tion in Iraq, the Iraqi Kurdistan opened up a very 
important economic door. The number of export 
companies that have been established since 2002 
in Diyarbakir have increased about four times.
Is the exportation done mainly to South Kurd-
istan?
Around 55% of Diyarbakir’s export is done to Iraq; 
marble, stone and food... There are many business 
people from Diyarbakir who go into the construc-
tion and service sectors there and open up restau-
rants and hotels. We see that Kurdish capitalists 
established close relations with the state of emer-

gency governors and bureaucrats in Ankara in the 
1990s. If they hadn’t established relations with the 
state, they would not have survived. And that is 
what lies beneath the negative perception of the 
capitalists among Kurds. I talked to many busi-
ness people who were left out and went bankrupt 
in the 90s because they stood close to the Kurdish 
movement. There are people whose businesses 
took a nosedive after Tansu Çiller said: “We have 
a list of the Kurdish business people who help out 
the PKK.” The ones that were able to survive are 
the ones who established close relations with the 
state of emergency governors and bureaucrats in 
Ankara at the time.
Looking at the power that the Kurdish move-
ment has gained, can we not say that the re-
lations of the capitalists with the state have 
changed, even if it is only partially?
We see that after 2002 the business people repo-
sitioned themselves in their relations with the 
Kurdish movement and the local politics. On one 
hand they have to sustain their relations with the 
state, but on the other hand, they need to not be in 
conflict with the military and the political wings of 
the Kurdish movement.

What is the approach of the Kurdish capitalists 
towards the Kurdish movement’s ideology like?
Let us acknowledge that you cannot imagine 
another group of capitalists in Turkey that are as 
critical of the state as they are. Most of the busi-
ness people I met start the conversation by talking 
about 1915. They mention the Sheikh Said Rebel-
lion, 1980s, the evacuation of villages and torture. 
Even the foundation of Diyarbakir Industry and 
Business Association tells us a lot. In 1995, one of 
the meetings they held in order to found the as-

Youths in Diyarbakir have 

started a one-week sit-in 

to draw attention to the 

cutting down of trees in 

the eight thousand years 

old Hevsel Gardens despite 

all the obstacles by police 

forces.“Dicle resisting 

from Hevsel to Gezi” is the 

slogan of the youths. Hevsel 

Gardens, which covers an 

area of 700 hectares, has 

been Diyarbakir`s nutritional 

source since the city was 

established thousands of years 

ago. Located on the banks of 

the Tigris River, it is situated 

on fertile soil that is rich of 

alluvium and still provides the 

vegetable and fruit needs of 

Diyarbakir.

Yes, Kurdish capital has gotten stronger during the JDP 

period but we cannot claim that this was accomplished solely 

by the JDP. After the USA’s intervention in Iraq, the Iraqi 

Kurdistan opened up a very important economic door. The 

number of export companies that have been established since 

2002 in Diyarbakir have increased about four times.
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vat Houses where wealthier people live, and where 
there are one or two-story luxury homes and 
mostly members of the upper-middle class live.
We know that, during the March 2006 incidents, 
a group of young people wanted to march toward 
these houses. There had also been some attacks 
against the shopkeepers who did not put up the 
shutters after a child named Yahya Menekşe was 
run over and killed by a panzer in Cizre in 2008. 
Could such incidents be considered signs of a 
class-based conflict within the Kurdish politics?
Let us go via Diyarbakir again. Yes, the risk of 
urban segregation is gradually increasing. For 
example, registered unemployment is around 
13 percent. We can say that the real numbers are 
higher. The age group where unemployment is the 
most common is the group aged 25-34. The recent 
relative enlargement in the construction sector 
has created 25 percent employment in the city. 
However, growth based on construction cannot 
continue to increase. When the employment in 
construction stops, Diyarbakir is going to turn into 
a city where the gap between the rich and the poor 
is very sharp; even now, we can say that this gap 
is continuing to increase. Another thing we need 
to emphasize is that while this gap is growing, the 
negative perception about the business people is 
starting to change. After 2010, there has been an 
accommodation between the business people 
and the Kurdish movement or the municipality. 
Prior to the referendum, businessperson Raif Türk, 
along with numerous other business people, had 
announced that he would vote “yes” and some of 
his bulldozers had been burnt down by members 
of the PKK. Osman Baydemir came out and made 
a statement along the lines of “my bulldozers have 
been burnt down.” That indicates an important 
convergence. Following Baydemir’s statement, 
comes the campaign: “2013 should be the year of 
the Diyarbakir city walls.” We know that DISIAD 
(Diyarbakir Industry and Business Associa-
tion) worked really hard for this campaign along 
with the municipality. Such developments have 
changed the negative perception among Kurds 
against the capitalists and they have begun to be 
perceived as a necessary class for the city. Still, the 
decrease in the employment in the construction 
sector may once again reverse this perception.
But the development in the construction sector 
also includes the urban transformation practices 
which cause the poor to be displaced...
Of course, we will see the outcome of the transfor-
mation in Suriçi together. As a Kurdish municipal-
ity, to evacuate Suriçi means to displace the peo-
ple who have gone through forced migration for a 
second time. So far, almost 250 houses have been 
demolished in Suriçi. The people who lived there 
have been sent to the HDA buildings at a place 
outside the city called Çölgüzeli.

sociation was raided and the business people were 
taken into custody due to holding an “unauthor-
ized meeting.” When Çiller’s “list of the Kurdish 
business people” appeared in 1993, most of them 
were followed and threatened. We are talking 
about people who have experienced the state’s 
dark side one way or another.
Does the Kurdish capital have a significant pow-
er in Kurdistan?
The Kurdish capital in Kurdistan is not in the 
center of power; it is a capitalist class that is on the 
outside, on the periphery, pushed out. They also 
directly suffered and are still suffering from the 
state’s unlawfulness. Hence, they react against the 
Kurdish movement only when it disturbs stabil-
ity. But that does not stop them from ideologically 
agreeing with them on many issues.

When the Democratic Society Congress brought 
forth their democratic autonomy text, there was 
an article on the minimization of capitalism. JDP 
MP and business person Galip Ensarioğlu re-
acted to this text by saying “People who have not 
even run a grocery store in their lives are offering 
an economic model to Kurdistan.” How does this 
targeting of the Kurdish movement affect the 
way capitalists politically position themselves?
Minimization of capitalism means the rejection of 
the capitalist class that is trying to institutionalize. 
So this is an ideological attitude that contradicts 
the existence of Ensarioğlu. The Kurdish capital is 
in accord with the Kurdish movement regarding 
the cultural dimension of the Kurdish identity; on 
claiming the language and the culture, and defend-
ing a certain political autonomy. But the vein of 
the Kurdish movement that criticizes capitalism, of 
course, frightens the capitalist class.
There is also the rise of the middle class in Kurd-
istan...
Yes, that consists more of sections of the society 
who have positive relations with the Kurdish 
movement such as local politicians, lawyers, 
doctors, and members of NGOs. We observe this 
development, for instance, in Kayapınar.
What kind of a place is Kayapınar?
It is a place where middle classes live, where there 
are modern building complexes. It is the modern 
face of Diyarbakir; a place that is decorated with 
parks, boulevards and shopping malls. Similarly, 
there are also other urban spaces such as Hamra-

We see that Kurdish capitalists established close relations with 

the state of emergency governors and bureaucrats in Ankara in 

the 1990s. If they hadn’t established relations with the state, 

they would not have survived. And that is what lies beneath the 

negative perception of the capitalists among Kurds.
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Was there no resistance?
They could not find an entity to complain to. When 
they go to the municipality, they are directed to 
HDA and when they go to HDA, they are directed 
to the municipality. Those whose houses were 
demolished were for the most part people who 
came in the 1970s, before the forced migration. 
But when the transformation spreads to other 
neighborhoods where victims of forced migration 
live, things may change.
Why doesn’t the municipality reject this trans-
formation process?
The municipality is thinking about overcoming the 
economic problems through tourism. Osman Bay-
demir says they can attract three million tourists 
after completing the restoration of the city walls.
Can we say that the thesis of “democratic moder-
nity against the capitalist modernity” that Abdul-
lah Öcalan has envisaged will have difficulties in 
being realized by the Kurdish movement?
The statement, “We want to run our cities by our-
selves” symbolically opens up a space of struggle 
for the Kurdish movement but economically, we 
cannot talk about a revolutionary municipalism. 
They act within the existing economic system. It is 
an interesting paradox; on one hand, you want to 
open up an area of employment for the poor in the 
city, but in order to be able to do that, you get in-
volved in urban transformation projects. Taking the 
unemployment and the poverty into consideration, 
they have to attract capital into the city. However, 
as the city transforms, you may turn the people you 
want to protect, into the outcasts of the city.
You said that the people who came from com-
pletely different professions in the 1970s have 
become the current Kurdish capitalists. How did 
they acquire the accumulation?
There are people who somehow save money 
through stationary businesses and then invest this 
savings, for instance, in the mining sector. On the 
other hand, there are rich people who have main-
tained strong relations with both the politicians in 
Ankara and the local politicians. These are mostly 
the people who have become rich in the 90s. Then 
in the 2000s, there are people who have turned 
their savings into investment by making use of the 
incentives through their relations in Ankara. Yet, it 
should also be stated that the rich people of Diyar-
bakir or the region are relatively rich for the region. 
For example, in the 90s when a cement factory was 
being privatized, ten business people from Diyar-
bakir come together and they could not find the 
money to buy the factory. On the other hand, there 
are many families who have emigrated from Di-
yarbakir and got rich in the west: the Tatlıcı’s, the 
Ceylan’s, Halis Toprak... They are all rich people 
from Diyarbakir who have no ties left with Diyar-
bakir. This picture points out the vagueness of the 
concept of the Kurdish capital. Who is the Kurdish 

bourgeoisie? Is it Halis Toprak, the Pirinççizade’s 
or Raif Türk?
Until the 2000s, the state was trying to steer the 
Kurds through clan leaders. But now the clan 
leaders have, for the most part, lost their influ-
ence. Whereas clan leaders have vassals, capi-
talists have workers. Is there a possibility that 
the capitalists take over the mission of the clan 
leaders?
It has been possible for JDP to take votes from a lot 
of Kurds through the promise of employment and 
bread and butter. Today, this promise is working in 
favor of the JDP. Whether the relationship with the 
workers resemble the relationship of the clan lead-
er with his vassals depends both on how much 
strength the Kurdish capitalists will be able to gain 
and the fractures in the semantic maps concern-
ing the perception of the businessperson.

The Kurdish movement has attained a certain 
level of strength in its struggle with the state. Can 
we say that now the class segregation has added 
a new dimension to the Kurdish issue?
That is unfortunately true; however, indicators of 
this situation had appeared before. For instance, 
the March 2006 rebellion, even though it had start-
ed because of the use of chemical weapons against 
the guerillas, it was a rebellion that had a very dis-
tinct class characteristic. The rage of the poor was 
directed not only toward public institutions and 
the police, but at the same time toward the stores 
where the upper classes shop, the cafés that are of 
high symbolic significance and the banks. We can 
see the March 2006 rebellion as the first manifesto 
of the class segregation. On the other hand, there 
is a very wild capitalistic transformation in South 
Kurdistan. Professor Neşe Özgen’s observations 
there are important: Kurds live like refugees in 
Kurdistan, in their homeland. They are being 
worked under severe conditions. Iraqi Kurdistan 
can offer us clues regarding the consequences of 
the developments in the north. If you try to create 
economic progress and employment under the 
conditions of wild capitalism, you open up a door 
into a situation where exploitation is multiplied. 
One of the points to take into consideration re-
garding the Kurdish issue is this class segregation. 
A very radical neoliberal transformation is being 
experienced. In the forthcoming period, we may 
face class conflicts as a concrete problem.

The Kurdish capital is in accord with the Kurdish movement 

regarding the cultural dimension of the Kurdish identity; on 

claiming the language and the culture, and defending a certain 

political autonomy. But the vein of the Kurdish movement that 

criticizes capitalism, of course, frightens the capitalist class.
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ECOLOGY

Kavar as a development model
                                                                                                                        

Nurcan Baysal

In 1993, many inhabitants of Kavar had to mi-
grate to big cities such as İstanbul, İzmir, Manisa 
and Mersin when their villages were forcefully 
evacuated by the state. In the early 2000s, they 
started to return to their villages through their 
own means. I got acquainted with them during 
this period of return in September 2008.

