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Abstra 

“e (Re)Production of Conservatism in Conservative Media in Turkey: An 
Analysis of Yeni Şafak and Sabah Newspapers in the AKP Period” 
 
Naz Uyulur, Doctoral Candidate at the Atatürk Institute 
for Modern Turkish History at Boğaziçi University,  
 
Professor M. Asım Karaömerlioğlu, Dissertation Advisor 
 
is dissertation scrutinizes how conservative values are produced by the 
mainstream, pro-government media in Turkey in the AKP period. Adopting 
Teun A. Van Dijk’s discursive, socio-cognitive approach to news production, 
the news content of two national conservative newspapers, Sabah and Yeni 
Şafak, are analyzed under four main themes - education, youth, women and 
family, and culture - that are critical for measuring the nature and scale of 
conservatism as an ideology (re)produced by the pro-government, main-
stream media. 

e research reveals that media in Turkey plays an important role in pro-
ducing, enabling, and promoting the hegemonic conservative ideology, put 
forward by the AKP government. e textual and linguistic analysis of the 
news stories, editorials, and columns produced in this particular media sug-
gests that conservative ideology in Turkey rests on the values of Islam, a severe 
dislike and a grudge against the secular republic, and a strong interest in Turk-
ish history and culture of the pre-republican period. is conservative ideol-
ogy pines a religious upbringing for the youth, a society that rests on a tradi-
tional family structure that reinforces conventional gender roles, and a social 
life in and outside of the home that reflects local and national traditions, cul-
ture, and values. 
 

, words  
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Özet 

“Türkiye’deki Muhafazakar Medyada Muhafazakarlığın (Yeniden) Üretimi: 
AKP Döneminde Yeni Şafak ve Sabah Gazeteleri İncelemesi” 
 
Naz Uyulur, Doktora Adayı,  
Boğaziçi Üniversitesi Atatürk İlkeleri ve İnkılap Tarihi Enstitüsü 
 
Profesör M. Asım Karaömerlioğlu, Tez Danışmanı 
 
Bu tez, AKP döneminde muhafazakâr değerlerin Türkiye’deki ana akım, 
hükümet yanlısı medyada nasıl üretildiğini incelemektedir. Teun A. Van 
Dijk’ın haber üretimine söylemsel, sosyal-bilişsel yaklaşımı kapsamında iki 
ulusal muhafazakâr gazete olan Sabah ve Yeni Şafak’ın haber içerikleri, bir ide-
oloji olarak muhafazakarlığın doğasını ve çerçevesini belirlemede kritik rol 
oynayan ve AKP dönemi süresince hükümet yanlısı ana akım medyada (ye-
niden) üretilen dört ana tema (eğitim, gençlik, kadın ve kültür) etrafında an-
aliz edilmiştir. 

Araştırma, AKP hükümeti tarafından ortaya koyulan hegemonik muhafa-
zakâr ideolojinin üretilmesi, olanaklandırılması ve teşvik edilmesinde Tü-
rkiye’deki medyanın önemli bir rol oynadığını göstermektedir. Muhafazakâr 
medyadaki haberler, editoryaller ve köşe yazıları özelinde yapılan metin 
çözümlemesi ve dilbilimsel analiz, Türkiye’deki muhafazakâr ideolojinin İs-
lami değerler, seküler Cumhuriyete karşı hoşnutsuzluk ve kin, ve Cumhuriyet 
öncesi dönem Türk tarihi ve kültürüne olan güçlü ilgi etrafında şekillendiğini 
öne sürmektedir. Söz konusu bu muhafazakâr ideoloji dini değerlerle 
yetiştirilmiş bir gençlik özlemi çekmekte, konvansiyonel cinsiyet rollerini pe-
kiştiren geleneksel bir aile yapısına dayalı bir toplum istemekte ve ev içinde ve 
dışında yerli ve milli gelenek, kültür ve değerleri temsil eden bir sosyal yaşamı 
teşvik etmektedir. 
 

. kelime  
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Introduion 

here is no doubt that the  parliamentary elections in Turkey marked 
the beginning of a new era in contemporary Turkish politics. e elec-

tions commenced a period of restructuring in the political landscape and 
brought the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi or 
AKP) to power. e AKP was the first party in eleven years to win a comfort-
able majority in the assembly and since enjoyed more than fieen years of un-
interrupted rule. 

With the rise of the AKP, the term conservatism has regained popularity 
as part of the mainstream political terminology. e AKP defined itself as a 
conservative democratic party in an effort to distance itself from its controver-
sial roots in the Islamist National View (Milli Görüş). is reinvented image, 
the AKP leadership expressed, implied a worldview promoting gradual, pro-
gressive change and seeking a reconciliation between the center and the pe-
riphery. Conservatism, as outlined in the  party program, rested on the 
fundamental pillars of family, religion, and the state and also emphasized the 
culture and tradition of the glorious Turkish nation. On a social level, the pro-
gram emphasized the party’s attempt of restructuring on the areas of educa-
tion, culture and arts, health, social security, work life, women, family, media, 
youth, environment and science and technology, among others. 

While election victories allowed the party to realize these aims on the po-
litical level through regulation and changes to policy, the media has helped to 
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produce and disseminate this conservative ideology in everyday life. Turkey 
was certainly not immune to the politicization of public broadcasting before 
the AKP rose to power. Özal’s neoliberal policies of the early s also had a 
significant echo in the media landscape. At the beginning of s, Turkey has 
made a swi transition from a state-run media structure to privately-owned 
media in a free market economy. 

e AKP, from the beginning, identified information management as a top 
priority. e beginning of the second term of an AKP majority aer the  
elections ushered in a period of media restructuring, political control, and an 
increase in the number of pro-government media outlets. ese significant 
structural and institutional changes in the media intensified with the “Kurdish 
Opening” initiative and its aermath, the Gezi Park protests, and the designa-
tion of Gülen movement as a terrorist organization. Media outlets with affili-
ations with terrorist groups were either transformed into pro-government 
outlets or shut down entirely. Most mainstream media changed hands and 
started printing or broadcasting news supportive of the ruling party. In con-
temporary Turkey, nine of the ten mainstream television channels and nine of 
ten national dailies belong to conglomerates affiliated with the government.1 

e dynamics of this new media landscape is too complex to explain by a 
simple concession that the mainstream news media has fallen victim to eco-
nomic and political limitations; as Van Dijk () suggests, media “are not 
passive recipients or sufferers of economic or political control and manipula-
tion but also manufacturers and (re)producers of ideology and public opin-
ion.. . . e news media generally do not act as major opponents of political 
or corporate policies and interests is not because of their powerlessness, but 
because of the fundamental similarities of ideological positions” (pp. -). 
In the Turkish case, similar ideological positions resulted in the dissemination 
of conservative values through pro-government print and broadcast media. 
Characterized by veiled columnists and news women and editorial teams with 
Islamic educational backgrounds, the conservative media has become the new 

                                                       
 1 e Media Ownership Monitor (http://turkey.mom-rsf.org/en/findings/political-affiliations/) 

reports the numbers as seven out of ten for both TV channels and mainstream dailies, but the 
numbers increased to nine out of ten with the sale of the Doğan Group media assets to Demi-
rören in early .  
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mainstream and has evolved into an important tool to produce and dissemi-
nate the official conservative ideology of the government to the masses. 

Even though Van Dijk’s approach to news production is not a new phe-
nomenon, no comprehensive studies currently apply his theory to the con-
temporary media landscape of Turkey. Existing analyses address the news me-
dia as a martyr under AKP rule and its role as a producer of ideologies is 
typically ignored. is dissertation contributes to this gap in the current liter-
ature and asks the question of how conservatism in the AKP period was pro-
duced by the mainstream, pro-government media in Turkey. 

e first theoretical consideration of this question becomes the effect of 
the media on the public and media’s role in producing and distributing the 
dominant conservative ideology. Literature on the topic of media’s role in dis-
seminating ideologies in societies dates back to the interwar period and re-
search in the field is significantly vast and growing, changing the popular un-
derstanding of how media functions. Early studies of the s and s 
perceived mass media as a powerful tool to create behavior change and sug-
gested that it could directly and uniformly influence the large group of recip-
ients by sending them the messages designed to trigger a desired response. 
is early understanding of the power of news media, for example, gave way 
to a more skeptical approach two decades later as more and more research 
showed that the media in fact had little direct effects on changing people’s 
behavior. Instead, it was then suggested that the media coverage set the agenda 
for the public, prioritize issues and intentionally or unintentionally shape pub-
lic opinion, and therefore has agenda setting and framing functions. 

Criticism to these early studies of news and news making, which were ori-
ented toward the power of media and the social dimensions of news, came 
from Van Dijk in the late s and the early s. Contrary to the previous 
literature, Van Dijk proposed a multidisciplinary theory, arguing that the 
power of news media should be analyzed within the framework of the broader 
conjunctural power structures of society. He claimed that “in order to under-
stand the role of the news media and their ‘messages,’ one needs to pay de-
tailed attention to the structures and strategies of such discourses and to the 
ways these relate to institutional arrangements, on one hand, and to the audi-
ence, on the other hand” (Van Dijk, , p. ). us, he proposed a more 
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integrated relationship between media and the society and argued that the 
news in fact plays a critical role in production of ideologies and dominant dis-
courses. 

Van Dijk’s approach to news media proved effective and contributed 
greatly to the literature on media studies through his thorough review and 
analysis of the ways the media are involved in the reproduction of racism. He 
applied his analytical approach to identify, assess and evaluate all features of 
the relationship between production of the racist discourse by the press. In 
doing so, Van Dijk established new and higher standards by which future ide-
ology - media studies must be conducted. His analyses have served as a para-
digm for the role of the media in other forms of dominance and ideologies 
such as gender, class, capitalism, communism, or in the case of this disserta-
tion, conservatism. 

Pinning down the second theoretical consideration of this dissertation – 
conservatism – however, is much more difficult and poses a theoretical disad-
vantage. From a global perspective, conservatism in politics generally refers to 
the right-wing viewpoint that desires to maintain the existing order. However, 
a thorough analysis of the existing literature suggests that “it is contested both 
what conservatism is, and what it could or ought to be—both among the pub-
lic and politicians, and among the philosophers and political theorists” (“Con-
servatism,” ). ere is no consensus, for example, on whether conserva-
tism is an ideology, a critical standpoint, or a political philosophy. “Is it an 
ancient attitude, or one that developed only in response to Enlightenment ra-
tionality and its political products, liberalism and socialism? How is it related 
to contemporary ‘neo-conservatism’? Is it a coherent position, or does it, as 
many have argued, fail to distinguish what is worth conserving from what is 
not? . . . are some of the questions commonly raised about conservatism” 
(“Conservatism,” ). 

Because of its adaptive, situational and contingent character, research on 
conservatism requires context-bound, small-scale work to secure a realistic 
understanding of what constitutes the meaning of conservatism for particular 
social groups in particular periods of history. is dissertation adopts this ap-
proach and in Chapter , focuses on analyzing what conservatism constitutes 
to in the Turkey case, especially during the AKP period. e empirical surveys 
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of Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu () and KONDA (, , ) and his-
torical studies of Bora (), Mert () and Tuğal () prove particularly 
useful in determining the elements and meaning of conservatism in Turkey. 
Research based on this literature suggests that the Turkish conservative mind-
set has traditionally rested on the two main pillars of religion and nationalism, 
but the weight given to them on the political level changes according to the 
socio-political conjuncture of a particular time period. 

On this background, in the main part of the research, the dissertation takes 
a deeper look into these main pillars and analyzes the capillary vessels of the 
conservative ideology as produced and reproduced by the mainstream con-
servative media in the AKP period. rough the media representations of the 
mainstream social elements of conservatism, the research also offers an anal-
ysis of the nuances, changes and continuities both between the AKP and the 
previous center-right parties that embraced conservatism as an ideology and 
within the period of the AKP governance. 

§ .  Methodology 

..  e role of the Researcher: Asking Questions 

Any form of qualitative research brings out the question of how the research 
is affected by the researcher’s bias and personal background. “As Charlotte 
Davies points out, it is especially vital to be aware of this when societies and 
cultures are studied in which the researcher is personally involved (Davies, 
, p.)” (Herding, , p. ). 
e main question of this dissertation came into being as an attempt to explore 
and develop an understanding of a community and ideology that is unfamiliar 
to the researcher. Born and raised in a very liberal and secular family and so-
cial circle, the researcher falls in the very margins of what the conservative 
media considers as the other. e researcher did not have previous experience 
socializing with this fraction of the society nor following conservative media. 
While not knowing a mindset “from the inside may result in overamplifying 
minor details or misunderstanding more important issues,” (Herding, , p. 
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) on the other hand, a contrasting background is beneficial for catching im-
portant that could otherwise be considered as ordinary or imperceptible for 
members of a community. 

e researcher began this dissertation with an unconscious bias that is 
common to many people who identify themselves as secular and liberal, or the 
classification they use to refer to their non-conservative character. In this per-
ception, conservatism in Turkey refers to an ideology that is solely guided by 
the Islamic rules and values. Conservatives in contemporary Turkey are ex-
tremely religious (veiled if woman), less educated, patriarchal AKP voters that 
live life solely through the guidance of the Quran, rejecting change and un-
dermining the accomplishments of the new republic for introducing laicism. 

Conducting this research with such a contrasting background contributed 
significantly to breaking this stereotype. In that sense, this dissertation also 
serves the purpose of defying previously constructed biases and forming em-
pathy and mutual understanding among the Turkish society. 

..  Research Design 

Keeping Van Dijk’s discursive approach to news media in mind Critical Dis-
course Analysis (CDA) is employed in this research to understand the pro-
duction and reproduction of conservative ideology by the conservative media. 

According to Fairclough (), the method of CDA seeks to uncover the 
relationship between the use of language and sociocultural structures. “It tries 
to uncover ways in which the dominant forces in a society create versions of 
reality that favor their interests through spoken or written language 
(McGregor, )” (Lombardi, , p. ). 

As Van Dijk () states that CDA “primarily studies the way social 
power abuse, dominance, and inequality are enacted, reproduced, and resisted 
by text and talk in social and political contexts” (p. ). So, as a research 
method, CDA is used to analyze any type of text in a critical manner to deter-
mine the ways that it influences society. 

CDA is a multi-disciplinary method employed in various disciplines rang-
ing from sociology to anthropology. Scholars that use the CDA method have 
diverse theoretical concern but all seek to investigate and uncover the repro-
duction of ideology in language. By looking into the various discourses and 
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linguistic features of a text, it traces their underlying ideologies and shows how 
the language used in texts – such as news reports – reflect and produce hege-
monic ideologies, stereotypes, and social values. 

Critical discourse presumes that language is social and that “the discourse 
both reflects and constructs the social world” (Rogers, , p. ). Hence, it 
tries to investigate the influence of social and ideological context on use of 
language. Its particular emphasis and interest on textual interpretation and 
discursive practices has made CDA a fruitful method that is oen applied to 
media research. As leading scholars of CDA Fairclough and Van Dijk oen 
claim, “news is not just a value-free reflection of facts. Anything that is said or 
written about the world is articulated from a particular ideological position” 
(Fairclough, , p. ), and the power and effect of news making can be 
revealed through an analysis of how language is being used in generating 
news. 

is research adopts the CDA method to examine how conservatism in 
the AKP period was linguistically generated in media texts. e research, in 
Fowler’s () words, does not gun for the press, but rather focuses on the 
structures of the media in question to discover the production and represen-
tation of conservatism in print media discourse. e study involves discourse 
analysis of coverage of the main determinants of conservatism. Although it 
primarily engages with news reports and columns in the mainstream, con-
servative-leaning newspapers Yeni Şafak and Sabah, the research occasionally 
includes coverage from other media outlets as well, mostly on the topics that 
generated broader media discussion. ese two newspapers were selected for 
analysis through a process of elimination. Since the aim was to capture the 
ordinary and the mainstream, local and Islamic media were excluded from the 
analysis. en, the ten mainstream dailies with the highest circulation were 
listed: Hürriyet, Sabah, Posta, Sözcü, Habertürk (online-only as of July ), 
Türkiye, Milliyet, Yeni Şafak, FotoMaç, and Takvim. Among these, Hürriyet, 
Posta, Sözcü, Habertürk, and Milliyet were eliminated because of their liberal, 
neutral or anti-government stance during all or part of the AKP period. Fo-
toMaç was not considered as it is a sports-centered newspaper. Sabah and Tak-
vim newspapers belong to the same, conservative, pro-government media 
group, and Sabah was chosen between the two because of its higher circulation 
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volume. And between the two-remaining conservative-leaning newspapers, 
Yeni Şafak and Türkiye, Yeni Şafak was chosen due to its popular editorial team 
comprised of renowned opinion leaders in conservative circles, including 
Fatma Barbarosoğlu, Özlem Albayrak, Yusuf Kaplan, Hayrettin Karaman, and 
Rasim Özdenören. 

e study covers part of the AKP period from January  to December 
, with a particular focus on the second term of an AKP majority and the 
post-Gezi protests, since both represent key milestones for changes to the me-
dia structure in Turkey. e changes and continuities between these mile-
stones are underlined while discussing the selected themes, but the analysis 
chooses to take a wholistic approach in examination of the AKP period as it 
aims to demonstrate the established, deep-seated nuances of the understand-
ing of conservatism by the conservative media during the entire period. It does 
not suggest, however, that the time period under analysis followed an un-
changed, linear path. 

e selected newspapers were scanned for a period of two years and news 
reports, articles, columns, opinion pieces, editorials, and interviews were used 
as part of the analysis. e database of the media monitoring and analysis 
agency PRNet was utilized to access the related coverage in the print media. 
e research ends in December  for doability purposes, but as the AKP 
period still continues to date (March ), further follow-up research is 
needed to uncover the important social, cultural and political developments 
occurred between the beginning of  to the present. 

e analysis of news items is grouped in four categories: Women and fam-
ily, education, youth, and culture. e reason behind the selection of these 
categories are twofold. First, they constitute the main elements of conservative 
thinking. As the theoretical chapter on conservatism further elaborates, con-
servative ideology defines itself with arguments supported on these pillars. 
e approach to women and their role in society, the attitude towards religious 
education, the policies concerning youth, and the perception of proper forms 
of culture and art distinguish this ideology from rivals, especially in the Turk-
ish case. 

Second and more importantly, these issues constitute the fundamental pil-
lars of the AKP’s social policies. In the three-party programs of the AKP that 
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are accessible via the Turkish Grand National Assembly’s official library (the 
AKP party programs of ,  and ), the AKP covers social issues 
under twelve chapters: Education, culture and arts, health, social security, 
work life, women, family and social services, youth, environment, science and 
technology, print and visual media, and traffic. Among these priority areas, 
health, social security, environment, science and technology and traffic are not 
included in this dissertation as they are highly tangible, policy-driven, meas-
urable areas that do not create much contestation between the rival ideologies. 
e remaining pillars constitute the main focus of this research as values pro-
duced in these areas differentiates the conservative thinking from its counter-
parts. 

e dissertation limits itself to how the idea of conservatism is produced 
by its own media and does not dwell with the question of whether or not this 
media representation has a direct or indirect influence on the audience’s be-
havior. It grounded itself as a descriptive and explanatory analysis and its em-
phasis lies in investigating how conservatism is constructed and what it means 
to the media organs of these circles. is subjective meaning is uncovered by 
critical discourse analysis of the news stories that conservative media choose 
to disseminate. us, other alternative ways of telling the story or formulations 
of this research question were le for potential follow-ups to this qualitative 
exploration. 

..  Outline of the esis 

A brief outline of the dissertation is as follows: e first part following the 
introduction, is about the theoretical background. In this chapter, the concept 
of conservatism is introduced, and the definition and models of conservative 
ideology, its main elements and representations in Turkey are presented in de-
tail. 

e background chapter also includes an overview of theories related to 
the effects of mass media on the public and its behavior. Teun A. Van Dijk’s 
discursive, cognitive approach to news structures and news production is in-
troduced, followed by an analysis of the current media landscape and struc-
ture in Turkey. is chapter also includes a snapshot of the major media 
groups and their current political affiliations. 
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e analysis of how conservatism in the AKP period was produced and 
reproduced by the mainstream, pro-government media in Turkey begins with 
news coverage of education, followed by coverage of youth, women and family, 
and culture. In each chapter, how these themes are perceived and interpreted 
in Yeni Şafak and Sabah newspapers and then presented to the masses is ana-
lyzed through the columns, interviews, and news stories published in them. 

Following this analysis, the dissertation also includes a chapter introduc-
ing the production of conservatism in audio-visual media. Given that televi-
sion is the most important mass medium in the country and watching televi-
sion is one of Turkey’s favorite pastimes, this chapter offers a detailed look at 
the broadcasts of two conservative television channels, ATV and TRT-, over 
one week. eir schedules and program content are analyzed based on their 
role in disseminating conservative values in the framework of the four pre-
determined categories. 



 



 
Conservatism: Theoretical Baground 

ocial scientists who attempt to study conservatism face a theoretical dis-
advantage: e problem of thoroughly defining what constitutes conserv-

atism. e concept itself has always been controversial and has “taken on a 
rich variety of meanings, posing problems of definition that have frequently 
given rise to heated controversy” (Kendal and Carey, , p.). Even 
though the word officially become part of political speech as early as  in 
England, discussions on varied yet valid interpretations of the term continue, 
making it difficult to give a single definition of or formulate a common de-
nominator among those who are regarded as conservatives. 

e discussion starts first with whether conservatism is an ideology, and 
the answer depends to a great extent on how one defines ideology. If ideology 
is interpreted in a narrow sense and seen as an artificially-constructed set of 
ideas manipulated by political powers, as the British philosopher Michael 
Oakeshott (/) does, then conservatism cannot be regarded as an ide-
ology. If, however, ideology is defined in a broader sense, as the ordering or 
configuration of political concepts that act as a means of arranging the lives of 
individuals, or, in Huntington’s () words, as a “system of ideas concerned 
with the distribution of political and social values and acquiesced in by a sig-
nificant social group” (p. ), then conservatism can be interpreted as an ide-
ology. 

S 
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An important conservative, Micheal Oakeshott (/), strongly sup-
ports the former view. He regards conservatism not as an ideology but a ten-
dency, mood, or a frame of mind. In other words, conservatism is not an ide-
ology or a doctrine because the conservative disposition is an integral 
characteristic of human nature: Being resistant to sudden, disruptive change. 
According to him, ideologies can never include or understand the whole and 
cannot go further than being a poor selection of a part, as part of that 
knowledge comes from human nature; that is, of a kind that cannot be formal-
ized. “e fullness of political knowledge can only be found in the practice of 
a given political community, in tradition. Political action can take as its guide 
nothing else but ‘the intimations of tradition’” (Mandi, , p. ). 

Huntington, on the other hand, believes that there are three main ideolog-
ical conceptions of the nature of conservatism: e aristocratic, autonomous, 
and situational theories. 

e aristocratic approach, says Huntington, defines conservatism as an 
ideology of a “single specific and unique historical movement: e reaction of 
the feudal-aristocratic-agrarian classes to the French Revolution, liberalism, 
and the rise of the bourgeoisie at the end of the eighteenth century and during 
the first half of the nineteenth century” (Huntington, , p. ). is per-
spective interprets liberalism as a bourgeois ideology, socialism and Marxism 
as a proletarian one, and conservatism as the ideology of the aristocratic class 
– connecting it to the ancient regime and feudalism. Conservatism, therefore, 
is opposed to liberalism, democracy, the middle class, and individualism. 

e second, autonomous definition of conservatism holds that “conserv-
atism is not necessarily connected with the interests of any particular social 
group, nor depends upon any specific historical event, as the aristocratic in-
terpretation claims” (Nagy, , p. ). Conservatism, is defined in terms of 
an autonomous system of ideas like order, balance, moderation, and justice. 
In Huntington’s () words, “conservatism, in this sense, is, . . . a matter of 
‘will and intelligence;’ the principles of conservatism ‘are not confined to the 
interests of a single class;’ conservatives may be drawn from ‘all classes and 
occupations’” (p. ). Whether particular individuals hold these values de-
pends not on their social affiliations but upon their personal capacity to see 
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their inherent truth and desirability, which implies that conservatism is a valid 
political philosophy under any social or historical circumstance. 

Huntington criticizes the aristocratic definition for restricting conserva-
tism to a small, limited segment of social class and of process. He does not 
accept the second definition of conservatism either because it ignores the same 
variables: “According to this approach the appearance of conservatism seems 
to be a matter of random chance; moreover, it frees conservatism from any 
connection with social reality” (Nagy, , p.). 

e third – according to him – most preferable approach is the situational 
definition of conservatism. 

e situational definition views conservatism as the ideology arising 
out of a distinct but recurring type of historical situation in which a 
fundamental challenge is directed at established institutions and in 
which the supporters of those institutions employ the conservative 
ideology in their defense. us, conservatism is that system of ideas 
employed to justify any established social order, no matter where or 
when it exists, against any fundamental challenge to its nature or be-
ing, no matter from what quarter. e essence of conservatism is the 
passionate affirmation of the value of existing institutions. is does 
not mean that conservatism opposes all change. Indeed, in order to 
pre- serve the fundamental elements of society, it may be necessary to 
acquiesce in change on secondary issues. No person can espouse the 
conservative ideology, however, unless he is fundamentally happy with 
the established order and committed to its defense against any serious 
challenge. (Huntington, , p. ) 

Huntington () argues that the common thread among these three theories 
of conservatism is that they fundamentally agree that conservatism is an ide-
ology and that conservatives believe in some common fundamental values 
and ideas (p. ). Another and perhaps more important unifying element 
that is common to all three approaches is that they identify Edmund Burke 
and his distinctive characteristics of his ideology as the “conservative arche-
type.” According to Huntington, it is situational theory that harbors all six 
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basic principles of Burkean ideology and therefore has the most explanatory 
power. 

Huntington lists these essential elements of Burkean ideology as follows: 

() Man is biasically a religious animal, and religion is the foundation 
of civil society. A divine sanction infuses the legitimate, existing, social 
order. 
() Society is the natural, organic product of slow historical growth. 
Existing institutions embody the wisdom of previous generations. 
Right is a function of time. "Prescription," in the words of Burke, "is 
the most solid of all titles....” 
() Man is a creature of instinct and emotion as well as reason. Pru-
dence, prejudice, experience, and habit are better guides than reason, 
logic, abstractions, and metaphysics. Truth exists not in universal 
propositions but in concrete experiences. 
() e community is superior to the individual. e rights of men 
derive from their duties. Evil is rooted in human nature, not in any 
particular social institutions. 
() Except in an ultimate moral sense, men are unequal. Social organ-
ization is complex and always includes a variety of classes, orders, and 
groups. Differentiation, hierarchy, and leadership are the inevitable 
characteristics of any civil society. 
() A presumption exists "in favor of any settled scheme of government 
against any untried project." . . . Man's hopes are high, but his vision is 
short. Efforts to remedy existing evils usually result in even greater 
ones. (Huntington, , p. ) 

Another important, valid point that Huntington discusses is what differenti-
ates conservatism from other grand “-isms”: e lack of a substantive ideal. 
Unlike other philosophical systems, such as liberalism, socialism, and fascism, 
the conservative tradition does not put forward a normative formula with re-
gard to the “ideal” configuration of society and about how power and values 
should be distributed. 
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e ideals of nonconservative ideologies change from thinker to 
thinker and generation to generation, but their fundamental charac-
teristic remains the same: e ascription of value to theoretically-de-
fined formulations and the appraisal of existing reality in terms of 
those formulations. Non-conservative ideologies are thus ideational or 
transcendent in nature, while conservatism is institutional or imma-
nent. All the common ideational ideologies of modern western society 
approach existing institutions with an "ought demand" that the insti-
tutions be reshaped to embody the values of the ideology. In this sense 
all ideational theories involve some degree of radicalism, i.e., criticism 
of existing institutions. e greater the gap between existing institu-
tional reality and the ideal of the nonconservative ideology, the more 
radical is the ideology with respect to that reality. Radicalism is thus 
the opposite of conservatism, and, like conservatism, it denotes an at-
titude toward institutions rather than a belief in any particular ideals. 
Conservatism and radicalism derive from orientations toward the pro-
cess of change rather than toward the purpose and direction of change. 
(Huntington, , p. ) 

Conservatism clearly has an unequivocally adaptive, situational, diachronic, 
and contingent character. Conservative thinkers of different ages have had 
very different ideas about what constitutes conservatism over the past two 
hundred years. e conservatism of a particular age, like any other ideology, 
cannot claim absolute validity in itself because it depends on changing social 
and historical conditions. But if that is the case, how should a study of con-
servatism conceptualize the term? In other words, what approach is the most 
productive for studying the history of conservatism? 

Unfortunately, scholars are usually pessimistic about the future of the task 
at hand. According to Allen (), for example, it is not only better but also 
necessary to adopt an approach of describing the particular conditions in par-
ticular countries before characterizing individual thinkers or groups; nothing 
can be achieved by “new works of synthesis attempting broader and better 
definitions of or descriptions of conservatism” (p. ). To define conserva-
tism, he argues, “more can be achieved by smaller-scale works which bring to 
play several approaches to conservative thought and focus them on relatively 
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small areas” (p. ). Similarly, Epstein () underlines that apart from Ed-
mund Burke, conservative thinkers rarely exercise much influence outside 
their own countries and times; therefore, “the future historian of European 
Conservatism will be required to immerse himself in the specific conditions 
of every European country in order to secure a realistic understanding of what 
diverse conditions different Conservatives wanted to conserve” (p. ). 

Given this background, this dissertation turns to analyzing conservatism 
and conservative thought in different European countries, providing a brief 
overview of the development of the term since its origins in the French Revo-
lution, and then focusing on the emergence and development of the concept 
in Turkey. 

§ .  Genesis of European Conservatisms 

..  Edmund Burke and the English Model 

Of everything that has been said and written about Edmund Burke and his 
impact on the modern conservative ideology, Robert Nisbet () best sum-
marizes his critical importance and contribution to this socio-political tradi-
tion. 

Rarely in the history of thought has a body of ideas been as closely 
dependent upon a single man and a single event as modern conserva-
tism is upon Edmund Burke and his fiery reaction to the French Rev-
olution. In remarkable degree, the central themes of conservatism over 
the last two centuries are but widenings of themes enunciated by Burke 
with specific reference to revolutionary France. (p. ) 

ere is a general consensus that Edmund Burke (-), an Anglo-Irish 
statesman born in Dublin and defender of the Whig oligarchy in England, is 
the intellectual apogee of modern conservatism. Even though he was a states-
man first and never produced anything that can be regarded as a systematic 
philosophy, his Reflections on the Revolution in France () is the best-
known attack on the French Revolution and its principles and “the most fa-
mous manifesto of the counter-revolution” (Weiss, , p. ). 
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Reflections on the Revolution in France was first published in . Above 
all, it is a critique of the French Revolution and its ideals for its like egalitari-
anism, which were radical for their time. His argument that when they at-
tempted to restructure French society by replacing honor, wisdom, and chiv-
alry with the “barbarous philosophy" of rationalism, revolutionaries ignored 
the nation’s history and traditions, which, in turn, would cause the revolution 
to end not in more liberty, but in war and dictatorship. 

Burke maintains that even though the French monarchy and the great 
families of the landed aristocracy have their faults, they are nonetheless the 
natural rulers of France. Carrying out a revolution against them is pointless, 
counter-productive, and hence a terrible mistake. He detests the new revolu-
tionary rulers of the country for ignoring the basic principle that the relation-
ship among different classes with distinct functions, rights, and powers estab-
lishes the social harmony of mutual checks and balances. He insists that the 
assembly, without a senate to balance it, is dominated by lower clergy who are 
driven by the motive of immediate private gain, and who betrays the wisdom 
of their forefathers. Because they fail to realize that society is a contract among 
past, present, and future generations, he argues that such men can neither un-
derstand the meaning of community nor the timeless values of a great nation. 
is lost sense of community is also the reason why radical change is always a 
terrible idea, as it can only represent the ephemeral interests of a single gener-
ation. In addition, Burke holds that the revolutionaries turned their back on a 
relatively liberal and reform-minded king who was pushing the French con-
stitution in the direction of the British one, the latter of which Burke admires 
for its virtues of continuity, tradition, and property as well as its delicate com-
bination of rule by the king, nobility, and commoners. 

Burke fears the consequences of a tyranny of the majority and claims that 
democracy is an appropriate form of government only in rare circumstances. 
He dismisses the liberal idea of the masse choosing their own rulers as he be-
lieves that rights are inherited and that “man’s social position from serf to no-
ble [is] the consequence of God-given innate qualities intended to comple-
ment one another in a harmonious whole” (Weiss, , p. ). 
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Whereas for liberals the state’s main responsibility is to protect and en-
force individual rights and liberties, Burke argues that man is by nature a so-
cial animal, and he consequently views the state as a living organism, ordained 
by God. 

It is a partnership in all science; a partnership in all art; a partnership 
in every virtue and in all perfection. As the ends of such a partnership 
cannot be obtained in many generations, it becomes a partnership not 
only between those who are living, but between those who are living, 
those who are dead, and those who are to be born. (Dearborn, , p. 
) 

Burke holds that man is instinctively religious, and his moral values are de-
rived from the Christian tradition. “e spirit of religion, he argue[s], held 
man’s pride, lust and vicious appetites from tearing apart the social fabric. e 
social order as given [is] sacred in origin; man, tainted by original sin, could 
never change it for the better in any radical way” (Weiss, , p. ). Accord-
ing to him, society is undoubtedly a contract, but it is a contract between God 
and man and among all the generations in history. 

As can be seen in his arguments, history has an important place in Burke’s 
political philosophy. Defining it as “the known march of the ordinary provi-
dence of God” (Mansfield, , p. ), he considers historical experience to 
be an important source of wisdom and warns against the dangers of radical 
and violent change through revolution. 

Burke believes that private property is the foundation of the maintenance 
of a just social order which serves as a powerful check on the potentially in-
trusive actions of the state. “In his view, moral education by intermediary so-
cial institutions-the family, the church, the local community-can only flourish 
if the property that supports those institutions is secure” (“Edmund Burke,” 
). 

Burke’s ideas are undoubtedly mostly driven by history, tradition, and her-
itage of the past, “but it is important to also note that Burke [is] a developmen-
tal, not a static, conservative [and] he fought valiantly against his conservative 
contemporaries who wished merely to preserve the heritage rather than, as he 
put it, ‘preserve and improve’ it in the interest of an expanding justice and 
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ever-greater well-being for the country as a whole” (Kendal and Carey, , 
pp. -). Nor is Burke antagonistic towards the idea of freedom; he simply 
believes that freedom goes hand in hand with effective governance, order, mo-
rality, private property, and prudence. 

As underscored, Burke’s ideas, inosculated in his legendary Reflections on 
the Revolution in France, are considered the foundational ideas of modern 
conservatism and are adopted by conservative thinkers of later generations. 
Hearshaw’s “twelve principles,” Kirk’s “six canons,” and Rossiter’s “twenty-
one points” of the conservative tradition are all rooted in Burke’s theory, and 
scholars such as Cecil (), Zürcher (), and Torun () argue that 
Burke’s principles still roughly define the concept of conservatism: e im-
portance of religion and the value of its recognition by the state; antagonism 
towards injustice to individuals committed in the course of political or social 
reform; attack on the revolutionary conception of equality and emphasis on 
the necessity of distinctions of rank and station; history as the accumulated 
wisdom of all generations; private property as an institution sacred unto itself 
that is vital to the well-being of society; respect for existing institutions, au-
thority, and law; human society as an organism (as opposed to mechanism) 
and the organic product of slow historical growth; the necessity of maintain-
ing continuity with the past and making changes as gradually as possible 
(Cecil, , p. ). 

..  Joseph de Maistre, Louis Gabriel Ambroise de Bonald and the 
French Model 

In France, the two most influential formerly exiled aristocrats (ultras) who 
voiced harsh criticism of the revolution, the Comte de Maistre and the Vi-
comte de Bonald, are also inspired by Burke. Like him, both view the French 
Revolution as a disaster and perceive the new order as destructive to social 
order and harmony. ey see society as an organism – ordered not by men but 
by God – with the traditional patriarchal family as its foundation, and conse-
quently they believe in the superiority of society over the individual. Accord-
ing to them, “the basic social institutions of the Church, the state and the pa-
triarchal family [are] all based on God’s will, and therefore the individual 
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should subordinate self to these institutions and to the traditions associated 
with them” (Zeitlin, , p. ). 

Still, “the case which Maistre and Bonald saw themselves confronted was 
rather different that the one that had motivated Burke’s Reflections, and the 
nature of their conservatism varied accordingly” (Muller, , pp. -). As 
Allen () suggests, the revolution never reached Britain, and the country 
did not face a radical transformation like the one that Napoleon’s armies 
brought to France. e relatively close alliance between the middle class and 
aristocracy and the adaptability of its institutions caused a moderate conserv-
atism to flourish in Britain. But in France, the situation was different. e An-
cien Régime being overthrown in  was only the beginning of a century of 
political crises and revolutions, so “it was natural that a group of ‘ultras’ ada-
mantly opposed to the principles of the French Revolution and favoring the 
restoration of the powers of king and church should appear – hence De Mais-
tre (and) Bonald” (Allen, , p. ). Compared to Burke, French conserva-
tives are much more critical of the new institutions, beliefs, and customs that 
the revolution brought about. And whereas Burke wants to preserve the status 
quo, de Bonald and de Maistre want to bring back a golden age of monarchy 
and religious authority. What the latter regard as ideal is medieval society, and 
both believe that modern industry and capitalism are destructive and under-
mine the divine social order. 

e comparison of the views of de Bonald and de Maistre shows thatthe 
latter is more conservative, theological, and reactionary than the former. De 
Maistre argues that the origins of society are in the Old Testament, and he does 
not believe human reasoning is advanced enough to create anything lasting or 
worth preserving. “In de Maistre’s view, if men desired a stable and just social 
order they should write no constitutions, invent no laws, but follow instead 
the divinely implanted instincts of the bulk of mankind – instincts which in-
formed them that it [is] best to do things as they had always been done” 
(Weiss, , p. ). 

Given that he was a practicing politician and a member of the most reac-
tionary Chamber of Deputies in France’s history (that of ), de Bonald was 
more proactive with respect to restoring the divine order. “He personally led 
the ultras as they made divorce illegal, sacrilege punishable by death, and used 
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rigid censorship to instruct the ‘violent and ignorant’ public in the traditional 
principles of social order” (Weiss, , p. ). De Bonald’s ideal vision for 
society is modeled on the old French regime, based on the Catholic Church 
and the monarchy, but without the flaws that had led to its demise. According 
to Bonald, the primary role of the monarchy is to support and ensure the func-
tioning of natural social groups, and he prefer the self-sufficient, traditional, 
personal aspects of rural village life to the chaotic and anonymous way of ur-
ban living. “e decline of the self-contained village, he [holds], would end 
generations of closely-knit personal contacts [and] from the interrelations of 
such traditional groups as the village elders, guilds and Church . . . had grown 
the norms of ethical behavior, norms that could hardly be maintained in the 
harsh anonymity of casual and fleeting urban relationships” (Weiss, , pp. 
-). 

..  Adam Müller and the German Model 

As it did for all other Western European countries, the French Revolution had 
a significant impact on German states, transforming an unsystematic tradi-
tionalism in society into a politically-coherent, conscious conservatism. Like 
its British and French counterparts, conservatism in Germany also reacts 
against the revolution – its causes and effects, the radical ideas of individual-
ism, and the equality it brought about. It recommends the old (history) in lieu 
of the new. 

Yet, according to Puhle (), German conservatism differs from Anglo-
Saxon and French counterparts in one important respect: “it has a certain one-
dimensional quality, derived in general from its close connections with the 
landed aristocracy and in particular with the Prussian Junkers . . . originated 
in the landed aristocracy's opposition to Prussian absolutism and, more par-
ticularly, to the interventionist policies in the era of reform and the bureau-
cratic attempts to carry out those policies.” (pp. -). In Germany, con-
servative organizations traditionally represent the landed aristocracy, and 
even though the great classes significantly reformed production methods, so-
cial life and relationship, as well as the conception of an ideal society remains 
similar to that of the pre-revolutionary, authoritarian world. “Germany at this 
time was therefore in this respect quite unlike the England of Edmund Burke, 
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many of whose followers were drawn from the commercial classes; unlike the 
'new nation' being established on the other side of the Atlantic, unhampered 
by feudal relics and founded on a capitalist consensus; unlike even the post-
revolutionary, bourgeois France of Chateaubriand” (Puhle, , pp. -). 
erefore, conservatism in Germany remains largely anti-bourgeois, anti-lib-
eral, and anti-capitalist and the close link between conservatism and the land-
owning classes is the single most determining characteristic of the German 
conservative movement. 

Among the German conservatives, Adam Müller is the most influential. 
In , Müller published his chief work, Elements of Statecra, in which, 
heavily influenced by Burke, he argues that the state is not a product of reason 
but a product of historical development – a living entity created by God. As a 
romantic, idealistic visionary, Müller believes that only a return to medieval 
principles of government would restore the greatness of the German states. In 
his view, “Prussia and Austria had declined because even their feudal elites 
had succumbed to the selfish spirit of liberal individualism . . . and had for-
gotten what feudal warriors understood: at society [is] a community based 
on mutual sacrifice for the perpetual struggle against nature and foreign in-
trusion” (Weiss, , p. ). 

Like Burke, Müller believes in the existence of an ideal state of values, but 
unlike Burke, “who . . . replied to the enormous theoretical ambitions of the 
revolutionaries in France with the weight of actual history, expressing a con-
servative skepticism toward political theory in general, Müller proclaimed a 
demanding theory of its own: . . . he oppose[s] the French Revolution in the 
name of history; at the same time, he claim[s] that the state he postulated [is] 
based on unchangeable ‘law’” (Mahoney, , p. ). 

According to Müller, liberals’ rigid emphasis on individual rights and the 
social contract they consequently put forward as an ideal favor the needs of a 
particular class, and curbed the power of the community. “e only way to 
restore the harmony, Müller insist[s], [is] to look upon the state, as medieval 
man had, not as an aggregate of individuals but as a community of communi-
ties in which every citizen was part of a lesser community – nobles, priests, 
guildsmen, merchants – each with as much power of self-regulation as was 
consistent with its function and the good of the whole” (Weiss, , p. ). 



( R E ) P R O D U C T I O N  O F  C O N S E R VAT I S M  I N  C O N S E R VAT I V E  M E D I A  

 

e mediating figures of medieval times, such as the monarchy, the guild mas-
ters, and the urban patriciate are sufficient to maintain justice and order; 
hence, there is no need for the selfish, egocentric, anti-community, anti-social 
nature of the individual. 

§ .  Conservatism en and Now: A Historical Overview of the 
Post-Revolution Period 

Conservatism is a system of thought that emerged as a reaction to the French 
Revolution and the radical ideas it brought to the forefront but that has un-
dergone important changes over time. To trace the historical development of 
the phenomenon and identify its evolution from a socio-cultural perspective, 
the following periods proposed by Tanıl Bora () are useful: (a) from the 
end of the revolution to the mid-nineteenth century (the classical period), (b) 
from the mid-nineteenth century to World War II, and (c) the post-World War 
II period. 

As explained in detail above, the first period is marked by the emergence 
of what is now commonly referred as “classical” or “traditional” conservatism, 
led by the founding figures like Burke, de Maistre, and Müller as a reaction to 
the revolution. According to Weiss (), the generation that lived through 
the revolution was the first truly lost generation of modern Europe. “During 
the revolutionary years princes were exiled; nobles became homeless com-
moners; monks, nuns and priests were exiled or forced to renounce their or-
ders; petty states disappeared from the map; young men were torn from the 
villages of their ancestors and launched at distant armies in foreign lands; an 
unknown Corsican became emperor of France and half of Europe, while old 
laws and institutions crumbled before his sword” (p. ). e destructive ef-
fects of these unprecedented times of change in turn created nostalgia for the 
past and a desperate search for values worth preserving. It also enabled con-
servatism to flourish as a systematic socio-political ideology. 

According to Bora (), the most important development to occur in the 
second period, from the mid-nineteenth century to World War II, is the artic-
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ulation of the ideas of conservatism and nationalism. In this period, conserva-
tives gradually concluded that the “nation” was a new, more enduring form of 
community, and perhaps more ambitiously, a new religion (p. ). 

e turn of the century witnessed many philosophies that emerged as a 
reaction to the inhumanity of modern industrial civilization, and World War 
I was the final straw. e devastating effects of war inflamed reactions against 
modernism, liberalism, and rationalism, and coupled with Great Depression, 
they affected conservatism in a radical way.1 

In Hobsbawm’s view (), of all the developments in the interwar era, 
the most shocking is the collapse of liberal values and institutions (p. ). e 
period witnessed the rise of anti-democratic criticism and a right-wing that 
criticized liberalism’s individualism and emphasized sacrifice, obedience, and 
social duty as alternatives. By the mid-s, liberalism was exhausted and the 
organized le was crushed. In this atmosphere, a conservative reaction arose 
and claimed to offer the best alternative for founding an orderly, stable society. 

During the interwar period, especially aer the Great Depression, all po-
litical discussions were taking place within the right, mainly between two sub-
groups: e old right (old-fashioned conservatives) and the new right (fas-
cists). Mazower () gives the en route of General Franco and General 
Metaxas as examples of the old wing. ey had no particular agenda, were not 
comfortable with mass politics, and wished to return to the good days, while 
new right, the loudest voice of which were Hitler and Mussolini, represented 
a new, radical, revolutionary face of conservatism and promised a radical res-
urrection of the old regime and its unified, organic society (p. ). 

e most distinctive feature of this new right was its belief that long-lost 
values and traditions could be reconstructed through politics (Müller, , p. 
). New right specialized in the rhetoric of the return to a traditional past, but 
it was an artefact based on invented traditions (Hobbsbawm, , p. ). e 
words of one of the leading figures of this movement, Moeller van der Bruck, 
best summarizes the motto of the conservative thought of the time: “to be 

                                                       
 1 According to Hobbsbawm (), for example, without the Great Depression there would 

have been no Hitler and no Roosevelt. 
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conservative means to creating things that are worth conserving” (Radner and 
Turner, , p. ). 

e conservative revolutionary movement was hostile to the heritage of 
the French Revolution and the Enlightenment but also passionately supported 
technology and technical modernity. Conservatism’s ability to be a modern 
ideology and a political program was revived with the use of technology, and 
as of then, it started to produce its values and past traditions through the tools 
of modernity and technology (Bora, , pp. -). Hitler’s National Social-
ism was the most radical version of conservatism the world had witnessed, 
and it served as a transition from the old, classical conservatism to a new, more 
modern, pro-capitalist form of conservatism (Müller, , p. ), which 
dominated the stance in the post-World War II period. 

Contrary to the post-World War I period, the aermath of World WarII 
created a relatively more stable world order. In this atmosphere, conservatism 
in the West also painted a more coherent, orthodox picture (Bora, , p. ). 
Once again, a separation emerged within the conservative stance, which can 
be categorized as classical or traditional conservatives and liberal conserva-
tives. As always, traditionalists were focused more on the restoration of values 
and post liberal economic and political models,2 their influence remained lim-
ited to a small elite circle. e latter changed the face of conservatism and 
made it a new, popular, relevant ideology. 

As a result of the alliance first against fascism and then communism, the 
second half of the twentieth century witnessed the unification of conservatism 
and liberalism in the areas of politics and the economy. Conservatism made 
peace with the technological face of capitalism and directed its conservative 
reactions to the cultural sphere. Even though it sometimes used a similar rad-
ical, progressive narrative to that of the revolutionary conservatism of Na-
tional Socialism, the new neo-conservatism was incomparably conformist and 
favored preserving the status quo. What made this new conservatism “new” 
was the use of “old” values to protect liberal society (Bora, , p. ). 

                                                       
 2 See, for example, Kirk () 
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While the emergence of this neoconservatism can be traced to s,3 it 
became a powerful, systematic movement in the s and onwards. Neocon-
servatives react to the demands of the New Le and liberalism’s tolerant atti-
tude towards them. e leading figure of the neo-conservatism movement, 
Irving Kristol, summarizes the main principles of neo-conservatism as fol-
lows: “acceptance of the welfare state but opposition to social engineering by 
an intrusive bureaucracy; respect for the economic market; and support for 
traditional values, social order, and religion against the new cultural influ-
ences of the s” (Morgan, , p. ). 

Neoconservatives embrace the values of traditional conservatism with re-
spect to authority, morality, religion and tradition; commonly criticize the ex-
cesses of democracy; and highlight the need for consistency between the mod-
ern economic order and core cultural values. According to them, individuals 
should accept the fundamental moral values of society as their guideline. e 
main argument of this new liberal conservatism is the belief that modern lib-
eral societies cannot exist without common values and cultural identities,4 and 
the freedom, progress, and creativity provided by liberalism can only survive 
if certain common social values are preserved. It is sympathetic towards indi-
vidual freedoms, free enterprise and private property,5 suspicious of working 
class movements, and in favor of radical measures to reduce crime. It supports 
pro-family initiatives like abortion laws and bans on pornography, emphasize 
the importance of religion (Medcalf and Dolbeare, , p. ), and favor the 
right to perform religious rituals at schools and public spaces.6 

e s witnessed the rise of powerful, self-confident conservative lead-
ers around the globe (Özipek, , p. ). Ronald Reagan in the United States 

                                                       
 3 e Public Interest, a leading neoconservative quarterly, was founded by prominent figures of 

neo-conservatism, Daniel Bell and Irving Kristol, in . 
 4 See Daniel Bell’s e Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism () for a critique of how capi-

talism undermined the moral traditions of American society. is critique is oen regarded 
as a foreshadowing of the upcoming neo-conservatism of atcher and Reagan in the s 
(Habermas, , p. ). 

 5 ey, like Frank Meyer, are closer to a liberal stance (Vural, , p. ). 
 6 Providing parents with the option to choose religious creationism instead of the evolutionary 

theory in their children’s education, for example, is one of the most hotly-debated issues 
among the new-right (Safi, a, p. ). 
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and Margaret atcher in the United Kingdom refashioned “the governmen-
tal landscape in the western world during the latter half of the th century by 
rejuvenating the conservative philosophy that each championed so fervently” 
(ornburgh, ). ey drew ideas from neo-conservatives who “champi-
oned free-market capitalism liberated from government restrains and took 
anti-Soviet positions in foreign policy, questioned liberal welfare programs, 
affirmative-action policies, and called for reassertion of traditional values” 
(Aboukhadijeh, ). 

roughout the Cold War, anti-communism was the unifier that held con-
servatives together both politically and intellectually. Despite internal differ-
ences, conservative thinkers from all points on the spectrum agreed that the 
Soviet Union and communism was to be combatted at all costs (Henrie, ). 
For this reason, aer the collapse of the Soviet Union and once communism 
no longer posed a threat, conservatism lost its focus. In the s in the United 
States and the United Kingdom, for example, more le-leaning politicians 
came to power. 

e turn of the century again saw a return of conservatism to American 
politics. “e election of George W. Bush in  brought a new generation 
of conservatives to power in Washington” (Aboukhadijeh, ), and the Sep-
tember  terrorist attacks offered an “enemy” to replace the one that con-
servatives lost with the collapse of communism. “e conservative argument 
that a strategy centered on preventive war could keep the country safe against 
dire threats that would only grow worse with time found additional purchase 
aer the most devastating attack in American history” (Juul, ). On the 
back of these developments, Bush won the support of conservative voters 
again in the  presidential elections. Exit polls in  showed that of the 
 percent of voters who identified as conservatives,  percent voted for Bush 
(“Election Results,” ). 

In Bush’s second term, the content and conduct of his policies, especially 
the handling of the economy and the management of the war in Iraq, seemed 
irresponsible to many on the right, and the  victory of Barack Obama 
“appeared to many to mark a shi of national mood and a decisive rejection 
of the conservative ideas that had shaped the modern Republican Party and 
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of the broad and multifaceted conservative movement that had become a ma-
jor force in American political life” (Aberbach and Peele, , p. ). In the 
aermath of this demoralizing defeat, when the Republican Party seemed 
widely discredited, a group called the Tea Party emerged in the United States 
and provided a new identity to conservative activists. e Tea Party’s opposi-
tion concentrates on resentment against perceived federal government 
“handouts” to “undeserving” groups; anxieties about racial, ethnic, and gen-
erational changes in American society; concern about immigration; distrust 
of politicians; and a sense that the political class was not responsive or ac-
countable to average Americans (Williamson, Skocpol and Coggin, , p. 
). Even though their appeal to the broader American public remains limited 
today, it nevertheless sharpens and refocuses conservative activism in the 
United States. 

Meanwhile in Europe, the revival of conservatism is much more visible 
and started to be discussed in the aermath of the century’s first decade. e 
 elections for the European Parliament already showed signs that Euro-
pean voters were turning away from the le,7 and in the  elections, “right-
wing and Eurosceptic parties made significant gains, sending shock waves 
through Western Europe” (“Victory for Conservatives,” ). 

Similarly, in this century, European countries start witnessing the election 
victories of center right parties one by one: Cameron’s Conservatives in the 
United Kingdom, Merkel’s Christian Democratic Union in Germany (CDU), 
and Reinfeld’s Moderates in Sweden. Diamond () argues that today’s cen-
ter-right powers have a new, progressive conservative agenda, redefining cen-
ter-right politics throughout much of Europe and making center-right politi-
cians more electable than before. is new type of conservatism operates 
under the unifying ideological rationale of modifying the commitment to lib-
eral individualism while combining it with a “renewed skepticism about the 
role of the centralized state and the efficiency and efficacy of the public sector” 
(Diamond, ). e purpose is the creation of “a society where the leading 

                                                       
 7 In the  elections, socialist parties performed poorly almost everywhere, especially in the 

United Kingdom, France, and Austria. e Christian Democrats of the European People’s 
Party strengthened its place as the largest political group, securing . percent of the votes 
(Soley, , p. ). 
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force for progress is social responsibility, not state control” (Woodhouse, , 
p. ). It builds on the role of traditional values such as customs, morality, be-
longing to a community, and national identity in the context of contemporary 
society, and it suggests that these values should be “protected from the forces 
of modernity and marketization” (Diamond, ). 

On the social and academic front, too, Europe is exhibiting signs of a new-
found conservatism at the grass-roots level, with citizens increasingly showing 
their appreciation for limited government and personal responsibility; ex-
pressing concern about abortion, euthanasia, and immigration; and showing 
a willingness to defend marriage, the family, and religious belief (Fantini, , 
p. ). As the editors of the first European conservative publication, e Euro-
pean Conservative (), explain, in recent years, conservative intellectuals 
have also started to become more active. Before, those seeking conservative 
European thought had to refer to previous centuries for suitable examples and 
had to choose among reactionaries like Joseph de Maistre, or to rely on articles 
by individuals like Burke, the situation today has improved. While a decade 
ago the publication of collections of conservative essays was unusual, such col-
lections no longer seem impolitic. New conservative publications have popped 
up across Europe,8 and institutions and intellectual circles named aer Ed-
mund Burke and Margaret atcher are being found.9 Given the chaotic envi-
ronment of the world and current international relations, fueled by terrorist 
attacks and immigration crises, it is likely that conservatism will continue to 
be an important element of discussion on the future of Europe. 

                                                       
 8 New Wind Over Norway, Standpoint, e Salisbury Review, and e European Conservative 

are among the few publications that regularly publish new conservative voices across Europe.  
 9 “In the Netherlands and Spain, foundations named aer Edmund Burke teach students about 

the Anglo-American conservative intellectual tradition and make available (in translation) 
seminal works by Michael Oakeshott, Russell Kirk, and Lee Edwards, among others. In Italy, 
a group in the Veneto region has started a ‘Margaret atcher Circle,’ whose goal is nothing 
less than the creation of a new political movement with candidates that embody conservative 
Anglo-Saxon values” (Fantini, , p. ). 
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§ .  Elements of Conservatism 

Conservatism, in the broader sense, is not a fixed ideology, and the particular 
principles that conservatives bring to the fore at any given time or place have 
depended on the circumstances and necessities of that era, but there are still a 
few core principles that most conservatives would subscribe. Borrowing 
mostly Heywood’s () categories, these elements can be listed as the con-
servative ideas on: Tradition and continuity; the role of reason; human nature, 
society, anarchy, hierarchy, religion, and morality; and finally, private property. 

..  Tradition and Continuity 

e perceived virtues of tradition and continuity constitute the core of con-
servative thought. According to Kekes, a tradition “is a set of customary beliefs 
practices and actions that has endured from the past to the present and at-
tracted the allegiance of people so that they wish to perpetuate it” (Kekes, , 
p. ). In the conservative view, tradition reflects collective historical wisdom, 
time tested by previous generations. In this respect, this interpretation of tra-
ditionalism differs slightly from its original meaning. Mannheim underscores 
that whereas traditionalism is an intuitive psychological characteristic of the 
human mind that he defines as holding firm to old ways without necessarily 
having any political undertone, tradition in conservative thought is a “struc-
tural configuration, a congruity of psychic and spiritual contents that is objec-
tive, spiritual, and historical and that is different from the ‘subjectivity’ of dif-
ferent individuals” (Kettler et al., , p. ). 

e central theme of conservative thought is the collective effort to pre-
serve a historically-given community with all of its inherited values, estab-
lished institutions, conventions, and habits. “By preserving, defending and 
perpetuating the elements worth conserving, an instinctive sense of loyalty is 
created, and at the same time suspicion towards innovations – unfamiliar and 
strange things that may put loyalty at risk – is strengthened” (Nagy, , p. 
). e attempt to preserve arrangements that provide a good life is intrinsic 
to human nature and psychology, and it provides the basis for traditionalism. 
In this view, continuity acts as the tool connecting one generation to the next 
and it is important for both society and the individuals as it gives the latter a 
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sense of social and historical belonging. Without such a connection to one’s 
roots, life is meaningless, and therefore the continuity of society must not be 
interrupted. is, however, does not mean that conservatives are opposed to 
all forms of change. As Kirk (/) suggests, “Burke’s reminder of the 
necessity for prudent change is in the mind of the conservative. But necessary 
change, conservatives argue, ought to be gradual and discriminatory, never 
unfixing old interests at once” (p. ). 

According to Scruton, tradition “springs from the mutual accommodation 
of individuals living within the same society for the benefit of social coopera-
tion” (Nagy, , p. ). It is a fragile yet necessary system to ensure that in-
dividuals learn the customary course of things so that mediation between in-
dividual and society is well established. Tradition, in that sense is not created, 
“but taken over from ancestors, and has its self-justification, not in the future 
but in the past” (Nagy, , p. ). 

Tradition enables people to live together peaceably; “it is through conven-
tion . . . that we continue to avoid perpetual disputes about rights and duties” 
(Kirk, /, p. ). Burke, for example, does not trust that reason would 
keep most men in line and therefore there must be sufficient mechanisms to 
control will and appetite. “He would rather trust common sense and the wis-
dom of ancient custom to guide the masses and restrain their more base ap-
petites” (Kirk, /, p. ). 

..  Role of Reason 

Conservatives traditionally believe in the limitations of human rationality and 
are therefore ardent critics of the Enlightenment’s irrational dismissal of tra-
dition. Enlightenment intellectuals regard tradition as mere superstition and 
prejudice and see inherited values, institutions, and customs as the embodi-
ment of ignorance. Instead, they propose that reason is the tool that would 
liberate man from the ancient fetters of oppression, “as individual ‘reason’ [is] 
considered to be endowed with a most profound and exclusive constructive 
authority” (Raeder, ). Conservatives argue to the contrary that the En-
lightenment was a "destructive movement of the human intellect, . . . [an in-
tellect] free from all social restraints, . . . [convinced it can] remodel society in 
any image it chooses” (Reader, ). ey see constructivism as a threat to 
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the preservation of civilized order for believing in limitless authority and in-
competence of human reason (Reader, ). Civilization, conservatives be-
lieve, is the outcome of enduring, irrational customs, institutions, values, and 
traditions rather than a creation of individual reasoning. Nevertheless, this 
neither means that conservatives have abandoned reason entirely nor that 
conservatism and reason are mutually exclusive. “e battle has been over the 
scope, meaning and application of reason, not over whether it is good or bad, 
desirable or undesirable, essential or inessential per se” (Garrard, , p. ). 
Reason, they warn, "is like a dangerous explosive which, handled cautiously, 
may be most beneficial, but if handled incautiously may blow up a civilization" 
(Hayek, , p. ). 

..  Human Imperfection 

e basis of the conservative critique of the Enlightenment’s “excessive” em-
phasis on reason is the belief that human intellect is limited. Indeed, as O’Sul-
livan also underscores, conservatism is in many ways a “philosophy of human 
imperfection” (O’Sullivan, ). Conservatives have a pessimistic view of hu-
man nature and believe that “human beings are limited, dependent, and secu-
rity-seeking creatures, drawn to the familiar and the tried and tested, and 
needing to live in stable and orderly communities” (Heywood, , p. ). 
Individuals are also seen as selfish, greedy, and morally corrupt beings, moti-
vated by non-rational impulses and desires. Conservative thought traces the 
origins of immoral and criminal behavior to human instincts and appetites 
rather than to society. “e maintenance of order therefore requires a strong 
state, the enforcement of strict laws, and stiff penalties” (Heywood, , p. 
). 

Whereas other ideologies such as liberalism assume that human beings are 
inherently good or they can be good provided their social circumstances are 
improved, conservatives believe that human nature suffers certain inherent 
faults. is view, according to Kirk (/), represents one of the core el-
ements of conservatism: 

Man being imperfect, no perfect social order ever can be created. Be-
cause of human restlessness, mankind would grow rebellious under 
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any utopian domination, and would break out once more in violent 
discontent. To seek for utopia is to end in disaster, the conservative 
says: We are not made for perfect things. All that we reasonably can 
expect is a tolerably ordered, just, and free society, in which some evils, 
maladjustments, and suffering will continue to lurk. By proper atten-
tion to prudent reform, we may preserve and improve this tolerable 
order. But if the old institutional and moral safeguards of a nation are 
neglected, then the anarchic impulse in humankind breaks loose: “the 
ceremony of innocence is drowned.” e ideologues who promise the 
perfection of man and society have converted a great part of the twen-
tieth-century world a terrestrial hell. (p. ) 

..  Organicism 

Perhaps one of the most common characteristics of conservative thought is 
the perception of the nature of society. Conservatives traditionally reject the 
idea that society is an artificial social construct of the individual and rather 
view it as an organic, living entity, the parts of which work together just as the 
organs of the human body. e body is made up of a complex network of co-
ordinated veins, organs, and limbs the development of which follows certain 
biological laws in order to function effectively. In a society, too, it is only when 
the individual parts come together that they become a meaningful whole. 
Long-standing traditions, shared values, a common culture, and social insti-
tutions that constitute the fabric of society – such as families, churches, 
schools, and the nation – must have continued to exist because they were cru-
cial to the functioning of the whole “body” by fulfilling some vital function 
and contributing to the health and stability of society. 

e organic view of society also explains why conservatives favor stability 
and are inherently traditionalist: Radical changes to existing social institu-
tions, they believe, should be avoided since the “body” may be allergic to un-
expected, foreing substances, and they could interfere with the stability of so-
ciety as a whole. For conservatives, therefore, social change should be gradual 
and organic rather than revolutionary, avoiding such unintended conse-
quences. 
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..  Hierarchy 

e conservative perception of hierarchy directly stems from the idea of a liv-
ing society. According to conservatives, “gradations of social position and sta-
tus are natural and inevitable in an organic society” (Heywood, , p. ). 
Political equality, therefore, is unnatural and unachievable, as some people are 
naturally superior to others and elements of power and status are never dis-
tributed equally. Disraeli, for example, proposes that “there [is] a natural hier-
archy within society and that any political system [have] to reflect this social 
order, with each section of society having a distinct role to play in preserving 
the state” (Cole and Deighan, , p. ), implying that nature has ordained 
a hierarchy between teachers and students, parents and children, employers 
and employees, rulers and the ruled, the elite and the masses, and even be-
tween the rich and the poor that reaches across societies. 

Another aspect of the conservative view on hierarchy is rooted in their 
attitude towards natural rights. Burke rejects the Enlightenment idea that man 
has naturally given rights and believes that the real rights of man concern what 
man owes to his Maker and vice versa. He rejects the teachings of Locke, Rous-
seau, Hume, and Bentham and defines “natural right as human custom con-
forming to divine intent” (Kirk, /, p. ). He surely believes that man 
has rights, but he argues that man has given up full freedom and autonomy to 
benefit from what society has to offer: Peace, security, and order. According to 
him, man does have rights within society (such as equality before the law, or-
der or security of private property), but these rights have to be defined and 
confirmed by customs and traditions. “Social and political equality, however, 
[are] not among what Burke considered to be man’s real natural rights: He 
believe[s] that aristocracy and hierarchy [are] natural” (Kirk /, p. ). 
He therefore concludes that political equality is an artificial product as men 
are born unequal from the start; hence, not everyone has the same qualifica-
tions. “Nevertheless, in this view, hierarchy and inequality do not give rise to 
conflict, because society is bound together by mutual obligations and recipro-
cal duties. Indeed, as a person's 'station in life' is determined largely by luck 
and the accident of birth, the prosperous and privileged acquire a particular 
responsibility of care for the less fortunate” (Heywood, , p. ). 
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..  Authority 

ere is a strong connection between conservatism’s emphasis on hierarchy 
and authority. Conservatives do not accept the liberal belief that authority 
arises from contact among free individuals pursuing their own benefit. Rather, 
conservatives hold that authority, like society, develops naturally and, as Hey-
wood () underscores, 

 [is always] exercised “from above,” providing leadership, guidance 
and support for those who lack the knowledge, experience or educa-
tion to act wisely in their own interests. Although the idea of a natural 
aristocracy was once influential, authority and leadership are now 
more commonly seen as resulting from experience and training. e 
virtue of authority is that it is a source of social cohesion, giving people 
a clear sense of who they are and what is expected of them. Freedom 
must therefore coexist with responsibility; it therefore consists largely 
of a willing acceptance of obligations and duties. (p. ) 

Conservatives support authority from above on a number of reasons related 
to their view of organic society, desire for social order, and importance they 
place on traditions and experience. ey believe that authority provides peo-
ple with stability as well as a sense of who they are and what their place is in 
any given society. Hence, they see it as an essential feature of organic society 
and its laws. Moreover, since individuals are morally corrupt, authority is a 
vital necessity for the preservation of order in the society; only the exercise of 
just authority can prevent societies from falling into chaos and disorder. ey 
also tend to link authority and wisdom, meaning that it is through experience 
that those who have authority come to know what is best for the masses. 

is final point has led conservatives to place special emphasis on leader-
ship and discipline. Conservatives see leadership as a vital ingredient for every 
society because it is “the capacity to give direction and provide inspiration for 
others. Discipline is not just mindless obedience but a willing and healthy re-
spect for authority” (Heywood, , p. ). Conservatives usually refer to the 
analogy of the family to explain the role of authority in politics. According to 
this analogy, authority develops naturally in a family. “It arises from the need 
to ensure that children are cared for, kept away from danger, have a healthy 
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diet, go to bed at sensible times and so on. Such authority can only be imposed 
from above, quite simply because children cannot know what is good for 
them” (Heywood, , p. ). Scruton () uses the same analogy to em-
phasize the naturalness of discipline, power, and authority. 

It is clear from the start that a child must be acted upon by its parents’ 
power. A child is what it is by virtue of its parents’ will, and conse-
quently the parent has an indefeasible obligation to form and influence 
the child’s development. On this very process is power, and it is of ne-
cessity an established power, since it resides already with the parent at 
the child’s first coming into the world. (Scruton, , p. ) 

..  Religion and Morality 

e emphasis on religion and morality in conservative thought has grown 
stronger since the Enlightenment emphasis on reason over religion and divine 
order. For Burke, the ultimate foundation of civil society is a religious one. He 
believes that each person in society was put in their place by God, and it is 
only his order and plan that could maintain peace and stability among the 
inherently unequal members of any social order. What is more, he believes 
that only people who fear God are capable of possessing the power to govern, 
as they would be the ones to promote a moral, just order: "All persons pos-
sessing any portion of power ought to be strongly and awfully impressed with 
an idea that they act in trust; and that they are to account for their conduct in 
that trust to the one great master, author, and founder of society” (Dearborn, 
, p. ). He is convinced that religious consciousness is an indispensable 
part of the state and a requirement for its continuity. He insists, therefore, “that 
the whole great drama of national life should be reverently recognized as or-
dered by a Power to which past, present, and future are organically knit stages 
in one Divine plan” (Kirk, , p. ). 

Religion provides an invaluable resource for the need individuals to be-
lieve that a higher order governs the world. It therefore gives people the sense 
that there is divine meaning in life. e acknowledgment that life has meaning 
provides the cornerstone for communal living. For conservatives, religion is 
an indispensable part of social life and allows people to live in harmony and 
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in line with the order, hierarchy, and laws of society. Morality and religion, 
therefore, is a collective practice and a unifying force – that is, “a ‘relationship 
of human beings’ in the ‘mutual recognition of certain conditions’” (Khan, 
, p. ) that preserves traditions, moral law, and wisdom. 

..  Private Property 

For conservatives, private property ownership is a sine qua non for the proper 
functioning of society. ey argue that possession of private property gives 
individuals a measure of independence from the government and provides an 
important defense mechanism against excessive state power. In the conserva-
tive view, the private sector mechanism more efficiently allocates resources in 
accordance with consumer preferences than state planning. e latter is con-
sidered to ignore the needs and wants of consumers, leading to economic in-
efficiency and poorer living standards. 

Apart from the efficiency of market mechanisms and private enterprise for 
the economy, conservatives see many benefits to the ownership of private as-
sets on the psychological, social, and personal levels. 

First of all, conservatives believe that private property ownership has the 
psychological advantage of giving people a sense of security. As they have a 
pessimistic, skeptical attitude towards life and believe that the world is unpre-
dictable and uncertain, private property is an important asset – a safety net – 
that supports individuals in difficult times. It is for this reason that conserva-
tives support the cautious management of money and encourage financial sav-
ings. 

Private property is also favored by conservatives because they believe it 
promotes social values. It encourages people to respect the law and the prop-
erty of others due to the fact that they have their own possessions to safeguard 
in society and so too have an interest in maintaining law and order. 

Conservatives also maintain that private property is an extension of the 
individual’s personality, and there is a deep connection between private prop-
erty and self-realization. “rough property, and the rights associated with it, 
the object is lied out of mere ‘thinghood’ and rendered up to man. It bears 
now the imprint of human relations, and reflects back to its owner a picture of 
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himself as a social being” (Scruton, , p. ). English philosopher and 
conservative Robert Scruton explains this conservative rationale as follows: 

For consider what man is without the institution of property. He can-
not identify in the world any object as his own; hence he cannot freely 
avail himself of objects and expect others to accord him the use of 
them. Everything he desires he sees as the object only of desire, and 
not of right. Nor can he see any part of the world as connected (except 
by some accident of strength or interest) with anyone else. A man who 
wields power over woods and fields has no more authority to dispose 
of them than does his neighbor. e concepts of “right,” and “posses-
sion” fail to inform their common understanding of a world which, in 
consequence, remains alien to each of them, and a battleground for 
both. Nor can the battle be terminated by a gi, since gi supposes 
property. Objects can therefore play no part in establishing or reinforc-
ing social bonds. Instead they stand wholly apart from the world of 
men, an inanimate, inhuman scenario to their unformed transactions. 
If a man is to awaken from this state into true self-consciousness – 
consciousness of himself as one of a kind – then he must see the world 
in different terms, terms of right, responsibility and freedom. e in-
stitution of property enables him to do this. (Scruton, , p. ) 

Finally, private property as an extension of one’s self also has a significant im-
portance for conservatives because it reinforces and strengthens the primary 
social bond of family. In the family, private property develops into something 
shared and creates a feeling of belonging, which is the essence of family life. It 
is for this reason that, according to Scruton, “conservatives have seen the fam-
ily and private property as institutions which stand or fall together” (Scruton, 
, p. ). 



 



 
Conservatism in Turkey 

hile many aspects of Turkish conservatism resonate with the classical 
Western conservatism explained above, there are differences. 