Setting out

In 2008, the Hüsnü Özyeğin Foundation decided 
to implement a rural development program de-
signed to improve the quality of life in impover-
ished rural areas, and recruited me as the director 
of the program. In the first six months while trying 
to outline our modus operandi, I visited poor rural 
areas of Turkey. I conducted research on the ef-
forts of rural development in Turkey and abroad, 
and sought an answer to the question “What rural 
development?” “What kind of rural development 
should there be? Who is to do the ‘developing’? 
Why are we to ‘develop’ them? Who says that eat-
ing at a table is better than eating on the ground? 
Doesn’t development risk destroying the diversity 
of life? Who is to define poverty? Who is poor 
according to whom? Are all these highways con-
structed in the name of development? How are we 
to give a human face to development? Can there 
be development without justice and equality? Can 
there be a development which is blind to identity, 
language and culture? What is the place of the 
right to a decent life in development schemes? 
What purpose does development serve if it ig-
nores inequality…”4

Our main reference point was the relation 
between development and human rights. We 
believed that development was a human right 
(the right to development). Towards late 2008, 
we had outlined the main principles of the Rural 
Development Program (as an integrated, partici-

“Here, from June through September, women go to the 
mountains and highlands to milk the cows. We set off on 
foot at 10 am and reach the cattle in about an hour. We 
milk them for half an hour and then walk back home with 10 
to 25 liters of milk on our backs. We reach home at 12.30. 
There is more work at home, such as cooking, caring for 
the children and boiling the milk, all of which occupies us 
until 5 pm. Even more work awaits us, as we spend two and 
a half hours milking the sheep and goats.1 In total we need 
five hours for milking the animals... Rural development, 
you say—what is that? We women would be very pleased if 
the road we take to get to the animals for milking could be 
improved. It’s full of rocks which cut our feet. If the road 
were fixed, the work would be much less tiresome... I wish 
we had a tractor to take us to the animals.”2

These are the words of a woman from the Düz-
cealan (Çorsin in Kurdish) village located in the 
Tatvan-Kavar basin. Kavar is a basin by the Van 
Lake, and included six villages and five ham-
lets. In the 1990s, state security forces forcefully 
evacuated three of these villages, burnt one down 
(Çorsin), and obliged the remaining two to accept 
the village guard (koruculuk) system. The total 
population is composed of approximately 1800 
individuals, 88% of whom have a primary school 
education or less, and 30% of whom are illiter-
ate. 79% of the illiterate population is women. In 
2008 figures, the monthly income per capita in 
the basin is 109 TL and the median income is 82 
TL. As such, the income level is below the Turkish 
starvation limit.3 6% of the total population suffers 
from physical and/or mental handicap. 60% of the 
basin’s population is younger than 25 years of age. 
Accordingly, the basin is Turkey’s most impover-
ished area in terms of all development criteria.
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pated and flexible program advocating human 
rights, centered on the individual, upholding 
gender equality and defending the sustainability 
of natural resources) and decided on Kavar as our 
first basin.

Kavar Rural Development Project

From October 2008 through January 2009, we held 
meetings with diverse groups such as women, 
girls and kids, and determined the content of the 
program and activities together with the habitants 
of Kavar. Sometimes we would discuss the same 
issue for days on end. These meetings lasted 
about three to four months. During this process 
we gained the trust of the Kavar population who at 
first were a bit skeptical towards the foundation: 

“We first though that this was all a plan by the 
state, which sent you to us. I was cautious and 
said ‘They are strangers, we shouldn’t welcome 
them.’… We didn’t know what was going on. We 
had no trust in you. But now things are different.”5   

In December 2008, we established a monitor-
ing and assessment system which would allow 
us to evaluate the consequences of the program 
in the coming years,6 and in January 2009 we 
launched the activities of the Kavar Rural De-
velopment Program. The activities roughly fall 
under eight categories: social welfare, enhancing 
economic capacity, infrastructure, empowering 
women, organization and sustainability, natural 
resources, cooperation and partnerships, and 
influencing rural policy. 

To enhance economic capacity in the basin, 
not only tens of thousands of walnut trees were 
planted, but also the habitants of Kavar were 
trained in arboriculture since they had forgotten 
even the most basic skills after spending many 
years in big cities. On the one hand, the stalls in 
the basin were fixed, and women received semi-
nars on animal and dairy hygiene. More and more 
maize was planted for silage purposes. Further-
more, a cultural center (Yeniden Yaşam Merkezi: 
Back to Life Center) was established with the sup-
port of the Japanese Embassy to enrich social life 
and organize cultural events. Intermediaries were 
contacted to help women market the honey they 
produce. To ensure children’s access to education, 
repair work was started in the schools which had 
been abandoned since the 1990s, kindergartens 
were set up, and a school providing eight years 
of education was constructed for those Kavar 
children (6 to 7 years old) who previously had 
been obliged to attend distant boarding primary 
schools.7 Numerous artistic and cultural activities 
were organized including children’s libraries, film 
screenings, children’s choirs and drama clubs. 
The annual Kavar festival was launched, and 

village halls were set up in every village to house 
training seminars and other social activities. 
All these efforts were crowned in 2011 with the 
establishment of Kavar Co-op Society for Rural 
Development. A milk collection center was set up 
under the umbrella of the co-op society to bring 
the milk to the market. The co-op also started to 
package and sell the grain grown in Kavar as well 
as the honey produced by local women. There 
were additional efforts to improve the meadows, 
plant seeds in the meadows, carry out foresta-
tion and generate solar energy so as to ensure the 
sustainable and enhanced utilization of natural 
resources. 

“This is the first time we had civilian 

visitors in Kavar”

The Kavar Rural Development Program ran from 
2009 through 2013, and 2014 was planned as a 
year of transition to end the program. One key 
element which differentiated the Kavar basin 
experience was the strong trust between the 
project team and target audience, which allowed 
villagers to discover their potential and build 
social and institutional capacity as envisaged by 
the program. This discovery allowed the villages in 
the basin to get organized under the umbrella of 
a co-op society and act together. Public agencies, 
civil society, academic institutions and the private 
sector participated in the program. 



30 Heinrich Böll Stiftung / Türkiye

as enemies.”10

Every summer, three or four interns from uni-
versities in Western Turkey joined the program. 
One such intern active during the summer of 2011 
said,

“It was only after my two-month internship 
in Kavar that I understood what the people in 
the East have to suffer. Hundreds of people came 
here and went back as part of the project, and 
they were all affected by what they saw. I believe 
that the project has an effect on peace-building 
efforts.”11

Today, when the peace process ranks high on 
the public agenda, the Kavar Rural Development 
experience is more valuable than ever. As the 
peace process makes progress, many ex-villagers 
from the region will leave the big cities’ slums 
to go back to rural areas. Refugee camps like 
Mahmur will be disbanded and the fighters in the 
mountains will return. In total, millions of people 
will go back home. However, since they have been 
far away from the countryside, fields and agricul-
ture for 20 years, most of them will not even know 
how to trim a tree. Comprehensive and integrated 
socio-economic schemes like that in Kavar which 
focus on the individual and her/his rights will 
make a positive contribution to the durability of 
peace.12 

1 Milking the sheep and goats is called beriye gitmek in the 

local vernacular.

2 A 28-year-old married woman from Düzcealan village, 

with two children. Özyeğin Foundation, Field Study 

Report, Ayşe Gündüz-Hoşgör, Kavar, Bitlis, August 2008.

3 In 2009, the starvation limit for a family of four was 

estimated at 287 TL, and the poverty limit at 825 TL. 

Source: TÜİK Haber Bülteni: 2009 Yılı Yoksulluk 

Çalışması Sonuçları, http://www.tuik.gov.tr/PreHaber-

Bultenleri.do?id=10952. 

4 Nurcan Baysal, O GÜN, İletişim Yayınları, 2014, 

İstanbul, p.14.

5 Nurcan Baysal, O GÜN, İletişim Yayınları, 2014, 

İstanbul, p.29.

6 In the Kavar monitoring-assessment scheme, the impact 

analysis method was used. In order to scientifically mea-

sure the difference created by the program and to ensure 

that the same impact can be reproduced in other sites, 

a system was developed under the leadership of Oxford 

University’s Meltem Aran to deploy the differences-in-dif-

ferences methodology which compares the control group 

villages with the project villages over time. 

7 These schools are called YİBO (short for Yatılı Bölge 

Okulları) in Turkish

8 The assessment work by Meltem Aran of Development An-

laytics is not yet complete; only the preliminary findings 

are presented here.

9 Man from Dibekli, June 2013, interview by N. Baysal.

10 Man from Yassıca, December 2013, Özyeğin Vakfı 

toplantısı. 

11 Young woman, July 2012, interview by N.Baysal.

12 Nurcan Baysal, “ Çözüm Sürecinde Kalkınma”, BİANET, 

http://www.bianet.org/bianet/siyaset/151743-cozum-

surecinde-kalkinma

As the peace process makes progress, many ex-villagers 

from the region will leave the big cities' slums to go back to 

rural areas. Refugee camps like Mahmur will be disbanded 

and the fighters in the mountains will return. In total, 

millions of people will go back home. 

Another factor which sets apart the Kavar 
basin experience is the joint progress of social and 
economic empowerment efforts, and the focus on 
environmental and natural issues during the de-
velopment process. The development experience 
in Kavar is based not on production for produc-
tion’s sake, but rather the well-being of individu-
als. Aside from production and income issues, 
the program has a comprehensive perspective on 
women’s social status, children, the elderly and 
disabled, sustainable use of natural resources, 
protection of biodiversity, efficient usage of water 
resources, protection of local architecture, as well 
as organization and solidarity. 

At the end of the five-year period on December 
2013, the final evaluation of the Kavar Rural De-
velopment Program was carried out. Although the 
final report has yet to be published, the first find-
ings point to numerous favorable developments 
in the villages participating in the project versus 
villages in the control group:8 a rise in employ-
ment rates, increasing per capita income, rising 
numbers of cattle and sheep, improved school 
attendance rates for both girls and boys.

Development and peace

Another key characteristic of the Kavar Rural 
Development Program is its being the first ever 
comprehensive development program in Tur-
key conducted in a region of conflict, as some 
Kavar villages were evacuated in the 1990s and 
the village guard system was imposed on others. 
The program had an important impact on the 
reestablishment of relations between villages, the 
reinforcement of the ties between the villages and 
public agencies, the repair of the disintegrated 
social fabric—in short, on the strengthening social 
harmony. A Kavar villager expressed this in the 
following terms:

“Up until now all of our visitors were soldiers. 
This is the first time we have had civilian visitors 
(foundation personnel) in the village.”9

Another individual from a village once evacu-
ated by the army said,

“Thanks to this project, we now have better 
relations with the other villages (where the village 
guard system is established). Now we milk our 
cows together and no longer perceive each other 
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DEMOCRACY: CENSORSHIP OF THE INTERNET 

Fight against participatory democracy
                                                                                                                        

Serdar Paktin

or did not like Prime Minister Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan, many thought that the things he said 
in his balcony speech were promising, or at 
least they had given credit to what he said. The 
prime minister promised more democracy and 
freedom in that speech and insisted on putting 
the Safe Internet Regulation into effect despite 
a significant reaction from the public. At the 
time, he justified the regulation by stressing 
the need to prevent child pornography and to 
protect children and youth from the harmful 
content on the Internet. After public opinion 
showed reservation regarding this regulation 
with the #internetimedokunma (let my internet 
be) hashtag on the Internet and a march of over 
40,000 people on İstiklal Street in Istanbul in 
Spring 2011, the regulation which was planned 
to take effect on August 22, 2011 was withdrawn 
for revision. The new version took effect on 
November 22, 2011 and an effort was made to 
publically discredit the people and groups who 
had objected to it.

The AKP government distorts the meaning 
of and discredits the concern, criticism, protest 
and opposition directed toward the restrictive 
regulations that it has introduced, and attempts 
to publically represent these people and groups 
as if they are against progress. Hence, an effort 
is made to justify the disproportionate force and 
police violence exerted against these people and 
groups.

Space restriction operation

Before moving on to a general review of the New 
Internet Law and the MIT Law which was passed 
directly afterward, let us remember these words 
that the prime minister said in his speech after 
the 2011 general elections:

“With the strength and the authority that we 

After President Abdullah Gul approved law No. 
5651, often referred to as the New Internet 
Law, reactions began to grow on a national and 
international scale. With the new law on the National 
Intelligence Organization (MIT), which was passed 
right after the New Internet Law, the state will now 
be able to monitor the economic and private activities 
of anyone it wishes. Thus, every citizen of the Turkish 
Republic will become part of an Orwellian dystopia.