Whereas conservatism in the West owes its existence to the French Revolution 
and the ideas it brought forward, in the case of Turkey, the turning point for 
the history of conservatism, was the foundation of the modern Turkish repub-
lic (Çiğdem, ). In other words, conservatism began to crystallize in Turk-
ish intellectual thought as a response to the Early republican period and the 
radical modernist policies it started to implement (İrem, ). 

e nature of conservatism in the early republican, single-party period is 
a debated issue that is analyzed from many perspectives, Kemalism itself being 
the most popular. While, for example, some see Kemalism as a reformist con-
servatism (Çiğdem, ) or a conservative-modernization (Bora, ), oth-
ers such as Zürcher () oppose these ideas and argue that Kemalists cannot 
be considered conservatives because they did not support an organic society-
legitimized through religion and tradition (p. ). But despite differences on 
the relationship between conservatism and the Kemalist single-party ideology, 
scholars dealing with the issue agree that conservatism in Turkey is not polit-
ical but cultural. Due to the single-party rule under the Republican People’s 
Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi or CHP) from  to , the political life of 
the early republic lacked party activism and the influence of powerful interest 
groups except for two short-lived attempts to organize a political opposition 

W 
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in  and . Consequently, as Çiğdem () underscores, Turkish con-
servatism never positioned or expressed itself as a political ideology and in 
conservative criticism never evolved into a critique of the established order (p. 
). 

For that reason, analyzing interactions among organized political 
groups would have limited heuristic value in terms of arriving at gen-
eralizations about the patterns of ideological strategies that gradually 
posed themselves as alternative political projects for molding the 
Turkish transformation. us, scholars that study earliest understand-
ings of conservatism in Turkey focuses on the speculative ideological, 
literary, and scientific writings of a small group of intellectuals that 
comprised the prominent men of letters, academicians, and politicians 
of the new republic. (İrem, , p. ) 

With respect to the various courses of this Turkish conservatism, Bora () 
and İrem () identify five pathways for Turkish conservatism that were led 
and represented by renowned figures of early Turkish intellectual thought. Ac-
cording to Bora, for example, the five types of conservatism that originated in 
Turkey includes classical cultural conservatism led by Yahya Kemal; Islamism 
as conservatism that can be traced back to Mehmet Akif Ersoy; nationalist-
conservatism that can be identified with important figures such as İsmail 
Hakkı Baltacıoğlu, Hamdullah Suphi Tanrıöver, Peyami Safa, and Remzi Oğuz 
Arık; conservative-revolutionary ideology led by Nurettin Topçu; and finally, 
conservative-liberals consisting of Ali Fuad Başgil and Ahmet Ağaoğlu. İrem 
has a slightly different list, including traditional culturalists led by İsmail 
Hakkı Baltacıoğlu, conservatives like Peyami Safa, Turkish nationalist-liberals 
such as Ahmet Ağaoğlu, moralists guided by Hilmi Ziya Ülken, and finally, 
those who embrace Bergsonism, such as M. Şekip Tunç. “ese intellectuals 
were part of the new republican cultural elites and were known for their self-
defined ‘conservative’ stand on cultural matters and ‘modernism’ in politics 
in terms of being ardent supporters of the formal principles of the Kemalist 
republic” (İrem, , p. ). 

Both İrem and Bora also underline that Turkish conservatism, from the 
beginning, is statist and nationalist. e nationalism that was incorporated 
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into Western conservative thought in the nineteenth century was always the 
core of Turkish conservatism, and conservative thought in Turkey was born 
with an inherent nationalist character (Akıncı, , p. ). e reason behind 
this is simple: As mentioned before, conservatism in Turkey was born as a 
reaction to the radical modernization policies of the new republic during the 
time of Turkey’s nation-building process. 

From the late s onwards, the young republic launched an ambitious 
Westernization program. In the reform period between  and , the new 
regime under the guidance of the CHP started an intensive secularization pro-
gram in areas including but not limited to the organization of the state, ad-
ministration, law, and education. e sultanate and caliphate were abolished 
on  November  and  March , respectively. e Law on the Unifica-
tion of Education came into effect on  March  and closed down all mad-
rasas; the abolishment of the monasteries of the dervishes took place the fol-
lowing year. “In , the most significant step toward the modernization of 
Turkish life was taken with the adoption of a new civil code fashioned aer 
Swiss civil law” (İrem, , p. ). In April , the clause stating that Islam 
was the state religion was removed from the constitution, and Turkey legally 
became a secular republic. Later that year, a new Turkish alphabet was intro-
duced replacing the previous Perso-Arabic script. 

A social engineering project was put in place in the young republic aimed 
at creating a homogenous population with a, shared identity: A new type of 
person with a new mindset shaped by and representing the values of the new 
republic. Conservative intellectuals supported the new regime’s radical poli-
cies such as the Turkification of religion and language, but challenged the pos-
itivist and authoritarian factions and their “underlying scienticist obsession 
for bringing everything that they perceived as traditional before the magistrate 
of apathetic ‘objective reason.’ Because of their historicist hostility to intellec-
tualism and rationalism, conservatives accused other republican factions of 
reducing the complex Turkish Revolution to simple abstract formulas” (İrem, 
, pp. -). Republican conservatives also criticized the Islamists for 
their understanding of nationalism as a means to achieve a universal, Muslim 
solidarity. 
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According to İrem (), the most important aspect of Turkish modern-
ism for the early republican conservative circle was the rise of the nation state. 
For them, the nation state was much more than a new political structure: It 
signified a whole new mindset. is new worldview was about providing citi-
zens with a new, secular sense of individual identity and belonging that are 
free from fatalism (kadercilik). Conservative intellectuals such as Mustafa 
Şekip Tunç and İsmail Hakkı Baltacıoğlu “emphasized the uniqueness of the 
Kemalist state and the authenticity of the national culture and sought to find 
new means for maintaining stability and order in a new national polity” (İrem, 
, p. ). Such strong support for nationalism (against Islamism) also gave 
them a certain degree of legitimacy in the eyes of ruling elites. us, even 
though they accepted that West was more technologically advanced than the 
young republic, conservative intellectuals of the time were inherently nation-
alist and had the primary aim to preserve the Turkish culture and protect it 
from Western culture and Islamism, as well as from the social engineering 
projects brought about by the radical, positivist Kemalist reform program. 

e main concern for early republican conservative intellectuals was how 
to reconcile the means of modernity and the traditions of a Muslim society – 
in other words, how to properly modernize and Westernize Turkey without 
giving up on the deeply-rooted, traditional Turkish culture. Triggered by the 
fear of its extinction, cultural continuity was fundamentally important for the 
first generation of Turkish conservatives. eir main arguments were that tra-
ditions cannot be easily invented and society cannot without religion. e lat-
ter claim was the reason they were constantly charged with being reactionary, 
therefore compelling them to openly declare that they favored change.1 Ac-
cording to them, advancements in science and technology did not substitute 
for the need for morality; in fact, they even created new crises. e key lay in 
not rejecting these advancements completely but rather reconciling technol-
ogy and morality and seeking a balance between them (Safi, a, p. ). 

For conservative intellectuals, modern conservative ideology was a search 
for reconciliation between the forces of change and order. Tunç and Safa, for 

                                                       
 1 Ali Fuad Başgil therefore identified himself as a “progressive-conservative,” for example 

(Bora, , p. ). 
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example, regarded nationalism as the fundamental apparatus of social and po-
litical order in modern times – a necessity for preserving tradition and values. 
“On these grounds, they conceived Kemalism essentially as a conservative 
force in action symbolizing the Turkish search for a unique national tradition, 
which implied a unique style in politics and culture” (İrem, , p. ). 

e fundamental issue for early republican conservatives was not to pre-
serve the vestiges Ottoman Islam as the case for the Islamists and religious 
reactionaries, but to consolidate the necessities of modern nation state struc-
tures with the values and traditions of the nation. For them, religious faith had 
a part to play in the construction of a national tradition and ethics,2 but “un-
like the Islamists, republican conservatives argued that what might form a 
moral imperative for the republican citizen in modern society was not the in-
stitutional religion that the republic inherited from the preceding Ottoman 
Islamic civilization but the individual’s subjective experience of religiosity in 
his or her own way” (İrem, , p.). If Kemalism failed to consolidate the 
new national moral order, they believed, society could be dragged into a deep 
moral crisis that could make people vulnerable to the Ottoman Islamic reli-
gious communities of the past and eventually result in the fragmentation and 
polarization of society during its transition to modernity.3 e solution they 
proposed was in line with the Kemalist reform agenda: e creation of a “new” 
man – a wholy new national identity and mindset from the old, parochial Ot-
toman Islamic one. “ey anticipated a new, modern Turkish citizen who was 
perfectly capable of absorbing a degree of religious activity without abandon-
ing the secular spirit of the republic. . . . e names that these intellectuals have 
chosen for their journals, such as Baltacıoğlu’s ‘Yeni Adam’ and Hilmi Ziya 
Ülken’s ‘İnsan,’ hint at their radical solutions” (İrem, , pp. -). 

ese conservative modernists mostly remained and developed within a 
cultural sphere opposed to the dominant, positivist ideology of Kemalism. e 
opportunity for them to incorporate into the mainstream political sphere 
came with the transition from single-party to multi party politics in Turkey. 

                                                       
 2 Folklore, myths, and fables of the nation were revisited by republican conservatives to derive 

a code of religiosity as part of a general, authentic system of national morality (İrem, , p. 
). 

 3 Baltacıoğlu in Sosyoloji () and Ülken in Aşk Ahlakı () 
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In fact, the Democrat Party (Demokrat Parti or DP) movement was the con-
servative interpretation of the republican revolution, which offered the masses 
a new identity with an emphasis on tradition as well as religious and cultural 
symbols and values in contrast with the radically secular definitions of na-
tional identity and nationalism promoted during the single-party period 
(Mert, , p. ). e DP, which received . percent of the vote in the  
elections, gave voice to the discontent with the republican revolution within 
the society on the political level. 

Conservative intellectuals, who interpreted the single-party period as a 
dictatorship, saw the transition to multi party politics and the success of the 
DP as a victory. e initial practices of the DP government, especially the re-
moval of the ban on the Arabic call to prayer and the reintroduction of reli-
gious education as an extracurricular elective, led Başgil, for example, to de-
fine the DP as a political party born out of a social reaction to the oligarchic 
party despotism of the single-party period. He praised the “government for 
the people” motto of the new government (Akıncı, , pp. -).4 

Despite the endorsement of conservative intellectuals, according to Mert 
(), the DP did not have a clear-cut, political and intellectual conservative 
ideology (p. ). e DP and its heirs always formed a loose “opposition um-
brella” under which different reactions to the single-party policies are united. 
is partnership rests on the belief of economic liberalism, religious sensitiv-
ities, and nationalism. Conservatism as a modern political ideology has 
formed the intellectual background – the “gaseous state” (Bora, ) – of it 
which is understood and interpreted to be the effort to reconcile economic 
and technological development with national and moral values (Mert, , 
pp. -). 

e DP era was also the time of Turkey’s full realignment toward the West, 
following the Truman Doctrine in , the admission to NATO in , the 
Eisenhower Doctrine in , and the memberships in major European re-

                                                       
 4 According to Akıncı (), the fact that they had such an interpretation of democracy cen-

tered on national will should be seen as a subtle confrontation against the assumptions of 
central Kemalist elites. ese elites see illiterate public as an obstacle to modernization and 
democracy. (pp. , ). 
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gional organizations such as the Council of Europe, the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD), and the Common Market. 
Turkey’s pro-Western policy and its alliance with and expectations from the 
West in the post-World War II era had significant effects on the social, eco-
nomic, political, and cultural structure of the country. “It was partly as the 
consequence of this policy that Turkey underwent a period of development 
and structural transformation which manifested itself in the rise of expecta-
tions . . . and search for a new social and political understanding and interpre-
tation of the consequence of the association with the West” (Karpat, , p. 
). is era of transformation, development, and perhaps most importantly, 
incorporation into the Western bloc also had profound effects on the agenda 
of conservative intellectuals, as anti-socialism and anti-Marxism became the 
core of the conservative ideological stance. Hilmi Ziya Ülken and Ziyaeddin 
Fahri Fındıkoğlu stand out as examples of conservative thought during this 
era. Putting an opposition against socialism, Marxism, and communism to the 
heart of their ideas, both intellectuals warned society of the Russian threat and 
Russia’s expansionist policies while proposing that social balance and order-
liness be maintained through proper industrialization policies and a modern, 
democratic political order. 

Beginning with the breakdown of the regime by a military coup in  
and the implementation of  constitution, Turkey entered the new decade 
with a fundamentally different political and ideological atmosphere. e Jus-
tice Party (Adalet Partisi or AP) was founded as a successor to the DP, “with 
the aim of ‘bringing justice’ to the DP” (Levi, , p.) and targeting its vot-
ing base. Aer its foundation on  February , the AP easily organized it-
self as the process was “nothing more than putting up the previous DP signs 
in the provinces and districts, just under a different name” (Teziç, , p. 
).5 e regime of the newly introduced constitution “provided a liberal 
democratic context for political participation, which produced a wide spec-
trum of associations, activists and activities married with a plurality of politi-

                                                       
 5 “A.P., kuruluşundan hemen sonra, bütün ülke çapında örgütlenebildi. Bu, aslında, indirilen 

D.P. levhalarının, değişik bir adla, il ve ilçelerde tekrar yerine konmasından başka bir şey 
değildi.” 
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cal parties that spanned almost the entire gamut of le- and right-wing ideo-
logies and interests in the s and s” (Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu, , 
p. ). 

roughout this time, the influence of leist ideologies in Turkey gradu-
ally increased. is coincided with tense relations with the United States,6 giv-
ing rise to anti-Americanism in domestic politics. In the s, the political 
situation in the country gradually deteriorated into a type of civil war between 
anti-American, communist le and ultranationalist, pro-American, anti-com-
munist right. 

Two important, simultaneous developments that fed one another and sig-
nificantly affected the conservative ideology in the country also emerged in 
the s. e first was the resurgence of Islam as a movement unto itself and 
its incorporation into the mainstream political system, for which anti-com-
munism provided a suitable atmosphere (Bora, , p. ).7 “In  the CHP 
obtained the plurality of the votes and seats in the Turkish Grand National 
Assembly (Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi or TBMM) and decided to form a gov-
ernment with the newly established political Islamist National Salvation Party 
(Milli Selamet Partisi or MSP) on the grounds that both the CHP and MSP 
were anti-establishment parties (Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ). e 
United States also supported the spread of Islamic ideology in the region and 
promoted Islam in opposition to the Soviet Union’s atheist, Marxist-Leninist 
regime. 

e second development concerned political instability in the domestic 
system. “From  to  coup, Turkey experienced difficulty in forming 
governments, when a host of shaky coalitions and minority governments 

                                                       
 6 e - Cyprus crisis had a significant impact on the Turkish-US relations. “When the 

Turkish government threatened to use force in Cyprus as a response to the developments 
there, US President Lyndon Johnson sent a letter to Turkish Prime Minister İsmet İnönü in 
which he stated that Turkey could not use US equipment in such an operation, and also 
warned that if Turkish intervention in the island were to invite a Soviet attack, then NATO 
was not obliged to defend Turkey” (Altunışık and Tür, , p. ). e relationship was 
further strained when the United States imposed an arms embargo on Turkey aer the Turk-
ish military intervention on the island in .  

 7 Aer , for example, the MHP incorporated Islam into its official party ideology. And in 
 Necmettin Erbakan formed the National Salvation Party. 
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came and went” (Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ). is stressful atmos-
phere was also partly caused by political fragmentation in the right wing that, 
aer the  elections, which again resulted in victory of the AP, was the 
home to multiple political parties: e Nationalist Movement Party (Milliyetçi 
Hareket Partisi or MHP) of Alparslan Türkeş, the MSP of Necmettin Erbakan, 
and the reconstituted Democratic Party that was formed by defectors from the 
AP. According to Ahmad (), this fragmentation within the right wing is 
also one of the main reasons of political instability in Turkey in the s (p. 
). But despite these developments, conservatives managed to maintain a 
united front against communism throughout the Cold War. ey redirected 
their criticisms to the extremism of Kemalism to the le-leaning ideologies 
and identified communism as a threat to the national will. e expansionist 
policies of the Soviet Union also triggered conservatives’ fear of extinction. 
Indeed, they saw the potential triumph of communism in Turkey as an exis-
tential threat, and consequently, as a catastrophic end to the young republic. 

ese circumstances along with the rising tide of leist ideologies in cul-
tural and political life created a group of conservative journalists, academics, 
and other intellectuals. eir primary aim was to reunite the right-wing power 
block and create an alternative to leist ideas. “eir association called the 
Hearth of Intellectuals (Aydınlar Ocağı) began to gain prominence in the most 
important political talk shows and daily newspapers and popular journals of 
the country” (Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ). Basically, their aim was 
to unite Turkish nationalism and Islamism, the two mainstream ideologies in 
Turkey. Popularly known as the Turkish-Islamic Synthesis (Türk-İslam 
Sentezi), the idea maintained that Islam is “an inherent characteristic of being 
an ethnic Turk . . . [and that there is] nothing incompatible between being a 
Turkish nationalist and an Islamic revivalist at the same time” (Çarkoğlu and 
Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ). is package would appeal to the military govern-
ment of the s, which desperately needed an alternative given the power 
vacuum that emerged once the leists were silenced. Consequently, the Turk-
ish-Islamic Synthesis would become the official ideology of the following dec-
ade. 

So, the period from the s to the  military coup in Turkey was a 
time when “nationalist conservatism” dominated the official ideology, and the 
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trilogy of “religion-state-nation” became inseparably united. e interna-
tional conjuncture of the Cold War and the introduction of communism as 
the sole enemy played an important role in making nationalist-conservative 
discourse the official, central ideology. roughout this time, Turkish con-
servative intellectuals directed all their energy on promoting their anti-com-
munist stance. 

§ .  From  to : e Increased Visibility of Conservatism 
in Everyday Life 

e transition to a multi party system aer  and the victory of the DP in 
the  elections were the corner-stones for the transformation of the Turkish 
society at all levels. roughout this era in which effects of the World War II 
and Cold War conjunctures were heavily felt in Turkey, the country was also 
undergoing significant demographic, economic, and social change. 

When the republic was first founded, Turkey was a rural country and its 
society was “relatively undifferentiated in terms of social class” (White, , 
p. ). With the DP era, however, things started to change. White () nar-
rates this transformation as follows: 

[In early republican Turkey,] the political elites were characterized less 
by their economic standing than by their literate education and orien-
tation toward an urban, secular Western lifestyle far from the lifestyle 
of the rural and provincial population, in which Islam played a funda-
mental role (Kasaba, ; Duben and Behar, ). e spread of mass 
education created career paths that drew people from the cities and 
provinces into the ranks of the secularist bureaucracy. It also created a 
cadre of technocrats, managers and other professionals drawn from 
the rural population, whose values and lifestyles were quite different 
from those of the Kemalist military-bureaucratic elite. With the intro-
duction of competitive multi party politics in , these social groups 
entered political life and took up positions in the bureaucratic admin-
istration of the state and cities. e values of these new social groups 
reflected their petty bourgeois and rural origins. ey were on the 
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whole less Western and cosmopolitan and felt more comfortable with 
Islam as a frame of reference for daily life.8 (p. ) 

e DP supported the modernization of agriculture as well as rapid industri-
alization centered in the Marmara region, resulting in large-scale rural-to-ur-
ban migration. Even though those who benefited most from the DP’s policies 
were large landowners and farmers, a mass migration of those in search for 
higher incomes and better health and education opportunities started from 
rural areas to the cities, particularly to Istanbul. Each year, the population of 
large cities increased by  percent. In , the population of Istanbul was 
,, and it almost tripled by , reaching ,, (Lüküslü, b, p. 
). However, cities did not have adequate infrastructure and employment op-
portunities to support such massive waves of migration, and shanty towns 
(gecekondu) started becoming a more prominent feature of these cities, espe-
cially Istanbul. “e capacity of those industries to accommodate this fast-
growing but unskilled workforce was limited and as a result only a small pro-
portion of the migrants found permanent jobs in industry” (Zürcher, , p. 
). ose who could not find work turned to street vending, shoe shining, 
and other jobs, resulting in a widened socioeconomic gap in society. New mi-
grants to the cities did not get accustomed to the anonymity of urban living, 
did not act like urbanites, and maintaned their relationships to their 
hometowns (Büker, ) – meaning that they also preserved their local and 
Islamic identity. 

e DP’s economic policy was based on economic liberalization, support-
ing the private sector in cities, and employing an agriculture-based growth 
strategy in rural areas. Between  and , the government gradually 
started reversing statist and protectionist policies and started loosening the 
control over imports. e private sector was supported by the Menderes gov-
ernment which was promising to turn Turkey into a “Little America” with a 
millionaire in every district. It was at this time that Turkey started to turn into 

                                                       
 8 “One of the most successful of this cadre, President Süleyman Demirel, who entered politics 

in the s, told his party congress, ‘I was born in a family that does not sit down to breakfast 
until the Quran has been read’” (White, , p. ). 
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a consumer society. Metin Toker (), for example, underscores that imme-
diately aer World War II owning an automobile was something a young man 
could not even dream about, by the s, it was a matter of prestige and a way 
to flirt with young women (pp. -). 

e DP was widely supported by the Anatolian peasantry and small 
townspeople whose religious lives were less affected than those of city dwell-
ers. e party, in turn, adopted a more religion-friendly approach and eased 
restrictions on the public visibility of religion by, among other things, increas-
ing the number of imam hatip schools, building mosques, and reinstating Ar-
abic as the language of prayer in order to gain support and win votes. e party 
leaders argued that it was not the revival of Islam but the revival of mass cul-
ture that was in opposition to Kemalist secular worldview. 

§ .   onwards: e Incorporation of Islam into the Official 
Ideology 

A military coup on  September  once again led to the breakdown of 
Turkish democracy. Leists and their activities were suppressed by the mili-
tary junta of - while the new regime continued to tolerate increased 
religious activism. To fill the vacuum le by the le, “the military government 
felt the need for an ideology that could effectively mobilize the people against 
what they perceived to be the existential threat of communism, and Sunni Is-
lam provided an immaculate contrivance: . . . from the early s onwards, 
Islamic (Sunni) and ethnic Turkish nationalist ideas were systematically pro-
moted in the media, press, and educational policies of the conservative party 
governments that came to rule Turkey between  and ” (Çarkoğlu and 
Kalaycıoğlu, , p. , ). When Turkey reverted to multiparty politics in the 
 elections, Turgut Özal’s Motherland Party (Anavatan Partisi or ANAP, 
-) had become the domestic standard-bearer of new-right policies rep-
resented by atcher and Reagan in the Anglo-American world. roughout 
the decade known as the Özal period, “Islamic revivalism continued to be 
treated with the utmost sympathy (Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ), 
and as Bora () suggests, religion, as a tool for maintaining social stability 
and order was inseparably incorporated into the official ideology (p. ). 
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Özal defined the ANAP’s understanding of conservatism as the conserva-
tion the customs and traditions that fit with the modern era as much as pos-
sible (Türköz, , p. ). More broadly, the liberal-conservative synthesis 
that the party leadership adopted salt to harmonize the liberal ideas of gov-
ernment for the people, economic liberalism, a free market economy, and de-
centralization, wherein traditionalism was understood as respect for the 
deeply-rooted traditional and moral values (mostly meaning religious values)9 
of the nation. What defined the ANAP’s party ideology was this attempt to 
reconcile liberal market values with the conservative and moral beliefs of so-
ciety. Defining themselves as “modern conservatives,” the ANAP leadership 
pushed Islamic conservative values in the cultural sphere on one hand, and 
adopted a rational-liberal stance in the economic sphere, on the other.10 

When Özal became the eighth president of Turkey to be elected by the 
TBMM in , Yıldırım Akbulut ruled ANAP under his guidance. en 
Mesut Yılmaz became the head of the party in . Yılmaz considered liber-
alism that is not balanced by conservatism to be “anarchy” and conservatism 
not balanced by nationalism to be a “religious state,” and he defined Turkish-
Islamic Synthesis as the perfect combination of liberalism, nationalism, and 
conservatism. Even though Yılmaz remained within the established bounda-
ries of the discourse and policies of Özal’s ANAP, he adopted a more pro-lib-
eral stance when it came to selecting party leadership (Safi, b, p. ). 

e hegemonic ideology of the Turkish right during the Cold War, namely 
national conservatism, gradually started to lose power in the mid-s, and 
Islam became inseparably incorporated into the official Turkish conservative 
ideology through the adoption of the Turkish-Islamic Synthesis. According to 
Taşkın (), this digression in nationalism is closely related to three main 

                                                       
 9 For example, Özal publicly attended Friday prayers as a symbol of his respect of traditional 

and religious values throughout his presidency. 
 10 “Yet while these changes were intended to consolidate rather than undermine secularization, 

they nevertheless opened the way to further conflict, as they increased the weight of religious 
sectors in a nation that defined itself as secular. If the center-right parties and pro-state reli-
gious communities were the intended beneficiaries of these reforms, Islamic circles and par-
ties were the unintended victors. e Islamist votes rose from  percent in  to  percent 
in  and then passed  percent (whereas all other parties gradually came to be stuck below 
 percent)” (Tuğal, , p. ).  
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challenges that conservatism had to confront: Rising Kurdish nationalism that 
started to threaten the monolithic definition of the national will, the spread of 
popular culture vis-à-vis tradition as a result of liberal economic policies, and 
a political Islam that broke from the defined boundaries of Cold War national 
conservatism and found its own autonomous realm. Turkish ethnic national-
ism became one of many alternative nationalisms that had to compete in the 
social sphere, and Özal’s reconceptualization of nationalism as a positivist na-
tionalism took Western values as a guide meant that traditional nationalist-
conservative thought had to catch-up with the developments of the era 
(Taşkın, , pp. , -). By the time the bipolar international political 
structure tht characterized the Cold War ended with the collapse of the Soviet 
Union on  December , “Turkey had already been robustly moving to-
ward a new voter alignment in which the socially uprooted masses had come 
under the spell of the Turkish-Islamic Synthesis’ Islamic revivalist, tradition-
alist, and conservative teachings for at least a decade” (Çarkoğlu and 
Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ). 

e s were times of rapid change, instability, and uncertainty in the 
spheres of both foreign and domestic policy in Turkey. At the international 
level, the Gulf War, the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina and the situation of its 
Muslim minorities, and a new era of redrawing the borders in Europe created 
instability in Turkey. e sudden downfall of the Soviet Union also le Turkish 
conservatives without a common enemy and without an existential threat that 
are crucial for the survival of conservatism. At the domestic level, “in  the 
ANAP lost the general elections and no other party emerged to obtain the 
majority of the seats in the Turkish Grand National Assembly and Turkey be-
gan to experience another period of coalition governments” (Çarkoğlu and 
Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ). On top of the political instability of the s, the 
economy experienced a downturn with crises in , , and  and an 
eventual collapse in . 

By the mid-s, Turkey was increasingly under the pressure of the dis-
pute around Kurdish nationalism. Established in , the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistan or PKK) was already challenging the rule 
of the Turkish state in Southeastern Turkey, and “by the time Turkey went back 
to multiparty politics in , the PKK had gained enough training to wage 
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war against Turkey. e military government had also launched a Turkifica-
tion policy that not only alienated large segments of citizens of Kurdish origin 
in Turkey but also created sympathy for Kurdish nationalists, who had been 
resisting the Turkification policies of the military government” (Çarkoğlu and 
Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ). 

e leist and socialist policies that were voiced in the Turkish political 
system prior to the  coup period attracted the Kurdish vote given the em-
phasis on class-based politics and inter-nationalist ideology. However, in the 
s such ideologies were on the wane, and citizens of Kurdish origin started 
to lean towards other ideological calls, mainly towards Kurdish nationalism 
and political Islam. e emphasis political Islam placed on religious (Sunni 
Islam), internationalist (umma), and anti-republican symbols and values at-
tracted Kurdish votes and provided an alternative route to solidarity in society 
(Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ). 

e last decade of the twentieth century was characterized by the advent 
of identity politics at the global level, and Turkey was no exception. e Kurd-
ish, Alevi, Islamic, and other identities that were previously ignored in the 
public sphere and that the discourse of the “great Turkish nation” had tried to 
unite were now publicly visible. reatened by these newly emerging identi-
ties, conservatives and center-right parties increased their calls for unity un-
der the umbrella of Sunni Turkishness, a policy that no longer resonated with 
the people. As a natural consequence, by the s, the center-right in Turkey 
began to diminish and struggled to meet the  percent vote threshold 
(Taşkın, , pp. -). 

In these times of instability and flux, society needed and demanded peace 
and tranquility, and a search for morality started in the country. It was the 
perfect time for the slogan Peace in Islam (Huzur İslamda) to become popular 
(Taşkın, , p. ), and therefore “when the political Islamist RP staged its 
election campaign on ‘Just Order’ (Adil Düzen), it touched upon a very sensi-
tive public chord” (Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ). In the  general 
elections, the RP obtained . of the national vote and especially “attracted 
the Kurdish voters to its call of Islam as the bond that united the Kurds with 
the rest of Turkish society” (p.). 
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So, “it seemed as if its neighbors, allies, citizens and even the nature11 had 
turned against Turkey in the s” (Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ). 
Significant domestic and international challenges coincided with serious eco-
nomic crises in the country, creating an atmosphere of instability and uncer-
tainty. In the s, “the Turkish population seemed to make a fundamental 
shi of their values toward a value system that would work as an anchor to 
which they could be tied” (Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ), which re-
sulted in the renewed appeal of conservatism in Turkey (Çarkoğlu and 
Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ). 

§ .  From the s to the s: Growth of a Popular “Con-
servative Market” 

e s and s were times of tremendous change and transformation for 
Turkish society. “In the aermath of the coup, when most of the student lead-
ers of the le were still in prison, a new culture of learning developed in uni-
versities, where students predominantly opted to study business administra-
tion, economic or marketing” (Yashin, , p. ). Making money and being 
financially comfortable became the main indicators of success, symbolized 
and achieved through marrying and owning a business, house, car, and do-
mestic appliances. e main indicators of happiness came to depend on how 
comfortable one was with buying and consuming, and “television ads paraded 
families who had ‘made it’” (Yashin, , p. ). e expression “turning the 
corner” came to be commonly used to characterize the spirit of the period, 
“evoking images of the wanton display of ‘private’ lives and consumption-ori-
ented lifestyles in the age of media and economic liberalization (Gürbilek, 
)” (Neyzi, , pp. -). Restaurants, cinemas, shopping malls, bars 
and cafes in the city tripled throughout this period. 

ese developments, however, would not only affect the lives of secular 
urbanites. e military coup introduced the Turkish-Islamic Synthesis as an 
antidote to Kurdish separatism in the East as well as to feared socialist and 

                                                       
 11 In August , a magnitude . earthquake hit Turkey, killing around seventeen thousand 

people and leaving approximately half a million homeless. 
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communist designs from the north and from within Turkey’s own borders. 
“e resulting policy decisions and the decimation of the Turkish le by the 
military and by the end of cold war, encouraged and legitimated the verbal 
and symbolic expression of Muslim conservatism in everyday practices” 
(White, , p. ). e budget of the Directorate of Religious Affairs in-
creased significantly in this period, leading to the spread of mosques, religious 
schools, and seminaries. On one hand, the official state television loosened 
broadcasting restrictions on American soap operas and on sexual content to 
compete with private stations, but on the other, it allowed Islamic content 
(White, , p. ). While government continued to show support for 
women’s issues, the publications and projects of some government depart-
ments started to endorse the traditional role for women that was favored by 
Muslim conservatives. State television, for example, broadcast weekly ser-
mons, some of which emphasized the primary and traditional role of women 
as mothers and homemakers. 

e economic policies of Özal were especially designed to work in favor 
of conservative capital holders in smaller Anatolian cities, a group fo which 
the Özal family was also a member. Özal was the son of a conservative reli-
gious family from Malatya with strong ties to a branch of the Nakshibendi Sufi 
order. Özel’s aim, therefore, was to “channel resources to this category of 
Turkish capital as well, to revive the market by bringing Muslim capitalists, 
businesspeople and small traders to compete with the secular bourgeoisie, 
who had longer enduring ties with Western-centered capitalism” (Yashin, 
, p.). So while a secular economy, advertising, and popular culture grew 
in this period, an extensive conservative market also started to develop under 
the management of small-town capital holders who grew to become urban 
shopkeepers and even the founders of holding companies. Soon, this new 
Muslim capital became strong enough to compete in almost all sectors of the 
economy and they created a market for their lifestyle and ideology. In Yashin’s 
() words; “when advertising certain products, such as food and clothing, 
these new or expanded companies introduced themselves as moral from an 
Islamic point of view. Some ‘Muslim companies’ presented themselves in the 
market by claiming higher values: Following the dietary prescriptions of Is-
lam, not investing in interest, not serving food to employees during the month 
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of fasting, reserving money for charity (zekat), producing good quality prod-
ucts, and making ‘just’ profits” (p. ). 

In an atmosphere in which religious values were increasingly legitimate in 
popular culture and in the economic sphere, Islam became a credible route for 
upward social mobility in the city. “It has become not only acceptable to be 
openly devout and politically Muslim but it has also become chic to be politi-
cally (and increasingly economically) Islamic, and it has become associated 
with road to success” (White, , p. ). 

Islamic groups leveraged this newly-found popularity and economic priv-
ilege. ey prioritized the use of media to spread their messages, and they pro-
fessionalized their networks to provide business contacts, social services, and 
create avenues for political and public expression as well as the opportunity of 
upward mobility to men and increasingly women. Women in headscarves (tü-
rban) started attending college and became visible in the media. ey owned 
their own magazines, wrote columns in pro-Islamic newspapers, and read the 
news on the spreading private Islamic television stations. As White () sug-
gests, “these activities would have been out of reach of many young women 
from restrictive traditional families before . e new era of Islamic re-
spectability made it possible” (p. ). 

is new publically-visibile Islam also focused on reconciling Islamic in-
tellectualism and popular culture as an expression of identity. “In this respect, 
since the s, new radio stations, television channels, newspapers, maga-
zines, music groups, novelists, and filmmakers that cater to Muslim youth 
have become ordinary players in the market for popular culture, as well as the 
publishers of Islamic cartoons and comic strips, and all kinds of ‘small media’ 
such as postcards, stickers, and posters” (Bayat and Herrera, , p. ). Is-
lamic groups, especially Muslim youth, have made use of the new digital com-
munication technologies to spread their culture and messages. 

roughout the s and the s, Turkish society witnessed the expan-
sion of religiosity in everyday life and the prosperity of “Islamic publishers, 
radio and television channels, and press; further growth of pious schools and 
dormitories; increasing numbers of mosques and Quranic schools, and an in-
creasingly public struggle among Islamic groups regarding the correct defini-
tion and practice of Islam” (Bayat, , p. ). By the turn of the century, 
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modern secularists were no longer the only beneficiaries of public spaces and 
popular culture such as cafes, fancy restaurants, fashion shows, concerts, per-
formance arts, and summer resorts. 

§ .  e AKP and the Introduction of a “Conservative Democ-
racy” 

e AKP was founded on  August  by the group that called themselves 
Innovators (Yenilikçiler) within the Islamist Virtue Party (Fazilet Partisi or FP) 
that was closed by the Constitutional Court on  June . e party won a 
sweeping victory in the  November  parliamentary elections, winning 
. percent of the vote and an almost two-thirds majority of seats, becoming 
the first party in eleven years to win a comfortable majority in the TBMM. 

Analyses of the voter base of the AKP shows that the party is not just a 
descendant of the FP, but rests on a broader conservative and center-right co-
alition. 

A  pre-election survey showed that only . per cent of the AKP 
voters had voted for the FP in ; a surprisingly high . per cent 
had voted for the ultra-nationalist MHP, . per cent for the center-
right ANAP, . per cent for the center-right DYP, and . per cent for 
the center-le Democratic Le Party (Demokratik Sol Parti (DSP). 
Similarly,  per cent of former FP voters, . per cent of former MHP 
voters, . per cent of former DYP voters, . per cent of former 
ANAP voters, and . per cent of former DSP voters expressed their 
intention to vote for the AKP in the  elections (Foundation for 
Social, Economic and Political Research [TÜSES] , pp. –). 
ese findings are corroborated by those of two other survey research 
organizations, Ankara Sosyal Araştırmalar Merkezi, Ankara Centre 
for Social Research (ANAR) and Stratejik Araştırmalar Merkezi, Cen-
tre for Strategic Research (SAM), in surveys carried out in October 
. us, the AKP seems to have received substantial support from 
the former voters of the two center-right parties (ANAP and DYP) and 
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those of the ultranationalist MHP, in addition to more than half of the 
former Islamist FP voters” (Hale and Özbudun, , p. ). 

As a result of the closing of the RP and the FP, the AKP leadership seemed to 
have reached the conclusion that “challenging the secular state in Turkey is a 
dead-end” (Özbudun, , p. ) erefore, in a search for a political iden-
tity that would dissociate the party from the Islamic National View (Milli 
Görüş) movement; legitimize them both in the eyes of the public, intellectuals, 
and the bureaucratic tradition; and thereby avoid being closed for being Is-
lamist reactionaries, the AKP chose to distance itself from religious discourse 
and seek a share of the center-right. It introduced itself as the heir of the DP 
and ANAP.12 In order to survive, the AKP pushed Islamic references into the 
background, grounded itself in a conservative ideology, and coined a new 
identity that they called conservative democracy. 

e party’s views on conservative democracy were detailed in a document 
of the same name, written by the then advisor to Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, Yalçın 
Akdoğan which was prepared and distributed by the central headquarters of 
the party. Erdoğan wrote the introduction to this document, in which he states 
“the AKP’s opposition to the notion of ‘political community which radicalizes 
politics’, a clear reference to the practice of the older Islamist parties . . . and 
claim[s] that the AKP has become ‘the undisputable single force of the center-
right.’ He also [makes] it clear that the AKP’s understanding of conservatism 
[is] not against change, but that it advocate[s] change ‘in the sense of develop-
ment and progress’” (Özbudun, , p. ). 

With the idea of conservative democracy, the AKP proposes a modern 
conservatism that is open to change and innovation. e AKP defines this new 
ideology by stressing common sense, prudence, and gradual, progressive, and 
evolutionary change in opposition to the two alternatives of socialism and lib-

                                                       
 12 In a survey conducted by Safa (), the majority of the party leadership and high-level rep-

resentatives of the AKP regarded themselves as the descendants of the DP and ANAP line ( 
percent) even though they started their political careers in the National View movement. Only 
 percent of respondents saw the AKP as a continuation of the National View movement. 
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eralism that promote ideological nationalism and rationalist utopias of radi-
cal, reactionary, top-down social engineering.13 “Erdoğan emphasized that the 
AK Party’s understanding of conservatism did not mean the conservation of 
established institutions and relations but implied the protection of important 
values and principles while pursuing progress” (Kuru, , p. ). 

In his speech at the first general congress of the AKP on  October , 
he “claimed that the AKP substituted a notion of politics based on compro-
mise and reconciliation in place of a politics based on conflict, and described 
the AKP’s democratic conservatism as representing the ‘societal center’” 
(Özbudun, , p. ), meaning that he sees this ideology as a means of 
bridging the gap between the state and society and as a tool for uniting the 
center and the periphery. 

In addition to the classical conservative emphasis on family, religion, the 
state, and society, these conservative-democrats also underline the signifi-
cance of the nation, history, culture, tradition, solidarity and a firm identifica-
tion with society. For example, they celebrate the rich, noble, and glorious his-
tory and heritage of the nation and its deeply-rooted state tradition, and they 
emphasize the party’s intent to fight against cultural degradation, violence, 
and vulgarity (AKP, ). 

But despite these claims, the AKP falls short of offering a well-grounded 
theoretical and philosophical background for its image of conservative de-
mocracy, thus generating discussions about the nature and legitimacy of the 
concept. Critics claim that conservative democracy deliberately and com-
pletely lack ideological foundation, as it is “intended more for the consump-
tion of intellectuals, the state establishment, and foreign policy-makers than 
as an ideology that will effectively mobilize its voter base (Fedayi ; Yıldız 
, p. )” (Özbudun, , p. ). 

e AKP managed to maintain its electoral success in subsequent general 
elections, receiving around  percent of the votes in ,  percent in , 
and . percent in November , and . percent in June . Over this 

                                                       
 13 Erdoğan states that “all efforts that impose or order certain principles and aim at a homoge-

neous society, or are based on social engineering are obstacles to a healthy democratic system 
. . . Our identity as conservative democrats make us oppose all kinds of social and political 
engineering” (Kalın, , p. ).  
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span of time, “the traditional center-right parties of Turkey almost completely 
evaporated from the political scene” (Dalay, , p. ) and the political so-
cialization of the center-right and Islamic constituencies under the AKP um-
brella culminated in the mutual reshaping of each other’s political disposi-
tions. e weakening of the more radical, identity-driven political demands of 
the Islamists (such as their anti-EU posture), on one hand, led previously cen-
ter-right voters to embrace a more religiously-flavored conservative political 
identity, on the other (Dalay, ).14 

..  e AKP Years: A Conservative Restructuring of Everyday Life 

On the social level, concerns and debates over whether Turkey is becoming 
more conservative under AKP rule is an ongoing debate. Some say that Turkey 
has always been conservative, but due to the dominant Kemalist ideology, this 
fragment of society was repressed until the AKP gave them a voice (Can-
dansayar, ; Ertit, ). Others claim that while it is true that Turkish so-
ciety and the youth were conservative before, the attitude, policies, and cadre-
ization (the practice of favoring party supporters and people of the same opin-
ion for cadres) of AKP rule encouraged people to become more proactively 
conservative (Toprak et al., ). 

Private research companies, academic circles, institutes, and various 
NGOs have also started paying attention this matter, especially aer the  
elections that once gain resulted in a victory for the AKP. In , for example, 
the private research company KONDA published a report called Religion, Sec-
ularism and the Veil in Daily Life Survey, which found out that from  to 
, the number of women in Turkey wearing a türban had increased by a 
multiple of . (from . percent to . percent). Even more striking, the in-
crease among those wearing a türban was highest among the younger popu-
lation. While . percent of youth were wearing a türban in , this had in-
creased to . percent by  (KONDA, , p. ). Overall, between  
and  the total percentage of veiling (türban, headscarf and chador com-
bined) in the - age group also increased from . percent to . percent. 

                                                       
 14 According to Tuğal () with AKP “we have been witnessing the absorption of Islamism 

into a conservative project” (p. ). 
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Similarly, in , Professor Binnaz Toprak published research entitled Being 
Different in Turkey: Religion, Conservatism and Otherization that touched on 
the issue from a sociological perspective in which she argues that Turkey is in 
a phase of repressive conservatism in which “Alevis, the Roma, secularists and 
other individuals with different identities feel themselves excluded from the 
privileged world of Sunnis which seems to solidify with the AKP government 
as a result cadre-ization on the one hand, and the automatic reflex to support 
the powerful on the other” (Toprak et al., , p. ). 

e analysis of the lifestyle politics of the AKP, its public space regulations, 
and the reflection of its conservative-democracy discourse in everyday life – 
especially in terms of the party’s mainstream attitude towards family, women’s 
rights, body politics, and education – can contribute to this debate. 

...  Family and Women 

Since its foundation, family holds a significant place in the AKP’s ideological 
stance. In line with the classical conservative view of society as a living organ-
ism, the AKP portrays the nation as a barge, extended family that shares the 
same values, respects traditions, and lives in harmony. e party’s  gov-
ernment program, for example, describes the role of family in the AKP’s con-
servative ideology as follows: 

e major philosophical and political concern of our conservative 
identity is to keep intact and healthy the social organism of the family 
that is capable of protecting the individual. . . . e family is the foun-
dation of society and it is an important institution that plays a role in 
societal solidariy. Societal happiness, solidarity, peace, love and respect 
depend on the family. In spite of all the negative experiences and eco-
nomic hardships we have been through, if we as a society are still in-
tact, we owe it to our strong family structure.15 (AKP, , pp. , ) 

                                                       
 15 “Bizim muhafazakâr kimliğimizin temel felsefî ve siyasal kaygısı, bireyi koruyabilecek bir aile 

olan toplumsal organizmayı sağlıklı ve bir arada tutabilmektir. . . . Aile, toplumun temeli ve 
toplumsal dayanışmanın oluşmasında rol oynayan önemli bir kurumdur. Toplumsal mutlu-
luk, dayanışma, barış, sevgi ve saygının yolu aileden geçer. Yaşanan bütün olumsuzluklara ve 
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Family and community are key to the AKP’s conservative ideology and its in-
terpretation of the ideal nation based on organic coherence, and this rhetoric 
is oen used as an instrument to underline “our” differences from the “West” 
and as a point of criticism of “other,” secularist families. “It is this secularist 
and laicist group of people, according to Erdoğan, who have chosen in the 
name of modernity to neglect their duties towards the extended three-gener-
ational family” (Yazıcı, , p. ). 

For Erdoğan, family is a natural, God-given social order that constitutes 
the cell of the nation. e family has an exclusive importance vis-à-vis indi-
viduals in general and women in particular. “His upbringing and his own fam-
ily simply reflect the proper roles family members are supposed to play” 
(Değirmencioğlu, , p. ) and he considers alternative social arrange-
ments to be moral deficiencies. Single women are simply women without hus-
bands and single men are potential hazards full of desires that could interrupt 
the proper functioning and order of the society if not brought under control 
(Değirmencioğlu, ).16 “e society, thus, needs proper body politics, and 
the AKP should promote the family, sexual abstinence and strict gender roles” 
(Değirmencioğlu, , p. ). 

In the party discourse, the family is the primary unit and the issues of 
women’s rights and empowerment are discussed as part of it. “e party, in its 
election declaration in , had already demonstrated its approach to 
women’s issues in terms of the woman’s essential role of ‘bringing up the next 
generations and ensuring happiness in the family’” (Coşar and Yeğenoğlu, 
, p. ). It considers family and marriage to be the natural locus of 
women, and women’s education is supported and emphasized in order that 
they can fulfill their natural, domestic responsibilities as mothers and wives. 

Erdoğan bases his argument on the problem of an ageing population that 
Turkey is likely to face in the near future and uses every opportunity (public 
speeches, wedding ceremonies, and press conferences) to remind women of 
their reproductive capacity and his ideal for the Turkish family with an average 

                                                       
ekonomik sıkıntılara rağmen toplum olarak ayakta duruşumuzu, büyük çapta sağlam aile 
yapımıza borçlu olduğumuz açıktır.”  

 16 “Erdoğan presents himself as an example: He was able to manage his youthful urges through 
early marriage” (Değirmencioğlu, , p. ). 
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of three children (Kaya, , p. ). Along similar lines, Erdoğan has repeat-
edly told families and particularly women that family planning and contra-
ception are “not for Muslim families” (“Recep Tayyip Erdoğan: No Muslim 
family,” ) and that abortions are "a sneaky plan to wipe the country off the 
world stage" (Vela, ). Moreover, they amount to murder. “Although the 
government failed to amend the legislation on abortion in , it strove to 
assert control over women’s bodies with laws passed via statutory decrees” 
(Kaya, , p. ). Even without a new abortion law, accessibility has de-
creased dramatically. Women’s rights groups in Turkey have established that 
most Istanbul hospitals, especially state hospitals, are violating the law by re-
fusing to carry out abortions. Also, “hospitals introduced a messaging system 
that informed fathers about the pregnancies of their daughters, adding further 
pressure on women in a country where sex outside of marriage is considered 
largely unacceptable” (Letsch, ). 

e emphasis on family in the AKP discourse is also reflected on the gov-
ernment’s body politics and the regulation of public spaces. Police presence in 
public parks, for example, has gradually increased throughout the AKP era, as 
parks are being portrayed strictly as a family domain. “is means heavy pres-
sure on single men – young men under  – who are portrayed as potential 
hazards. If a park is to be a family place, women should feel comfortable and 
safe – particularly safe from moral hazards. Only if single men are kept at a 
distance, women –young and/or old – can be at peace” (Değirmencioğlu, , 
p. ). 

...  Youth and Education 

Since its first years in power, education has become a battlefield between the 
AKP and secularists. “It is indeed very remarkable that there were only two 
top Islamic priorities of the AKP during the  electoral campaign, which 
were promises to li the ban on headscarves, and to equate religious and sec-
ular degrees, i.e. to bring to an end the discrimination against imam hatip stu-
dents in the university entrance exam” (Kaya, , p. ). 

e ban on women wearing the headscarf from entering the University or 
holding a job in a state office, has long been a popular point of discussion be-
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tween religious conservatives and more secular members of society and be-
came “one of the tools with which pro-Islamist parties including the Welfare 
Party and the AKP have sought to win the public” (Kaya, , p. ). e AKP 
leadership oen utilize headscarf rhetoric to mobilize its conservative voter 
base around the government’s policies, yet in the first term of an AKP majority 
(-), the AKP backed away from controversial measures in order not 
to provoke the reaction of the Turkish military. Aer the AKP’s landslide vic-
tory in the  elections, however, things began to change dramatically. In 
early February , with the support of the MHP, the governing AKP passed 
changes to the constitution citing the principle of equality before the law and 
the right to education for all. Even though the headscarf ban was not specifi-
cally mentioned in the amendment, the parliament’s primary intention was 
indeed to end the ban at universities. “In response, the opposition CHP (Re-
publican People’s Party) and the DSP (Democratic Le Party) applied to the 
Constitutional Court for the annulment of these changes on the grounds that 
they violated the principle of secularism in Article  of the Constitution” 
(Kaya, , p. ), and the Constitutional Court decided to annul the 
amendments in June . However, in a September  directive from the 
Council of Higher Education (Yükseköğretim Kurulu or YÖK) called on uni-
versities to li the ban aer the government issued a formal statement saying 
it would support any student expelled or disciplined for wearing a headscarf 
on their campus. 

In September , following the headscarf regulation for higher educa-
tion, the AKP government lied the ban on headscarves in civil service except 
for the judiciary, military, and police as part of broader package of reforms 
driven by the European Union integration process. In August  and No-
vember , respectively, the headscarf ban for Turkey's police and military 
forces was also lied following amendments made to their dress codes which 
referred to the same reform package passed by the government in . 

e situation of imam hatip schools (religious vocational schools or IHLs) 
is another point that has been explicitly put forward by the AKP since . 
While the AKP government has been making attempts to popularize IHLs 
since its first years in power, the most notable educational reform to signifi-
cantly impact the situation of IHLs came in  with a new law that extended 
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compulsory education from eight to twelve years –popularly known as 
“++” – meaning four years each of primary, middle, and high schools. is 
founded the basis for reopening imam hatip middle schools by allowing and 
encouraging families to choose among different types of secondary schools, 
including IHLs. “Aer the passage of ++, the number of imam hatip high 
schools soared, almost doubling within three years:  in the - 
school year,  in the – school year; and , in the - school 
year” (Makovsky, , p. ). 

In addition to ideological battles with respect to the headscarf ban and the 
status of IHLs in the Turkish education system, the AKP also intervened in 
the standardized national curriculum by authorizing the availability of elective 
religious courses (“Quran,” “Fundamentals of Religion,” “e Life of our 
Prophet”) in all public and private middle and high schools and in “the trans-
formation of the school textbooks on Religious Culture and Morality in  
and ” (Kaya, , p. ). 

Education is one of the most important spheres used by the AKP to indoc-
trinate youth. e abolishment of laws restricting religious education, the in-
crease in the number of Quran courses, the reforms in  that made it pos-
sible to transform regular high schools into religious vocational high schools, 
and the ++ reform program launched in  that also made considerable 
changes to the Quran courses offered by the Directorate of Religious Affairs,17 
are among the changes made to achieve this aim. 

e AKP’s youth policies are not limited to the changes in education sys-
tem. In , Erdoğan openly expressed his mission to foster a pious genera-
tion and took steps to regulate areas that directly impacted the everyday lives 
of youth – including regulations on sales of alcohol and living conditions of 
university students. ese had significant impact on the Gezi Park protests in 
summer  in which young people protested against the AKP government’s 
policies regarding freedom of expression and lifestyle. 

                                                       
 17 e Quran courses were previously co-managed with the Ministry of Education; the direc-

torate now manages them alone. Also, the minimum age of twelve to attend Quran courses 
was abolished, and in , a special project was launched for the provision of Quran courses 
to preschoolers (Cornell, ). 
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...  e Restructuring of the Public Spaces 

For secularist urbanites, AKP rule means the gradual curtailment of their so-
cial and public sphere. Practices associated with a secular way of life have been 
slowly regulated. “e sale of alcohol was banned within a designated distance 
around mosques; drinking has been restricted at open air events and at public 
concerts and exhibitions; restaurants have been forbidden from advertising 
alcohol; the sale of alcohol along highways was banned, ostensibly for fear of 
accidents; and its sale in many coastal vacation spots was restricted, purport-
edly based on fears of violence” (Ze’evi, , pp. -). 

From the beginning, the AKP’s ideal cultural scene is marked by nostalgia 
for the Ottoman period in which traditional and conservative values domi-
nated the everyday life. “Even before , Mayor Erdoğan had been using Is-
tanbul’s religious heritage as a means of attracting global capital and tourism” 
(Tuğal, , p. ).18 e process accelerated following the victory of the AKP 
in . Municipalities began to organize nightly Ramadan festivities and 
shopping malls designed with neo-Ottoman and Islamic architectural aesthet-
ics flourished in major cities, particularly in Istanbul. “In commemoration of 
the Ottoman ‘Tulip Era’ of the s, the AKP has taken to decorating the city 
with the flowers” (Tuğal, , p. ). e social and spatial transformation 
initiated by the AKP is also evident in the Turkish media, where control and 
consent have been achieved either through partisan entrepreneurs taking over 
or founding new mainstream media channels or through direct pressures on 
media with anti-government stances. “e ways in which the AKP has manu-
factured consent have not been limited to the ideological venues of popular 
culture: Scientific journals have also been published in order to disseminate 
the ideas and perspectives of the party” (Kaya, , p. ). Especially since the 
 elections, professional Islamic intellectuals have dominated public space 
by means of the press and media. 

To reiterate, conservatism in Turkey has its own unique history over the 
lifespan of the republic. Conservatism as a reaction to the radically positivist 

                                                       
 18 “e commodification of Islam as a marketing strategy incorporated into ‘Brand Turkey’ 

through Turkish Airlines and ‘Ramadan in Istanbul’” (Kaya, , p. ). 
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policies of the single-party found the opportunity to incorporate into the offi-
cial ideology following the transition from single-party to multi-party politics. 

e Cold War and the gradual rise of the le in the country in the s 
and s played an important role in further incorporating a nationalist con-
servatism based on the trilogy of religion-state-nation into the official ideol-
ogy and politics of Turkey. Seeing communism as an existential threat and the 
most dangerous enemy of the republic, conservatives united to figh com-
munism and gained popularity in both the political and the social sphere. e 
- military junta fed this trend and leveraged Sunni Islam as an antidote 
to communism by further adopting the Turkish-Islam Synthesis as an official 
project. 

e last decade of the twentieth century was a traumatic, catastrophic ex-
perience for Turkey. e country simultaneously faced devastating domestic 
and international crises, which caused anxiety among the public about the fu-
ture of the country’s wellbeing. “A deep sense of socioeconomic frustration 
began to show in the everyday interactions of people,” and “economic liberal-
ism, relaxation of government controls and regulations over domestic and for-
eign trade, and privatization were perceived as not providing for a fair playing 
field” (Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ). is coincided with the appear-
ance of Kurdish nationalist and terrorist networks, corruption scandals, un-
stable coalition governments, and an increasingly insecure international envi-
ronment, which created a determined search for a moral and just order. 

In this catastrophic environment when the masses were deeply alienated 
from existing political parties and coalitions, the AKP swept the vote in . 
e party came into the political scene at the perfect time when there was a 
cry for “restitution of the moral order of the past in place of the decadent prac-
tices of globalization. . . . In two national surveys conducted during April and 
May  and June and July , it was unearthed that the most important 
demand for change among the Turkish population was a return to a revered 
moral past” (Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ) from the society. 

By pushing a conservative democratic identity, the AKP distanced itself 
from the Islamist National View movement and sought the support of intel-
lectuals and the state establishment. By focusing on the democratic aspect of 
their conservative-democracy rhetoric, the AKP endorsed the DP-ANAP line 
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and positioned itself to the right of center. It immediately became a mass party 
during a period when “the masses [also] seemed to shi toward a more tradi-
tional and religious society that promoted values stressing respect for the ex-
tended family and blood ties, religious solidarity, the elderly, the local cus-
toms, and territorial solidarity, and suspicion of foreigners and foreign 
cultures” (Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu, , p. ). 

e AKP met the challenge of proving it could perform better than the 
alternatives and promised the moral, just order for which society was longing 
for, which won them an even a higher percentage of the popular vote in the 
 election. But aer AKP victories in the  and  elections that per-
petually resulted in the victory of the AKP, the emphasis on religion (Sunni 
Islam) in its understanding of conservatism has intensified in its policies and 
practices. 

According to Tuğal () especially aer the AKP’s second election vic-
tory, “we are witnessing the absorption of Islamism into a conservative pro-
ject” (p. ). From  to , the AKP won the hearts and votes of the 
public by pushing a “conservative democracy” ideology that emphasized free-
doms and pluralism. But aer the  elections – and especially in the post-
 election period – conservatism started to signal Sunni Islam. Conserva-
tism and religion is now used interchangeably, and with initiatives like the 
Kurdish-Turkish peace process, the other mother lode of Turkish conserva-
tism, namely nationalism, fades into the background. In the general elections 
on  June  the AKP lost its majority when the Peoples’ Democracy Party 
(Halkların Demokratik Partisi or HDP), which focused on the problems of 
Kurds, surpassed the election threshold. e incident is another milestone in 
the history of Turkish conservative discourse as the AKP immediately brought 
out the nationalist feature of Turkish conservatism and waged a war against 
the PKK, the HDP, and Kurdish nationalism. Reminding the masses of nation-
alism proved effective in the November  elections when the AKP regained 
its parliamentary majority in the legalization of military operations in the 
southeast of Turkey, and in the legitimization of a crisis of strained relations 
with Russia aer Turkey downed a Russian military jet in December . 
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As Bora (), Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu (), and Mert () sug-
gest, the Turkish conservative mindset rests on the two main pillars of nation-
alism and religion. It is based on “an acceptance of modernization (and indeed 
partial Westernization), but it reacts against the top-down modernization of 
the secular elite. . . . In this imaginary, the nation is constructed quite mono-
lithically, as the holder of the true Turkish and Islamic values” (Tuğal, , p. 
). 



 



 
News as Ideological Discourse: The Social Power of the 
News Media 

ne of the most enduring debates in the study of mass communication is 
the effect of the media on the public and its behavior. e literature on 

this influence and the effects of the mass media is rich. Early research from 
the s and s emphasized the power of the media, and these decades 
were “a time when propaganda was thought to work like a ‘magic bullet’ to 
change people’s attitudes, beliefs, and even behavior” (Coleman et al., , p. 
). is position, however, started to reverse in the s and s, giving 
way to a more cynical approach to the effects of the mass media as more and 
more research done in the field showed that the media had little effect on peo-
ple’s behavior.1 “is was the era of the ‘limited media effects’ paradigm, and 
it was then suggested that the media especially have agenda-setting and fram-
ing functions” (Coleman et al., , p. ). 

Rooted in Lippmann’s () discussion of the influence of media mes-
sages on mental representations, agenda setting refers to “the process of the 
mass media presenting certain issues frequently and prominently with the re-
sult that large segments of the public come to perceive those issues as more 
important than others” (Coleman et al., , p. ). Contemporary scholars 

                                                       
 1 See, for example, Barelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee () and Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gau-

det (). 

O 
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such as Gregory Bateson and Erving Goffman expand on this idea and argue 
that for individuals, social events and situations are defined and built up ac-
cording to principles of organization – frames – that are the primary means 
through which people make sense of the complex world in which they live. To 
put it more simply, the agenda setting and framing approaches to mass com-
munication propose that the press and the news media in general have rather 
indirect effects on people’s attitudes and behavior. ey “do not tell people 
what to think, but rather what to think about” (Gregory and Miller, , p. 
). 

As Van Dijk () suggests, classical studies of news and news making 
up until the s mainly focused on organizational and social dimensions of 
news, such as news gathering routines, journalistic interactions, and the struc-
tural organization of newspapers. 

Some of the classical books published since the end of the s and 
early s started featuring sections on the ideological nature of news, 
but in those studies such accounts of ideology are more general, largely 
limited to a relatively brief account of ideologies in the newsroom and 
of journalists, rather than the properties of the coverage itself. Field-
work observations were the basis of the account of the general ideo-
logical consensus in the newsroom, and of the boundaries of the pos-
sible variation under hegemonic influence of the newspaper as a 
bureaucracy and a business enterprise. ese newsroom observations 
remained rather general, and hardly inquire into the ideological details 
of news values, news beats, interactions with news sources, news for-
mats, styles and contents, among other aspects of news making. In that 
sense, most investigations are contemporary studies of the sociology 
of bureaucratic and organizational routines and taken for granted 
knowledge and values, rather than integrating the notion in detailed 
and systematic ideological analyses of news in the press. (p. ) 

e first systematic discursive and cognitive approaches to news structures, 
news production, and news comprehension and to the indirect, overall, and 
ideological influences of the media appeared in the late s, particularly in 
the work of Teun A. Van Dijk. Van Dijk criticizes the existing studies about 
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news and news production for remaining theoretically incomplete when it 
comes to providing a detailed account of the ideologies involved and the struc-
tures of news that are controlled by them. Rather, he proposes a more system-
atic, sophisticated, multidisciplinary theory of news production, news struc-
tures, and news reception, combined with new theories of ideology as social 
cognition and of news reports and news production as specific social and dis-
cursive practices that are able to account for the detailed mechanisms of the 
reproduction of ideologies by the mass media. Van Dijk argues that the (so-
cial) power of the news media must be analyzed within a broader framework 
of the social, cultural, political, and economic power structures of society. He 
believes that the influence, effect, and power of the news media should not be 
confined to audiences. In order to understand the role of the news media and 
their messages, he argues, “one needs to pay detailed attention to the struc-
tures and strategies of such discourses and the ways these relate to institutional 
arrangements, on one hand, and to the audience, on the other hand” (Van 
Dijk, , p. ). 

Van Dijk () also proposes a more intertwined relationship between 
the media and society. According to him, the news is not immune from ideol-
ogy2 and in fact plays a critical role in the production and reproduction of 
them in any given society. 

As in the case of most public discourse, the news is also imbued with 
ideologies, and a detailed study of such ideologies in the mass media 
and other forms of public elite discourse contributes to our insights 
into their very reproduction in society. News media plays a prominent 
role in the (re)production of ideologies in society. e elites that con-
trol the access to, and the contents and structures of public discourse, 
and that of the mass media, in particular, thus be able to control the 
formation and reproduction of the very ideologies that help to sustain 
their power. (p.) 

                                                       
 2 He defines ideology as “the basic mechanism of the social cognitions of a group, that is, as 

systems of norms and values that control the coherence and the development of more specific 
social attitudes” (Van Dijk, , p. ). For a comprehensive study of ideology as a concept, 
see Van Dijk (). 
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Van Dijk () touches on the relationship between media and power and 
acknowledges that the power of the media is mainly indirect, “symbolic and 
persuasive, in the sense that the media primarily have the potential to control 
to some extent the minds of readers or viewers, but not directly their actions” 
(p. ). is argument suggests that media power is most effective when the 
recipients of the messages do not realize the nature of the process and believe 
that they are changing their minds of their own free will by accepting that 
news reports and journalistic opinions are true and free of manipulation and 
control. 

Once such fundamental patterns of knowledge, attitudes, and ideolo-
gies are firmly in place due to repeated news reporting and other forms 
of public discourse (e.g., in education), they will further act on their 
own when people have to evaluate news events. Aer some time, there 
is little need for conspicuous manipulation of specific knowledge and 
opinions of the readers for each case. Once given the (carefully se-
lected) facts, although presented in a seemingly objective fashion, the 
readers will themselves produce the preferred models of the elites and 
may even act accordingly: An active consensus will replace passive or 
tacit consent. Ideological control in that case is virtually total, or heg-
emonic, precisely because persuasive text and talk are no longer seen 
as ideological but as self-evidently true. (Van Dijk, , p. ) 

Van Dijk suggests that social researchers must expand their narrow social and 
political approaches to power and adopt a more cognitive approach in their 
analyses. He therefore introduces a “sociocognitive theory” to deal with the 
beliefs and social cognitions such as attitudes and ideologies that are shared 
by groups of readers or viewers. He also acknowledges that the ideologies and 
opinions of newspapers are social, institutional, and political, which requires 
an account of social structures (Van Dijk, , p. ). With this unique, criti-
cal perspective on the study of social power in general and media power in 
particular, he argues, researchers can give precise meaning to abstract issues 
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such as manipulation and influence that are usually evaluated in negative 
terms3 (Van Dijk, , p. ). 

In sum, Van Dijk believes that the mainstream news media are not passive 
recipients or victims of economic or political control and manipulation, but 
also manufacturers and producers of ideology and public opinion. In this per-
spective, “the news media generally do not act as major opponents of political 
or corporate policies and interests is not because of their powerlessness, but 
because of the fundamental similarities of ideological positions” (Van Dijk, 
, pp. -). 

e argument that the social power of news media cannot be analyzed in 
isolation from the relevant aspects of the social, political and ideological con-
text requires a context-bound research on national and regional media sys-
tems, media ownership patterns and media’s relationship with political elites. 
is is because media “reflects and embodies the historical processes within 
which it was developed and the contemporary social conditions within which 
it was made” (McNair, , p. ). As Papathanassopoulos () echoes, mi-
cro-level analyses are required in turn to fully analyze the media structures 
and systems of a particular country or region. 

Although there are similarities in the issues concerning media systems 
around the globe, . . . each national system still differs in many respects 
when compared to others. e same applies to journalism, its practices 
and its professional culture, since media organizations reflect the dif-
ferences between political systems, political philosophies, cultural 
traits and economic conditions. (Papathanassopoulos, , pp. -
) 

Even though Van Dijk’s discursive, sociocognitive approach to news produc-
tion, news structures, and news reception and Hallin and Papathanassopou-
los’ notion of a regionally-grounded understanding of media systems are not 
new phenomena, so far, there are no studies that combine these two theories 

                                                       
 3 To distinguish between legitimate, acceptable power and abuse of power, Van Dijk uses the 

term “dominance” for the latter (Van Dijk, , p. ). 
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to evaluate the news media of Turkey. In fact, there are only a handful of re-
search about the media system and structure in Turkey, and they mainly focus 
on the political economy of the media in Turkey,4 the main characteristics of 
the Turkish media structure in comparison with other parts of the world – 
especially with Southern Europe and Latin America5 – and the effect of the 
proliferation of broadcast media in the s, particularly the effect on news 
media.6 In these analyses, the mainstream news media are considered to be 
passive objects of economic or political control, and their role as the repro-
ducers of (dominant) ideologies is almost always ignored. 

is, however, does not mean that the existing studies on Turkish media 
are fruitless or a waste of time. On the contrary, these foundational works vi-
tally place Turkish news media in the broader context of the social, cultural, 
political, and economic power structures of the society, which is an integral 
part of Van Dijk’s approach to the study of news media. 

§ .  Media Structure in Turkey 

In their numerous works on journalism and the media systems of Southern 
Europe and Latin America, particularly of Greece and Spain, Halinn and Pa-
pathanassopoulos argue that these two regions have fundamental similarities 
when it comes to their media systems. ere are five main, common features: 
“low levels of newspaper circulation, a tradition of advocacy reporting, instru-
mentalization of privately-owned media, politicization of public broadcasting 
and broadcast regulation, and limited development of journalism as an auton-
omous profession” (Halinn and Papathanassopoulos, , p. ). 

According to Halinn and Papathanassopoulos (), the most obvious 
distinction between the media of Southern Europe and those of the rest of 
Western Europe is their low level of newspaper circulation. According to the 
World Press Trends  report published by the World Association of News-
papers and News Publishers, newspapers reach only . percent of the adult 

                                                       
 4 See, for example, Çağlar and Çakar-Mengü () and Sönmez (). 
 5 See, for example, Christensen () and Öncü (). 
 6 See, for example, Bek (), Öncü () and Ergül (). 
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Mexican population,  percent of the adult Brazilian population, . percent 
of the adult Italian population, and . percent of the adult Spanish popula-
tion. Another striking commonality that Halinn and Papathanassopoulos 
() mention is that most of these countries have long standing traditions 
of advocacy reporting. “In contrast with the Anglo-American model of pro-
fessional neutrality, journalism in Southern Europe and Latin America tends 
to emphasize commentary from a distinct political perspective” (p. ) – a char-
acteristic that is valid for most of continental Europe but is stronger in South-
ern European countries like Greece and in Italy “where strong and highly po-
larized political parties have existed for all or much of the post World WarII 
period, than in countries like Spain, Portugal and Brazil, where long periods 
of dictatorship suppressed the development of political parties” (p. ). 

Halinn and Papathanassopoulos () also note that in almost all South-
ern European and Latin American countries, there is a tendency of large con-
glomerates and individuals involved in politics to leverage and control the me-
dia for private economic and political interests. To support this argument, the 
cite the example of Italy where one of the national daily newspapers Il Giorno 
was established by the Italian multinational oil and gas company Ente Na-
zionale Idrocarburi to support the interests of the sector. Meanwhile, private 
television in Italy is dominated by media tycoon Silvio Berlusconi, who served 
as the Prime Minister of Italy for four terms. e media structure in Greece is 
similar. Large conglomerates and businessmen operate in the shipping, travel, 
construction, telecommunications and oil industries dominate media owner-
ship and use the media as a means to further political interests. “As Pa-
pathanassopoulos () notes, ‘give me a ministry or I will start a newspaper’ 
is a traditional political threat in Greece” (Halinn and Papathanassopoulos, 
, p. ). 

Advocacy reporting and the instrumentalization of privately-owned me-
dia is also evident in the majority of Latin American countries. Whereas in 
Brazil, this is most visible in regional media, large business groups in Colom-
bia began to invest in media the industry in the s and s motivated by 
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political and economic interests, and hence the media became strongly de-
pendent on state patronage.7 

e politicization of public broadcasting and broadcast regulations is an-
other feature of Latin American and Southern European media systems. 
While most countries in Western Europe have established the necessary insti-
tutions to separate public broadcasting from the direct control of the govern-
ment, Halinn and Papathanassopoulos () argue that countries in South-
ern Europe, especially Spain and Greece, have failed to do so. 

e ruling party directly controls public broadcasting in these coun-
tries, and “the management of the news divisions of public television 
changes with a change in government, and the news is at important 
moments mobilized to support the government politically” (Busta-
mante, ; Díez Nicolas and Semetko, ; Rospir, ). In Greece 
news and editorial judgements are expected to be in close agreement 
with, if not identical to government announcements across a whole 
range of policies and decisions. . . . In Mexico, the Office of Radio, Tel-
evision and Cinema is a branch of the Interior Ministry (Secretario de 
Gobernación) and thus under direct political control. In Brazil, simi-
larly, broadcast regulation is under the control of the Ministry of Com-
munication, and recent presidents have used broadcast licenses as an 
important form of political patronage, doling out hundreds to politi-
cians in return for support on key political initiatives (Costa and 
Brener ; Motter, ).” (pp. -) 

Such instrumentalization of the news media for political and economic ends 
obviously indicates that the media has limited journalistic autonomy in South-

                                                       
 7 “In Colombia, the press which was originally born as privately-owned united family control 

with political affiliation in an almost indissoluble manner (Rey, : ; Fonnegra, ; 
Santos Calderón, ). e families that owned the newspapers were the same that domi-
nated the Liberal and Conservative parties, and the press was first and foremost a vehicle of 
party politics. Most Colombian presidents have had backgrounds in journalism; the most leg-
endary figure in Colombian journalism is Eduardo Santos, publisher of El Tiempo and Pres-
ident from -” (Halinn and Papathanassopoulos, , p. ). 
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ern European and Latin American societies. Intervention by owners is not un-
expected in any modern media systems, but tensions and conflicts over direct 
interference are usually rare in part because “journalists accept as natural the 
fact that different media have different political positions, to which they must 
adapt” (Halinn and Papathanassopoulos, , p. ). Moreover, the majority 
of journalists, especially senior ones, already share the political orientation of 
the organization for which they work. 

Apart from the common features discussed above, Halinn and Pa-
pathanassopoulos () also touch on the concept of clientelism and the rel-
evance of this tradition for understanding media structures in these countries 
and regions. ey suggest that even though this relationship is not yet on the 
agenda of researchers, clientelism, defined as “a pattern of social organization 
in which access to social resources is controlled by patrons and delivered to 
clients in exchange for deference and various kinds of support” (p. ), is a 
relevant concept for “understanding the political economy of media not only 
in Southern Europe and Latin America but also in Eastern Europe, the Middle 
East and much of Africa and Asia” (p. ). A persistent clientelist culture, they 
suggest, “tend[s] to break down the autonomy of social institutions and jour-
nalism is no exception [as] it forces the logic of journalism to merge with other 
social logics – of party politics and family privilege, for example” (p. ). It also 
encourages the “instrumentalization of the news media” (p. ) in which in-
formation is treated as a privately-held resource, and it “tend[s] to blur the 
lines between public and private domains, privileging the private, with the re-
sult that politicians in cultures tending to clientelism will tend to see as intru-
sions into private affairs kinds of reporting that would be taken for granted in 
more liberal societies” (p. ). 