A social engineering and perception 
management campaign has been conducted 
by the Justice and Development Party (AKP) 
for years through the indirect control of the 
mainstream media outlets. This process was 
interrupted to a great extent during the last 
year. One of the most important reasons for 
this was that citizens of Turkey, whose majority 
population is made up of young people, 
increasingly began to use the new media tools 
in a more efficient and courageous manner. 
People had gradually come to feel trapped, 
restrained and pacified due to the “space 
restriction operation” they experienced as part 
of the imposed social engineering. In the case 
of Gezi Park, citizens who felt trapped by this 
social engineering project found a medium to 
express their reactions. Thanks to new social 
media, the world has heard this shout, leading 
to a disruption of the international perception 
management campaign. Therefore, the state felt 
the need to make radical new regulations. After 
these regulations are put into place, Turkey will 
never be the same!

After the 2011 elections, many who did 
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have received from our nation, democracy will 
attain more advanced standards, freedoms will 
progress significantly and people will be able to 
express themselves more easily. I sincerely wish 
all my 74 million brothers and sisters to feel at 
peace.”

Not only did the prime minister not do 
anything to stand by these words, but, with the 
disappearance of the threat of “the military 
domination”, he continued to carry out the 
social engineering in a much more obvious and 
inconsiderate way, which his party has been 
supporting slowly but surely since 2002. The 
reason that they have lost the support of liberal 
groups and the Fethullah Gulen community is 
due to the ways in which these attempts at social 
engineering have become more blatant.

Government officials, spokespersons and 
the prime minister in particular have made 
manipulative statements using imperious and 
authoritative language on all sorts of issues. This 
is done in order to impose their ideas on society, 
ideas which have no scientific basis whatsoever 
and which are framed entirely around their own 
ideology. Statements such as “Every abortion 
is a murder,” “Women must bear at least three 
children,” “Anyone who drinks alcohol is an 
alcoholic,” and “It is impertinent for pregnant 
women to walk on the street” have in effect 
exerted pressure on the public sphere and 
effectively restricts the freedoms of individuals. It 
should also be stated that there is a social group 
that considers the words of the prime minister 

commands, and these people try to enforce his 
words with the mentality of riot police.

I interpret this approach as indirect pressure 
or censorship which is used to regulate the 
public sphere as part of a process of social 
engineering. Apart from that, especially after 
2011, the freedom of communication and 
expression was increasingly restricted via many 
laws and regulations including the Safe Internet 
Regulation. They were able to influence and – as 
the latest telephone records that were made 
public proved – manipulate the editorial policies 
of almost all the media organizations through 
kind but firm instructions. Journalists and 
researchers who could not be controlled were 
imprisoned with various allegations and trials on 
remand that lasted for years, and were thus were 
silenced. The ones who were not imprisoned 
were fired by the media bosses through a direct 
“request” from the prime minister.

The AKP government wants to block the 
development of any social objection, criticism 

People protest the government 

plan to expand controls 

over the public`s use of 

the Internet The riot police 

intervened the protestors in 

Taksim

With the development of the web 2.0, the globalization 

and the metaphor of “the global village” that social 

scientists had foreseen started to materialize. Now, 

individuals got out of the passive role that the one-way 

communication imposed on them and became part of two-

way communication. Consequently, this made people active 

participants of what was going on around the world.

© NarPhotos / Erhan Arık



Heinrich Böll Stiftung / Türkiye34

like Iran, China and Saudi Arabia.
The countries that do not adopt the restrictive 

approach are systems that have been shaped and 
established within the conditions of the modern 
industrial period. During the change from the 
agricultural society into the industrial society, 
economics, religion, social life, family structure, 
types of manufacturing, tools of communication 
and, of course, regimes have changed. The 
systems that were established within this frame 
can by nature only work on a representational 
level and are inherently cumbersome structures, 
so they resist change in order to perpetuate the 
system.

Furthermore, the concept of scientism that 
came with modernity replaced the concept 
of religion that was brought by the preceding 
period. On the basis of the faith that scientism 
and scientific information constitute the 
absolute and one and only truth, the production 
of information has taken the place of the 
previous absolutist structure. In other words, 
just like the Vatican and the clergymen were the 
representatives of God’s absolute knowledge, 
within modernity, academies have become the 
centers of absolute knowledge and scientists 
the representatives of this knowledge. Since 
the belief was that real knowledge was one and 
ultimate, it needed to be learned in certain 
centers through certain methods and in certain 
forms, and conveyed to others in this way.

Likewise, communication in the modern era 
took shape within this frame. Information was 
gathered in encyclopedias, and the absolute 
truth could be learned from the encyclopedias 
which were the scientific holy books. The 
newspaper, radio and then television were 
channels of communication that developed 
around this approach. In these platforms which 
we call the traditional communication channels, 
there is a one way communication: from the 
giver to the receiver of the message.

The giver of the message is the party that 
owns the sources of information and the 
means of information production. Since the 
information source is absolute and ultimate, 
the message it conveyed was considered 
correct and final, and it was not questioned. 
The receiver of the message is the party that 
perceives and –depending on their perceptive 
capability – interprets the message within the 
frame, content and context that the giver built 
it. The relationship between these two parties 
was always one way. There was no way of the 
receiver giving feedback to the giver. The means 
of feedback were scarce and again under the 
control of whoever owned the communication 
channels. Besides, the receivers of the message 
had learned the absolute correct knowledge 

The AKP government and the Prime Minister Erdogan 

perceive this participation as a “curse” and an activity 

of an enemy of the state. Consequently, they try to 

prevent the society’s activity on the Internet (and also 

other economic and private activities via MIT) just like in 

George Orwell’s dystopia.

and opposition, by means of the social 
engineering project and the “space restriction 
operation” that it conducts as part of that. A 
“religious generation” has already begun being 
raised like the prime minister wants. Scandals in 
the educational system are made public almost 
every day regarding curriculum changes, the 
rising number of religious vocational schools, 
the new “4+4+4” educational system, the 
“Preschool Education Religion Project” that has 
been established in order to Islamize preschool 
education and many other initiatives.

Orwell’s dystopia

When people have to rely on “traditional” media 
like television, radio or newspaper to get their 
information, it is necessary to develop a sort of a 
“mental decoder.” In order to carry out a critical 
analysis, it is important to examine which news 
items these media present, how they present 
them, the register or tone, and the length of time 
the items are presented and what the images 
contain. It is essential to know about the stance 
and approach of the news source in order 
to analyze the messages being sent through 
the media channels and to really understand 

what is what. Of course this does not mean 
that the content on the Internet is impartial 
and independent of this system. However, the 
situation on the Internet is not as restrictive.

Since the general elections in 2011, the 
structure of mass communication, reporting and 
political propaganda have completely changed 
in Turkey. There are several reasons for this: 
the ban on political advertisements has been 
lifted, different kinds of actors and shareholders 
have joined the political arena, and the society 
has started using new media tools much more 
effectively and in ways that allow them to set the 
agenda.

Regarding the Internet Law, experts, IT 
lawyers, journalists, academics, and even EU and 
US officials have declared their concerns that 
the law would lead to an absolute surveillance 
society. It is obvious that with this law, Turkey is 
following the restrictive approach of countries 
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that was filtered by the state ideology at the 
state-controlled educational institutions in the 
same way, so they were expected to perceive the 
message they received in the same way. Thus, it 
was an automated system of sorts.

After the Internet started being used by the 
masses, communication went on the same way 
it was throughout the period known as web 1.0. 
We, the message receivers, accessed the Internet 
as passive participants. Later on, communication 
tools started to advance and acquire a character 
that gave way to people’s own participation.

One of the first major shocks of the modern 
order came with Napster, a platform that made 
possible sharing music files between individuals. 
When millions of people started to share music 
on Napster, the control of the global music 
market was destroyed. The next stage was the 
web 2.0, where people could directly access 
sources of communication and knowledge; 
they went from being the message receivers to 
message givers and receivers at the same time. 
From this point forward, everything started to 
change very rapidly.

With the development of the web 2.0, the 
globalization and the metaphor of “the global 
village” that social scientists had foreseen started 
to materialize. Now, individuals got out of the 
passive role that the one-way communication 
imposed on them and became part of two-way 
communication. Consequently, this made 
people active participants of what was going on 
around the world.

These developments caused people to 
communicate, produce information and 
organize much faster and more effectively. 
Hence, the hegemony of the absolute correct 
knowledge and central communication channels 
that modernity has brought started to lose its 
validity. Nation-states, academia, newspapers, 
television and the existing economic order can 
continue their existence through this one-way 
communication because in this way they can 
sustain their ideologies.

On the other hand, people have obtained a 
tool through which they could participate in the 
decision making mechanisms. By means of this 
tool, they want to participate in decision stages 
that will affect their lives in their neighborhoods, 
cities and countries. For instance, the Gezi 
events that spread throughout Turkey started 
out because many individuals and organizations 
wanted to participate in the project designing 
process of Gezi Park even though all demands 
were persistently ignored and a shopping center 
was planned to replace the park.

When we look at the social and political 
mobilization in the last ten years, we can see 
that by means of the new communication tools, 

people can rapidly organize and mobilize, 
influence their country’s agenda, make their 
voices heard by the international community, 
and even change their country’s administration. 
There are two paths that can be followed in the 
face of this challenge: attempting to stop it or 
adopting these developments and embracing the 
change. The last Internet Law shows that Turkey 
has chosen the first path.

Again, when we look at the change in the last 
ten years, we can realize that many brands and 
companies quickly try to adapt to this change 
and make effort to transition to a participatory 
administrative structure. However, in Turkey, 
the AKP government and the Prime Minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan perceive this participation 
as a “curse” and an activity of an enemy of the 
state. Consequently, they try to prevent the 
society’s activity on the Internet (and also other 
economic and private activities via MIT) by 
prying, censoring when appropriate, or putting 
people in prison, just like in George Orwell’s 
dystopia.

But there is something they don’t know: 
change has happened. Trying to stop that will 
be a move which will only speed up the end of 
the government. In conclusion, all regimes in 
the world have to find a way to transition from 
representative democracy to participatory 
democracy.

© NarPhotos / Adnan Onur Acar
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DEMOCRACY

Everything is public now 
                                                                                                                        

Gülfer Akkaya

the member of an illegal organization without 
being one.”

In these indictments, the evidence presented 
to courts for membership in an illegal armed 
organization included use of expressions such as 
“materials, revolution, revolutionary, organiza-
tion, package, bread, parsley, friend, gift,” or acts 
such as tying a puşi scarf, playing rummikub, 
meeting up for a drink, and countless other daily 
acts. These indictments defied the principles of 
reason and jurisprudence, and increased the 
pressure on society at large. Everyone suddenly 
became extremely cautious about what they said 
over the phone. People simply stopped using 
many casual expressions. Self-control was our 
only friend.

All of this might sound like a joke, but these 
mind-bending indictments did indeed lead to 
the imprisonment of thousands of people on the 
charge of membership in an illegal organization. 
The Supreme Court of Appeals (Yargıtay) has 
yet to pronounce its verdict on many more such 
cases. These lawsuits will soon be taken to the 
European Court of Human Rights; the verdicts 
will probably not be in favor of the Turkish state.

The crucial question is why did the AKP 
and Gülen carry out these operations and put 
thousands of people in prison without reason? 
Put simply, they were engaged in an act of po-
litical cleansing. Their plan was to eradicate all 
dissidents, so as to have free rein in ruling the 
country according to their political ambitions, 
get wealthier by plundering and embezzling 
Turkey’s riches, and extend their stay in power 
by violating justice. The spoils were huge. AKP 
and the Gülen sect formed a united front against 
Kurds, socialists, and all those who demanded 
democracy and freedom; however, when it came 
to sharing the spoils of political power among 
them, their so-called partnership got into trouble 
as they waged war against one other, each crying 

Your mobile phone rings. You answer. Immediately, 
you hear mechanical sounds–like switches being 
turned on and off... When you say “hello,” you hear 
the echo of your own voice. You can’t hear your 
interlocutor, they can’t hear you… And there are 
many other signs which suggest that your phone 
is tapped... You might say, couldn’t it be a simple 
technical problem? Well, it probably can’t be, not 
least because you keep on asking yourself, “Is my 
phone tapped?” 

As recently as five or six years ago, we wouldn’t 
think it probable for our phones to be tapped. 
We used to make up lists of our friends whose 
phones might be tapped by the police, and have 
a lot of fun talking about this. That’s how it began. 
First, the most “political” friends were tapped. 
This was no secret—everyone knew! The rul-
ing coalition between AKP and the Gülen sect 
branded individuals as being “too political” 
in order to normalize their slander campaign 
against revolutionaries and the Kurdish move-
ment, followed by house raids, arrests and viola-
tions of basic rights. Then it happened to those 
who were “less political.” The people who asked 
themselves “Is my phone tapped?” grew in num-
ber. Everyone began to be suspicious.

In 2009 and 2010, the AKP and the Gülen 
sect jointly organized wave after wave of police 
raids to arrest members of the Kurdish liberation 
movement and socialists. Gülenist police officers 
penned indictments which were approved with-
out question by public prosecutors. Dissidents 
were taken to courts with special powers (Özel 
Yetkili Mahkemeler, or ÖYM in Turkish) where 
the basic principles of jurisprudence were vio-
lated and individuals were accused of “acting like 
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“Everything will be ours.” 
The war between AKP and Gülen’s supporters 

reveal the havoc wreaked across the society and 
state during 12 years of AKP rule: biased media, 
partisan relations based on nepotism, strong 
rent-seeking bonds between government and 
certain business groups, illicit capital inflows 
crucial for the domestic economy, an interna-
tional money laundering network supported by 
the AKP, political Islam’s sexist and conservative 
influence on the society, rising rates of femicides, 
and extreme homophobia.

From sex tapes to corruption tapes 

In 2009 a secretly filmed videotape was leaked 
which allegedly showed Deniz Baykal, the then 
President of Republican People’s Party (CHP), in 
bed with a woman other than his wife. (It needs 
to be remembered that in 2003, Baykal had met 
with Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in Beylerbeyi and ac-
cepted an arrangement to allow the latter to be-
come an MP.1) This video recording by unknown 
individuals put an abrupt end to Baykal’s politi-
cal career. After this maneuver, blows below the 
belt became more and more prevalent in Turk-
ish politics. The intimacy of individuals and the 
secrecy of private life were overtly violated by 
the Prime Minister Erdoğan and his lieutenants. 
Today, even as a plethora of secretly taped con-
versations reveal the Prime Minister’s attempts 
to change the results of political surveys, we 

must remember that back in 2003, Erdoğan had 
suggested that the videotape about Baykal was 
not a private but a “public” affair, since “Baykal 
is seen with not his wife but another woman.” 

Here, the word “public” (“genel”) was a ref-
erence to the Turkish word for brothel (genel-
ev). As is known, a brothel is an establishment 
where sex workers sell their bodies to men 
under state supervision. The state commodi-

fies women’s bodies by taxing these establish-
ments. The Prime Minister, by characterizing 
a relationship among two consenting adults 
as “public,” thought this gave him the right to 
intervene. He poked fun at them and acted like 
moral police at the same time. He acted very 
shrewdly; he seemed to have no concern for the 
woman whose private life was exposed, but at 
the same time targeted the woman implicitly. 
The Prime Minister and his partner Gülen knew 
very well that they had biased media at their 
disposal, too ready to do all their dirty work.2 

If the Prime Minister thinks he has the right 

Thousands of women gather 

for 8th March rally in 
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If the prime minister thinks he has the right to expose the 

private life, romances and sexual affairs of the leader of the 

main opposition party, wouldn’t this increase the number 

of femicides committed in the name of “honor?” Indeed, 

the number of femicides grew by 1400 percent under AKP 

rule—according to official figures!
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as revising the legislation on abortion, having 
civil servants make house visits to create lists of 
pregnant women, and sending fathers of single 
pregnant women SMS messages which read 
“Congratulations, your daughter is pregnant.” 

The Prime Minister has indicated that, from 
his office in Dolmabahçe, Istanbul, he looks at 
the outfits of female passengers in the nearby 
ferry pier and is not at all pleased with what 
he sees. Therefore, it was no surprise to hear 
the AKP spokesman Hüseyin Çelik say that 
he found the décolleté of a particular female 
TV presenter to be too audacious; she was 
promptly sacked. The number of present-
ers with headscarves is increasing in pro-
government TV channels; simultaneously, the 
government criticizes the outfits of women 
without headscarves, and women who don’t 
want to lose their jobs dress in a way that AKP 
would approve of. 

When it comes to policies concerning 
women, AKP has opted for the method of po-
larizing women and pitting different groups 
against each other. Giving birth or not; wearing 
a headscarf or not; believing in God or not; 
supporting the AKP or not; upholding the insti-
tutions of marriage and family or not; believing 
in gender equality or not… This polarization 
benefits the prime minister: a polarized society 
with Alevis vs. Sunnis, Kurds vs. Turks, law-
abiding citizens vs. terrorists, police supporters 
vs. the rabble-rousers in Gezi Park.

Under AKP-Gülen rule, religion imposed 
political control over the female body as the 
government openly tried to turn women’s 
body into an instrument of AKP rule. It became 
advantageous to be a Muslim woman with a 
headscarf. However, even that was not enough; 
one had to be a Muslim woman with a heads-
carf who supported AKP.

However, on the subject of Muslim Kurd-
ish women who also wear headscarves, the 
Prime Minister warned police officers saying 
that “Our security forces should take whatever 
action is necessary against those who have 
become agents of terrorism—regardless of 
whether they are children or women.”3 Kurd-
ish women have suffered immensely from 
police brutality. When the media broadcast 
in 2006 scenes of police violence, the Prime 
Minister said “I have a request for the print 
and visual media. I see that certain videos are 
broadcast on TV. Whose propaganda are you 
trying to show? What is the use of broadcast-
ing such scenes on TV? It would only cause 
trouble for this country. I ask the media to 
have some common sense. Terrorists are try-
ing to make propaganda; you do it for them 
for free.”4

Aside from women, another area of special focus for the AKP-

Gülen power bloc was youth. Creating a religious, obedient and 

conservative youth was among their key targets. This is not a 

matter to be taken lightly. Those who were ten years old when 

AKP came to power now are 22, and constitute fresh cohorts 

of voters, workers and political actors. These individuals were 

brought up in the sexist, chauvinistic, militaristic, homophobic, 

religious and conservative atmosphere created by the Prime 

Minister during his 12 years in power.

to expose the private life, romances and sexual 
affairs of the leader of the main opposition 
party, wouldn’t this increase the number of 
femicides committed in the name of “honor?” 
Indeed, the number of femicides grew by 1400 
percent under AKP rule—according to official 
figures!

Intimacy lost  

The Intimate sphere has always drawn people’s 
attention in every society. Sometimes this oc-
curs when the veil of intimacy is made public. 
The leaking of secretly taped conversations is 
simply a political continuation of the society’s 
interest in others’ intimacy. If the society were 
not interested in probing into the intimate lives 
of others, wouldn’t it take a tough stand against 
those politicians who leaked sex tapes that 
compromised their adversaries and demand 
such politicians to be punished? Wouldn’t it 
reject this kind of politics? Wouldn’t it drive out 
of the political arena all these moralists with 
secret tapes who intervene in our lives like a 
vice squad?

Government control over the  

female body 

Issues such as the debate on whether female 
and male students should share the same 
apartment, the creation of a society of infor-
mants, relations between the two sexes, and 
government intervention toward the female 
body are all embedded in the social conscious-
ness. Without societal “consent,” a government 
will have to resort to violence. 

The Prime Minister is silent on these issues 
nowadays, probably because he is too busy 
dealing with political and economic corrup-
tion scandals. Previously however, he did not 
miss any occasion to “advise” women to have 
at least three children. Indeed, he went beyond 
advice and utilized every method at hand, such 
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Creating religious and submissive 

youth 

Aside from women, another area of special focus 
for the AKP-Gülen power bloc was youth. Creat-
ing religious, obedient and conservative youth 
was among their key targets. People who were 
10 years old when AKP came to power now are 
22, and constitute fresh cohorts of voters, work-
ers and political actors. These individuals were 
brought up in the sexist, chauvinistic, militaristic, 
homophobic, religious and conservative atmo-
sphere created by the Prime Minister during his 
12 years in power.

The education system has shifted from using a 
scientific to a religious content where sexism and 
animosity towards other religions are encour-
aged even further. Simple neighborhood schools 
are turned into Islamic seminary schools. The 
Prime Minister’s declarations about male and 
female students sharing the same apartment 
should be read within this context. He called uni-
versity students “Donkeys loaded with books...” 
and went on, “So much ignorance can only be 
the product of education.”5 

“Female and male students share the same 
apartments. I have given orders to the governor; 
we shall supervise such student apartments.”6  
Some parents were told that their children en-
gaged in prostitution or received weapon train-
ing in student houses.7 However, the AKP-Gülen 
cadres who believed that only married men and 
women can only share the same apartment did 
not have their way. Nevertheless, they did not re-
frain from resorting to force. The Prime Minister 
personally gave orders for mixed student houses 
to be raided by police. He even called on neigh-
bors to inform the police about co-ed houses. 

The government’s use of force was rebuked 
by society, as was seen in Gezi. In turn, the prime 
minister’s hatred of women and youth, at the 
forefront of Gezi protests, reached immense 
proportions. The set-up of the so-called “Kabataş 
incident” presents an example of how the AKP 
tried to use the female body for political pur-
poses. 

The AKP-Gülen conspiracy against 

Gezi 

In a mass political rally, the prime minister had 
overtly targeted Gezi protesters, saying “They at-
tacked our daughters and sisters wearing heads-
carves.” Later on he said to a group of AKP MPs 
that “One of our sisters and her baby suffered a 
despicable attack in Kabataş.”8  

Zehra Develioğlu, the daughter-in-law of an 

AKP district mayor, had claimed that during the 
Gezi protests that she was sexually assaulted by 
70 to 100 men wearing bandanas and leather 
gloves in Kabataş, she and her baby had numer-
ous bruises, and the assailants had even urinated 
on her.9 She had also presented a medical report. 
However, CCTV recordings which surfaced on 
February 14, 2014 revealed that no such attack 
had taken place and that Zehra Develioğlu had 
indeed met with her husband in Kabataş and left 
the environs without incident. 

The prime minister simply fabricated the 
claim that a woman with a headscarf was sexu-
ally assaulted by men, just as he had claimed 
that Gezi protesters had drunk beer in a mosque 
where they had taken refuge during police inter-
vention. Why did the prime minister try to pro-
voke feelings of hatred, escalating social tension 
even further? Inspiring hatred and utilizing hate 
discourse is a crime.

This conspiracy against the Gezi uprising 
failed thanks to the common sense of the public. 
The Prime Minister openly tried to instrumental-
ize the female body during the Gezi protests. The 
Kabataş incident clearly shows that, everything 
can be bought and sold: Islamic values, intimacy, 
private life, and journalists’ integrity, etc. I am 
frequently asked the question “How much does 
the government intervene in private life?” The 
answer is a phrase borrowed from the prime 
minister: Everything is “public” now—to ensure 
that AKP rule continues!

1 http://haber.gazetevatan.com/0/129416/1/gündem

2 http://www.odatv.com/n.php?n=baykal-kasetini-

yayinlayan-isim-de-ortaya-cikti-1612131200

3 http://www.radikal.com.tr/haber.php?haberno=183107

4 http://www.radikal.com.tr/haber.php?haberno=183107

5 http://gencder.net/haber/562/basbakan--bu-kadar-

cehalet-ancak-tahsille-mumkun

6 http://t24.com.tr/haber/basbakan-kizli-erkekli-kalinan-

evlerde-karmakarisik-her-sey-olabiliyor/243338

7 http://birgun.net/haber/uctu-uctu-guler-uctu-o-evlerde-

silah-egitimi-veriliyor-fuhus-yapiliyor-6451.html

8 http://www.nationalturk.com/kabatasta-benim-basortulu-

bacima-saldirdilar-fos-cikti-159201#.Uv-t-vl_tjY

9 http://www.internethaber.com/balcicek-ilterden-kabatas-

icin-cok-sert-yazi-642172h.htm#

The Prime Minister personally gave orders to governors for 

such mixed student houses to be raided by police. He went 

even further by calling on neighbors to act like vice squads 

and inform the police about mixed houses.
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3.5% of 1.3 billion USD donated by Turkey.
Linked to this is the transparency of how the 

funds are used by the recipient.  Both in terms of the 
funds it receives and donates, Turkey does not have 
the culture and the mechanisms for accountability, 
which is very different from how the other major 
donors currently operate.