As Bek () and Öncü () also underline, the aforementioned fea-
tures of Southern European and Latin American media systems are remarka-
bly similar to the main characteristics of the Turkish media structure. Öncü 
(), for example, argues that “contemporary media markets in Turkey can 
be described in terms of a number of salient features including: ) a very nar-
rowly based but politically active press; ) overwhelming dominance of com-
mercial/tabloid television in the public arena; ) media conglomerates with 
links in diverse sectors of the economy, most notably banking; and ) political 
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polarization in the public domain, with continuing struggles over media own-
ership and regulation.” But while these features are similar to those of South-
ern Europe, she adds, “they have interacted with one another in historically 
specific ways within the wider context of political conflicts in Turkey, yielding 
a distinctive configuration” (p. ). 

With the rapid neoliberal redevelopment and transformation of the Turk-
ish economy under the leadership of Turgut Özal in the early s, Turkey 
experienced radical, significant changes in economic, social, and political 
spheres, and the media environment was not immune to this process. With 
the adoption of liberalization and privatization policies, the Turkish media 
landscape experienced an important “transition from a highly centralized 
economy, heavy military influence and a state-run media, to a more free mar-
ket economy with privately owned newspapers and television stations” (Chris-
tensen, , p. ). 

e market-based neoliberal economic policies of the Özal government 
indeed required an information-based society and economy and resulted in 
rapid, massive investment in the information sector, especially in the area of 
telecommunications infrastructure.8 Özal personally encouraged large con-
glomerates to invest in the media industry, which created a win-win situation 
for both parties. While these family-owned corporate holding companies ben-
efited from close ties with the government and started using small, unprofita-
ble but effective media investments to advertise and promote the financial in-
terests of their brands, the government used these relationships to gain the 
unconditional support of the mainstream media and consequently to receive 
public support. 

e effects of this transformation and the boom in broadcasting had pro-
found implications for the print press. In fact, the newspaper-reading public 
already constituted a small proportion of society even before the advent of 
commercial television; the total circulation of the daily newspapers was only 
around four million. According to a national survey conducted in  by 
PIAR-Gallup, only around  percent of the adult population surveyed when 

                                                       
 8 “By , more than  percent of Turkey’s  million households had acquired color televi-

sion sets. In large metropolitan centers this figure had reached up to  percent” (Öncü, , 
p. ). 
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a newspaper at least once a week. “To be specific, . percent never read news-
papers . . . [and] among women, the percentage responding to never was . 
percent, in contrast to . percent among men” (Öncü, , p. ). e ex-
pansion of television would only contribute to this poor picture. 

e rapid transformation of the press in the s wiped highly-respected 
families (the Simavis, Nadis, and Karacans) out of the field of publishing in 
Turkey.9 It was the consolidation of large media conglomerates – owned by 
businesses whose capital accumulation came from other fields, particularly 
banking and construction – that prolonged the life of the country’s daily news-
papers. 

ese major shis in the economic outlook of the country were also ac-
companied by drastic changes to newspaper ownership structures. e dif-
fused, decentralized print press – which was composed of small, independent 
publications before the changes of the early s – gave way in the course of 
a decade to concentrated ownership by large corporations with cross owner-
ship in daily newspapers and other periodicals, corporations oen having in-
terests in commercial broadcasting. On one hand, these links “lent enormous 
economic-cum-political power to dominant actors in [the] media markets. 
But at the same time, it . . . made them immediately vulnerable to financial 
crises in the domestic economy” (Öncü, , p. ), as the financial crisis of 
 clearly showed.10 

e changes that occurred in the s and early s, namely the con-
centration of media ownership in the hands of large, private conglomerates 
and the fierce commercialism promoted by warring private television chan-
nels, had far reaching repercussions for the country’s media structure. Ac-

                                                       
 9 Öncü () suggests that “despite their enormous intellectual prestige and political influence, 

they were never able to accumulate the kind of wealth and economic power associated with 
the rising industrial tycoons of the post- World War II decades” (p. ). 

 10 “Dinç Bilgin was wiped out during the financial crisis of , following the collapse of his 
Etibank and his imprisonment on the charges of fraud. Similarly, İhlas Finance, the linchpin 
of Enver Ören’s İhlas conglomerate, collapse and le behind a much-weakened media group. 
Doğuş Holding ended up selling its influential -hour news channel NTV” (Öncü, , p. 
).  
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cording to Kaya and Çakmur (), these developments had three main con-
sequences. First, especially as a direct result of the “media wars” among tele-
vision channels, scandal, sports and popular entertainment started to domi-
nate the content shown on television and covered by the news media. e 
news media in Turkey came to be identified with tabloidization and infotain-
ment. “Second, the journalistic autonomy has even reduced compared to ear-
lier periods as the means of suppression has doubled with the entrance of the 
business interests in addition to favoring the political” (Yavçan and Ongur, 
, p. ). And third, there was a rapid increase in conservative, Islamist me-
dia (Kaya and Çakmur, , p. ). In fact, as Ayata () suggests, commu-
nication is the area where the rise of religiosity is visible most visible (p. ). 
Saktanber () makes a similar argument, underlining that the commercial-
ization of Turkish broadcasting that accompanied the ending of the monopoly 
of Turkish Radio and Television (TRT) in  was the most important social 
rupture experienced in Turkey in that decade. It played a vital role in the “dis-
semination of Islamic messages and the creation of its popular cultural forms” 
(p. ). From the s onwards, “‘Islamic’ radio stations, newspapers, mag-
azines, music groups, novelists, and filmmakers that cater to Muslim audi-
ences have become a thriving cultural market in Turkey” (Öncü, , p. ). 
Television serials, cartoons, “as well as the ‘small media’ like Islamic postcards, 
graffiti, stickers and posters started to appear in the market, thereby constitut-
ing an important aspect of Islamic popular culture” (Saktanber, , p. ). 
is was coupled with the proliferation of the Internet and Islamic, conserva-
tive online discussion groups and websites in the s. 

Despite all this, Öncü () makes the critical point that these conserva-
tive media, especially television channels, failed to accomplish their initial aim 
of luring pious audiences away from seductive infotainment broadcasting. 

e first experiments with “Islamic” broadcasting in the mid-s re-
vealed that Turkish audiences – devout or not – were not interested in 
religiously edifying programs on television. Since then, the dilemma 
of reconciling light entertainment with the cultural codes of “Islamic 
modesty” on the visual landscape of television has been the Achilles 
heel of alternative-Muslim channels. ey have either undergone 
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mainstreaming, or remained restricted to a very narrowly based audi-
ence. (p. ) 

Saktanber () makes a similar argument and points out that the elements 
that constitute commercial forms of popular Islamic culture are not innova-
tions but rather “appear to be duplications of the forms prevalent in general 
youth culture” (p. ). is, in turn, supports the assumption that conserva-
tism was gradually mainstreamed in Turkish popular culture in general and 
in the media in particular, especially aer the AKP’s rise to power in the early 
s. 

When the AKP came to power in , the party made “centralized con-
trol of communications and “proactive information management” one of its 
top priorities” (Öncü, , p. ). Hence, it dedicated significant energy to 
reshaping the media structure and the pattern of media ownership in the 
country. According to Akser and Baybars-Hawks (), developments sur-
rounding the Uzan Group, one of the major business conglomerates in Turkey 
in the s with investments in the media sector, can be regarded as a perfect 
example of the AKP’s imagining of the media sector in Turkey when it first 
came to power in . 

e Uzan family was known for its lavish lifestyle and together with 
very powerful media outlets they also owned the second largest GSM 
Company (TELSIM) in Turkey that was in business with the cell phone 
manufacturer Motorola. e family group benefited greatly from the 
privatization tenders in the s. Most of the Uzan family were al-
ready being investigated by the previous governments for the misman-
agement of their banks and not paying Motorola its share of billions of 
dollars of cellphones sold. Cem Uzan entered two consecutive elec-
tions is  and  and his party attracted an unprecedented voter 
turnout (around  percent of all of the popular vote). Uzan was critical 
of the AKP in the  elections and targeted the prime minister in 
every public speech he made. Lawsuits followed aer the election and 
Uzan family members fled the country and their companies were sized 
by the Savings Deposit Insurance Fund (TMSF). e media assets of 
the Uzan Group were sold to either international corporation, such as 
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the Canadian company, CanWest, or to groups friendly to the govern-
ment. e Uzan Group lost Star TV, Star Newspaper, Metro FM, Rock 
FM and Joy FM along with its national GSM operator license (Adaklı 
: -). e Doğan Group, which was on good terms with the 
AKP at that time, acquired Star TV and became the most powerful 
media conglomerate. (pp. -) 

e AKP’s second election victory in  marked a significant change to the 
structure of the media and to the government’s relationship with media 
groups. As Tunç () underlines, aer  “the structure of media changed 
radically with the increase of media outlets openly supporting government 
policies and with the AKP’s move toward a more authoritarian control of the 
media” (p. ). Corke et al. () also confirm Tunç’s observation with re-
ferrence to the acquisition of Sabah-ATV by a pro-government conglomerate, 
Çalık Holding, and to the massive fine issued to the Doğan Media Group in 
. 

As the AKP strengthened its political position, it began to assert more 
control over the media sector, and the old red lines were replaced with 
new ones. An important step came in  when the country’s second-
largest media group, Sabah-ATV, was sold to Çalık Holding – the com-
pany where Erdoğan’s son-in-law Berat Albayrak was the CEO of the 
company. at same year, the government took aim at the largest me-
dia owner in the country, Doğan Media Group. Doğan had enraged 
PM Erdoğan when its flagship papers, Hürriyet and Milliyet, gave ex-
tensive front-page coverage of a German court case, accusing several 
prominent Turkish citizens with ties to the top of the AKP of embez-
zling tens of millions of dollars from a Turkish charity. Erdoğan re-
sponded by calling for a boycott of the entire media group [and in Feb-
ruary , the group was] hit with a  million tax fine, raised in 
September of the same year to . billion, four-fihs of the market 
capitalization of the entire company. (p. ) 

e duration of the AKP’s second term was filled with equally controversial 
practices with respect to the transformation of media structures and the de-
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cline of journalistic freedom. e launch of the Ergenekon case in  re-
sulted in the arrest and imprisonment of ten journalists, and YouTube was 
banned in the country from May  to October  due to complaints 
about videos insulting Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. In September , two weeks 
aer his constitutional referendum victory, then Prime Minister Tayyip 
Erdoğan met with Turkey’s top media executives and called for a new era of 
responsible journalism. 

But the most fundamental event that cemented government ties to the 
conglomerate-dominated media was the Gezi Park events in . Şanlı () 
summarizes the role played by the media during the events as follows: 

e government’s influence on the mass media in Turkey has been un-
equivocally brought to the forefront by the Gezi events of mid-. At 
the beginning of the events, on  May , when a major clash be-
tween the protestors and police forces was taking place on Istanbul’s 
famous Taksim Square, CNN’s Turkish affiliate, CNN Türk was show-
ing a documentary about penguins, and other popular news channels, 
like NTV were similarly turning a blind eye. roughout the summer 
of , major news and mainstream channels continued to show little 
interest in the massive anti-government protests surrounding the Gezi 
movement, while devoting ample live coverage to the prime minister’s 
public appearances and speeches. As a result, social media outlets 
Twitter and Facebook, as well as small independent television net-
works such as Halk TV, gained the upper hand in informing the public 
about the events. (Şanlı, ) 
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Figure . e broadcast of CNN Türk alongside the broadcast of CNN 
International on  June  at : a.m. Reprinted from “Les-
sons from last weekend: Press chill,” by J. Meyer, , Re-
trieved from http://blog.jhmeyer.net///media-chill-in-
turkey-news-from-penguin.html . Copyright - by 
James H. Meyer. 

It is difficult to assess the number of media representatives affected by their 
coverage of and position on the Gezi Park protests. e Journalists Union of 
Turkey declared that fiy-nine journalists were fired or forced out between  
May and  July . is number increased to around eighty by August, in-
cluding veteran journalists like Can Dündar (who was fired from Milliyet 
newspaper), Can Ataklı (who resigned from Vatan newspaper), Nilay Örnek 
(who was fired from Akşam newspaper), Ayhan Bölükbaşı (who was put on 
compulsory leave by Show TV news) and Yavuz Baydar (who was fired from 
Sabah newspaper). e entire staff of the NTV Tarih magazine was fired for 
preparing a special edition dedicated to the Gezi Park protests. “e AKP 
mayor of Ankara, Melih Gökçek, started a Twitter campaign against BBC re-
porter Selin Girit with the hashtag “Don’t be a spy in the name of England 
Selin Girit” (Corke et al., , p. ). In November, two employees of the public 
television channel TRT were fired for sharing pro-Gezi content on their per-
sonal social media accounts. 
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Figure . Cover of the censored edition of NTV’s Tarih magazine. Re-
printed from “How a history magazine fell victim to self-cen-
sorship,” by A. Finkel, (n.d.), Retrieved from https://free-
domhouse.org/report/democracy-crisis-corruption-media-
and-power-turkey/how-history-magazine-fell-victim-self . 
Copyright  by Freedom House. 

Less than six months aer the Gezi Park protests, Turkish media underwent 
yet another historical development with the revelation of the most serious cor-
ruption scandal in the country’s recent history. Following the leak of wire-
tapped conversations among Erdoğan, several other leading figures of the 
AKP, and businessmen including media owners, YouTube and Twitter were 
temporarily blocked, and the attacks on Gülenist media began. Initially, over 
twenty journalists and staff members from Zaman newspaper and Samanyolu 
TV were arrested. e arrest of the paper’s editor-in-chief, Ekrem Dumanlı, 
the government takeover of the newspaper in early , and its eventual close 
on  July  followed along with the closure of other pro-Gülenist media 
outlets including Mehtap TV, Samanyolu TV, Yumurcak TV, and Cihan News 
Agency in the aermath of an attempted coup on  July . 

e failed coup of  July  is also a milestone for the Turkish media 
landscape. e Turkish government declared a three-month state of emer-
gency five days aer the incident and extended it for an additional ninety days 
that October. As of December ,  media outlets have been shut down 
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and  journalists have been imprisoned, including veteran conservative 
writers and academics such as Nazlı Ilıcak, Şahin Alpay, and Ali Bulaç, under 
the rule by decree. 

Media outlets targeted for shut down by decree included Kurdish media 
along with publications with ties to the Fethullah Gülen Terrorist Organiza-
tion (Fethullah Gülen Terör Örgütü or FETÖ), which raised criticism that the 
government leveraged the coup attempt as an excuse to crack down on all 
journalists and publications that were critical of the government (Malsin, 
). 

Turkey has never had a good international record with respect to media 
literacy and freedom, and recent developments under the state of emergency 
have only contributed to this poor picture. According to the World Press 
Trends  report, newspapers reach only . percent of the adult popula-
tion in Turkey, significantly below the average and even below the countries 
such as Egypt (. percent), Lebanon (. percent), Malaysia (. per-
cent), Serbia ( percent) and South Africa (. percent). “Since , there 
has been a consistent drop in Turkey’s place in global human rights watch lists 
concerning freedom of the press” (Akser and Baybars-Hawks, , p. ). 
Turkey currently ranks th of the  nations in the  World Press Free-
dom Index, a drop of six places when compared to . Given the number of 
arrests of journalists aer the coup attempt, Turkey is being criticized for be-
coming “the world’s largest prison for journalists” (“EU lawmakers criticize 
Turkey,” ). 

..  e Current Media Landscape in Turkey: Major Media Groups 
and Political Affiliations 

Prior to March , mainstream media groups operating in Turkey could be 
grouped in three main categories: ose whose owners were affiliated with the 
government (popularly known as the “pool media” or “partisan media”), the 
Doğan Group with its efforts to stay neutral, and the opposition, which in-
cluded outlets such as Sözcü and Cumhuriyet newspapers and a few key online 
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portals (bianet.org, t.com.tr, and diken.com.tr) not owned by conglomer-
ates but which are critical of the government.11 In March , however, the 
Doğan Group was sold to the Demirören Group, a renowned pro-government 
conglomerate in the country which annihilated the second category.12 

...  e Partisan and “Pool” Media 

e pool media became a term to describe conglomerates whose media prop-
erties are in the service of the government aer phone conversations, which 
included conversations between then Minister of Communications and 
Transport Binali Yıldırım and the owners of major construction firms seeking 
to win contracts for Istanbul’s multibillion-dollar third airport, were leaked 
on  December . e owners were encouraged by Yıldırım to contribute 
money to a “pool” to buy one of the country’s largest media companies, Sa-
bah-ATV, from Çalık Holding. is led to the expression “the pool media” 
(havuz medyası), a term used today to refer to pro-government media compa-
nies in general which are financed by a number of conglomerates. ese con-
glomerates, which also operate in sectors such as construction, energy, min-
ing, and tourism and have won huge government tenders, include the 
Albayrak Group, Ciner Group, Demirören Group, İhlas Group, Doğuş Group, 
Kalyon Group, and the Ethem Sancak companies. 

                                                       
 11 Because the main subject of analysis of this dissertation is the mainstream print press, the 

focus is on national daily newspapers and their ownership. 
 12 is categorization was previously much more exhaustive and included conglomorates that 

had an organic relationship with the Gülen movement (popularly known as the “parallel me-
dia”) as well as Kurdish outlets such as the DIHA and JINHA news agencies and dailies in-
cluding Azadiya Welat and Özgür Gündem. With respect to the former, aer the relationship 
between the Gülen movement and the AKP fell through and the AKP labeled it as a terrorist 
organization, Gülenist press outlets such as Zaman newspaper were either closed down or 
transformed into pro-government outlets. e same process was applied to Kurdish media 
outlets as well. Majority journalists who worked for publications that focused on the Kurdish 
question have been arrested and charged with terror propaganda. 
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ALBAYRAK GROUP AND YENI ŞAFAK (“NEW DAWN”) NEWSPAPER: 

Albayrak Group, which owns Albayrak Media Group, was established in  
as a construction company. Since , it has expanded into other sectors in-
cluding machinery, production, media, logistics, waste management, and sea-
port management. e company was founded by Ahmet Albayrak, and until 
his death in , it was run by him and his six sons: Ahmet, Nuri, Bayram, 
Kazım, Muzaffer, and Mustafa Albayrak. e group has won dozens of public 
tenders since the s, especially from local municipalities, ranging from the 
construction of the Istanbul metro to the production of tanks for the Turkish 
army. e Albayrak family has close ties to the AKP, and President Erdoğan 
was a witness at the wedding of Nuri Albayrak in  and attended his son's 
engagement ceremony in . Berat Albayrak married the president’s eldest 
daughter in  and became a member of the parliament aer the elections 
of  June . On  November , he was appointed as Minister for Energy 
and Natural Resources in the sixty-fourth government of Turkey. 

Albayrak Media Group has owned Yeni Şafak daily newspaper since , 
but Yeni Şafak was first founded in  by a medical doctor Yakup Yönten 
(who was head of the Doctors Union Foundation), and Tufan Mengi. Aer 
only one and a half months, the Doctors Union Foundation had to cease pub-
lication of the newspaper due to economic difficulties. e newspaper was 
subsequently acquired by the head of the Ensar Foundation, Ahmet Şişman. 
Daily publication of Yeni Şafak resumed on  January  under İz Publish-
ing, and it was published by the company until March . e editors-in-
chief of the newspaper included prominent conservative figures such as Nabi 
Avcı, Mehmet Ocaktan, Akif Emre, and Yusuf Kaplan.13 

Aer acquisition by the Albayrak Group, the newspaper maintained its Is-
lamic-conservative editorial line and became a safe harbor for Turkish jour-
nalists such as Mehmet Barlas, Nazlı Ilıcak, and Cengiz Çandar following the 
military memorandum of  February  . Yeni Şafak is currently one of 

                                                       
 13 e editors-in-chief of Yeni Şafak in chronological order are: Zakir Barutçu, Mehmet Ocak-

tan, Nabi Avcı, Mehmet Ocaktan, Akif Emre, Yusuf Kaplan, Selahattin Sadıkoğlu, Mustafa 
Karaalioğlu, Yusuf Ziya Cömert, İbrahim Cömert, and İbrahim Karagül (since ). 
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the ten most read daily newspapers in Turkey with a circulation of over  
thousand. 

CINER GROUP 

Ciner Group was founded in  and focused on the trade of replacement car 
parts, but in the s, the group started conducting business in a vast variety 
of domains ranging from energy, mining, media, and textile production to 
services and media – sectors that require an ongoing relationship with the 
government.14 

In September , Ciner Publishing Holding, which currently manages 
Haberturk.com, Haberturk Radyo, Haberturk TV, and Ajans Haberturk, was 
founded under the Ciner Group. A print newspaper which was in circulation 
until March  shied to an online-only format in July . e holding's 
portfolio also includes international television and radio channels and jour-
nals, including Bloomberg TV, Bloomberg HT Radyo, and local editions of 
Newsweek, FHM, Marie Claire Maison, Marie Claire, Food and Travel, GEO, 
and Mother and Baby. 

KALYON GROUP AND SABAH (“MORNING”) NEWSPAPER 

Kalyon Group is a Turkish conglomerate founded in  by Hasan Kalyoncu, 
a close friend of former Prime Minister Turgut Özal. Kalyon Group started 
operating in the construction sector and gradually expanded its operations 
into the energy and infrastructure sectors, winning major public contracts in-
cluding Istanbul's Metrobüs system and the redevelopment of Taksim Gezi 
Park involving the construction of the Taksim Military Barracks. On the me-
dia front, the group has own in the Turkuvaz Media Group since . 

Sabah newspaper has a long history dating to the late Ottoman period. 
“e founder of the newspaper was Professor Diran Kelekian, a mentor of 
many of the Young Turks who went on to lead a nationalist revolution in ” 
(“Sabah,” n.d.); consequently, Sabah became a mouthpiece of the Young 
Turks. In , Dinç Bilgin re-founded the newspaper with a new editorial line 

                                                       
 14 In leaked wiretaps from , “then Prime Minister Erdoğan called M. Fatih Saraç (deputy 

head of the Board of Directors of HT) and asked him to remove controversial media coverage 
from the newspaper” (Bıçakçı et al., ). 
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and style. e Bilgin Group peaked in the s with investments in the tele-
vision broadcasting and financial sectors (with the purchase of Etibank to-
gether with the Çağlar Group), but the group was seriously affected by the 
 financial crisis. Etibank and the media companies were confiscated, and 
aer negotiations with the Savings Deposit Insurance Fund of Turkey (Tasar-
ruf Mevduatı Sigorta Fonu or TMSF), these companies were leased to Ciner 
Group. “e Ciner Group bought the media companies with an agreement it 
signed with TMSF in , on payment conditions extending over  years. 
However, due to allegations of a secret agreement between Dinç Bilgin and 
Turgay Ciner, on  April  TMSF confiscated the media enterprises held by 
Ciner with the intent to sell” (Sözeri and Güney, , p. ). At that time, these 
media companies were grouped together under the name Turkuvaz Radyo 
Televizyon Gazetecilik ve Yayıncılık – a joint stock company owned by a group 
of pro-AKP companies and individuals including Çalık Holding A.Ş (), 
Çalık Turizm Kültür İnşaat Sanayi ve Ticaret A.Ş. (), Gapyapı İnşaat A.Ş. 
(), Ahmet Çalık (), and Serhat Albayrak (the brother of Erdoğan's son-
in-law Berat Albayrak) (). Zirve Holding (a company of the Kalyon Group 
owned by Ömer Faruk Kalyoncu) bought the Turkuvaz Media Group (Sabah-
ATV) in . Serhat Albayrak, the brother of the Minister of Energy Berat 
Albayrak, is vice chair of the Turkuvaz Media Group. “e Group holds the 
TV channels ATV (national) and ATV Avrupa (satellite), in addition to four 
newspapers, namely Sabah, Yeni Asır, Takvim and Fotomaç, and a total of  
magazines,  of which are monthly and  weekly” (Sözeri and Güney, , p. 
). 

Sabah is currently among the top three most-read newspapers in Turkey 
with a circulation of over  thousand. As its ownership makes clear, it has a 
pro-government, anti-opposition editorial line. 

DEMİRÖREN GROUP 

Demirören Holding is a Turkish conglomerate owned entirely by the Demi-
rören family with interests in media, energy, mining, and construction. It 
openly supports the ruling AKP and has close ties to President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan. e group’s journey into the media sector began in May  with 
the purchase of Milliyet and Vatan daily papers from the Doğan Group. 
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e daily Milliyet was founded in May  by journalist Ali Naci Karacan, 
and the newspaper and Adnan Menderes’ DP mutually supported each other 
economically and politically. In a short period, Milliyet became one of the 
most important, effective, upmarket newspapers in Turkey, particularly due to 
its legendary editor in chief, Abdi İpekçi. İpekçi made his mark on the paper 
with his high ethical and journalistic standards. On  February , İpekçi 
was murdered, and Ercüment Karacan, the son of Ali Naci Karacan who had 
taken over the newspaper aer his father’s death in , sold the newspaper 
to Aydın Doğan. Aer the Doğan Media Group was issued a massive fine in 
, Milliyet, together with Vatan, was sold to the “Demirören–Karacan joint 
venture for US  million: US . million and US  million for Milliyet 
and Vatan, respectively” (Tunç and Görgülü, , p. ) in May . In Feb-
ruary , the Karacan Group sold its shares to Demirören Group, making 
the Demirören family the sole owner of Milliyet (and Vatan) newspaper. In 
March , Demirören bought the remaining media assets of the Doğan Me-
dia Company for  million. 

Aer the transfer of the newspaper to the Demirören Group, Milliyet grad-
ually adopted a pro-government editorial line. In early , two renowned 
female journalists and academics, Ece Temelkuran and Nuray Mert, were fired 
from Milliyet. Hasan Cemal and Can Dündar followed in  aer taking 
critical stances against the AKP with respect to the Gezi Park protests. In , 
Kadri Gürsel and Meral Tamer were also fired aer the management censored 
columns critical of the government. Since the acquisition of the other media 
assets of Doğan, the dailies Hürriyet and Posta and the mainstream television 
channels Kanal D and CNN Türk have also undergone a major restructuring, 
and veteran journalists including Taha Akyol, Fikret Bila, Deniz Zeyrek, and 
Mehmet M. Yılmaz have parted ways with the new owners. 

İHLAS GROUP 

e history of İhlas Holding began with the foundation of Hakikat newspaper 
in . In  the conservative national daily was renamed Türkiye newspa-
per and is still being published. 

e holding itself was created in  and soon turned into a conglomerate 
with assets in construction, trade, energy, mining, health, education, and 
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home appliances in addition to media. Türkiye newspaper and TGRT televi-
sion are İhlas Holding’s flagship media assets, but the group also has maga-
zines focusing on specific market segments. ese include children’s maga-
zines, food culture and women’s magazines, textile and interior design 
magazines, automotive magazines, building and construction magazines, and 
economy magazines. 

ESMEDYA/ETHEM SANCAK 

Born in Siirt in , Ethem Sancak started a small pharmaceutical business 
in the s which grew into a conglomerate that operated internationally and 
included a hospital chain. His presence in the media sector began in , 
when the TMSF seized Güneş and Akşam newspapers, SkyTurk  along with 
two radio channels and various magazines, as well as websites aer Çukurova 
Holding failed to make payments on its debt. In June , the TMSF sold the 
Çukurova Group's Show TV to the Ciner Group conglomerate for  mil-
lion, and in November , Sancak reached a deal with Çukurova Holding to 
buy the Türkmedya group for  million. “In , he also acquired all shares 
of the Star Media Group (that owns Star Newspaper and  TV) from busi-
nessman Fettah Tamince” (“Ethem Sancak Group,” n.d.). 

Sancak is a passionate supporter of the AKP and particularly of President 
Erdoğan himself. “He has famously said he was ‘in love’ with Erdoğan and 
would sacrifice his family for him, and has admitted to having entered media 
to support him” (“Ethem Sancak Group,” n.d.). In addition to media invest-
ments, Sancak also holds an advisory role in the AKP organization, and in 
, as the only participant in the public tender, he acquired the company 
BMC, which produces heavy vehicles (tanks and water cannons) for the Turk-
ish armed forces. 

DOĞUŞ GROUP 

Doğuş Holding is a family business owned by the Şahenk family. It was 
founded in  and has become a leading Turkish conglomerate active in sec-
tors ranging from the financial services, construction, and automotive sectors 
to real estate, energy, and entertainment. Doğuş Media Group, a company of 
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Doğuş Holding, was established in  with the acquisition of NTV. It cur-
rently holds seven television channels, various online brands, four radio sta-
tions, and seven monthly magazine licenses including Vogue Turkey, Conde 
Nast, National Geographic, Glamour, and GQ. 

e group, especially NTV, was criticized for its muted response to the 
Gezi Park protests in . In leaked wiretaps released in December , the 
editor-in-chief of the media group, Nermin Yurteri, “was heard having a con-
versation with then the Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s chief advisor 
Yalçın Akdoğan . . . [who pressured] her to have pro-government quests on 
air among various other editorial interferences” (“Doğuş Group,” n.d.). 

...  Failed Efforts to Stay Neutral: e Doğan Group and Hürriyet 
Newspaper 

e Doğan family entered the media sector in  with the acquisition of the 
popular daily Milliyet from the Karacan family, and they expanded their media 
portfolio with the acquisition of Hürriyet and Kanal D in  and CNN Türk 
in . e Doğan Group also operates in other domains, including the en-
ergy, tourism, insurance, banking, and automotive sectors. Before the acqui-
sition of its media assets by Demirören in early , the Doğan Group orga-
nized “its operations in the telecommunications, finance, and media sectors 
in such a way to create a synergy between them and aims to attain its goals by 
making its operations in different industries mutually benefit from one an-
other” (Alver and Çağlar, , p. ). e holding’s media wing was active in 
publishing (Doğan Kitap), music (DMC), and film-production (ANS, Hürri-
yet Yapım, D Prodüksiyon). It had four newspapers (Hürriyet, Posta, Fanatik, 
Hürriyet Daily News), numerous magazines, one news agency (Doğan News 
Agency or DHA), five television channels (Kanal D, Star, CNN Türk, Interaktif 
TV and Shopping TV), one digital television platform (D-Smart), and four 
radio stations (Radyo D, Slowturk, Radyo Moda, and CNN Türk Radyo). 

Doğan Media Group was an early supporter of the AKP and was enthusi-
astic about the AKP’s commitment to European Union membership and its 
emphasis on freedoms, individual rights, and liberties. is, however, started 
to change aer the AKP’s second election victory, especially aer . Aer 
a year long confrontation, the relationship broke down when Hürriyet and 
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Milliyet newspapers gave extensive front-page coverage to the Deniz Feneri 
case, “accusing several prominent Turkish citizens with ties to the top of the 
AKP of embezzling tens of millions of dollars from a Turkish charity” (Corke 
et al., , p. ). e AKP government, most notably Erdoğan, responded by 
calling for a boycott of the media group and accused Aydın Doğan of being a 
supporter of terrorism. In February , “Doğan Media Group was hit with 
a  million tax fine, raised in September of the same year to . billion, 
four-fihs of the market capitalization of the entire company” (Tunç, , p. 
).15 e extensive court proceedings forced the Doğan Group to downsize 
its media investments, which resulted in the sale of two newspapers, Milliyet 
and Vatan, to Demirören Holding in May . 

e remaining media outlets of the Doğan Group toned down criticism of 
the AKP government aer the fine was levied, but the relationship between 
the Doğan family and President Erdoğan remained sour. e family “contin-
ued to face government pressure, including attacks on (Aydın Doğan) in pro-
government media and a series of lawsuits” (Pitel, ). Finally, in March 
, it was announced that Doğan had agreed to sell his media businesses to 
the Demirören Group. e acquisition was confirmed soon aer, and in April 
, the Demirören Group became the new, formal owner of the Doğan Me-
dia Group’s assets. Foreign press including the Economist and the Financial 
Times commented that the sale of the Doğan Group outlets consolidated gov-
ernment control over the mainstream Turkish media and represented “the de-
parture of one of the remaining media owners who was not intimately linked 
to Mr. Erdoğan’s circles” (Pitel, ). 

...  e Opposition: Sözcü, Cumhuriyet, and Internet Media as an Al-
ternative 

ere are only a handful of newspapers and media outlets that can be regarded 
as having an oppositional stance. When newspapers critical of the government 
were closed one aer another, a few online news portals emerged, the most 
notable ones being bianet.org, T, and diken.com.tr. 

                                                       
 15 “e fine was based on an allegation that the company had sold  of the shares of Doğan 

Media to Alex Springer earlier than it was stated” (“Doğan Group,” n.d.). 
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SÖZCÜ NEWSPAPER 

Sözcü newspaper, published since  by Estetik Publishing which is owned 
by Burak Aksoy, is a popular, independent daily known for its staunch support 
of the republican, Kemalist tradition and its anti-government stance. 

As pressures on media gradually increased under the AKP, Sözcü slowly 
became a meeting place for renowned columnists known for their opposition 
to the government, including Can Dündar, Emin Çölaşan, Yılmaz Özdil, Bekir 
Coşkun, and Soner Yalçın. 

CUMHURİYET NEWSPAPER 

Cumhuriyet newspaper behan to be published in May  with the efforts of 
Yunus Nadi Abalıoğlu, a renowned journalist with close ties with Atatürk. 
Naturally, the newspaper adopted a tenaciously republican, secular editorial 
line – a course that has been maintained to the present. e newspaper con-
tinues to advocate for secular values, a free market, and democracy. Aer the 
death of Yunus Nadi in , his son and daughter-in-law, Nadir and Berin 
Nadi, took over the publication of the newspaper. Since , following Berin 
Nadi’s death, the newspaper has been published by the Cumhuriyet Founda-
tion. 

Since the AKP's rise to power, Cumhuriyet has taken an oppositional 
stance, critical of the government and its policies, and slowly became a target 
of the government. Cumhuriyet's editor-in-chief, Can Dündar, and the daily's 
Ankara bureau chief, Erdem Gül, were sentenced to five years in prison “on 
charges of collecting and revealing secret documents for espionage and sup-
porting terrorist organization (but not being a member) as the accusations 
were based on reports in Cumhuriyet regarding Syria-bound trucks sent by 
the National Intelligence Agency (MIT)” (“Turkish prosecutor seeks arrests,” 
). e two journalists were released but banned from overseas travel aer 
more than three months in prison when the Constitutional Court ruled that 
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Dündar and Gül’s fundamental rights were violated.16 In early , the news-
paper reprinted cartoons from Charlie Hebdo, the French magazine that was 
attacked for depicting the prophet Muhammad in its cartoons. e newspaper 
was placed under a continious police watch due to serious threats that staff 
regularly receive. 

In , Turkish police detained editor-in-chief Murat Sabuncu and fieen 
other senior staff members based on suspicions that they committed crimes 
on behalf of both the Gülen movement, which masterminded the coup at-
tempt on  July , and the PKK. 

Table . Major Media Conglomerates in Turkey, November  

Company 
Name 

Owner Media Portfolio Political 
Affilia-
tion 

Company 
Activity Areas 

Albayrak 
Group 

Albayrak 
Family 

Yeni Şafak, TV Net, Tempo TV, 
Derin Tarih, Lokma, Nihayet, Derin 
Ekonomi, Cins, Gerçek Hayat, 
Kırmızı Beyaz, Skyroad, Bilge 
Çocuk, Bilge Minik, ye-
nisafak.com.tr, tvnet.com.tr, 
gazetemanset.com, dergilik.com, 
nerdesiniz.com, derintarih.com, 
lokmadergisi.com, der-
inekonomi.com, 
gercekhayat.com.tr, cins.com.tr, 
skyroad.com.tr, bilgecocuk.com, 
bilgeminikdergi.com 

Pro-gov-
ernment 

Construction, 
industry (tex-
tiles, paper, on-
vehicle material, 
tractors and 
motors), logis-
tics, services (IT, 
waste manage-
ment, personnel 
services, hotel 
management)  

                                                       
 16 Dündar went abroad aer his release. In late , Turkish authorities issued an arrest warrant 

for him as part of an investigation into Gezi Park protests. “Prosecutors said he played an 
active role in the protests and provoked public unrest through social media. ey also said he 
supported members of a terrorist organisation against the police” (“Turkish authorities seek 
arrest,” ). 
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Company 
Name 

Owner Media Portfolio Political 
Affilia-
tion 

Company 
Activity Areas 

Ciner 
Group 

Turgay 
Ciner 

Habertürk TV, Show TV, Bloom-
berg HT, Show Max, Show Turk, 
Habertürk Radio, Bloomberg HT 
Radio, haberturk.com, busi-
nessht.com.tr, hthayat.com, bloom-
berght.com 
Print daily went online-only as of 
July . 

Pro-gov-
ernment 

Energy and 
mining, con-
struction, medi-
cal, tourism, 
ports, sea and 
air transport, in-
surance, glass 
manufacture 

Kalyon 
Group 

Ömer Fa-
ruk 
Kalyoncu 

Sabah, Takvim, Fotomaç, Yeni Asır, 
Sabah Avrupa, Sabah USA, İşte İn-
san, Sabah Emlak, Sabah Sarı Say-
falar, Cafe Ruj, ATV, A Haber, Yeni 
Asır TV, Minika, ATV Avrupa, A 
Haber Radio, Radio Turkuvaz, 
Radyo Romantik, Turkuvaz Efsane, 
Vav Radio, A Spor Radio, www.sa-
bah.com.tr, www.takvim.com.tr, 
www.ahaber.com.tr, www.ahber-
radyo.com.tr, www.atv.com.tr, 
www.turkuvazradyolar.com 

Pro-gov-
ernment 

Construction, 
energy 

Demi-
rören 
Group 

Demi-
rören 
Family 

Milliyet, milliyet.com.tr, milliyet.tv, 
gazetevatan.com, skorer.com 
Vatan newspaper went online-only 
as of November . 

Pro-gov-
ernment 

Energy, manu-
facturing, tour-
ism, ports, con-
struction, 
education 

Demi-
rören 
Group 
(former 
Doğan 
Group 
publica-
tions) 

Demi-
rören 
Family 

Hürriyet, Posta, Fanatik, Hürriyet 
Daily News, Kanal D, CNN Türk, 
tv, Dream TV, Kanal D Romanya, 
Euro D, Radyo D, Slow Turk, CNN 
Türk Radio, DHA, www.hurri-
yet.com.tr, www.fanatik.com.tr, 
www.posta.com.tr, 
www.cnnturk.com, 
www.kanald.com.tr, www.netd.com, 
www.hurriyetaile.com, 
www.bigpara.com,  

Previ-
ously 
neutral. 
Pro-gov-
ernment 
aer ac-
quisition 
by the 
Demi-
rören 
Group  

Energy, manu-
facturing, tour-
ism, ports, con-
struction, 
education 
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Company 
Name 

Owner Media Portfolio Political 
Affilia-
tion 

Company 
Activity Areas 

İhlas 
Group 

Ahmet 
Mücahid 
Ören 

Türkiye, TGRT Haber TV, TGRT 
Belgesel TV, TGRT FM, İhlas News 
Agency, www.ihlas.net 

Pro-gov-
ernment 

Construction, 
mining, produc-
tion and trade 
(marketing, 
home appli-
ances, bicycle, 
logistics, cater-
ing), health, ed-
ucation  

Esmedya Ethem 
Sancak 

Akşam, Güneş, Star, Alem, Platin, 
TV,  TV, TV , Alem FM, Lig 
Radio, ligradyo.com.tr, 
aksam.com.tr, gunes.com, 
star.com.tr 

Pro-gov-
ernment 

Vehicles, mili-
tary vehicles 

Doğuş 
Group 

Şahenk 
Family 

NTV, Star TV, NTV Spor, KRAL 
TV, Kral Pop TV, NTV Avrupa, Eu-
rostar, NTV Radio, Kral FM, Kral 
Pop Radio, Kral World Radio, 
ntv.com.tr, ntvpara.com, 
ntvspor.net, startv.com.tr, tvyo.com, 
kralmuzik.com.tr, vogue.com.tr, 
glamour.com.tr, gq.com.tr, cntravel-
ler.com.tr, nationalgeo-
graphic.com.tr 

Pro-gov-
ernment 

Banking and fi-
nance, automo-
tive, construc-
tion, tourism, 
real estate, en-
ergy, food and 
beverages, retail 

Estetik 
Publishing 

Burak 
Akbay 

Sözcü, sozcu.com.tr, Gırgır, AMK, 
Korkusuz 

Anti-
govern-
ment 

 

Cumhuri-
yet Foun-
dation 

 Cumhuriyet, cumhuriyet.com.tr Anti-
govern-
ment 
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Table . Top Mainstream National Newspapers in Turkey ( -  February 
) 

Title Average Daily Circulation Owner 
Sabah , Kalyon Group 
Hürriyet , Demirören Group 
Sözcü , Estetik Yayıncılık 
Posta , Demirören Group 
Türkiye , İhlas Group 
Milliyet , Demirören Group 
Yeni Şafak , Albayrak Group 
Takvim , Kalyon Group 
Güneş , Ethem Sancak 
Akşam , Ethem Sancak 

SOURC E medyatava.com 

INTERNET PORTALS AS AN ALTERNATIVE: T, DİKEN AND BİANET 

As financial and political pressure on media that is critical of the government 
increased and the remaining face significant attacks, a handful of internet por-
tals have emerged to take up the role. In terms of pluralistic content, Bianet 
(bianet.org), Diken (diken.com.tr), and T (t.com.tr) are relevant news 
portals, though they do not rank among the top ten because of their efforts to 
provide a critical view that contrasts most mainstream media. ese portals 
operate in a “partly free” (Corke et al, ) internet environment, but still 
face significant government pressure and are subject to various mechanisms 
and decisions to block them. 

T is one of the most popular portals and is known for its quality jour-
nalism. e portal was founded by Doğan Akın with the aim of “making a big 
change in Turkish journalism” (Akın, ), and features content from various 
renowned academics, authors, and journalists including Murat Belge and 
Yalçın Doğan. e portal is a partner of the German Deutsche Welle and it was 
one of the publications with which WikiLeaks shared confidential documents. 
It is also a target of the government. In February , AKP Ankara Deputy 
Aydın Ünal said, "Cumhuriyet daily and news portals like T should defi-
nitely be closed down. What they are doing is not journalism but making 
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propaganda for the [PKK] terrorist organization” (“Hoş geldin darbeci 
kafası,” ). 

Bianet.org is the oldest of the three and was founded in  for “monitor-
ing and covering media freedom and promoting independent journalism in 
Turkey” (Tunç, ). Apart from publishing news, Bianet also provides train-
ing to relevant stakeholders and organizes conferences as well as national and 
international forums and exchange programs. 

Lastly, Diken (thorn) was launched in January  by Harun Simavi, the 
grandson of the legendary Turkish journalist, author and cartoonist Sedat Si-
mavi. He summarized Diken’s mission “to become the thorn of the Turkish 
media – an industry that is trying to be turned into a rose garden – and protect 
and advocate our tenuous democracy, fundamental freedoms and secularism” 
(Kaynak, ). Diken became one of the alternative news media for Turkish 
readers in a relatively short time and is home to several renowned journalists 
that were forced to leave the mainstream media, including Levent Gültekin, 
Amberin Zaman, and Nuray Mert. 



 



 
Conservative Media and National Education: An Ideolog-
ical Battlefield 

or conservative media, education is a central topic of discussion and a 
battlefield of ideological transformation. Conservatives leverage the 

Turkish education system and the problems related to it as a criticism of sec-
ularists and the republican tradition. eir criticism focuses on the Turkish 
education system in general, the issue of religious education and the IHLs. 

§ .  e Turkish Education System: “Educational Imperialism” 
and “Intellectual Genocide” 

e conservative reaction to the Turkish education system has deep, funda-
mental roots that go back to the policies adopted during the foundation of the 
Turkish republic. According to conservative columnists, the republic founded 
in  put the education system – and consequently the Turkish youth – in a 
hornet’s nest. e top-down Turkish modernization project created an educa-
tion system that deliberately failed the majority so that the minority intelli-
gentsia could continue its tyranny over the masses. In , Yeni Şafak col-
umnist Sami Hocaoğlu calls this intellectual genocide and argues that the 
oligarchical system that the new Turkish republic created in  paved the 
way for a caste system in education. 

F 
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e Turkish education system provides a good education only to a very 
small portion of the students; it fails majority of them. e system does 
not only educate the children of the hand-picked, placeless “white” 
men, but also deliberately fails the children of the “locals.” is murder 
is done willfully. e system was set up this way. . . . You see, it is not 
coincidence that the education system was cleared out, it is deliberate. 
Currently, the job to protect and preserve this caste system in educa-
tion belongs to YÖK. is is the reason why ideological bigotry – not 
merit and competency – is the measure for everything. As long as this 
nation is not freed from YÖK and from the known mindset that la-
beled education “oligarchical service only,” we neither can solve the 
problem of quality education nor ensure equal opportunity in educa-
tion – a requisite of social state. Now, you tell me: Isn’t this “intellectual 
genocide” or what?1 (Hocaoğlu, ) 

is attitude towards the Turkish education system has not changed much 
over the years. Criticisms began to be expressed more openly and coura-
geously, especially as of the AKP’s third election victory. e Gezi Park pro-
tests in summer  put the issue of youth on the agenda of the media, and 
the Gezi generation was accused of being the product of the existing imperi-
alist, alienating, and destructive national education system (Kaplan b). 
Yusuf Kaplan, for example, blames universities for the cultural and moral dis-
integration among the youth and society in general. According to his view, 

                                                       
 1 “Türk eğitim sistemi, çok az öğrenciyi iyi eğitiyor, öğrencilerin çoğunu başarısız kılıyor. Zira, 

bunu hedefliyor. Sadece devşirilmiş ve yersizleşmiş "beyazların" çocuklarını iyi eğitmekle kal-
mıyor, "yerlilerin" çocuklarını da kast-ı mahsus ile başarısız kılıyor. Taammüden işleniyor bu 
cinayet. Sistem başından böyle kurulmuş. . . . Anlayacağınız, eğitimin içinin boşaltılması 
tesadüf değil, kasıtlı bir uygulama. Eğitim alanındaki bu kast sistemini koruma ve tahkim 
etme işi de YÖK'e havale edilmiş durumda. Liyakat ve ehliyet yerine ideolojik yobazlığın ölçü 
alınmasının nedeni de bu. Bu milletin yakası başta YÖK olmak üzere, eğitimin alnına "oli-
garşik hizmete mahsustur" yazan malum zihniyetin elinden kurtarılmadıkça, ne eğitimdeki 
kalite sorunu halledilebilir, ne de sosyal devlet anlayışının bir gereği olan "eğitimde fırsat 
eşitliği" sağlanabilir. Şimdi siz söyleyin: Bunun adı "entelektüel soykırım" değil de nedir?” 
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universities do not provide a good education and were the worst, most endur-
ing source of fallen youth. Universities in Anatolia are causing even the small-
est of cities in the region to degenerate culturally and morally (Kaplan, b). 

In addition to the Gezi Park protests, education was a popular discussion 
in the media in late  due to the AKP government decision to close private 
tutoring schools (dershanes), “suggesting that such schools violate the princi-
ple of equal opportunity in education” while raising “mentally depressed test-
solving machines” (Berber, , p. ). e issue was on the agenda of several 
conservative columnists including Rasim Özdenören, Özlem Albayrak, 
Mehmet Barlas, Sevilay Yükselir, and Yusuf Kaplan. Again, Özdenören ap-
proaches the issue starting with the problems of the Turkish education system 
set up in , which he claims was borrowed from an eighteenth-century 
French education system designed to foster “ballroom elites” (Özdenören, 
, p. ). is education system, the legal framework of which was set up 
with the Law on the Unification of Education that came into effect on  March 
, created a culture of submissiveness and fostered monotype citizens. In-
stead of celebrating the varied interests and talents of children, this law forced 
every student to have an established standardized education and put univer-
sity education as an ultimate ideal, creating the need for dershanes. He argues 
that “[the Law on the Unification of Education] that the totalitarian system 
put into effect to raise monotype individuals and curb multivocality is the larg-
est obstacle in the Turkish education system”2 (Özdenören, , p. ). In or-
der to create a system that does not need derhanes, the number of high school 
graduates should be limited and students should be motivated to enroll in art 
and vocational schools. e opening of private schools should be allowed 
through a change to the Law on the Unification of Education and hence to the 
constitution. 

Sabah was also deeply involved in this discussion and took a strong stance 
on the issue, supporting the government’s decision to close down dershanes. 
Sabah’s editor-in-chief Erdal Şafak even wrote a letter on behalf of the news-

                                                       
 2 “Totaliter sistemin tek tip insan yetiştirmeye ve çok sesliliği önlemeye matuf olarak koyduğu 

bu yasa Türk eğitim sisteminin önündeki en battal engeldir.” 
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paper listing the reasons it supported the government on the issue and accus-
ing the dershanes of being the “master gear” of an overarching system of ex-
ploitation (Şafak, ).  
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Figure . (Le) Sabah report on former AKP deputy Ömer Dinçer’s 
statement on the dershane reform, which drew an analogy be-
tween dershanes and squatter houses, both of which prevent 
the modernization and humanization of the respective sys-
tems. Reprinted from “Ha dershane ha gecekondu,” by M.A. 
Berber, , Sabah, p. . (Right) Sabah editor-in-chief Erdal 
Şafak’s letter to Sabah readers about the newspaper’s firm po-
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sition regarding dershanes. Reprinted from “Duruşumuz çiz-
gimiz,” by E. Şafak, , Sabah, p. . Copyright  by 
PRNet.  

Albayrak, Kaplan, and the former Minister of Education and Sabah columnist 
Hasan Celal Güzel, on the other hand, approach the dershane issue from a 
moral perspective and raise concerns about the government’s decision. ey 
argue that contrary to common claims, dershanes were more than just a source 
of income for the Gülen community. ey filled a moral, social, and cultural 
void that the corrupt education system in Turkey had failed to fill. In fact, they 
claim, dershanes pioneered the principle of equal opportunity in education 
(Güzel, , p. ). So they argue that while the dershane system did have its 
problems, closing them entirely was not the best option. Kaplan goes a step 
further and argues that instead of closing the dershanes, it would be better to 
close down official state schools that weaken children’s moral and mental 
qualities (Kaplan, a). Of course, this moderate media approach to der-
shanes is absent from  onwards aer the relationship between the govern-
ment and the Gülen movement soured and the latter was declared a terrorist 
organization. Aer that, dershanes’ harm to society and the education system 
in general is undisputedly in the conservative media. ese institutions are 
considered imperialist incubation centers of FETÖ to lay siege to the country 
(Öztürk, ). 

§ .  What Kind of an Education System? 

On - December , the National Education Council held its nineteenth 
meeting in Antalya and made the headlines of almost all mainstream newspa-
pers. “e council’s agenda was laden with rather unconventional topics such 
as segregating schools by gender, banning cocktail-mixing classes in tourism 
courses and introducing religious classes for kindergarten and the first three 
years of elementary school. e debates became so heated that on Dec. , Min-
ister of Education Nabi Avci declared the council off-limits for the press, 
which raised further curiosity and tension” (Tremblay, ). 
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e National Education Council meeting coincided with the organization 
of the first Education Congress (- November ) and the third Morality 
Congress (- November ) organized by the Educators Trade Union 
(Eğitim-Bir-Sen) and the Writers Union of Turkey. ese events had broad re-
percussions in the press. Yusuf Kaplan, a prominent columnist at Yeni Şafak, 
dedicates his column to a discussion of problems and opportunities in the cur-
rent educational system and puts forward a roadmap for the reform of na-
tional education that summarized the conservative ideal. 

Kaplan argues that the current education system in Turkey is built upon 
an inferiority complex, acts as the replica of Western universities, and ignores 
local culture and moral values. Hence brilliant graduates are turned into 
“slaves of the West” (Kaplan, c, p. ). According to him, as Turkey is a 
Muslim country, the education system should reflect the community’s needs 
and values of what is good and right; it should not deny its cultural roots and 
values but thrive on them. To do this, the current system needs revolutionary 
reform and should rest on three main pillars: Science (ilim), knowledge 
(irfan), and wisdom (hikmet). In order to achieve this ideal, Kaplan proposes 
the reintroduction of the Islamic madrasa system (Kaplan, a) but ironi-
cally he puts forward prominent Western universities as examples of success-
ful madrasas and quoted American philosopher John Dewey to legitimize his 
approach. 

I propose the madrasa system. When people hear this, they get scared 
because they do not know much about it. John Dewey is the man be-
hind the American education system, and he is one of the top three 
philosophers in the United States. In the s, Turkey invited John 
Dewey and asked him to create a modern educational system. Aer 
careful research, Dewey published a report that says: “You are wrong 
to ask for a new educational system. You have the real system. What 
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you need to do is to renovate your madrasas.” . . . Today, Chicago Uni-
versity in the United States is run by madrasa system.3 (Kaplan, c, 
p. ) 

Kaplan regularly expresses these arguments on his column and raised similar 
points at least yearly in the paper from  to .4 Similar views are raised 
by other conservative journalists, including Süleyman Seyfi Öğün (), Na-
zif Gürdoğan (), and Hasan Öztürk (). ey all see the current edu-
cation system as imperialist and call for systemic reform to reflect local and 
religious culture and values and enable specialization and diversity. 

Another common reform agenda of conservatives is the adoption of a sys-
tem that gives weight to vocational education and training. In this system, ob-
taining a university education should be an option for those who are inter-
ested; the basic purpose of primary education should be to educate children 
based on their specific talents and aptitudes, as in the case of the Enderun 
Collage (palace school) system in the Ottoman Empire. To achieve this aim, 
conservatives propose to open additional vocational education schools and 
create a curriculum that promotes specialization throughout the ++ span. 
Hayrettin Karaman, in his column on  September , touches on this issue 
and argues that such a system would be a role model for the world and would 
help foster talented, qualified individuals that are competent in every area 
from the automotive industry to law, religion, and genetics (Karaman, a). 

Overall, the conservative attitude towards the education system in general 
is consistently represented by the way the issue is covered in the conservative 

                                                       
 3 “Ben medrese sistemini öneriyorum. İnsanlar bu konu hakkında bilgi sahibi olmadıkları için 

korkuyorlar. Amerikan eğitim sistemini kuran John Dewey, Amerika’daki  büyük filozoan 
birisidir. Türkiye ’lu yıllarda John Dewey’i ülkemize çağırıyorlar ve modern bir eğitim 
sistemini kurmasını istiyorlar. John Dewey inceleme yaptıktan sonra bir rapor yayınlıyor. 
Raporda diyor ki: “Siz yeni bir eğitim sistemi istemekle hata ediyorsunuz. Asıl eğitim sistemi 
sizdedir, sizin yapacağınız şey medrese sistemini update yapmak, güncellemektir.” . . . Bugün 
Amerika’daki Chicago Üniversitesi medrese sistemiyle işlemektedir.” 

 4 Articles by Kaplan include “ Büyük Paralel Devrim” (), “Okulları Kapatın, Dershaneleri 
Değil!” (), “İlk Milli Eğitim Kongresi: Medeniyet Uu ve Yolculuğu” (), “Yeni Bir 
Eğitim Sistemine Doğru” (), “İlâhiyât'ların ve Eğitimin Zihniyet ve Sistem Sorunu” 
(), “Nasıl Bir Eğitim Sistemi?” (), “Sömürgeci Eğitim Sistemiyle Nereye Kadar?” 
(), and “Eğitimde Çıkış Yolu: Pergel Metaforu” (). 
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media. From the beginning, the reforms of the new republic are blamed for 
the problems of the present Turkish education system, and YÖK is named as 
the modern representative of the misguided policies that the republic insisted 
on implementing. Educational policies are presented as a history of wrongdo-
ings, which today have created an imperialist and morally and culturally de-
prived system that is rigidly closed to varied artistic and vocational paths for 
students. Conservative media argues in common that the present system 
should be reformed and that the new education system should be based on 
local culture, values and morality. e monolithic idea that “everyone must be 
a university graduate” should be revised and vocational schools should be sup-
ported. In the words of Kaplan (a), if only the education system embraced 
local and Islamic civilization, the nation would foster the next Yunus Emre, 
Mevlana, or İbni Sina. 

§ .  Religious Education: A Constitutional Right 

At the European Council meeting of - December , the heads of states 
and governments of the European Union agreed that accession negotiations 
with Turkey would start in October . is decision became the beginning 
of a process in which the media started discussing national matters in the con-
text of European Union membership, and education was no exception. While 
conservative media is traditionally critical of Western culture and educational 
policies, it leverages the council’s decision and the prospect of future mem-
bership as a means to reform religious education in Turkey. In early , col-
umnist Nazif Gürdoğan touches on this in his column and argues that the 
adoption of a new, improved, content-rich religious education would help 
Turkey’s European Union integration process. 

In the process of liing the economic, political and cultural borders 
between the European Union and Turkey, religion and values educa-
tion in Turkey will become even more important. is is because the 
capital and the freedom of skilled and unskilled labor would force peo-
ple from different religions to work in the same institutions and live in 
the same neighborhoods. In order for Muslims, Christians, and Jews 
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to create an unprejudiced environment of trust, the guidance of holy 
scriptures is needed.5 (Gürdoğan a, p. ) 

Similarly, Hayrettin Karaman (a) compares Artcile  of the Turkish 
Constitution to Article  of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR) on religious freedoms. He argues that while Turkey is trying to be-
come part of the West and signed the UDHR in , it defines religious free-
doms narrowly and does not comply with European standards by limiting the 
right to religious education. 

Discussion of religious education became heated and dominated the 
agenda of the media in the first half of  when the Council of State decided 
to take to the Constitional Court a regulation that increased the period of 
Quran courses from three to five days a week and allowed students to attend 
summer Quran courses once they graduated from the fih grade, which was 
followed by the government's last minute change to the new Turkish Penal 
Code – due to go into effect on  June – in May, “decreasing the maximum 
penalty on those convicted of teaching and operating illegal Koran courses 
from three years' imprisonment to a year of imprisonment” (“TCK contro-
versy heats up,” ), or payment of a fine. 

e aforementioned developments are covered by the conservative media 
within a legal framework of religious educational freedom in Turkey. Con-
servative media argues that the Council of State’s decision to take the new 
regulation to the Constitutional Court is itself unconstitutional, as these 
amendments were put on the agenda in the first place to correct a de facto 
infringement of the Turkish Constitution: e right to religious education. 
According to these claims, Article  of the  Constitution allows minors 
to obtain a religious education as long as their legal representatives approve. 

ARTICLE  – Everyone has the freedom of conscience, religious be-
lief and conviction. Acts of worship, religious rites and ceremonies 

                                                       
 5 “Avrupa ülkeleriyle ekonomik, siyasal ve kültürel sınırları kaldırma sürecinde Türkiye’de din 

ve değer eğitimi geçmişte olduğundan çok daha büyük önem kazanacak. Çünkü sermaye, ni-
telikli ve farklı dinlerden insanları aynı kuruluşlarda çalışmaya ve mahallelerde birlikte yaşa-
maya zorlayacaktır. Müslüman, Hristiyan ve Yahudilerin önyargısız bir güven ortamı 
oluşturmaları için, kutsal kitapları yol göstericiliğine ihtiyaç vardır.” 
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shall be conducted freely, as long as they do not violate the provisions 
of Article . No one shall be compelled to worship, or to participate 
in religious rites and ceremonies, or to reveal religious beliefs and con-
victions, or be blamed or accused because of his religious beliefs and 
convictions. Religious and moral education and instruction shall be 
conducted under state supervision and control. Instruction in reli-
gious culture and morals shall be one of the compulsory lessons in the 
curricula of primary and secondary schools. Other religious education 
and instruction shall be subject to the individual’s  own desire, and 
in the case of minors, to the request of their legal representatives.” 
(Turkish Const.) 

Despite this clear statement, the conservative media argues, the state has de-
liberately constructed this right in a way that is against the principles of secu-
larism. 

According to this clear and definite law, children in their primary 
school years are minors and the Constitution gives the right to reli-
gious education to minors without defining an age limit. It is against 
the law to limit this right with an incoherent and ideologically biased 
interpretation. Especially if you define “secular education” as “an edu-
cation that does not allow people to learn their religion,” then secular-
ism becomes contrary to the universal religious freedom rights and 
means nothing more than “anti-religiosity.”6 (Karaman b, p. ) 

                                                       
 6 “Kanunun açık ve kesin tanımlamasına göre ilköğretim çağındaki çocuk küçüktür ve anayasa 

yaş sınırı koymadan küçüklere din eğitim ve öğretimi verme hakkı tanımaktadır. Bu hakkı 
tutarsız ve ideolojik taraflılık yansıtan bir yorumla sınırlamak hukuka ters düşer. Hele de ‘laik 
eğitim,’ ‘isteyenlerin dinlerini öğrenmelerine imkan vermeyen bir eğitim’ olarak anlaşılır, 
böyle yorumlanırsa kesinlik olarak laiklik, evrensel bir hak olan din özgürlüğüne aykırı olur 
ve ‘din karşıtlığı’ manasına gelir.” 
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Figure . Yeni Şafak was a staunch supporter of religious education for 
children under twelve and the expansion of summer Quran 
courses across country. (Top-Le) Reprinted from 
“Bardakoğlu: Kuran eğitimi erken yaşlarda verilmeli,” by 
Çetin, B., , Yeni Şafak, p. . (Top-Right) Reprinted from 
“ yaşından küçükler Kur’an öğrenebilmeli,” , Yeni 
Şafak, p.. (Bottom Le) Reprinted from “Çocukta din 
eğitimi anaokulunda başlamalı,” by Bülbül, K., , Yeni 
Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet. 

Aer setting up the legal justification of the regulations that abolish age limits 
for Quran courses, a six-step plan of action is presented to Muslim citizens in 
case the Constitutional Court agreed with the Council of State’s petition, call-
ing “Muslim” citizens to civil disobedience. 

 e legislature should be pressured until a solid law is introduced that cannot 
be reversed by the judiciary. 
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 Citizens should officially appeal to relevant institutions (Ministry of Educa-
tion, Ministry of Religious Affairs, ...) to have their children (if they are pri-
mary school age – when they are not in school) receive an Islamic education. 
ey have to say, “I am a Muslim, I want my child to have an Islamic and reli-
gious education. Inform me on where, by whom, and how.” Adults should 
make the same demand for themselves. 

 In case the answer is negative or insufficient . . . they should exhaust domestic 
remedies. 

 In case they cannot agree on a solution that is in line with universal and Eu-
ropean human rights declarations, they should apply to both the European 
Court of Human Rights and to the relevant branches of the European Union. 

 A simple application is not enough. e case should be appropriately followed 
and they should forge public opinion in relevant environments. 

 Until their rightful demands are met, citizens should use their rights of dem-
ocratic resistance and civil disobedience.7 (Karaman, b, p. ) 

e controversial Article  of the new Turkish Penal Code was vetoed by 
President Ahmet Necdet Sezer on  June , but in spite of the veto, the 
article was pushed through the TBMM by AKP representatives and came into 

                                                       
 7  Yasama organına baskı yaparak yargı tarafından bozulması mümkün olmayan bir çerçeve ve 

sağlamlıkta bir kanun çıkarılması sağlanmalıdır. 
    Vatandaşlar küçük çocuklarına (eğer bunlar ilköğretim çağında iseler resmi öğretim saatleri 

dışında) İslam eğitim ve öğretimi verdirmek için ilgili mercilere (Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı’na, 
Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı’na…) resmen başvurmalıdırlar. ‘Ben Müslümanım, çocuğuma İslam 
bilgisi ve dinin eğitimini verdirmek istiyorum, nerede, kimler tarafından, nasıl verileceğinin 
tarafıma bildirilmesi’ demelidirler. Büyükler de aynı talebi kendileri için dile getirmelidirler.  

    Eğer bu talebe olumsuz veya yetersiz . . . cevap verilirse, iç hukuk mercilerine başvurmalıdır-
lar.  

    İç hukukta evrensel ve Avrupa insan hakları belgelerine uygun bir çözüm elde edilemediği 
takdirde hem AİHM’ye hem de AB’nin ilgili birimlerine başvurmalıdırlar.  

    Yalnızca başvurmakla kalmamalı, davayı sıkı ve usulüne uygun bir şekilde takip etmeli, ger-
ekli ortamlarda, lehte kamuoyu oluşturmaya çalışmalıdırlar. 

    Haklı talepleri karşılanıncaya kadar demokratik direniş ve sivil itaatsizlik hakkı kullanılmalı, 
evrensel hukukun ve TC. Anayasası’nın verdiği ama haksız olarak engellenen bu eğitim ve 
öğretim hakkı, mümkün olan her şekilde uygulanmalı, yönetimin müdahalesine ve 
yaptırımlarına göğüs gerilmelidir.” 
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effect on  July . “Erdoğan defended the new law and the right to teach 
the Qur’an to children. He said that children should be as free to read the 
Qur’an as they are free to read ‘Teksas-Tommiks’ (i.e., comic books)” (Kuru, 
, p. ). In April , the law was again amended in order to forestall 
judiciary investigations into illegally-operating educational institutions and to 
remove jail time for those who manage them. As for summer courses, the 
Council of State’s application to the Constitutional Court regarding the regu-
lation that allowed students to attend summer Quran courses once they grad-
uated from the fih grade was rejected by the majority in March . e 
conservative media remains silent on these results in their favor. 

§ .  A New Curriculum? 

In the - academic year, the Turkish primary education curriculum 
underwent one of the largest reform processes in its history. “In  the Turk-
ish Ministry of Education announced that all the school curriculum subjects 
will be changed in line with the constructivist theory” (Kaymakcan, , p. 
). e pilot implementation of the new curriculum started in -, 
and it went nationwide in -. 

One of the largest media discussions about the new curriculum occurred 
around changes made in the area of religious education. In the new curricu-
lum, seven teaching areas were determined for the compulsory religious cul-
ture and moral knowledge course: Faithfulness, religious service, the Prophet 
Muhammad, revelation and mind, morality and values, religion and secular-
ism and religion, culture and civilization. In addition, the Ministry of National 
Education also initially proposed changes that foresaw hands-on teaching in 
the high school religious curriculum, including a demonstration of ritual of 
prayer in mosques, reading of the Quran, and screening of the filme Mes-
sage. 

While the government is accused of promoting Islamic conservatism and 
“taking a permissive approach towards the encouragement of Islamic practice 
in public schools” (Düzgit and Çakır, , pp. -) in the mainstream sec-
ularist media, the conservative attitude towards the issue is radically different 
and more moderate. Conservative media reacts to such accusations in the 
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mainstream and develops a counter narrative that these criticisms are attempts 
to use the principle of secularism to limit religious freedom. In opinion pieces 
and commentaries, it argues in favor of the hands-on teaching approach for 
religious education on the basis of the right to education. For example, on De-
cember , Yeni Şafak dedicates a half page to the commentary of Ahmet 
İnam, co-chair of the Department of Philosophy at Middle East Technical 
University (METU), who underlined that religious education would only be 
successful if it created an aura of spiritual excitement; hence, it is acceptable 
for teachers to take their classes to mosques for students to experience such 
spiritual love. e workplace of the interviewee in this particular news story 
is chosen deliberately, as METU has a long history of political dissent and is 
seen as the castle of “Western imperialism” by the conservative media. While 
eventually the Ministry of National Education backed down from the hands-
on approach to religious education, “courses on religion and morality [never-
theless] began to incorporate specific lessons on how to conduct daily life ac-
cording to Sunni religious principles” (Buğra and Savaşkan, p. ).  
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Figure . Yeni Şafak newspaper dedicated a half page to the commen-
tary of Ahmet İnam, co-chair of the Department of Philoso-
phy at METU. Reprinted from “Din eğitiminde aşk olmalı” by 
Y. Bulut, , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  

§ .  e Case of Minorities and the Issue of Compulsory Reli-
gious Education 

In , Mansur Yalçın, Yüksel Polat, and Hasan Kılıç, who are adherents of 
the Alevi faith and whose children were in secondary school at the time, ap-
plied to the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) claiming that the con-
tent of the compulsory high school religion and ethics course violated Article 
 of Protocol No.  of the European Convention on Human Rights by being 
based exclusively on the Sunni understanding of Islam. 



N A Z  U Y U L U R  

 

In September , the European Court of Human Rights reached a deci-
sion on the case and agreed that it was indeed a breach of Article . e court 
asked Turkey “to remedy the situation without delay, in particular by intro-
ducing a system whereby pupils could be exempted from religion and ethics 
classes without their parents having to disclose their own religious or philo-
sophical convictions. . . . e court noted that almost all European Convention 
signatory states must offer at least one route by which pupils could opt out of 
religious education classes, by providing an exemption system or the option 
of studying an alternative subject, or by making attendance at religious studies 
classes entirely optional” (“Euro court calls Turkey,” ). 

Even though the Turkish government did not follow the decision and re-
acted harshly to it, the court’s decision was instrumental in shaping public 
debate. Aer the ruling, debate over the compulsory nature of religious edu-
cation dominated the columns of several conservative journalists. 

Opinions about compulsory religious education vary even within a single 
media group. Aer the court’s decision was announced, columnists Ali Bay-
ramoğlu, Fatma Barbarosoğlu, Atilla Yayla, and Özlem Albayrak, all Yeni 
Şafak writers, shared their views on the compulsory nature of religious educa-
tion. Bayramoğlu and Yayla take a stance against compulsory religious educa-
tion and argue that Turkey should not see the decision as an intervention but 
“an invitation to a democratic execution” (Bayramoğlu, , p. ). Yayla 
() expresses his view on the debate as follows: 

e second mistake a government can make concerning religious ed-
ucation is to organize it in a compulsory and centralized manner and 
take the sole control of it. is is wrong for several reasons. First, as a 
compulsory, centralized education should be standardized, religious 
education ultimately becomes the teaching of the dominant religion or 
religious interpretation. Second, a compulsory, centralized religious 
education under the guidance of the state can cause misinterpretation 
of the dominant religion. . . . My opinion about this long debate is this: 
Religious education should be freed from the monopoly of the state 
and should be le to society. e state should not discriminate against 



( R E ) P R O D U C T I O N  O F  C O N S E R VAT I S M  I N  C O N S E R VAT I V E  M E D I A  

 

religions or religious interpretations and should provide equal oppor-
tunities to every group that wants to receive religious education.8 (p. 
) 

Similarly, Sabah columnist Hasan Bülent Kahraman argues that in order for 
religious education to be compulsory for all students, the curriculum of the 
course should be designed in a neutral way (Kahraman, ). 

Contrary to Bayramoğlu, Yayla, and Kahraman, Barbarasoğlu and Albay-
rak argue in favor of compulsory religious education and share the AKP gov-
ernment’s reaction to the court’s decision. Albayrak () expresses her 
views as follows: 

It is true. We should discuss the problem that only Sunni Islam is men-
tioned in the compulsory religious education curriculum and that Al-
evism is defined through the resources of Sunni Islam in a country 
where there are also Alevi citizens. . . . [However,] the issue is this: Why 
does the ECHR insist on making religious education elective while this 
problem could easily be solved with a curriculum change? Here is the 
answer: Because Europe’s historical experience is different from Tur-
key’s experience. . . . [In Turkey] religion is at the heart of everyday 
lives, it is very decisive. at is why I think it is necessary not to force 
this culture but to get to know it.9 (p. ) 

                                                       
 8 “Din eğitimi bakımından devletin düşebileceği ikinci hata, din eğitimini zorunlu ve 

merkeziyetçi hâle getirip kendi üzerine almasıdır. Bu birkaç sebeple yanlıştır. İlk olarak, 
merkeziyetçi ve zorunlu eğitim standardize edilmek zorunda olduğu için, din eğitimi sonunda 
egemen dinin veya dinî yorumun eğitimine dönüşür. İkinci olarak, devlet güdümünde zo-
runlu ve merkeziyetçi din eğitimi, egemen dinin bile çarpıtılmasına yol açar. . . . Bu uzun 
tartışmayla ilgili görüşüm kısaca şudur: Din eğitimi devletin tekelinden çıkartılmalı ve top-
luma bırakılmalıdır. Devlet, dinler ve dinî yorumlar arasında hiçbir ayrım yapmadan, din 
eğitimi yapmak isteyen tüm grupları kamusal imkân ve araçlardan eşit şekilde 
yararlandırmalıdır.” 