A third major difference between Turkey and 
the other major donors such as the United States 
and Europe is the little emphasis placed on huma-
nitarian principles based on universal values and 
the way humanitarian aid is channeled.3  Even key 
officials at key positions within the relevant public 
agencies have little understanding of the huma-
nitarian aid principles and how the international 
humanitarian system operates.  This results in a 
limited humanitarian space for other actors such as 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in Turkey.  
This is a space that is dominated by the own rules of 
the government of Turkey.

Civil Society in Turkey

A strong state tradition in the Ottoman Empire was 
inherited by the Republic of Turkey.4  The young 
bureaucrats of the new Republic were “the heirs 
to the old patrimonial tradition, which assumed 
the dominance of the state over civil society and 
reserved the monopoly of legitimacy and authority 
to state elites, at the expense of social and econo-
mic elites.”5  In countries where nation-building is 
a deeply entrenched political culture, NGOs have 
been regarded as sources of weakening state autho-
rity and territoriality.6  Similarly, the state of Turkey, 
as the traditional provider of development practice, 
has regulated the presence and operation of non-
state activit9y within its territory.

Throughout political history in Turkey, the mili-
tary and bureaucracy have been the main instigators 
of a strong state, regulating economic and social 

Turkey has become a significant donor today in 
terms of official development assistance, which 
also includes humanitarian aid to those affected by 
natural and man-made disasters.  In 2011, Turkey 
was the 17th largest donor in the world, with 1.3 
billion USD in aid to countries in need.  In 2012, 
Turkey became the 4th largest donor, mainly as a 
result of its assistance to Syrian refugees having fled 
to its territory.1

Of Turkey’s official development assistance in 2011, 
around one-fifth went to humanitarian aid.  Most 
of this funding goes to countries in the region with 
which Turkey has historical ties.  Most are connec-
ted by religious or regional ties and includes terri-
tories such as Pakistan, Iraq and Lebanon as well as 
those in Central Asia and the Balkans.  Turkey was 
particularly visible in its humanitarian aid and de-
velopment assistance to Somalia, where the funding 
given by Turkey was higher than funds donated by 
others all put together.

Funding volumes have increased tremendously 
in the last several years with Turkey becoming an 
“emerging donor.”  Despite the stumbling in the 
past several months, Turkey is on top of the list of 
largest growing economies.  Its move towards a 
regional power is also giving Turkey self-confidence 
in becoming a global actor in humanitarian aid and 
technical assistance.2

Looking at the features of official development 
assistance from Turkey, the most striking difference 
compared to current major donors is that Turkey 
donates bilaterally.  Turkey directs a very small 
portion of its development and aid funding to mul-
tilateral actors such as the UN agencies.  In 2010, 
multilateral assistance was 5% of the nearly 1 billion 
USD, while in 2011, this figure decreased to a mere 
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development efforts in the country.  The state’s stra-
tegies of nation-building have traditionally deter-
mined what acceptable levels of social and political 
participation should be from below.  This, naturally, 
affected how civil society was organized in Turkey.  
Mobility at the grassroots level has been under strict 
state regulation up until 1995, when the law gover-
ning civil society organizations was amended.  State 
and military elites have started loosening their grip 
on civil society since that date, parallel to trends of 
democratization in the country.7

Vakıf activities, as the first form of non-state 
activity, were historically centered around a mos-
que, serving the “spiritual and material welfare of 
the believers.”8  This religious base of vakıfs was 
slowly dissolved beginning with the reforms of the 
Ottoman Empire, their secularization reaching a 
climax with the formation of the Republic of Tur-
key.  However, values of religion and kinship, still 
constituting an important source of bonding within 
society in Turkey, play a key role in the formation of 
informal networks as well as formal associations.  A 
large number of civil society organizations in Turkey 
today are still constructed around communal ties 
and networks.9

With the democratization packages of the con-
servative Justice and Development Party (AKP), 
religious-based activity through vakıfs have found 
their way back in the public sphere.  This includes 
charities and faith-based organizations involved 
in humanitarian work.  During the past decade in 
particular, faith-based vakıfs in Turkey have become 
regional and global actors, bringing assistance to 
those affected by disasters and in poverty.10

This is instigated by the rise of faith-based busi-
nesses in Turkey in recent decades.11  With the rise 
in economic welfare among the Islamic elite, spen-
ding some of that money on good deeds, especially 
for alleviating the suffering of Muslim communities 

around the world, became a channel for alms giving.  
Having become very popular, the Muslim business 
elite are in many regards the fuel for faith-based 
philanthropic activity on local, national, regional 
and global scales.12

A parallel development has been the AKP’s 
interest in reaching out to Muslim communities 
around the world.  As stated in his own words, Prime 
Minister Erdogan argues his party to be “not just 
Turkey’s party, but a world party.  From Mogadishu 
to Sarajevo, from Damascus to Skopje, from Sanaa to 
Bishkek, from Abu Dhabi to Islamabad, from Gaza 
to Benghazi, […] wherever there is a victim in the 
world, the AKP is at his side.”13  

Turkey’s Response to the  

Syrian Refugee Crisis 

The AKP’s affinity to helping Muslim victims around 
the world seems to have played a role in government 
funds being generously and single-handedly chan-
neled to the Sunni majority suffering in the hands of 
Assad’s regime.  Since the beginning of the conflict 
in Syria, Turkey has been hosting a large number 
of Syrian refugees.  The number of Syrian refugees 
in Turkey is officially estimated as 700,000, 612,826 
of which have been registered with the Disaster 
and Emergency Management Presidency of the 
Prime Ministry, AFAD.  Of those registered, 218,530 
currently reside in the 22 camps in 10 southern 
provinces.14

Despite official estimations, unofficial figures 
point to nearly one million Syrian refugees in Tur-
key.  As Syrian refugees are no longer confined to 
the southern provinces, an increasing number of 
Syrians are visible in the bigger cities of Istanbul, 
Izmir, Antalya and Mersin.  Having said that, there 
is also evidence of high mobility among Syrians 
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ilding such as the training of Turkish Red Crescent 
workers and AFAD staff in the camps.  

The ideal situation for the public officials would 
be for all refugees to settle in the camps where the 
government has full control over all Syrians fleeing 
into Turkey.  However, despite high level conditions 
and standards secured in the camp sites, refugees 
prefer the freedom of mobility and the opportunity 
to restart their lives and establish their new liveliho-
ods, especially now that hopes for peace in Syria and 
return to their hometowns is becoming more and 
more of a distant future.

In April 2012, Turkey adopted a “temporary pro-
tection” scheme for Syrians based on the principles 
of open door policy and no forcible returns (non-
refoulement).  The scheme entitles full services to 
those settled in camps, but there is some ambiguity 
related to the rights of the non-camp population.  
Syrians who seek aid outside the camps are told to 
“go to the camp” to receive goods and services.  Des-
pite this fact, Syrians have found ways of accessing 
non-formal work.  Syrians are taking low-wage jobs, 
such as seasonal agricultural work in the fields and 
daily work in factories.

The refugee camps were set up with the plan that 
Syrians would be going back to their countries in a 
short period of time.  Despite the protracted nature 
of the conflict in Syria, Turkey is providing only 
piecemeal solutions to its refugee crisis.  The regist-
ration of non-camp Syrian refugees was precisely an 
offshoot of this approach.  Registration was started 
only to identify those who were entitled to free me-
dical service, which the government announced in 
January 2013 through a circular to all governorates 
in the border provinces.  In that sense, registration 
still only signifies access to health care in the 10 
border provinces in which Syrians are registered.

A similar circular was released in September 
2013 on the permission for Syrian schools to be es-
tablished and operated in areas where refugees are 
concentrated.  However, there are still policies and 
procedures lacking for protection related needs of 
the Syrian refugee population in Turkey.  Neither the 
Ministry of Education nor the Ministry of Family and 
Social Policies is involved in developing a holistic 
plan for humanitarian assistance to Syrian refugees.  
This is partly compensated by the new Law on Fore-
igners and International Protection that was passed 
in April 2013 but will only become operational in 
April 2014.  This new law establishes the General Di-
rectorate of Migration Management (GMM) under 
the Ministry of Interior.  The main mandate of the 
GMM will be to meet the needs of non-camp mig-
rants while AFAD will continue to focus on provision 
in the camps.

Regarding itself as the main and sole provider of 
humanitarian assistance, the government has had 
to accept the presence of local, national and inter-
national aid agencies and other non-state actors 

The AKP’s affinity to helping Muslim victims around the 

world seems to have played a role in government funds 

being generously and single-handedly channeled to the 

Sunni majority suffering in the hands of Assad’s regime.  

Since the beginning of the conflict in Syria, Turkey has been 

hosting a large number of Syrian refugees. 

within the country, thus making it a great challen-
ge to identify exact numbers.  A total of 23 mobile 
registration units have been procured by UNHCR to 
support AFAD with registration activities of Syrian 
refugees living in the urban areas.

The Syrians that are settled in the refugee camps 
in Turkey are provided with shelter, food, water, 
sanitation and washing facilities, non-food items, 
medical services, education and psycho-social 
activities by the public authorities.  In comparison 
with those living outside the camps or waiting along 
the border areas, the basic needs of this group of 
refugees are being fully met with good conditions.  
This is often not the case for the non-camp populati-
on who have limited or no access to such goods and 
services.

Access to the camps by non-state actors is rest-
ricted.  At times, special permission is granted to 
enter the camps and see the conditions, but com-
munication with the refugees is limited, which also 
makes monitoring in the camps a challenge.  This 
is the case also for UN agencies whose mandate is 
to provide technical support to respective govern-
ments.  UNHCR provides technical advice and assis-
tance in issues related to registration and voluntary 
returns, mainly observing that the non-refoulement 
principle is not violated.  The agency has controlled 
access into the camps to monitor the conditions and 
activities in the camps.  Similarly, UNICEF is only 
able to provide indirect assistance and capacity bu-
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related to the Syrian refugee crisis.  Despite limited 
progress regarding government plans of “accredi-
tation” to civil society organizations in the field of 
disaster management, the steady increase of Syrian 
refugees is resulting in flexibility on the part of the 
government in acknowledging and recognizing ot-
her actors as legitimate players in the humanitarian 
sphere in Turkey.

With the proliferation of international aid 
agencies in the border areas (most providing cross-
border assistance), the government took a proactive 
role in the summer of 2013 and requested all aid 
agencies on the ground to complete a registration 
process.  Despite discrepancies regarding which 
agencies eventually received registration, more than 
a dozen international NGOs are now officially re-
cognized by the Government of Turkey as providing 
assistance to Syrian refugees in and through Turkey.  
Even though AFAD developed an electronic databa-
se to monitor the assistance delivered by registered 
NGOs, both national and international, the failure of 
the system does not allow the government full cont-
rol over activities run by non-state actors.

Another important development in terms of 
the government’s acceptance of other actors in the 
humanitarian sphere is the start of UN coordination 
and cluster meetings in Gaziantep.  Since December 
2013, UN agencies have initiated a variety of mee-
tings in the different sectors in which information is 
shared on humanitarian assistance being provided 
to Syrian refugees in Turkey and Northern Syria.  
This development has the potential of paving the 
way for a multi-stakeholder response to the Syrian 
refugee crisis in Turkey.

Turkey as Changing Actor

Three years into the Syrian crisis, the government of 
Turkey is looking for ways of sharing responsibility 
in terms of meeting the needs and rights of the Syri-
ans who have found refuge on its territory.  By slowly 
and carefully opening up the humanitarian space to 
other actors, primarily humanitarian aid organizati-
ons and UN agencies, Turkey has made progress in 
good governance.  Similarly, as the government was 
not prepared and had not planned for such a crisis 
beforehand, it has been trying to create structures 
and policies in the midst of a crisis.  Although far 
from ideal, this is an indication of Turkey’s intention 
to improve the way it handles the needs and rights 
of migrants on the one hand, while recognizing the 
added value of other actors.

Despite these positive developments, the Go-
vernment of Turkey needs to make progress in 
enabling public access to information and adopting 
a culture of accountability in terms of the actions 
related to humanitarian aid and official develop-
ment assistance.  The lack of openness with regard 

to access to information in Turkey results in limited 
evidence-based material, making it very difficult 
for national and international actors to plan their 
humanitarian engagement in Turkey.  This is also a 
hindrance to humanitarian advocacy for national 
and international NGOs.