 9 “Doğrudur, Alevilerin de yaşadığı bir ülkede zorunlu bir din dersinde sadece Sünni İslam"dan 
sözetmek alevi inancını da Sünni kaynaklar üzerinden tanımlamak tartışılmalı. . . . [Ancak] 
Mesele şu; sorun müfredat değişikliğiyle düzeltilebilecek durumdayken AİHM neden Tü-
rkiye"de din eğitiminin seçmeli olması konusunda ısrar ediyor? El cevap: Çünkü, Avrupa"nın 
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While the media gradually lost interest in the debate aer the court’s ruling, 
the media narrative provided an important exception to the generally unified 
conservative media front on matters related to religious education. 

§ .  An “Endless Ordeal”: İmam Hatip Schools 

Aer the  February  postmodern military coup, YÖK rendered a deci-
sion that “secondary-school graduates who took the university entrance ex-
amination would earn higher scores if they applied for programs that coin-
cided with the type of secondary school they attended” (Rabasa and Larrabee, 
, p. ). is decision was directly related to imam hatip schools and de-
liberately prevented graduates of those schools from entering into faculties 
other than theology. With the new amendment, IHL graduates would have to 
achieve higher scores than graduates of other schools to compete for entrance 
into non-theology faculties (Rabasa and Larrabee, , p. ). 

When YÖK issued the new decision, parents started taking their children 
out of these schools and transferring them to formal or open high schools so 
that they would have a fair chance at the university entrance exam. ese av-
enues, however, were also blocked by the state shortly aer the law came into 
effect. In September , the right of imam hatip students to transfer to for-
mal and open high schools was restricted by the Board of Education and Dis-
cipline with the approval of the Ministry of National Education. What is more, 
just before the  elections, YÖK changed how grade-point averages would 
be adjusted for the  university entrance exam. “In this new estimation, 
the scores of imam hatip graduates were multiplied by ., while those of gen-
eral high school graduates were multiplied by . . . . making imam hatip 
school graduate’s entrance to a university almost impossible” (Yılmaz, , p. 
). 

In September , during the meeting of the AKP’s Central Decision and 
Executive Board (Merkez Karar ve Yönetim Kurulu or MKYK), Prime Minister 

                                                       
tarihsel tecrübesiyle Türkiye"ninki farklı. . . [Türkiye’de] din hayatın tam göbeğinde, son de-
rece belirleyici. Dolayısıyla bu kültüre zorlanmak değil ama bu kültürün ne söylediğini bilmek 
bendenize lüzumlu gözüküyor.” 
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Erdoğan expressed the government’s desire to revoke the related law, and the 
AKP deputies immediately proposed a bill to the assembly. Yılmaz () sum-
marizes the nature of the bill as follows: 

ere were two main purposes for the suggested bill: Increasing the 
power of the government over the executive board of YOK and reduc-
ing the effect of the coefficient factor for vocational school graduates. 
is legislation suggested dividing all high school programs into three 
categories: Science, social science, and equal weight – which includes 
both science and social science in balance. If a student chose a univer-
sity program related to their high school field, the coefficient factor 
would be .; if not, then it would be .. us all imam hatip school 
students were considered to have received an education in the social 
sciences; if they chose a university program also related to social sci-
ence, they would have equal opportunity with general high school 
graduates. (p.) 

e proposed bill met with harsh resistance from the military, forcing the AKP 
group to go backtrack on the deal. e bill was sent back to the subcommittee 
of the TBMM’s National Education Committee, with a vision to reawake the 
bill within the framework of a broader change in the YÖK law in the near 
future. 

Aer this first tryout in October , the suggested bill reappeared on the 
agenda of the AKP government in May , and again it faced objections 
fom YÖK. “Just before the AKP government finally passed this law in the Na-
tional Assembly on  May , YÖK, under its new president Erdogan Tezic, 
who was appointed by President Ahmet Necdet Sezer, released a public state-
ment insisting that only YÖK was permitted to set the coefficient factor; thus, 
imam hatip school graduates should not apply to any university programs 
other than theology (Hurriyet //)” (Yılmaz, , p. ). Despite 
these objections, the AKP government nevertheless passed the bill thanks to 
its majority in parliament, but President Sezer vetoed it and returned it to the 
legislature. 

Aer these consequtive attempts in  and , the AKP government 
initiated a third assault to resolve the issue a year later. is time, at the end of 
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, the Ministry of Education released a notice giving IHL students the right 
to transfer to a distance education program aer their graduation. “Since IHL 
curriculum covered all general high school curricula, by transferring their 
credits, these students would need to take few, if any, additional credits; thus, 
they would earn distance education high school diplomas with little more ef-
fort and would be able to take the university entrance exam with the same 
coefficient factor as other general high school students” (Yılmaz, , pp. -
). e notice by the ministry once again had to confront YÖK, which sued 
the Ministry of Education on the grounds that it was eliminating the existing 
coefficient factor that had been in place since . e case was decided in 
favor of YÖK in March . 

In August , Abdullah Gül became the eleventh president of the Re-
public of Turkey, changing the entire dynamics of the government-YÖK-
Council of State triangle. Gül appointed Professor Yusuf Ziya Özcan as the 
new president of YÖK along with new executive members. is new, pro-gov-
ernment administration clearly favored removing the disparities in the coeffi-
cient factor. But “when YÖK stopped requiring different coefficient factors on 
 July , the Council of State on // ordered a stay of implemen-
tation of the new ruling” (Yılmaz, , p. ), claiming that YÖK did not have 
the jurisdiction to revoke its own, initial decision. 

YÖK took the decision of the Council of State to court, but failed to win 
initial lawsuits. Aer defeats in court, “then-YÖK President Yusuf Ziya Ozcan 
stated in his press release in December , “We have contingency plans al-
ready drawn up, including options B, C, D, and E on the table” (Todays Zaman 
//)” (Yılmaz, , p. ). First, in December , YÖK made a 
move to reduce the coefficient factor to . for vocational schools and . for 
general high schools, which resulted in two successful lawsuits against YÖK. 
“Aerwards, YÖK moved on to its Plan C on  March , when it increased 
the effect of the coefficient factor a little more than in its previous decision, to 
. for vocational high school graduates and . for all other high school 
graduates. is time the Council of State did not order a stay of implementa-
tion, finding YÖK’s decision correct on  April  (Council of State, . 
Chamber, App. No. /)” (Yılmaz, , p. ). Finally, in November 
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, for the first time since , YÖK removed all discrepancies between vo-
cational high schools and general high schools and in June , IHL students 
competed equally with general high school students in the university entrance 
exam. 

e issue of IHLs briefly summarized is a flagship topic that regularly 
dominates the agenda of conservative media. e media perceives the prob-
lems of IHLs as a consequence of the post-February  process, and the unfair 
treatment of these schools by the state is thereaer harshly criticized as it took 
the right to an education away from many young, bright minds. 

e conservative media narrative on the subject up until the removal of 
the coefficient factor in late  rested on two core arguments: at IHLs are 
not religious schools but rather institutions that teach young people to be 
moral, culturally aware, and just citizens while protecting them from moral 
degeneration and the negative, individualistic influences of the West. IHLs 
also have tremendous impact on increasing the schooling of girls. 

§ .  İmam Hatip Youth: An Exemplary Generation 

Conservative media sees the “IHLs only train religious officials” argument as 
a common fallacy about IHLs in society and argues that, in the words of Yusuf 
Kaplan (), these schools exist to foster creative, enthusiastic, confident, 
and bright generations by providing them with a sense of Islamic culture, art, 
philosophy, as well as a sense of science, culture, and arts of the modern world. 
It sees IHLs as castles to protect the new generation from the deleterious af-
fects of materialist culture. Before YÖK’s unfair treatment of them, IHLs were 
a step ahead of other schools in terms of both the quality of the education and 
of the way they discipline young generation (Karaman, ). In fact, con-
servative media sees IHLs as “too much” for a wannabe Western society that 
wants everything readily handed to it (Ökten ). In , Yusuf Kaplan 
(a) summarizes these arguments in his column. 

(But) IHLs are an exemplary generation. e, corruption, murder, 
sexual deviations, drugs – these are things that IHLs do not even know 
about. . . . 
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 IHLs are not religious schools. is is an indirect argument. IHLs 
are schools that plant the seeds of role models. In these schools, despite 
all their weaknesses, a generation is being fostered that is simultane-
ously learning Islam and the West. Children are provided with a sense 
of history, culture and generation. . . . 
 is country moved forward at least  years with the IHL gener-
ation. IHLs, in essence, are the past and future of this country. What 
needs to be done is to not destroy theology schools but to equip them 
with strong opportunities and quality education. Otherwise we cannot 
save our schools from becoming cursed, alarming institutions filled 
with soulless little monsters that go aer drugs, perversions, selfish-
ness, desires and thirty interests. ese little monsters will always be 
one step away from committing murder and will legitimize all kinds of 
violence in order not to drown in the vortex of the emptiness of mean-
ing.10 (p.) 

Aer the removal of the discrepancies of the coefficient factor, IHLs continue 
to be a popular media narrative for conservative journalists and publications, 
though not as much as in the previous era. Again, the focus is on the distinc-
tive qualities of these institutions and the moral and cultural education they 
promised young generations. e media continues to underline that IHLs pro-
vide a better education than regular schools, foster generations who are con-
scious of their national identity, all the while keeping them away from bad 

                                                       
 10 “(Oysa,) İHL'ler, örnek bir kuşaktır. Hırsızlık, yolsuzluk, cinayet, cinsel sapıklıklar, 

uyuşturucu İHL'lerin bilmediği şeylerdir. . . . İHL'ler, din eğitimi veren okullar değildir. Bu, 
çok yanlış bir algılama biçimidir. İHL'ler, "örnek insan tipi"nin en azından tohumlarının 
atıldığı okullardır: Bu okullarda, bütün zaaflarına, eksikliklerine rağmen, hem İslâm'ı, hem 
Batı'yı aynı anda öğrenen, tanıyan bir kuşak yetiştirilir. Tarih, kültür ve medeniyet bilinci ve 
sevgisi kazandırılır çocuklara. . . . Bu ülke, İHL kuşağıyla en az  yıl kazanmıştır. İHL'ler, özü 
itibariyle, bu ülkenin hem geçmişi, hem de geleceğidir. Yapılması gereken şey, İHL'leri, 
İlahiyatları yok etmek değil, güçlü imkânlarla donatmak, eğitim kalitelerini yükseltecek 
adımlar atmak, önünü açmaktır. Aksi takdirde, temel eğitim kurumlarımızı, uyuşturucunun, 
cinsel sapıklıkların, bencil, arzularının ve küçük çıkarlarının peşinde koşuşturan, her tür ci-
nayeti işlemeye ramak kalmış, ruhlarını yitirmiş, anlam boşluğunun girdabında boğulmamak 
için her tür şiddet biçimini normal görmeye başlayan küçük canavarların cirit attığı her 
bakımdan SOS veren lanetli kurumlara dönüşmekten kurtaramayız.” 
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habits such as drugs and addictions (Sönmezışık, ). And with courses such 
as Arabic, Ottoman Turkish, history, hermeneutics, and hadiths, they helped 
foster successful poets, writers, speakers, and politicians of the future (Ak-
kuşak, ). 

While the distinctive qualities of IHLs are always underlined in the con-
servative media, in the last two years, conservative opinion leaders have 
started to talk about the problems of IHLs within the overall framework of the 
problems of the Turkish education system. Whereas IHLs and the graduates 
of these schools were previously treated as “privileged,” “exemplary” genera-
tions, conservative media has gradually started to voice concern about the di-
minished enthusiasm observed among IHL students due to the increasing 
popularity of materialistic, earthly pleasures like video games, cell phones, and 
other self-indulgent, modern technologies (Beşer, b; Karaman, b). As 
central problems like the coefficient factor were gradually resolved and IHLs 
became the new normal, the conservative media starts to embrace them as 
mainstream and slowly feels secure enough to talk about their problems as one 
of the issues of the national education system. 

..   “İmam Hatips Increase the Schooling of Female Children” 

Before the removal of the discrepancies of the coefficient factor in late , 
IHLs increased the schooling of girls is one of the most common arguments 
in the conservative media to criticize the unfair treatment of these schools. In 
regular opinion articles and commentaries by relevant opinion leaders, it was 
constantly recalled that thanks to IHLs, conservative families became more 
tolerant of their female children’s education aer elementary school and even 
of their university education.  



N A Z  U Y U L U R  

 

Figure . Yeni Şafak quoted the head of the Turkey İmam Hatip Alumni 
Foundation, Mehmet Emin Parlaktürk, underlining IHLs’ role 
in the schooling of girls. Reprinted from “İHL’ler kızları 
okula çekiyor,” by Sağırkaya, H., , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copy-
right  by PRNet.  
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Figure . Professor Beyza Bilgin commented to Yeni Şafak that IHLs 
played a pioneering role in increasing the number of female 
university students. Reprinted from “İmam hatip’ler 
sayesinde kızlar üniversiteli oldu,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . Cop-
yright  by PRNet.  

e Turkish Economic and Social Studies Foundation (Türkiye Ekonomik ve 
Sosyal Etüdler Vakfı or TESEV) research project titled İmam Hatip High 
Schools: Legends and Realities also contributes to this narrative and provides a 
scientific grounding for these arguments. In July , Yeni Şafak publishes a 
series on the past and present of IHLs, written by journalist Recep Yeter. On  
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July , Yeter covers TESEV’s research extensively but particularly focuses 
on the female students of IHLs. e journalist argues that IHLs undoubtedly 
had a tremendous impact on the education of girls; without IHLs, more than 
 thousand female students would have been withdrawn from school by 
their parents. Quoting the TESEV findings, Yeter underlines that half of the 
female imam hatip students interviewed said they would not attend any school 
other than an IHL, and none regretted the education they are receiving from 
these schools. 

Turning also to the parents of female students, Yeter states that parents 
send their girls to IHLs not just for religious education, but out of moral con-
cern. In support of TESEV’s study, Yeter also interviews the parent of two 
daughters, Sultan Zozik, who Yeter reports, confirmed TESEV’s study with the 
following conversation: 

Sultan Zozik is also a parent who decided to send her children to an 
IHL. Zozik, whose two daughters are students at the IHL of Ankara’s 
Demetevler district, says, “I have another daughter and I will also send 
her to the IHL.” We ask why and she responds: “First of all, I would 
like to point something out: At the school they attended until the 
eighth grade, my daughters grew away from me. ere were mountains 
between us. Aer the eighth grade, I chose the IHL so that they would 
grow up in line with my faith [and] lifestyle, and that there would no 
longer be distance between me and my children.” . . . Zozik, whom we 
asked whether she should have sent her daughters to regular high 
schools if there were no any IHLs, confirmed the TESEV’s study: “No, 
I wouldn’t consider that. Because it was inflicting deep wounds. Even 
though as parents we showed them what is right and what is wrong, 
there were still mountains between us. en I thought, if we are deal-
ing with these problems in primary school, my children will be es-
tranged from me when they go to high school because the education 
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they were receiving there was taking them away from me. at is why 
I wasn’t thinking of sending them to high school.11 (Yeter, , p. ) 

Figure . From the news series on the past and present of IHLs, written 
by journalist Recep Yeter. Reprinted from “İHL’ler olmasaydı 
biz okuyamazdık,” by R. Yeter, , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copy-
right  by PRNet.  

                                                       
 11 “Sultan Zozik de İHL’ye yollayan velilerden biri. Ankara, Demetevler İmam Hatip Lisesi'nde 

iki kızı eğitim gören zozik, ‘Bir kızım daha var onu da imam hatibe yollayacağım’ diyor. Sultan 
Hanım'a ‘Neden?’ diye soruyoruz, o da şu cevabı veriyor. ‘Öncelikle şunu belirtmek istiyorum. 
Kızlarım S. sınıfı bitirinceye kadar gittikleri okulda, her gecen gün benden uzaklaştılar. 
Kızlarımla arama uçurumlar girdi. Sekizinci sınıfın ardından, benim inancıma, yaşantıma 
ters düşmeyecek, çocuğumla arama girmeyecek bir şekilde yetişmelerimin imam hatibi tercih 
ettim.’ . . . İHL olmasaydı düz liseye yollar mıydınız? diye sorduğumuz Zozik, TESEV'in 
araştırmasını teyid ediyor: ‘Hayır vermeyi düşünmüyordum. Çünkü derin yaralar açıyordu. 
Biz aile olarak, doğru yanlışı göstermemize rağmen, uçurumlar girdi çocuklarımla arama. 
Düşündüm henüz daha ilköğretim saasında biz bu uçurumlarla uğraşıyorsak, lisede 
çocuklarım bizden tamamen kopacaktır. Çünkü verilen eğitim çocuklarımı benden 
koparıyordu. Bu yüzden liseye göndermeyi düşünmüyordum.’” 
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Aer the coefficient factor problem was solved and with growing AKP gov-
ernment support for IHLs, the narrative about the schooling of girls also grad-
ually faded from conservative media. e liing of the ban on the headscarf 
in schools by a ministry circular in  (“Court clears liing of headscarf 
ban,” ) also contributed to this circumstance. Prior to these changes, con-
servative media put forward the headscarf ban in public schools as one of the 
largest obstacles to the schooling of young girls and argued that families, es-
pecially in the eastern regions of the country, were open to sending their fe-
male children to school if girls in the fih grade and upwards were allowed to 
cover their hair at school (Karataş, ). Aer these problems are solved, 
there is indeed an increase in both the overall number of female students and 
in girls enrolled in IHLs. In - educational year, the total number of 
female students in formal education was ,,, and the number of female 
students enrolled in IHLs was ,. According to corresponding statistics 
for the first semester of the - educational year, the total number of 
female students in formal education has increased by . percent to ,,, 
while the latter saw a nearly  percent increase, reaching ,.12 While 
other variables such as socioeconomic conditions, increases in income, and 
the number of schools need to be factored in to explain the increase in the 
schooling of girls, the overwhelming increase in the number of female stu-
dents enrolled in IHLs clearly shows that these schools have indeed contrib-
uted significantly to the schooling of young girls. 

                                                       
 12 Ministry of Education. (). National Education Statistics; Formal Education -. Re-

trieved from http://sgb.meb.gov.tr/www/milli-egitim-istatistikleri-orgun-egitim--
/icerik/ and Ministry of Education. (). National Education Statistics; Formal Edu-
cation - (. Semester). Retrieved from http://sgb.meb.gov.tr/www/icerik_go-
runtule.php?KNO=  



 



 
Fostering Pious Generations: The Conservative Myth of 
Youth 

he notions of youth and generations are oen treated as biological-gene-
alogical phenomena, natural stages in human development. But, in fact, 

youth as a social category is an essentially modern, urban phenomenon – “a 
transitional phase between childhood and adulthood that, in its contemporary 
form, is a product of modernity” (Swedenburg, , p. ). 

While the rapid industrialization of Western Europe in the second half of 
the nineteenth century contributed to the acknowledgment of the concept of 
a generation as an important historical phenomenon, real interest in historical 
generations emerged as a scholarly field in the twentieth century, first between 
 and  and then in the period aer World War II. During the first pe-
riod, the works of German scholars dominated the field and social research by 
American scholars increased. During this period, the interest shied from a 
“theoretical and holistic treatment of the topic to an intensive empirical one, 
looking at distinct periods in time and at concrete generational phenomena” 
(Jaeger, , p. ). 

But despite this history dating to the first half of the nineteenth century, 
the notion of generations entered sociological debate in Karl Mannheim’s es-
say e Problem of Generations (), as he is the first to “attempt a systematic, 
comprehensive treatment of the state of research using social scientific meth-
ods as they had developed during the twentieth century” (Jaeger, , p. ). 

T 
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He expands the meaning of the term beyond biology and kinship. Mannheim 
insists on solving the problem by sociological analysis and aims to draw atten-
tion to the role of generations in historical change. He defines a generation as 
a group that shares “a common location in the social and historical process . . 
. [which exposes them] to a specific range of potential experience, predispos-
ing them for a certain characteristic model of thought and experience, and a 
characteristic type of historically-relevant action” (Kecskemeti, , p. ). 
Since members of this group are likely to experience similar historical condi-
tions during their formative years, they belong to the same “generation status” 
– a potential bond that can be an inclination towards behaviors, feelings, ac-
tions and thought models. Mannheim stresses the importance of location, as 
the unintentional consequence of being at a certain point along a timeline re-
sults in the exhibition of common features by certain individuals that share 
the same location. But, still to him, belonging to the same age group or sharing 
the same continuum is not the only determinant of a generation. Members of 
a group must first belong to the same culture and the same society, as genera-
tions occur only through the overlap of other historical and cultural factors. 
Moreover, even within one historical community, a single age group may be 
split up into sharply differentiated sub-groups in times of social struggle, be-
coming polarized into what he calls antagonistic generation units. (Kecske-
meti, , pp. -). 

World wars intensified the study of generational disruptions aer . A 
well-known scholar of the time, Helmut Schelsky, describes the adolescent 
generation of the first decade of post-war Germany as a “’silent generation’ of 
individuals who were cautious, conforming and concerned with the common-
places of life . . . whereas in the US, David Riesman’s assumption of a change 
from an inner-directed to an outer-directed personality in industrial societies 
of this century contained many elements of a generational approach to his-
tory” (Jaeger, , pp. -). 

In parallel with the general interest in generation studies, youth as a social 
category is an essentially modern, urban phenomenon that began to be stud-
ied aer World War II. According to Hall and Jefferson (/), there were 
a few aspects of social change immediately aer World War II that were re-
sponsible for the emergence of “youth culture.” ese included the disruptive 
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effects of the war on children born during that period (absent fathers, evacu-
ations, etc.); the increased importance of the market and consumption and the 
emergence of the “teenage consumer,” the arrivals of mass communications, 
mass entertainment, mass art, and mass culture; developments in the educa-
tional sphere (secondary education for all, massive expansion of higher edu-
cation); and the arrival of a range of distinctive styles and musical genres. With 
“the economic growth in the United States, Britain and other European states 
in the s and s, . . . commodities such as fashion, accessories and music 
. . . become available to majority of young people and consequently, consum-
erist and expressive subcultures increasingly became the subject of sociologi-
cal studies” (Herding, , p. ). 

e capitalist boom of the s witnessed the widespread mobilization of 
young people in Europe and the United States, falsifying Schelsky’s “silent 
generation” theory and persuading observers to believe that youth were a new, 
revolutionary force of social transformation in Western societies that was tak-
ing the place of the proletariat as the major agent of political change (Bayat, 
, pp. -). e political conservatism of the many young people in the 
West immediately aer the s, however, “shattered the myths of youths as 
a revolutionary class” (Bayat, , p. ). 

e problem with the youth culture studies of the time was that they “ap-
propriate[d] the situation of the young almost exclusively in terms of the com-
mercial and publicity manipulation and exploitation of the young” (Hall and 
Jefferson, , p. ). In other words, research studies did not see youth cul-
ture as an agent and explained the cultural pursuits of the post-war youth by 
looking only at the activities and things offered to them by adults. ey over-
looked the fact that youth and youth cultures are comprised of a more complex 
set of categories and have deeper socioeconomic and cultural roots than a 
mere market phenomenon. Starting in s onwards, research in this field 
acknowledges these claims and focuses on alternative ways to study youth and 
youth cultures. Pierre Bourdieu’s work on social and cultural change provides 
an important connection between sharing a generational experience the pro-
duction of self-conscious generations that act to bring about change. Bourdieu 
sees generational struggle as an integral determinant of cultural transfor-
mation and argues that intergenerational competition over economic, social, 
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and especially cultural resources produces significant social change. But “even 
for P. Bourdieu, inter- and intra-generational relations are potentially conflict-
ual, since each generation has its own habitus ‘which have been produced by 
different modes of generation, that is, by conditions of existence which, in im-
posing different definitions of the impossible, the possible and the probable, 
cause one group to experience as natural or reasonable practices or aspirations 
which another group finds unthinkable or scandalous, and vice versa. 
(:)’” (Aroldi and Colombo, , p. ). 

Inspired by Bourdieu’s work, Birmingham’s Centre for Contemporary 
Cultural Studies (CCCS) ( – ) came to be a hub of youth research, 
particularly via two publications; Resistance through Rituals and Hebdige’s 
Subculture: e Meaning of Style. CCCS established subculture as a substantial 
part of youth culture research. It shied the focus towards style-based youth 
cultures and interpreted the deviance of subcultures to be collective resistance 
to the standards and values of the dominant culture of the post-war period. It 
underscored that the motivations, origins, and goals of the participants in a 
particular subculture must also be considered in analyses. To the CCCS schol-
ars, the adoption of distinctive styles, languages, images, music, and ideologies 
created “a space where an alternative identity can be constructed that deliber-
ately plays with visible difference and ‘Otherness,’ which allows members of 
the group to question and counter-stipulate class and gender attributes – but 
only on a symbolic level (Hebdige, , pp. –)” (Herding, , p. ). e 
styles, value systems, and behavioral norms created by subcultures endow par-
ticipants with an identity by breaking the norms that are taken for granted by 
a vaguely-defined mainstream society. 

Despite the prominent role it played in reconstructing the scholarly field 
of youth cultures, the CCCS receives various criticisms, especially from the 
s onwards, based on the grounds that it applied a nearly exclusive, class-
based neo-Marxist interpretation, outshining “empirical and thorough ethno-
graphic research and caus[ing] ignorance of the subjective interpretations of 
youth in favor of an inadequately sophisticated analysis with a certain political 
agenda (Bennett : ; Hodkinson : )” (Herding, , p. ). Other 
points of criticism are the absence of less involved youth – particularly young 
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women and ethnic minority subcultures – from the analyses1 and the failure 
to consider local variations of music, styles, and especially commercialized 
products (Herding, , p. ). 

From the mid-s onwards, the theoretical category of a generation has 
become a popular focus for many social, political, economic, and educational 
studies. Mannheim’s legacy started to be acknowledged by various scholars at 
a time when faced with accelerating social change, many scholars started re-
ferring to the concept of generation “in order to emphasize a break with the 
past and the birth of a new social subjectivity” (Aroldi and Colombo , pp. 
-).2 e class-based approach to youth cultures has also largely been 
abandoned, and youth cultures and subcultures are acknowledged to be less 
binding, more fluid categories. Ronald Hitzler and Michaela Pfadenhauer, for 
example, “promote the term ‘scenes,’ underlining the non-committal charac-
ter of voluntary and temporary engagement of post-traditional collectivisa-
tions (Hitzler/Pfadenhauer : ; Hitzler/Honer/Pfadenhauer )” 
(Herding, , p. ), while Bennet () refers to the term “lifestyles” to 
emphasize the flexible, transitional forms of youth (sub)cultures and their 
connection to one another and to mainstream society. Reimer (), too, 
use[s] the term lifestyle in his detailed study of Swedish youth in which he 
concludes that “lifestyle orientations result not only from a combination of 
class, gender, education, income and civil status, but also from young people’s 
choice of entertainment that is not dependent on their socioeconomic back-
ground (Reimer : ; Bennett : )” (Herding, , p. ). 

Up until the s, constrained by Mannheim’s conceptualization, the so-
ciological literature treated generations as nationally-bounded entities, and 
the field research focused only on the experience of young people in the West-
ern world. But with the emergence of new communication technologies, the 
internet, and social media, a few scholars3 provoked a discussion to expand 

                                                       
 1 “Only one article of Resistance through Rituals dealt with girls and indoor locations like the 

‘teenage bedroom’ (McRobbie/Garber ), while all others investigated outdoor, street-
based male subcultures” (Herding, , p. ). 

 2 Pilcher (), M. Corsten (), and J. Edmunds and B. S. Turner (, ). 
 3 J. Edmunds and B. S. Turner (). 
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the notion of the concept, arguing that in the latter part of the twentieth cen-
tury a global generation emerged, oen called millennials, generation Y or 
nexters. ese twenty-somethings who made the passage into adulthood at 
the start of the new millennium are characterized, uniquely, by increasing in-
teractivity (Edmunds and Turner, , p. ). According to various research 
studies, this generation has some distinct characteristics that differentiate it 
from Generation X, which preceded it. ey are “digital natives” and history’s 
first always-connected generation, they are slow to transition into adulthood, 
distant from marriage as an institution, and optimistic about the future. ey 
are also confident, self-expressive, coddled by their parents, conflict-averse, at 
ease with racial, ethnic, and sexual diversity, liberal, upbeat, and open to 
change. “Recent surveys have found that younger adults are far less likely than 
older generations to identify with a religion, believe in God or engage in a 
variety of religious practices” (“e age gap in religion around the world,” 
). 

ere is no doubt that globalization, triggered by the growth of global elec-
tronic communications technologies, is a distinctive feature of Generation Y. 
But still, the growing research and literature continues to be problematic. 
While “contemporary studies tend to assume the universality of youth as a 
category, there are few historical and ethnographic studies of how youth is 
constructed in non-Western societies” (Neyzi, , p. ). In other words, 
what are claimed to be the common features of millennials are features based 
on the experiences of youth in Western societies, raising significant challenges 
for the study of youth in non-Western contexts and overlooking the fact that 
national, local culture still plays a decisive role in constructing the experience 
of younger generations. 

To give an example, there is no doubt that a bond exists between the young 
people of the Arab Spring and their counterparts in Western countries pro-
testing issues ranging from financial capitalism to individual rights to inter-
national institutions to social causes like global warming. ey both use social 
media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and WhatsApp to organize and coor-
dinate their actions. “Nevertheless, if we look more closely, there are substan-
tial differences: Young Arabs are seeking a path to redemption that their par-
ents were not able or willing to find. ey seek democracy, wealth and equality 
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in yet unknown forms. Instead, young people from western countries see that 
the same democracy, wealth and equality that their parents achieved is being 
put at risk by economic contingencies and ask themselves if future will be 
worse than today” (Aroldi and Colombo, , p. ). Similarly, there has 
been an increase in the use of social media and smartphones among both 
groups of youth, yet for different reasons. Young people on the Arab countries 
are confronted with rigid interpretations of Islam and equally strict social 
codes that place sharp restrictions on public life and therefore use these tools 
mostly to earn money or meet potential spouses. In Hubbard ()’s words: 
“Lacking free speech, they debate on Twitter. Since they cannot flirt at the 
mall, they do it on WhatsApp or Snapchat. Since they are banned from driv-
ing, they get rides from car services like Uber and Careem.” Even though they 
share the same communication tools and even cultural production as Western 
counterparts, they are fighting different battles, and a different rationale is be-
hind their leveraging of new technologies. 

e same goes for Turkey. e research studies of Eriş et al. () and 
Yüksekbilgili (), for example, show that even though Generation Y-ers in 
Turkey share certain global characteristics with counterparts in Western 
countries (technology orientation, independence, self-confidence), they differ 
in significant respects such as in their emphasis on honesty, trustworthiness, 
patience, and the importance of family. Religion is also a highly differentiating 
factor. When compared to global (Western) millennials, religion plays a more 
prominent role in the self-identification of Turkish nexters.4 

Among contemporary scholars that criticize the current agenda of the field 
and attempt to reconstruct youth categories to include the experiences of non-
Western youth, Asef Bayat stands out with his in-depth ethnographic studies 
of the Middle East. Borrowing Bourdieu’s concept of “habitus”, Bayat () 
underscores the differences between the experiences of young people in the 
Western world and their counterparts in the Middle East. 

                                                       
 4 According to a Pew Research Center survey of millennials in , only  percent said that 

the phrase “religious person” describes them well; the KONDA () research on the partic-
ipation of the Turkish youth to the Gezi Park protests revealed that only . percent of the 
youth claim to hold beliefs other than Islam.  
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Although middle class youths (both male and female) of rich industri-
alized nations, the “global North,” have chance to experience relative 
autonomy, many rural youngsters (especially female) in poor coun-
tries, the “global South” may have little opportunity to undergo 
“youthfulness.” For they have to move rapidly from the status of child-
hood into the world of work, responsibility and parenting – all makers 
of adulthood. Some youngsters, thus, are excluded from the state of 
youth by virtue of their lack of participation in, or access to, education, 
youth leisure activities, media, and markets, key axes around which 
youth cultures and politics crystallize and modes of youth conscious-
ness form. (Bayat and Herrera, , pp. -) 

is background and the experience of youths in the global South led Bayat 
() to coin the term “youth nonmovements” to explain the everyday lives, 
norms, and practices of the distinctive youth cultures of the non-Western 
world. Bayat underscores that public arenas like urban spaces, shopping malls, 
parks, cultural centers, the mass media, and local neighborhoods provide the 
spaces for young persons to develop a particular consciousness about them-
selves as youth and for the collective formation and expression of identities. 
He argues as follows: 

Identities, are formed mostly through “passive networks,” the non-
deliberate and instantaneous communications among atomized indi-
viduals that are established by the tacit recognition of their common-
alities and that are mediated directly through the gaze in public space, 
or indirectly through the mass media. As present agents in the public 
space, the young recognize shared identity by noticing (seeing) collec-
tive symbols inscribed, for instance, in styles (T-shirts, blue jeans, hair-
style), types of activities (attending particular concerts and music 
stores, and hanging around shopping malls), and places (stadiums, 
hiking trails, street corners). (p. ) 

ese nonmovements, according to him, boost change not through collective 
action, but through their public existence. ey are characterized by collective 
being (behaviors, outfits, and ways of speaking and walking in private and 
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public spaces) rather than by collective doing (networking, organizing, de-
ploying resources, and mobilizing). “With their central preoccupation with 
‘cultural production’ or lifestyles, the young may fashion new norms, religious 
practices, cultural codes, and values, without needing structured organization, 
leadership, or ideologies” (pp. -). Even though Bayat’s ethnographic 
studies were conducted in the Middle East cities like Beirut, his approach to 
youth culture and particularly his concept of nonmovements breaks new 
ground in delineating the potential of ordinary people from diverse back-
grounds to bring about political and social change. It is a step towards incor-
porating non-Western contexts and youth into the mainstream discussion 
(Pourmokhtari, ) and shows that the local and national still play an im-
portant role in shaping the experience of younger generations. 

§ .  Youth in Turkey: A Brief Overview 

As Demet Lüküslü () points out, the history of modern Turkey, from the 
nineteenth century until the s is also a history of youth movements that 
have played an important role in Turkish political life. In the Tanzimat period, 
the conception of youth in late nineteenth-century Ottoman society was re-
formulated as the saviors of the sick man of Europe. Modernization attempts 
began with the establishment of Western-style military academies and the in-
troduction of legislative and administrative mechanisms on education, such 
as the establishment of the Imperial War School in  and the General Edu-
cation Council in , the promulgation of the  Regulations for Public 
Education, and the opening of the university Darülfünûn-ı Osmanî as an in-
stitution of higher education in . e students of these new, Western-style 
schools, including Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, would soon challenge the regime 
and eventually found the new republic. 

e construction of youth in Turkish public discourse is oen analyzed in 
three periods. 

..  Youth as the Guardians of the Regime, - 

From the beginning, the education of the new generation was a fundamental 
concern of the young republic, which put a social engineering project in place 
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to create a homogenous population with one, shared identity – a new type of 
person with a new mindset that is shaped by and represents the values of the 
new republic. “e emphasis on the modernizing role of educated youth be-
ginning in the Tanzimat period culminated in the s in a veritable cult of 
youth initiated by the new state in an attempt to build a national consciousness 
and a modern nation state” (Neyzi, , p. ). 

e importance placed on reshaping the republic through the youth was 
addressed at the highest levels. At the end of the Second Congress of the CHP 
on - October , Atatürk directly addressed the youth and provided 
them with their ultimate role in the following lines: 

Turkish youth! Your first duty is to maintain and protect Turkish inde-
pendence and the Turkish Republic forever. is is the primary basis 
of your existence and of your future. is constitutes your most valu-
able treasure. . . . e child of Turkey’s future! Your duty . . . is to save 
Turkish independence and the republic. You will find the strength that 
you need to achieve this in the noble blood that flows in your veins!5 
(Atatürk, , p. ) 

In addition to its mission to plant a new mindset in the youth, the young re-
public also prioritized physical education (Lüküslü, a). In contrast with 
the diseased generation of the sick man of Europe, the new generation of the 
young republic was to be healthy and powerful. “A ‘Youth and Sports Holiday’ 
was established, for example, and celebrated with great shows of gymnastics” 
(Neyzi, , p. ). 

e republican regime also positioned education as the source of achieve-
ment and means of upward mobility in society. “e young people who iden-
tified most closely with the new system were those who entered the public 
education system and achieved upward mobility during this period” (Neyzi, 
, p. ). University students of the time internalized the mission at-
tributed to them by the regime and, in line with party politics and the political 

                                                       
 5 “Ey Türk Gençliği! Birinci vazifen, Türk istiklâlini, Türk Cumhuriyetini, ilelebet, muhafaza ve 

müdafaa etmektir. Mevcudiyetinin ve istikbalinin yegâne temeli budur. Bu temel, senin, en 
kıymetli hazinendir. . . . Ey Türk istikbalinin evlâdı! . . . Vazifen; Türk İstiklâl ve Cumhuriyetini 
kurtarmaktır! Muhtaç olduğun kudret, damarlarındaki asil kanda mevcuttur!” 
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conjuncture of the era, perceived communism, Islamism, the Soviet Union, 
and Greece as internal and external enemies of the young republic (Lüküslü, 
a, pp. -). 