Last but not least, a critical change needs to take 
place in terms of the adoption of the humanitarian 
principles of humanity, non-discrimination, ne-
utrality and accountability.  Turkey needs to fully 
understand and accept how the international hu-
manitarian system works and what kind of respon-
sibilities and implications this has in relation to the 
other major stakeholders.  This again goes back to 
the need for Turkey to be better involved in sharing 
information and coordinating its official develop-
ment assistance, especially as it deals bilaterally 
with the recipients of its aid.
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Turkey.  Neither the Ministry of Education nor the Ministry 

of Family and Social Policies is involved in developing a 

holistic plan for humanitarian assistance to Syrian refugees.
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CULTURE

Artistic expression and freedom of creativity
                                                                                                                        

Turgut Tarhanlı

1982 constitution that was adopted during a 
military junta rule specifically provided for 
the expression of art as a realm of expression 
and research. The related Article 27 of the 
Constitution is entitled “Freedom of science 
and art.” The first paragraph of the Article 
reads: “Everyone has the right to study and 
teach freely, explain, and disseminate science 
and arts and to carry out research in these 
fields.”

It might be argued that this provision allo-
wed for the constitutional recognition of artis-
tic freedom. However, immediately thereafter, 
the second paragraph contains the following 
provision: “The right to disseminate [art] shall 
not be exercised for the purpose of changing 
the provisions of Articles 1, 2 and 3 of this 
Constitution.”

The provisions that are indicated in this 
Article and whose protection is emphatically 
emphasized concern the following: “form of 
the state,”1 “characteristics of the republic,”2 
and “integrity of the state, official language, 
flag, national anthem and capital.”3

The addition of this provision to Article 27 
of the constitution was deemed as necessary 
during the period of military rule, and by the 
National Security Council wing, the members 
of which were the Chief of Staff and Comman-
ders of Forces of the two-partite4 Founding 
Parliament. For the last 31 years, this article 
has been effective not only in the realm of law, 
but also in the artistic and scientific realms. 

In a period of ongoing constitutional de-
bates, it might have been possible for artists 
from Turkey to contribute to the debates on 
language of freedom and participation, not 
considering such artistic freedom within the 
scope of “the freedom to disseminate.” Ho-
wever, such action has been excluded from 
the realm of politics and transformed into an 

Freedom of expression or the audibility of 
different voices in society is an expression of 
the plurality that is the raison d’etre of democ-
racies. On the other hand, legally, freedom of 
expression is not an absolute freedom, and as 
such it can be limited. The criteria for legiti-
mate limitation begin with the openness and 
accessibility of the reasons for limitation, as 
clarified by laws, and can be explained as a 
measured intervention that legitimizes the ca-
utious limitation of freedom. The criteria must 
also be cognizant of the threat of unwarranted 
limitation of expression as defined by law. 

This legal equation is accepted as being 
reasonable as long as an environment of re-
lations exists where the plurality paradigm 
is protected and not harmed. Whatever the 
reasoning might be, a repressive or dispropor-
tionate intervention that limits the freedom of 
expression will damage not only the realm of 
liberties, but also the realm of the political.  

Yet, in the realm of artistic expression, the 
Turkish political and legal realm is one where 
a macro limitation (in effect restriction) equ-
ation been established, which overshadows 
the analysis on micro relations’ dynamics. The 

Artistic expression can be conceptualized as an 
individual form of expression, and it undoubtedly is 
so. However, it is not only a means of expression; 
it extends well beyond it. Therefore, the law aims 
to protect “artistic” means of expression parallel 
to freedom of expression at large. The fundamental 
parameters concerning the protection of an act of 
“expression” apply to this area as well. The real 
peculiarity lies in the ideal and societal possibility 
opened up by a horizon that manifests itself through 
artistic means of expression.
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isolated “object of artistic freedom.” The pro-
duct of such artistic expression becomes an 
object that remains in the secluded environ-
ment of the artist. I am of the conviction that 
the Constitutional limitations on freedom of 
artistic expression pose a threat to the possibi-
lity of plurality. 

Limitations pertaining to art and 

science

Whereas the Constitution draws greater limi-
tations around the freedom of expression and 
dissemination of thought when compared 
with international human rights standards, 
the aforementioned limitation reasoning on 
the application of the “right to dissemination” 
concerns the freedom of art (and science) 
only.

This provision that concerns artistic free-
dom was a part of the original Constitutional 
text of 1982, and it has not been amended 
since. How can one explain the worry that 
necessitates a unique limitation of “artistic 
freedom?” Moreover, the issues that can be 
defined as public benefit and which are sup-
posedly protected by this provision (“form 
of the state,” “characteristics of the republic,” 
and “integrity of the state, official language, 
flag, national anthem and capital”) are under 
strict legal guarantee through Article 4 of the 

Constitution and defined as provisions “that 
cannot be amended and whose amendment 
cannot be proposed.” 

Starting with 1987, amendments or addi-
tions were made to different Articles of the 
Constitution 17 times. Yet, no amendment 
has been made with regards to the provision 
on artistic freedom. This indicates that for 
different political coalitions that reached the 
necessary majority for constitutional amend-
ments, there was no legal need for such an 
amendment. Perhaps, indirectly, the protec-
tion of the provision was even thought to be 
beneficial. This observation lays out a reality 
that should worry us about the mobility and 
horizon of artistic freedom in Turkey.  

Protection or curbing? 

Against this argument, it may be posited that 
the Constitution embodies another open 
provision on art and artists. In fact, the title of 
this Article is “Protection of Arts and Artists.”5 
Accordingly, “The state shall protect artistic 
activities and artists. The state shall take the 
necessary measures to protect, promote and 
support works of art and artists, and encoura-
ge the growth of appreciation for the arts.”

Isn’t it a contradiction that the same text 
contains both the [aforementioned] provisi-
on on “artistic freedom” and also a provision 

© Tolga Sezgin / NarPhotos
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As this reasoning demonstrates, the “pro-
tection” that is at stake in the provision is not 
the protection of a right but rather the confir-
mation of a politics that has been a part of the 
“tradition of the Turkish state since the first 
years of the Republic.” The limitation criteria 
brought on by the (right of dissemination) use 
of the “artistic freedom” by the constitutional 
provision is disproportionate and atypical in 
comparison to human rights law. However, 
when one takes into consideration the scope 
of the limitation, it becomes clear that the 
desire is for the artistic behavior to remain 
behind the political lines drawn in the Cons-
titution. Thus, while the “protection” foreseen 
in the “protection of art and artists” provision 
of the Constitution might appear as social and 
economic, it must in fact be a protection that 
will be expected to be gained by those who 
behave according to an ideologically delimi-
ted artistic manner. 

A worrying portrait of Turkey 

Within the United Nations human rights 
regime, units have been set up under the 
name “special protection methods” to protect 
certain rights’ realms worldwide towards the 
realization of the human rights ideal. One 
of the methods adopted to ensure, monitor 
and develop the protection of a right that has 
been drawn out and defined is the assign-
ment of a Special Rapporteur with universal 
jurisdiction. As of today 37 rights protection 
areas and mechanisms have been established 
with the said authority to protect and monitor 
such rights. One such protection mechanism, 
first established by the UN Human Rights 
Commission in 2009, has been named as the 
“Special Rapporteur in the Field of Cultural 
Rights.” The current Special Rapporteur is the 
Pakistani sociologist Farida Shaheed.  

“The Right to Freedom of Artistic Expres-
sion and Creativity” report prepared by the 
Special Rapporteur Shaheed and published 
on 14 March 2013 begins by stressing that the-
re is no proposition for a definition of art, or 
any need for recommendations of additional 
rights unique to artists, and that artistic or not, 
all forms of expression should be protected 
under freedom of expression. 

However, persons, institutions or envi-
ronments against which this legal and active 
protection will take place can vary. This is the 
case not only for artistic freedom, but rather 
for all rights. Artistic freedom is the subject 
of a right that defines it as a unique means 
of expression within the scope of freedom of 

Starting with 1987, amendments or additions were made 

to different Articles of the Constitution 17 times. Yet, no 

amendment has been made with regards to the provision 

on artistic freedom. This indicates that for different 

political coalitions that reached the necessary majority for 

constitutional amendments, there was no legal need for 

such an amendment. Perhaps, indirectly, the protection of 

the provision was even thought to be beneficial.

entitled “protection of arts and artists?” If the 
state is to protect “works of art and artists,” 
why does it aim to limit the right of the artist 
of dissemination, and moreover, to limit it 
by going beyond the rights’ standards on the 
matter?  The goal of “promot[ing], evaluating, 
support[ing] works of art, and taking the ne-
cessary measures to encourage the growth 
of appreciation for the arts” begs the same 
question.

This provision on the protection of works of 
art and the artist does not stress “a right’s pro-
tection;” rather, it recalls the state’s responsi-
bility to provide social and economic guaran-
tees. In this context, the protection of the artist 
is promised alongside other groups (youth, 
forest villager, consumers, shopkeepers and 
artisans) for whom the Constitution emphasi-
zes the provision of economic security. 

In this case, we should ask yet another 
question? Should the provision entitled “pro-
tection of arts and artists” implicate a “class 
of artists” to whom the state will grant this 
privilege, rather than the spirit and shape of 
“artistic freedom?”

This provision of the Constitution is also 
amongst the Articles that have not been 
amended since the Constitution was adopted. 
As it might shed light on the question above, I 
want to quote at length the reasoning penned 
by the Advisory Assembly for this Article: 

“State guardianship of artistic endeavors, 
protection of works or art, attempts to evalu-
ate, and support, state’s protection of artists 
have been a tradition of the Turkish state sin-
ce the first years of the Republic. Making the 
State responsible on aforementioned matters 
is especially of the character of confirming 
this tradition. The fundamental goal of this 
article is the development of the importance 
ascribed to artists and art. The phrase ‘the 
state protects the artist’ has been included 
in the article to point to the most important 
responsibility of the Turkish state in this area 
for the coming years.”6
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expression. Therefore, orders and policies that 
limit freedom of expression at large will also 
impact the use of artistic freedom. Threats 
facing this freedom might arise out of already 
existing laws or their implementation by state 
mechanisms, as well as the opinions, behavi-
ors and actions of persons or institutions that 
are not parts of the state. In the terminology 
of human rights law, the first category of 
threat or interventions might result in vertical 
violations, whereas the latter might lead to 
horizontal ones. 

In her report entitled “The Right to Free-
dom of Artistic Expression and Creativity,” 
Special Rapporteur Farida Shaheed presents 
her opinion on implementation and general 
limitations that will negatively impact the use 
of the right to freedom of artistic expression 
under two headlines: 1) Laws and regulations; 
2) Economic and financial problems. 

Under the heading “Laws and regulations,” 
the main items that can make an impact are 
listed as follows: 1) vague regulations; 2) pre-
censorship; 3) classification and degrees; 4) 
regulations on the use of public space; and 
5) travel restrictions. Under the “Economic 
and Financial Problems” heading attention is 
drawn to: 1) restriction of access to state sup-
port and interruptions in financial support; 
2) marketplace censorship; 3) the protection 
of artists’ and authors’ moral and financial 
benefits. 

An observation that is stressed in the re-
port, and which I think is of significance for 
the case of Turkey, is that it objects to defining 
art and artistic expression not only as somet-
hing that creates pleasant feelings or pleasure, 
but also as something that carries value in a 
democratic, open society. Farida Shaheed is 
of the following opinion: “Artists may enter-
tain people, but they also contribute to social 
debates, sometimes bringing counter-disco-
urses and potential counterweights to existing 
power centers. The vitality of artistic creativity 
is necessary for the development of vibrant 
cultures and the functioning of democratic 
societies. (...) The crucial task of implemen-
tation of universal human rights norms is to 
prevent the arbitrary privileging of certain 
perspectives on account of their traditional 
authority, institutional or economic power, or 
demographic supremacy in society. This prin-
ciple lies at the heart of every issue raised in 
the debate over the right to freedom of artistic 
expression and creativity and possible limita-
tions on that right.”7

This principled view can be understood as 
a response to the picture that emerges in the 
case of Turkey, my analysis of which shows it 

as being far from free.
The picture that emerges is as follows: Rat-

her than searching for and trying to find the 
definition of a public good in the human, and 
in his/her rights, an attempt is made to shape 
this good in the stalemate of an ideology that 
identifies good with the state. Simultaneously, 
the Articles are also not able to avoid language 
that feels the need to proclaim its own rights. 

In the relationship between a realm of right 
and the counter-discourse that will “balance,” 
“limit” and “curb” it, a legal design or political 
priorities, whose criteria will repress the ef-
fectiveness of the right are influential, do not 
coagulate with the values of an open, democ-
ratic society. Equally, they violate the interna-
tional standards of human rights law. And this 
is the real picture of Turkey in this matter. 

1 Constitutional Article 1 - Form of the State

    The Turkish State is a Republic.

2 Constitutional Article 2 - Characteristics of the 

Republic

 The Republic of Turkey is a democratic, secular 

and social state governed by the rule of law; 

bearing in mind the concepts of public peace, 

national solidarity and justice; respecting human 

rights; loyal to the nationalism of Atatürk, and 

based on the fundamental tenets set forth in the 

Preamble.

3 Constitutional Article 3 - Integrity of the State, 

Official Language, Flag, National Anthem, and 

Capital

 The Turkish state, with its territory and nation, 

is an indivisible entity. Its language is Turkish. 

Its flag, the form of which is prescribed by the 

relevant law, is composed of a white crescent and 

star on a red background. Its national anthem is 

the “Independence March.” Its capital is Ankara.

4 Advisory Assembly and the National Security 

Council

5 Article 64

6 Constitution of the Turkish Republic, Turkish 

Grand National Assembly https://yenianayasa.

tbmm.gov.tr/docs/gerekceli_1982_anayasasi.pdf 

(accessed: 18.11.2013).

7  A/HRC/23/34, 14 March 2013, paragraph 3

© Saner Şen / NarPhotos
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The privatization of art or the sphere of  
legitimacy of capital 

                                                                                                                        

Nurdan Durmaz

to donations and cultural sponsorship: No. 5225, 
5226, and 5228. Accordingly, “spending on the 
construction, repair or modernization works on 
facilities where art and cultural events such as 
cinema, theater, opera, ballet and concerts are 
exhibited, donations and aid made in return for 
a receipt will be able to be deducted at 100 per-
cent upon the examination of the institutional 
tax basis. The Council of Ministers is authorized 
with decreasing this amount to half or the legal 
level depending on the regions and kinds of 
activity.”3 In other words, it is important for the 
project to be supported by the Ministry of Cultu-
re. This made the production of culture and art, 
which had already been entrusted to the socio-
economic interests of big capital groups, a part 
of the political power’s interests on account of 
tax incentives. This is an economic and political 
investment partnership, and one can no longer 
talk about pro-Enlightenment state practices 
and cultural development plans. The production 
of arts and culture has become a commercial 
sphere where the hand of capital as well as the 
political power is felt at all times. 

Why does capital invest in culture 

and arts?

Towards the end of the 20th century, similar 
to the USA and Britain, Turkey also witnessed 
the birth of museums from the collections of 
well-established families based on their culture 
and arts investments. While an argument may 
be made that the underlying reasons were tax 
investments, privatizations and policies such as 
reduction in the size of the state, the orientation 
of these groups (most of which were industria-
lists) towards culture and arts after the 1980s can 
instead be explained by the more complicated 
relations of capital. We can understand why 

The strong impact of the global neoliberal economy 
on art began to be felt in art circles in Turkey 
especially after the 1990s. After the single party 
period when the state invested in art and culture in 
order to create a national culture, the weakening of 
the state power and the impact of globalization in the 
sphere of arts and culture began to become a part of 
the free market economy. 

With the increased workings of the free market 
economy in the post-80s period, the “downsi-
zing of the state” and privatizations started to 
impact the arts as well. In this period when the 
public museums were not strong, especially in 
the areas of plastic arts and contemporary art, 
art became vulnerable to the intervention of 
companies. On the other hand, state support 
for the private sector is amongst the reasons for 
the big capital orienting itself in the direction of 
arts and culture. In fact, following the separation 
of the Ministry of Culture from the Ministry of 
National Education in 1971, it was announced 
in 1973 that the Ministry would support invest-
ments for arts and culture.1 During the same 
year, Istanbul Foundation for Culture and Arts 
(İstanbul Kültür Sanat Vakfı – İKSV), which can 
be considered as the beginning of the transition 
of culture and arts from the control of the state 
to big capital groups, was established by seven-
teen businessmen and art enthusiasts under the 
leadership of the industrialist Nejat Eczacıbaşı.2 

As a result of the investments to arts and 
culture, private museums began to appear in 
the 1970s and again in the 2000s. The increased 
investment in arts after the 1970s is connected to 
state incentives and privatization policies whe-
reas the development in 2000s is related to the 
adoption of tax incentive laws in 2004 pertaining 
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“non-profit civil society organizations” invest 
in art through sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s 
concepts of cultural and symbolic capital.” “Bo-
urdieu demonstrates that areas that seemingly 
do not care about or are indifferent to economic 
interests (such as art, literature and science) in 
fact function according to capital accumulation 
and the logic of capital (re)production.”4  Accor-
dingly, the reproduction of capital is in fact the 
transformation of the cultural, social and eco-
nomic capital into one another. Bourdieu uses 
the concept of cultural capital in two senses: 
“Sometimes he uses it to refer to information 
and familiarity with certain styles of art and pro-
ducts, and at other times to refer to the prestige 
and social value accorded to those who possess 
these attributes.”5 It is only through the neoli-
beral economic system that we can understand 
how the cultural capital in its second meaning 
is transformed into an economic gain for big 
capital groups. On the other hand, thinking that 
the arts and culture initiatives of capital groups 
are a genuine contribution to the sphere of art 
production is at best naïveté. 

In his analysis of the examples of Britain and 
the USA, art historian Chin-tao Wu demonstra-
tes how art became a material as well as symbo-
lic tool of contestation for companies starting 
with the end of the 20th century. Companies 
who see art as a commercial or public relations 
strategy use it to capture their target audience. 
“By sending the signal that they adopt the tastes 
of a sophisticated social group, they wish to 
appeal to this group. The effort to gain cultural 
capital as a means of reaching economic aims 
adopts its most transparent, and sometimes the 

most politically harmful form from this establis-
hed axis of profits: In other words, the axis where 
cultural capital is transformed into economic 
capital.”6 At this point where companies solidify 
their cultural reputation, where art becomes a 
material or symbolic value, we can no longer 
talk about art – it is instead an arts market that 
freely floats within neoliberal relations. 

It is possible to trace this concept in Turkey 
through the IKSV. IKSV has both been a vangu-
ard in this area, and it is the common locale that 
organizes events sponsored by all other art insti-
tutions. The Eczacıbaşı Group has acted through 
strong relations with both the state’s culture 
policies and private cultural institutions, and it 
is effective on cultural policies. IKSV is the gu-
arantee for the existence of other companies in 
the sphere of arts and culture, and these compa-
nies who set aside large budgets for event spon-
sorship have to collaborate with IKSV, which 

Towards the end of the 20th century, similar to the USA 

and Britain, Turkey also witnessed the birth of museums 

from the collections of well-established families based on 

their culture and arts investments. While an argument 

may be made that the underlying reasons were tax 

investments, privatizations and policies such as reduction 

in the size of the state, the orientation of these groups 

(most of which were industrialists) towards culture and 

arts after the 1980s can instead be explained by the more 

complicated relations of capital. 

OccupyDocumenta 

action in 2012. 
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es social prestige and refreshes the institutional 
identity on the one hand, and it can transform 
the cultural/symbolic capital into exponential 
economic capital on the other hand.11 

From cultural capital accumulation to 

company immunity 

Today, the sphere of culture and arts has be-
come a market where big capital groups and 
politicians that act on institutional and indivi-
dual image concerns meet their public relations 
needs. Istanbul Museum of Modern Art was 
opened in December 2004, before it finalized 
its collection, because it was thought that a mu-
seum opening attended by the Prime Minister 
prior to European Union (EU) accession negoti-
ations would bode well in the eyes of the EU. On 
their own, neither privatizations nor increased 
state investment in art is for the public good. 
These are at the same time spheres of power 
struggles. Cultural policies are a reflection of 
the state’s neoliberal policies and all events that 
it contributes to can undoubtedly be transfor-
med into a tool of reputation and legitimacy. 
For big capital groups, art investments create 
political power alongside cultural and economic 
capital. In the words of Wu, “The intervention 
of the business world into the art world must 
be understood in the contest of having political 
power in the modern state. There are multiple 
ways of acquiring and using political power; 
having cultural authority is one of the easiest 
and fastest means of reaching this power. The 
interest shown by companies in cultural events 
must be seen as part of an overall strategy aimed 
at combining private economic power with the 
power of public cultural authority – especially if 
these events are openly encouraged by the state. 
The motivation that lies beyond companies’ 
interest in cultural events is the following: In this 
way, they can transform the cultural capital they 
create into political power in an appropriate 
conjecture, and use this power for their benefit, 
openly or discretely.”12

Political power guarantees the stability of 
capital groups. The state and capitalists that 
seemingly come together in culture and arts 
events often act together in economic collabora-
tion. Thus, companies need the legitimacy and 
political power they derive from art investments 
to carry out their economic activities. In a world 
where commercial boundaries are removed, 
they do not want to be stuck at political ones. 
At the same time, they use the sphere of art to 
correct for their negative political and economic 
reputations. However, the rising social prestige 
and political power of institutions closes them 

Bourdieu demonstrates that areas that seemingly do not 

care about or are indifferent to economic interests (such 

as art, literature and science) in fact function according 

to capital accumulation and the logic of capital (re)

production. Accordingly, the reproduction of capital 

is in fact the transformation of the cultural, social and 

economic capital into one another. 

organizes most of the events in this area. 7 On 
the other hand, capital groups have set aside the 
second largest investment share to accumulate 
collections. The opening of İstanbul Modern, the 
Koç Museum, the Sakıp Sabancı Museum, the 
Pera Museum and many others in the 2000s is a 
result of increasing collectors. Collectorship le-
ads to cultural capital in two senses – it increases 
the social status of the collectors, and it establis-
hes institutional prestige through the museum. 
Collections of oil paintings are important private 
property that especially increases social prestige 
as paintings are the symbol of sophisticated 
taste and it is the art form that is most easily 
marketable. Aside from sponsoring events and 
collectorship, donations made to museums are 
not only tax exempt, but can also be considered 
an important source of cultural capital. 

With the goal of increasing its public support, 
IKSV’s 2011 report on the economic impact of 
its arts and culture activities throughout the 
year presents important data which helps us 
to understand the transformation of cultural 
capital into economic capital through the infor-
mation regarding the media: In 2011, when the 
sum total paid by sponsors was 15 million TL, 
the commercial value of the news on national 
written and visual media on IKSV events was 
reported as being 180 million dollars.8 When the 
international media value is taken into account, 
it is clear that these commercials equal a signifi-
cant cultural and economic capital gain for both 
the sponsoring firms and state sector, and IKSV. 
However, whereas the text emphasizes that for 
local and central governments, cultural events 
are “one of the main tools of strengthening their 
image as well as their socio-economic perfor-
mance” within a global economy,”9 the socio-
economic gains of the companies are not menti-
oned. In 2011, IKSV gained most (52 percent) of 
its resources from sponsors, while state support 
corresponded to only 5 percent.10 This does not 
include tax exemptions. State support is low in 
comparison to other European countries, yet 
the investment share of sponsoring companies 
warrants our attention. The said companies are 
happy to be sponsoring these events as it accru-
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off to criticism. These “non-profit” institutions 
carry out their culture and arts activities as a 
“social responsibility project” for societal deve-
lopment. Thus, these organizations that act as 
“civil society organizations” or adopt the respon-
sibility of carrying our national culture and art 
to the international arena deserve our support, 
not criticism. The creation of this perception and 
the symbolic/cultural capital acquired undoub-
tedly provides socio-economic immunity for the 
institutions as well as their managers.

The sphere of art production under 

siege of capital 

So how is this compulsory economic and po-
litical collaboration (because neoliberalism 
includes everything it can subsume) on which 
modern art institutions are based organized 
within practices of art and culture? How do art 
discussions and new practices of art nurture 
these institutions? An answer is possible only if 
the two questions are posed simultaneously. As 
Bourdieu argues, the existing socio-economic 
order can organize itself in even the most distant 
spheres. Modern art, which was born as an alter-
native to high art, became the state for the birth 
of its own “great artists” as its various artifacts 
(Duchamp’s Fountain is reproduced and sold in 
certain intervals) began to gain economic value 
starting with the first artifacts in the 1960s. 

This phenomenon can be witnessed in Tur-
key with the impact of globalization in the 1990s. 
Artists who produced the leading modern art 
artifacts were noticed by the art market during 
these years. At this time, modern art was begin-
ning its institutionalization and the value placed 
on the peripheral and the local by globaliza-
tion made modern art more noteworthy. The 
problem, however, lies in the logic of neoliberal 
economics, which reduce modern art artifacts 
that should be open to conceptual criticism and 
instead bring them together as objects of the arts 
market. This transforms the sphere of arts into a 
microcosm of the sphere of the economic. In the 
words of historian and curator Julian Stallabrass, 
“the most in demand modern art is the art that 
serves the interests of neoliberal economics – 
the art that strengthens economy by destroying 
the obstacles to trade, local solidarities and 
cultural loyalties through an uninterrupted 
hybridization process.”13 It is thelocal differen-
ces and misfits that have begun to draw the 
attention of the class of modern art consumers. 
As neoliberal capitalist economy feeds on and 
grows through economic crises, the sphere of 
arts that is commercialized through neoliberali-
zation feeds on these misfits and arts’ moments 

of crisis. The discovery in Turkey after the 1990s 
and even 2000s of art forms such as installation, 
video-art and performance that emerged as 
alternatives to the existing concept and marke-
ting of art in the 1960s can only be thought of in 
this regard. Art that split its approach to content 
from mass culture reached its peak with techno-
logical development, and could give spectators 
the possibility of seeing it only through art forms 
unique to the venue. 14 Therefore, exhibiting a 
unique art artifact that the consumer could ex-
perience in only that venue, or allowing them to 
live this aesthetic experience was a novelty that 
provided galleries and museums the possibility 
of increasing the socio-cultural capital of both 
the institution and the consumers. 

Two phenomena witnessed in art in these pe-
riods of crisis are noteworthy. The first one is the 
increase in the demand for oil painting, which 
is the most easily marketed form. However, this 
is seen mostly in the art centers of the world and 
cities and appeals to the core art purchaser. The 
second better allows us to measure the impact 
of neoliberal economy on art markets (which 
we can call constant crisis management): These 
are the inclusion of (conceptual or action based) 
counter-culture work by the arts sphere or the 
extending out of the arts institutions. This ma-
terializes through the inclusion and taming of 
anti-market counter culture and arts practices 
by the institutions owned by large capital gro-
ups, or through institutions “playing games with 
images, materials or venues taken from other 
places.”15  The second phenomenon can provide 
us with means of understanding the current 
stakes of the complicated relationship between 
capital and art.  

Modern art is rooted in the strong relations-
hip between the attention shown by neoliberal 
economics seeking new markets for itself in 
neighboring geographies and cultures, and 
postmodernism that emphasizes local ele-
ments, differences, and co-temporality against 
modernism’s internationalist historicity – in 
other words that organizes the spatial against 

In the words of the art historian Chin-tao Wu, the 

attention shown by the companies in cultural events must 

be seen as art of a general strategy that aims to combine 

private economic forces with the force of public cultural 

authority. The motivation that lies beyond companies 

interest in cultural events is the following: In this way, 

they can transform the cultural capital they create into 

political power in an appropriate conjecture, and use this 

power for their benefit, openly or discretely. 
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did not produce the desired results. In fact, the 
select guests even thought of it as a “political 
work” that was a part of the biannual. 

As things stand, neoliberal arts institutions 
continue to increase their accumulation of 
cultural/symbolic capital that can absorb all 
elements entering its sphere. Yet, in all instances 
that it is compelled by its expansionary logic to 
enter into the public space and the impoveris-
hed city space through a so-called democratic 
attitude; it is bound to crash into societal truth. 
This is because the arts institutions themselves 
are a “legitimate” and “naive” part of the neoli-
beral political economy that is responsible for 
urban poverty and the weakening of the public. 
Therefore, we must think about contemporary 
art and the investment companies that construct 
its material universe through this web that poses 
a constant threat to life. 
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the temporal. Modern art thereby opens up to 
locality and life that is home to culture. “Modern 
art” as we understand it today has become an 
adjective used by arts managers since the se-
cond half of the 20th century to name museum 
departments or define a new sales department 
in auction houses.16 Therefore, the opening up of 
neoliberal arts institutions to the local, different 
and Other is not “democratic.” On the contrary, 
it is in the area of arts, yet inherent to the specu-
lative logic of neoliberalism. 

The exhibition of local and exotic cultural 
materials in big museums, the transportation 
of cultural materials gathered from the public 
space in the name of institutions to art centers, 
the organization of the city space as spectator 
spaces for festivals or biannuals are products 
of the neoliberal arts institutions expansionary 
logic towards the outside (and the other).  This 
functioning is so widespread that it can co-opt 
and include outside and even counter-formati-
ons and actions. In fact, the group OccupyDo-
cumenta occupied the garden of the building 
where Documenta was held in 2012, however 
the action was accepted by managers of Docu-
menta and the activists were allowed to stay in 
the space throughout the event. The visitors tho-
ught that the group protesting the international 
arts event, which is a microcosmos of neoliberal 
economics and which turns the dirty economic-
political past of the sponsors into prestige, was a 
part of the event. It is precisely at this point that 
neoliberalism renders the other (the counter) 
obsolete, makes it a part of its mechanism and 
thereby continues to function. 

At the opening of the 12th Istanbul Biannual 
organized by IKSV, the Public Arts Laboratory 
carried out a performance and distributed to the 
guests at the opening reception a letter symboli-
zing the dirty collaboration between capital and 
politics through a letter written by Koç Holding 
Company’s founder Vehbi Koç to Kenan Evren. 
17 Yet, the decades long investment of capital 
groups and politicians to art have born their 
fruits, and the exposition of this already known 
relationship by the Laboratory at the biannual 
through an “aesthetic-political” intervention 

As things stand, neoliberal arts institutions continue to 

increase their accumulation of cultural/symbolic capital 

that can absorb all elements entering its sphere. Yet, in 

all instances that it is compelled by its expansionary logic 

to enter into the public space and the impoverished city 

space through a so-called democratic attitude, it is bound 

to crash into societal truth. 
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HUMAN LANDSCAPE

Raif Türk: A Kurdish businessman
                                                                                                                        

İrfan Aktan

nessmen and NGO activists from Diyarbakır, 
including Türk, announced their intention 
to vote ‘yes’ for the referendum, despite the 
Kurdish movement’s decision to boycott it. 
Türk tried to justify this decision with the fol-
lowing words in the September 5, 2010 edition 
of the newspaper Vatan: “I don’t want to live 
in a country with two flags. Once equality is 
established, a single flag will be sufficient for all 
of us! The people do not want to separate from 
Turkey, and no one is demanding a second flag. 
Such demands are formulated only by Kurdish 
politicians… Voting ‘yes’ or ‘no’ is meaningful, 
but a boycott is not. I think a boycott will not 
serve peace. Today we can run a business in the 
region, but tomorrow we may be unable to do 
so. Tomorrow our industrial facilities may not 
exist any more. If the conflict escalates, every-
one will naturally flee the region.”

One day prior to the referendum, Türk’s 
marble quarry located between Diyarbakır’s 
Hani and Kocaköy districts was attacked—al-
legedly—by three PKK militants, who burnt 
down some construction equipment. In reac-
tion, Türk closed down his quarry in Bingöl 
and gave the following statement to the media: 
“I had declared my intention to vote ‘yes’ in the 
referendum since I approved of certain articles. 
I am a person ready to do everything to ensure 

Raif Türk is not only one of Turkey’s leading marble manufacturers, 
but also an ex-journalist. Beginning with his very surname, he 
embodies numerous conflicts specific to the Kurdish region; likewise, 
his journalism career is far from ordinary. In the 1980s, while 
serving as Director of the Southeastern Region at the state-owned 
news agency Anadolu Ajansı, he was considered to be politically 
dangerous by the military junta and appointed to the Western 
province of Bursa. 

In reaction, he resigned from the agency, re-
turned to Diyarbakır in 1987 and established 
the first marble quarry in the city of Kulp. 
Since the marble business was not so lucra-
tive back then, he also started to work at the 
newspaper Cumhuriyet. In 1989, he took office 
as press consultant at Diyarbakır Chamber 
of Commerce and published a magazine en-
titled GAP’ta Diyarbakır (Diyarbakır under 
the Southeastern Anatolia Project). In 1992, 
he became the Diyarbakır representative 
of the newspaper Özgür Gündem. In 1995, 
while working as a journalist at the newspa-
per Evrensel, he revived his company DİMER 
(Diyarbakır Mermer İnşaat Sanayi ve Ticaret, 
or Diyarbakır Marble Construction, Industry 
and Commerce Co.). Since then, he has capi-
talized on the region’s marble reserves and 
has made considerable headway in the world 
of business. During his years at Özgür Gün-
dem, many of his colleagues were killed by the 
state. Raif Türk’s story is a good example of the 
paradoxical relationship between the Kurdish 
movement and Kurdish capitalists.

After turning from a modest journalist into 
one of Turkey’s leading marble manufacturers, 
Türk became well-known among the broader 
public due to an incident during the referen-
dum of September 12, 2010. A group of busi-



54 Heinrich Böll Stiftung / Türkiye

that peace is established. After the incident, 
many political figures, including members of 
BDP (the pro-Kurdish Peace and Democracy 
Party), called to say that they were sorry to hear 
what had happened.”

One of the most ardent defenders of Türk 
was Osman Baydemir, the then mayor of 
Diyarbakır Metropolitan Municipality. His 
take on the attack was the following: “Attack-
ing the marble quarry of a businessman and 
destroying his equipment is unacceptable, 
whatever the reason might be. This must stop 
immediately.”

After Baydemir’s declaration, no other 
negative reaction was expressed against Türk; 
however, this incident sufficed to show the 
delicate situation in which Kurdish capitalists 
find themselves. They perform a tough political 
and commercial balancing act, trying to main-
tain good relations with both the state and the 

Kurdish movement. 

Three meals a day

On May 27, 2008, I was in Diyarbakır to observe 
how Prime Minister Erdoğan’s “GAP Action 
Plan” was received in the region (GAP: South-
eastern Anatolia Project). Erdoğan’s visit over-
lapped with the 8th Annual Diyarbakır Culture 
and Arts Festival. I went to the train station to 
meet a few seasonal workers, and ran into a 
young man named Bayram, who asked “Are 
you here for the festival or for Erdoğan?” Before 
I could respond, another youngster named 
Musa said: “What festival? Of course they are 
here for Erdoğan. And now they are holding a 
microphone to the poor.” Bayram smiled and 
said: “There are many poor people here; you 
should instead lend an ear to the rich. Ask the 
rich, who want to get their hands on every-
thing, how many meals a day they enjoy?”

After having a discussion with Bayram, 
I went on to visit Raif Türk at his villa in the 
city’s new posh district Dicle Kent. We posed 
Bayram’s question to Türk, who responded 
with a smile: “We, too, have three meals a day. 
We are also suffering. Our wish is to see every-
one come out of poverty. However, this can-
not be achieved with the efforts of a handful 
of businessmen. The state should also play its 
part in solving this problem. Erdoğan’s newly 
announced project to revive GAP will not suf-
fice for this.” In 1994, when he still was a jour-
nalist, he had indeed covered the inauguration 
ceremony of GAP: “I must say that I was not at 
all impressed by the GAP scheme announced 
by Erdoğan. In 1994, I had written an article 
that underlined this problem. Back then, the 
PM Süleyman Demirel, had promised that they 
would resolve the problem for good…”

It is well known that GAP Action Plan 
has offered no remedy to the poverty in the 
region. After our conversation with Türk, I 
came across an elderly man while wandering 
through Diyarbakır’s villages. He told me the 
following story: “Özal, Bush and Gorbachev 
were at a cafe when Satan happened to pass 
by. Bush called to Satan and asked ‘When will 
the USA rule the world?’  Satan answered ‘In 
a hundred years’, upon which Bush started to 
weep, saying ‘Then I won’t see it in.’ Gorbachev 
asked the same question for SSCB and got the 
same answer. He, too, started to cry. Then Özal 
asked: ‘When will Turkey get out of this mess?’ 
It was Satan’s turn to burst into tears: ‘My lifes-
pan will not suffice to see that day!’” 

Well, do you think Raif Türk’s lifespan will 
suffice to see the region in prosperity one day?

In 1992, Raif Türk became the Diyarbakır representative 

of the newspaper Özgür Gündem. In 1995, he revived 

his marble company DİMER. Since then, he has 

capitalized on the region’s marble reserves and has made 

considerable headway in the world of business. During 

his years at Özgür Gündem, many of his colleagues were 

killed by the state. Raif Türk’s story is a good example 

of the paradoxical relationship between the Kurdish 

movement and Kurdish capitalists.
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Opening ceremony of Dimer 

Yaytaş Primary School. Türk 

is sixth from the left in the 

front row. 
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