..  -: Youth Acting to “Save the Country” 

From the s onwards, Turkey underwent a rapid, paradoxical transfor-
mation. On one hand, the populist Menderes government projected a con-
servative party image and eased restrictions on some religious practices. On 
the other, Turkey became a member of NATO, an important ally of the West-
ern bloc, and enjoyed the benefits of a worldwide economic boom. Per capital 
income tripled, and a middle class began to emerge and thrive in the country. 

In the second half of the s, however, things began to sour. e econ-
omy turned downwards, Menderes and the DP government, increasingly ar-
bitrarily and authoritarian; consequently, the army, the intelligentsia, and uni-
versity students played roles in staging a coup and overthrowing the Menderes 
government in . 

In a new era of freedom provided by the  constitution, an atmosphere 
of intellectual discussion began to flourish in Turkey. Influenced by student 
movements in Europe, especially those in Germany and France in May , 
university students started seeing themselves as the accelerating force behind 
the transformation of society aer their part in Menderes’ overthrow, and be-
gan to organize rapidly. “From  onwards, increasingly disillusioned with 
the status quo, influenced by parallel movements in Europe, Latin America 
and elsewhere, and spurred on by various forces with much to gain from the 
rise of extremism, the student movement gradually moved outside the legal 
terrain, culminating in increased violence followed by brutal repression sub-
sequent to the military coup of  (and again in )” (Neyzi, , p. ). 

e s were marked by political violence, chaos, and the widespread 
politicization of youth, particularly university students, who were divided into 
two extremist camps; Islamist and ultra-nationalist rightists and revolution-
ary, Marxist-Leninist leists. On the le, students emulating Latin American 
urban guerillas robbed banks, attacked American properties, and even kid-
napped US servicemen, but their violence was surpassed by the violence of the 
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far right, notably that of Alparslan Türkeş’s Grey Wolves (Bozkurtlar), an or-
ganization that became a death squad engaged in street killings and gun bat-
tles. 

In this period, youth – the saviors and the sole representatives of the new 
republic – were reconstructed in public discourse as a threat to national order 
and interests, while “students themselves claimed that it was the incumbent 
government itself that was illegitimate” (Neyzi, , p. ). Even though 
these two camps were completely ideologically opposed, they shared signifi-
cant features; hence Neyzi () argues that it is useful to conceptualize them 
as generational units in Mannheim’s terms. “ese were modernist, national-
ist, antiimperialist and corporatist political movements, whose rhetoric un-
derscored the independence of the Turkish nation state and the ‘duty’ of youth 
to dedicate their lives to the construction of a future society, whether envi-
sioned as the recuperation of the early Kemalist period, a socialist utopia or 
pan-Turkic haven” (Neyzi, , p. ). 

Leaders of both leists and rightists in this period were modelled on con-
temporary political leaders such as Che Guevera as well as on local figures like 
Yılmaz Güney and Mehmet Ali Ağca. ey usually belonged to middle-class 
families, and were born to and raised by educated people who subscribe to the 
Kemalist ideology. But “as the movement expanded, and as more students of 
rural background began to attend universities, political activists on both the 
le and the right came increasingly from rural and/or working-class families.” 
(Neyzi, , p. ). From autobiographical accounts, it is evident that stu-
dent leaders of the time shared common characteristics, especially their need 
to repress “individual needs, their belief in the necessity of living for the future, 
and their sense of having been chosen to play a special, unique role in history” 
(Neyzi, , p. ).6 

                                                       
 6 e leist cult leader Deniz Gezmiş, who was arrested and hung by the government in , 

famously declared in his court defense: “We have made a gi of our lives to the people of 
Turkey” (Feyizoğlu, , p. ). 
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..  e post –  period and the New Youth 

e  military coup was a traumatic event for Turkish political culture. Ci-
vilian rule was quickly reestablished aer the coup, but the new constitution 
that was put into effect restricted civil liberties. e aim was to foster young 
people born in the s in a depoliticized environment, without the experi-
ence of the hectic, bloody days of the s. Article  – entitled “Protection 
of the Youth” – of the constitution attributed the following role to youth: 

e state shall take measures to ensure the training and development 
of the youth into whose keeping our state, independence, and our re-
public are entrusted, in the light of contemporary science, in line with 
the principles and reforms of Atatürk, and in opposition to ideas aim-
ing at the destruction of the indivisible integrity of the state with its 
territory and nation. 
 e state shall take necessary measures to protect the youth from 
addiction to alcohol, drug addiction, crime, gambling, and similar 
vices, and ignorance (Turkish Const. art. ). 

As a result of repressive policies in the post-coup period and attempts to de-
politicize society and youth in particular – coupled with the liberalization of 
the economy, rapid privatization, the rise of a consumer society, and the influx 
of new communication technologies – youth that came of age in the s 
were criticized and called “Özal’s brats.” ey were seen as apolitical, selfish, 
individualistic, Americanized and excessively consumerist, and lacking a 
sense of collective responsibility. “e expression ‘turning the corner’ is com-
monly used to characterize the ethos of the post- period, evoking images 
of the wanton display of ‘private’ lives and consumption-oriented lifestyles in 
the age of media and economic liberalization accompanied by widespread cor-
ruption and the private use of public resources. Youth, in particular, tend to 
be identified with such an ethos” (Neyzi, , pp. -). 

By the cause of these policies, according to Lüküslü, the post-coup gener-
ation constitutes a rupture of the dynamic, politically active “myth of youth,” 
a notion that has been present in Turkish political culture since the late nine-
teenth century (Lüküslü, a). In this regard, the post-coup generation sym-
bolizes a new youth culture, the feeling of generational belonging of which was 
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marked by less political participation, chosen apoliticism, seeing politics as a 
corrupt, clientelist space, lack of trust in institutions and the media, seeing 
politics as a pessimistic, totalitarian, unchangeable arena that kills individual-
ity which explains the lack of a protest culture, and therefore seeing individual 
space as the only arena that allows change (Lüküslü, a). 

Despite these common features, “the political repression of the s was 
also accompanied by increased freedom of expression on the cultural and per-
sonal front” (Neyzi, , p. ). In fact, all studies suggest that the youth 
culture of the post-coup generation in Turkey was very heterogeneous. “In the 
s and s, a variety of NGO’s and subcultures including environmen-
talists, human rights activists, feminists, gays, rockers and others entered the 
public sphere,” accompanied by new urban spaces “such as exclusive suburbs, 
along with new age and space-based identities such as street children and 
youth subcultures” (Neyzi, , p. ). 

In the post-coup period, Turkey experienced a revival of Islam as a cultural 
and hegemonic discourse. According to White (), Turkey always accomo-
dated Islamic and republican values, but “what was new in the s was state 
sponsorship of Islamic images and ideals” (p. ). Islam was initially posi-
tioned as a private affair by the new republic, but it regained a legitimate po-
litical voice through the DP in the s, followed by the gradual participation 
of Islam as a silent partner in power in the s and especially the s. In 
the s, however, “that silence was definitively broken as the military gov-
ernment . . . decided to dust off Islam as a coherent mold to shape society away 
from feared socialist and communist designs” (White, , p. ). e Özal 
government promoted “Muslim conservatism” and created a path for upward 
mobility to lure society from the appealing principles of communism. And by 
the s, especially following the success of the Welfare Party in the munici-
pal elections of March  that “helped Islamic popular culture to find several 
new opportunities to enlarge its space” (Saktanber, , p. ), it became 
“politically and economically chic to be Islamic (White, , p. ). rough 
the proliferation of religious newspapers, magazines, literature and other me-
dia as well as a new, urban Islamic fashion and lifestyle, Islamic chic spilled 
into the “cultural realm” (p. ). e emergence of this new, visible, strong 
Islamist movement was also echoed among the youth. Ayşe Saktanber () 
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is the first to announce a new Islamic youth subculture beginning to emerge 
following these developments. She underscores that the distinctiveness of this 
newly emerging subculture does not solely concern religious orientation but 
is more concerned with the popular culture it attempts to create. 

..  e s: Youth under AKP Rule 

In the post-coup period, the dominant view among Muslim intellectuals of 
Turkey was that Islam should not be justified by Western principles and values: 
How Muslims experience their religion should be authentic and original and 
should not need the approval of the Western world. “Yet in the s not only 
did everybody start talking about a process of change that could be observed 
among Islamists, but the agents of such change have also been designated as 
post-Islamist intellectuals who no longer argue that Islam and Western de-
mocracy are incompatible” (Saktanber, , p. ). Instead, the dominant 
narrative shied to acceptance of modern, universal values based on the prin-
ciples of a just, egalitarian society. is process of change was reflected in 
youth policies aimed to foster a pious, democratic generation. e newly 
founded Justice and Development Party monopolized this new narrative and 
ultimately won a landslide victory in the  November  general elections. 

Turkish millennials, especially those born since the late s, have tran-
sitioned from childhood to adulthood under AKP rule and “have not wit-
nessed anything but successive AK party governments in their lifetimes” 
(Kirişçi, ). Since taking power, the AKP has made changes ranging from 
education to the reconstruction of public spaces that have significantly im-
pacted the lives of younger generations. In addition to institutional and legis-
lative changes made to the education system, the AKP government’s involve-
ment in the everyday lives of youth also increased, especially as of its third 
election victory. On  January , then Prime Minister Erdoğan said in a 
party group meeting that his government was aiming to “foster pious, demo-
cratic generations” (“Dindar gençlik yetiştireceğiz,” ), openly expressing 
for the first time the AKP’s version of the myth of youth. From then on, state-
ments by the government that directly address youth increased, and policies 
directed towards the everyday lives of those in the new generation gradually 
intensified. In September , the sale of alcohol and its consumption were 
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banned from university campuses. e next year, a series of regulations limit-
ing the sale and advertising of alcoholic beverages took effect. Retailers were 
forbidden from selling alcoholic beverages aer  pm and prohibited from 
selling alcohol near schools or places of worship. e AKP claimed that the 
law was an important step in protecting young people from harmful sub-
stances (Letsch, ). 

Since the AKP’s overwhelming victory in , moralizing intrusions into 
Turkish citizens’ ways of life have increased, and “the AKP has become very 
eager to take command of young people’s bodies both in an outside of school” 
(Değirmencioğlu, , p. ). It has targeted the private lives of youth by 
putting pressure on and governing public life. “New decrees and moralizing 
discourses have aroused the suspicion that government was intending to in-
tervene in secular ways of life and reorganize public life to align with Islamic 
values” (Göle, , p. ). 

For that reason, what started as a peaceful environmental protest against 
the government’s urban renewal plans for Taksim’s Gezi Park in Istanbul on 
 May  quickly turned into an uprising of the masses when young pro-
testors were met with extreme police violence. Ordinary people from all walks 
of life, beliefs, political opinions, and sexual orientations were united in this 
unique act of defiance and provided with a public space to express a wide 
range of discontent about many of the AKP government’s policy implemen-
tations over its decade of political power. At the core were issues of freedom 
of expression and lifestyle (like curbs on alcohol and Erdoğan’s call to families 
to have at least three kids) as well asthe government's encroachment on Tur-
key's secularism. 

A poll conducted by KONDA during the demonstrations shows that the 
average age of participants was twenty-eight, one in every four of which was a 
student (KONDA, , p. ). “erefore, some started to speak of a ‘Gezi 
Generation,’ characterized by a group of people who were younger than  
and who were maybe born in the s, mainly grew up during the rule of the 
AKP and who now resist this rule and the government’s wish to raise a reli-
gious generation” (Böcü, , p. ). 
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e Gezi Park protests were the most challenging events of the AKP era 
and the most significant, nationwide disquiet in decades, yet it had no appar-
ent impact on the AKP’s efforts to foster a conservative generation. Interfer-
ence in the everyday lives of the youth has continued. In November , for 
example, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan sparked another debate when he condemned 
the situation of female and male students living under a single roof, arguing 
that such an arrangement conflicts with society’s conservative, democratic 
character. "e mothers and fathers of the country would never allow such an 
arrangement" (“Female, male students living together,” ), he added. Fi-
nally, in early , as President of the Republic of Turkey, he again declared 
his ambition of fostering a pious generation, calling academics to join forces 
with government projects for IHLs, in which, in line with the AKP’s version 
of the myth of youth, he sees the future of Turkey (“Onlar tedavülden kalktı,” 
). 

Much changed since Saktanber announced the emergence of a new Islamic 
youth culture in Turkey. Previously, being both young and Muslim “presented 
a difficult situation in Turkey because of the ways in which both secularism 
and modernity have been understood by large sections of polity and society” 
(Saktanber, , p. ). AKP policies and its openly-expressed aim to foster 
“pious generations” have restructured the place of conservative youth, moving 
them from the periphery to the center of the cultural realm. With the emer-
gence of the new public spaces and reconstruction of old ones, a new con-
servative youth subculture emerged in Turkey, a process in which the pro-
government, conservative media played a significant role. 

is new youth culture – or generation unit in Mannheim’s terminology 
– “put[s] great effort into the reconciliation of Islamic intellectualism with 
popular culture, through which they can find different ways to express them-
selves and their subjectivities” (Saktanber, , p. ). e elements of pop-
ular culture (movies, magazines, and television shows) as well as public spaces 
(coffee shops, fashion shows, and resorts) tailored to Muslim youth undergo 
mainstreaming and capture a significant share of the popular culture market. 
As Saktanber () observes, “today, even the most religious activist young 
people do not want to be referred to as Islamist, which would have been per-
fectly acceptable before; instead they prefer to call themselves and to be called 
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dindar, that is, pious or devout, as opposed to dinci, religionist, which is usu-
ally used interchangeably with Islamist. However, in addition to these terms, 
a third one, mütedeyyin, stands between the two in colloquial Turkish, denot-
ing elderly, wise, and apolitical pious Muslims” (p. ). Communication 
through internet and social media platforms and interest in the latest technol-
ogies (especially mobile phones) proliferate among Muslim youth in Turkey, 
as is the case for youth worldwide. With the technological advancements, the 
“identity of Islamist youth in Turkey [has] shied from a thoroughly commu-
nal identity to an individual one via self-reflexivity” (p. ). 

§ .  Depiction of the Youth in Conservative Media: Reflections 
of a Generational Conflict 

Beyond this detailed background on youth and generational studies and their 
manifestations in Turkey, it is vital to understand the production and repro-
duction of the discourse on Turkish youth in the conservative media. e most 
renowned columnists refer to these veins while criticizing or praising the 
(new) Turkish youth. 

..  e Early s: Degeneration of Moral Values in Youth 

In Turkish conservative media, in the early s, youth were marked by 
moral degeneration. e boom in street urchins, violence, and alcohol and 
drug addiction among the Turkish youth was the greatest cause for concern 
among conservative journalists who idealize a pious, god-fearing, moral com-
munity. 

Again, the conservative media first points the finger at the republic and its 
policies, blaming the republican myth of youth for the problematic youth of 
the day. In fact, in a column in , Hayrettin Karaman indicates that in-
creasing violence among the youth is rooted in the policies and actions of the 
young republic. He argues that at the time, the country’s citizens went through 
a “forced re-culturalization process” (p. ), which used violence against those 
who resisted. People who refused to wear Western-style hats and those who 
wanted the call to prayer to continue in Arabic were threatened, tortured, and 
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executed. is style of governance passed down from generation to generation 
and resurfaced as everyday violence among contemporary youth. 

Conservative media criticizes the modernist, Western depiction of youth 
for compartmentalizing and degrading life and for “sacrificing the whole on 
the altar of a fragment” (Hocaoğlu, , p. ). ere are no concepts such as 
youth, maturity, and old age in Islam, but rather an uninterrupted, continuous 
lifetime. When the new republic abandoned the Islamic culture and turned to 
the West, the youth were its passive victims. at is the reason, it argues, for 
the heartbreaking situation of Turkish youth today. Some le Turkey to live 
abroad because of the headscarf ban, some were punished for being Muslim, 
Kurdish, or communist, and others are at Western-wannabe festivals like 
Rock’n Coke (Albayrak, b), too drunk or high to take any action.  
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Figure . Yeni Şafak reporting the research of an NGO that revealed 
that young people have their first sexual experience before the 
age of thirteen. Reprinted from “İlk cinsel deneyim  yaş ve 
altına inmiş!,” by H. Karabağlı, , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copy-
right  by PRNet.  

While the problematic policies of the early republic set the stage for the de-
generate youth Turkey of today, conservative media unanimously accuses the 
growing, “unnecessary” use of technology for making the situation even worse 
for upcoming generations. In the early s, television as a mass medium, 
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followed closely by the internet and smartphones, was crucified by conserva-
tives. 

With the end of the TRT monopoly on broadcasting in , Islamic me-
dia, including television stations, series, and shows have proliferated in the 
market. “eir programming was initially distinctly theological in character, 
with shows focusing on the doctrinal, scriptural and ritualistic aspects of Is-
lam” (Kocamaner, ), along with occasional attempts by marginal religious 
figures to challenge the hegemonic interpretation of Islam. 

e incorporation of Islam into commercial mass culture, especially fol-
lowing the election victory of the AKP in , also changed Islamic broad-
casting. Unable to cope with seductive infotainment broadcasting and the de-
mands of a market reliant on advertising revenues, most Islamic channels 
underwent mainstreaming and “began to appear to a broader audience by in-
troducing more diverse programming . . . such as studio entertainment, dra-
mas, game shows, reality television, and day-time talk shows” (Kocamaner, 
). 

e failure to lure pious audiences away from commercial broadcasting 
and the inability to popularize Islamic, family-focused, morally-sensitive tele-
vision manifests itself in harsh criticisms of mainstream television content in 
the pious news media. Television is depicted as “the evil inside the house” 
(Deniz, b, p. ), poisoning the innocent minds of younger generations, 
leading them to violence and demoralizing society overall. In the words of 
Karasevda (), the fact that televisions are now in every home is the main 
reason why Turkey has an apolitical youth, who are consumerist slaves of 
brands prone to violence.  
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Figure . (Le) An editorial on the harmful effects of television on the 
mental development of children, with quotes from psycholo-
gists pointing out the threat to families. Reprinted from 
“Çocukların gözü TV’den başka birşey görmüyor,” by Yazıcı, 
H., , Yeni Şafak, p. . (Right) Yeni Şafak quoting a part of 
an educational book written by the Ministry of National Edu-
cation that argues that television negatively effects children’s 
ability to reason. Reprinted from “Televizyon çocuğu 
‘yorumsuz’ bırakıyor,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  
by PRNet.  

e conservative concern about television’s role in corrupting the youth 
through needless entertainment was legitimated when a new television series, 
Kurtlar Vadisi (Valley of the wolves), began to be broadcast in January . 
e action drama followed the journey of an undercover government agent, 
Polat Alemdar, who served his country by infiltrating the mafia and uncover-
ing relations with the deep state took Turkey by storm, immediately becoming 
one of the most popular television series of Turkish broadcasting history. e 
show’s run ended in late , but its popularity gave rise to reincarnations of 
the series under different names in , first Kurtlar Vadisi: Terör (Valley of 
the wolves: Terror) and then Kurtlar Vadisi: Pusu (Valley of the wolves: Am-
bush). ese were followed by cinematic productions such as Kurtlar Vadisi: 
Irak (Valley of the wolves: Iraq) in , Muro: Nalet Olsun İçimdeki İnsan 
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Sevgisine (Muro: Damn the humanist inside) in , Kurtlar Vadisi: Gladyo 
(Valley of the wolves: Gladio) in , and Kurtlar Vadisi: Filistin (Valley of 
the wolves: Palestine) in . 

e charismatic main character, Polat Alemdar, who tries to protect his 
country from threat, quickly became an icon for children and adults in Turkey. 
Especially among high school students, “the series became a part of everyday 
culture, not just in terms of fan culture, but in how it defines people’s lives and 
has led to violent incidents” (Arslan, , p. ). Paralleling the increasing 
popularity of the series, youth gangs became widespread in Turkish high 
schools. In , “a survey done among high-school students found that Polat 
Alemdar topped the list of their idols” (Arslan , p. ). Crime news was 
dominated by the stories of young murderers who idolized Polat Alemdar,7 
causing a great deal of social concern about the effects of the series on young 
people. 

While concern about the negative influence of the series on youth was not 
limited to conservative media, for its reporters it was tangible proof that tele-
vision, and even technology in general, is evil. rough the proliferation of 
violence and mafia-like behavior among high school students emulating Polat 
Alemdar, the pious media blames the overall “permissive entertainment me-
dia assumed to be inherent in television as a medium” (Kocamaner, ) for 
all of the unwanted behaviors of the younger generation. Karasevda (), for 
instance, argues that the capitalist world is infiltrating every household via tel-
evisions, prompting high school students to carry knifes on them; is the reason 
behind stories about violence and rape in sacred educational institutions.  

                                                       
 7 Arkadaşını bıçakla öldüren liseliden düşündüren itiraf. (, March ). Hürriyet. Retrieved 

from http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/arkadasini-bicakla-olduren-liseliden-dusunduren-itiraf-
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Figure . e Minister of National Education, Hüseyin Çelik, wrote to 
the producers of the popular television series asking them to 
feature characters that display model behavior for young peo-
ple. In the picture, Valley of the Wolves’ star Necati Şaşmaz 
(Polat Alemdar) sits on a park bench and reads a book. Re-
printed from “Polat, kitap okuyup gençlere örnek olsun,” by 
A.A. Karataş, , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by 
PRNet. 

Apart from the extraordinary influence of Kurtlar Vadisi on Turkish teenagers 
and the culture of violence it created, conservative media argues that television 
is toxic to the new generation for disseminating and normalizing a popular 
entertainment culture, especially through music videos, reality television 



( R E ) P R O D U C T I O N  O F  C O N S E R VAT I S M  I N  C O N S E R VAT I V E  M E D I A  

 

shows, and television series adapted from the West. It nurtures a youth that is 
under the influence of Western cultural imperialism, a new entertainment 
generation that does not read and think but only has fun – a culture that is 
objectified by the brutal rules of capitalism (Deniz, a, p. ). e main-
stream entertainment media has a toxic effect on family values, “caused the 
corrosion of the ‘moral fabric of the family’” (Kocamaner, ), and devalues 
the “family values” of the Turkish society. Özkan () expresses her concern 
with these words: 

e effective (?!) result of the programs, of domestically produced tel-
evision series broadcast on private television channels . . . and espe-
cially of video clips that are constantly on music channels is this: Easily 
being convinced that love is short lived and you can recover from the 
pain of a break up with a new boyfriend or girlfriend and a few songs. 
Talking through the lyrics of a song and believing that this is a highly 
clever joke. Boys should mimick the clothes, laugh, and style of their 
favorite singer; girls should walk around with a heavy, almost theatri-
cal makeup. Everyone is active, dynamic, dashing, and insincere! Eve-
ryone has the same face, look, expression. . . . Youth today do not re-
semble the youth when arabesque was the only popular music genre.8 
(p. ) 

e growing popularity of reality competition shows is another point of criti-
cism in conservative media regarding the television and its effect of creating 
morally corrupt Turkish youth. Renowned columnists regularly touch on this 
issue, and editorial teams occasionally dedicate full pages to the comments of 
psychologists purpoting that such content encourages teens to experiment 

                                                       
 8 “’lı yıllarda birbiri ardına çıkan özel televizyon kanallarında yayınlanan programların . . . 

ve özellikle müzik kanallarında yayınlanan kliplerin başarılı (?!) sonucu şu: Aşkların 
ömrünün kısa, her ayrılığın ardından yaşanacak acının yeni bir sevgili ve birkaç şarkı ile telafi 
edilebileceğine kolayca ikna oluş. Şarkı sözleri ile konuşma, bunun zekica yapılmış iyi bir espri 
olduğuna duyulan şaşmaz inanç. Erkeklerde hayran olunan şarkıcı gibi giyinme, yürüme, gü-
lme, bakma, durma; kızlarda kılık kıyafetin ötesinde gündüzleri bile ağır sahne makyajıyla 
dolaşma. Herkes aktif, dinamik, gösterişli ve samimiyetsiz! Herkeste aynı yüz, aynı bakış, aynı 
ifade. . . . Arabeskin tek popüler müzik olduğu yılların gençlerine benzemiyor artık hiçbir 
genç.”  
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with drugs and alcohol and promotes violent, aggressive behavior. e tragic 
death of Ata Türk, a competitor of the popular reality show Gelinim Olur 
Musun? (Would you be my daughter-in-law?), from a drug overdose in late 
, justified their arguments. e funeral was broadcast live on news chan-
nels, showcasing the “qualities that drive Turkey's nascent celebrity culture, 
which jumbles private lives and electronic media with heavy helpings of hu-
miliation” (Vick, ). Angered by the incident and the attention it received 
in the media, then Prime Minister Erdoğan criticizes the funeral coverage and 
the general popularity of reality shows stating: "What did this person become 
famous for? We have programs at the moment that follow a trend that contra-
dicts the traditions and family structure of Turkey, which is a country with a 
 percent Muslim population. I am worried about this.” (Vick, ). 
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Figure . Yeni Şafak raising the issue of increased use of synthetic drugs 
among young people upon Ata Türk’s death. Reprinted from 
“Ecstasy alarmı,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by 
PRNet.  

Similar criticisms come from conservative columnists. Mahmut Övür () 
from Sabah, for example, criticizes the broadcast of harmful reality television 
shows on public satellite television, calling for the RTÜK to act immediately 
to oppose shows that deteriorate traditional social values. Ahmet Kekeç 
(), on the other hand, accuses the media and brutal competition over rat-
ings of murdering the young man. “We are all their prisoners. ey are killing 
us,”9 he adds. Yeni Şafak () also heavily criticizes the premiere of new re-
ality television shows upon Türk’s death, condemning television channels for 

                                                       
 9 “Hepimiz onların elinde esiriz. Bizi boğuyorlar.” 
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airing programs that sacrifice the health and moral values of the society to 
make more money and receive higher ratings.  

Figure . Following Erdoğan’s outrage, full-page coverage of Ata Türk’s 
funeral with heavy criticism of television channels for turning 
it into a story to increase ratings. Reprinted from “Cenazesi 
de Reyting Rekoru Kırdı,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright 
 by PRNet. 

While the leisure time of youth had predominately been spent in front of tel-
evision sets, in the early twenty-first century television began to be replaced 
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by the internet, online gaming, social media, and smartphones.10 Conservative 
media then directs its criticism towards the negative effects of the proliferation 
of these technologies. Its arguments against new technologies are twofold: 
First, excessive use and exposure to them negatively affects the physical and 
psychological health and future of young people, and second this “market” is 
turning the new generation into the objects of Western-dominated capitalism. 
By , these media outlets already started warning parents about the dan-
gers of online games – how it could lead to serious addiction problems and 
normalize violence. Newspapers started to be inundated with both local and 
international stories about young people committing violent acts under the 
influence of online games to which they are addicted as well as committing 
the to afford the devices and games in the first place. 

                                                       
 10 In , the percentage of households with Internet access in Turkey reached . percent and 

has continued to increase since then. As of , . percent of the country’s households have 
Internet access. (TÜİK Information Society Statistics, -).  
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Figure . (Le) Commentary on the growing popularity of the online 
game Knight that heavy emphasizes how online games lead to 
real life murders. Reprinted from “Ölümler şimdilik sanal,” 
by R. Yeter, , Yeni Şafak, p. . (Right) Research conducted 
in the United Kingdom revealing that online games are de-
signed to generate addiction. Reprinted from “Oyunlar, 
bağımlılık için tasarlanıyor,” , Sabah, p. . Copyright  
by PRNet.  

In addition to more tangible negative effects of technology on young people, 
conservative media also raises concern over the long-term implications of ex-
cessive technology use on the moral values and mental development of the 
future generations of the country. Fatma Barbarosoğlu (a), one of the 
leading conservative figures critical of today’s youth who holds an extremely 
pessimistic view of younger generations, belittles millennials for spending all 
of their time with technology and experiencing alleged freedom through it. 
e reality, according to her, is that computers are neither making children 
wiser nor smarter. On the contrary, the three types of technology screens (tel-
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evision, mobile phones, and the internet) are keeping youth ignorant and fos-
tering a youth that thinks “Hitler” is the plural form of the word “hit” (p. ).11 
In the same manner, Leyla İpekçi (b) denounces millennials’ technology 
addiction for degenerating the true meaning of morality. She underlines that 
screens are the only things able to capture the attention of the youth and crit-
icizes this generation for living in a virtual delusion. 

Young people are living in their own, completely virtual world that 
curbs the human soul, constantly manipulates desires and goals, and 
duplicates personalities through tons of glamorous images. . . . Today’s 
youth finds spirituality in exhibiting themselves. Exposure in the vir-
tual world!12 (p. ) 

Finally, columnist Erol Göka raises similar concerns about the impact of the 
internet on the mental development of youth. “Internet is killing our chil-
dren’s imagination,” he states in his column on  May . He argues that 
these technologies are successful in determining lives and giving direction, but 
they cannot add kindness, tenderness and compassion to people’s relationship 
with each other and the world. He believes that the imaginations of younger 
generations are limited by the devices and apps they use.  

                                                       
 11 -lar and -ler are the plural suffixes in Turkish. If the last vowel of the receiving word is one of 

(e, i, ö, ü), it will be followed by -ler. Barbarosoğlu makes a cynical comment here even though 
“hit” is not a Turkish word. She therefore adds “But as the youth do not know what hit means 
in singular form, it asks for help about this” (p. ).  

 12 “Nefsi kamçılayan, arzularını ve heveslerini durmadan manipüle eden, benliklerini gösterişli 
imgelerle çoğaltan onlarca görüntü ve mesaj içinde kendilerine ait sanal bir dünyada yaşıyor 
gençler. . . . Maneviyatı kendilerini teşhir etmekte buluyor şimdi gençler. Sanal alemlerde 
teşhir!” 
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Figure . (Le) Quote from the Academy of Science and Art Philoso-
phy in which speakers claim that today’s youth are worship-
ping technology and this limits their imaginations and makes 
them unable to become good writers or poets. Reprinted from 
“ kuşağından şair çıkmaz,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . (Right) 
A comparison of the things for which millennials and baby 
boomers will wait in line. Whereas today, youth is willing to 
wait for hours to buy a newly released iPhone, their grandfa-
thers faced long lines for a tank of propane. Reprinted from 
“Dedeler tüp, torunlar iPhone kuyruğunda,” by A. Yaşa, Yeni 
Şafak Pazar, pp. -. Copyright  by PRNet.  

Conservative media’s perception of technology is not always negative. While 
it criticizes excessive technology use by young people, there are moments 
when it praises Turkey’s tech-savvy youth and their entrepreneurial activities. 
As an example, columnist Yaşar Süngü (), who criticizes the new genera-
tion for being slaves to consumerist, capitalist culture and irresponsibly 
spending their last lira on iPhones, also praises young entrepreneurs from 
METU who launched a game development studio and created an app that al-
lows users to make traditional Turkish marbling. He comments: “Protecting 
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local treasures while using the cutting-edge technologies… don’t you also 
want to shout “this is it!’” when you hear this?” ().13 

In the same vein, columnist Erol Göka (a) focuses on the mainstream 
criticisms of today’s “app youth” in a colummn and argues that this label is 
unfair to young people because research shows that the app generation is sur-
prisingly more tolerant and acceptant of diversity, even though there is still a 
tendency to form friendships and groups with like-minded people in today’s 
digital world. To resolve this contradiction and his love-hate relationship with 
technology, he proposes responsible use of these digital platforms. 

Are you saying the youth should not use digital technologies, you 
might ask? Of course, they will use them and leverage the opportunity 
to express themselves and enrich their identities. But we will also con-
tinue to assess the situation and call attention to the dangers that come 
along.14 (p. ) 

..  Generation “Me” and the Lost Sense of Community 

Due to excessive use of technology, a crooked education system, and the he-
gemony of Western consumer culture over young people, conservative media 
portrays the new generation of the country as self-centered, narcissistic, and 
materialistic. Journalists call the children of the Baby Boomers and GenX'ers 
“Generation Me” and criticize the millennial youth for being raised with the 
values of individualism, personal gain, and self-consumption rather than duty 
or group cohesion. ey call for the urgent reinvention of what it means to be 
“us” as a community. 

Prior to , honesty, hard work, faithfulness, and respect for others 
were the most important values, and having these was enough to earn 
the respect of society. Consciousness of national duty and responsibil-

                                                       
 13 “Hem yerel değerleri koruyacaksın hem de son teknolojiyi kullanacaksın. İnsanın bunu duy-

unca; ‘İşte bu’ diyesi gelmiyor mu?” 
 14 “Ne yani dijital teknolojileri kullanmasın mı gençler diyeceksiniz? Elbette kullanacaklar, ken-

dini ifade etme, kimliklerini zenginleştirme imkânlarından yararlanacaklar. Ama biz de du-
rumu tespiti yapmaya, tehlikelere dikkat çekmeye devam edeceğiz.” 
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ity was prioritized over individual needs. With the rise of individual-
ism, self-focus and living only for one’s self has started be prioritized. 
. . . Having been conditioned to demand “the best” in life as they were 
growing up, “generation me” wants the best clothes, houses, and cars 
as well as the best spouse and the best child. e biggest reasons why 
marriages do not last long nowadays is the style of demand that we 
give into.15 (Karabıyık, , p. ) 

e most catastrophic effect is that "Gen Me" has been reshaping the Turkish 
character and shaking the foundations of society’s cultural and moral virtues, 
especially when it comes to family values. 

Professor Hüdaverdi Adam from Sakarya University is right when he 
says Turkish family structure is being destroyed! . . . Aer seeing that 
society is mentally depressed, he explains the destruction brought 
about by the imposition of consumerism through advertising, and he 
states that the lifestyles shown on television series are undermining the 
family order. e children of our time are great but I am curious to see 
if they’ll be able to hold up in their future lives.16 (Şeker, , p. ) 

                                                       
 15 “'den önce dürüstlük, çalışkanlık, vefakarlık, başkalarına saygılı davranmak önemli, top-

lumda saygın bir yere sahip olmak için yeterliydi. Toplumsal görev ve sorumluluk bilinci bi-
reysel isteklerden üstün tutuluyordu. Bireyselleşmenin pompalanması ile başkalarının ne 
düşündüğünü umursamamak; kendine odaklanma ile sadece kendin için yaşa söylemi öne 
çıktı. . . . Hayattan hep en iyisini istemeye şartlandırılarak büyüyen 'ben nesli', en iyi kıyafet, 
en iyi ev, en iyi arabaya sahip olmanın yanında; en iyi eş, en iyi çocuğa sahip olmak da istiyor. 
Evliliklerin eskiye göre kısa ömürlü olmasında en büyük etken teslim olunan istek tarzı.” 

 16 “Sakarya Üniversitesi hocalarından Prof. Hüdaverdi Adam, Türk aile yapısının giderek bo-
zulduğunu söylerken ne kadar haklı! . . . Hoca, "toplumun sosyal psikolojisi bozuldu" tespitini 
yaptıktan sonra, reklâmlarla dayatılan tüketim çılgınlığının getirdiği tahribatı anlatıyor ve tel-
evizyon dizilerinde sunulan hayat tarzının ailede düzeni dinamitlediğini belirtiyor. Şimdiki 
çocuklar harika ama, ileride hayat karşısında nasıl olacaklar merak ediyorum.” 
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Figure . Şule Yüksel Şenler, a popular conservative writer known for 
her book Peace Street (Huzur Sokağı), asking young people to 
move away from individualism and develop a sense of togeth-
erness and community. Reprinted from “Bireysellik değil 
birliktelik,” by H.K. Öz, , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright 
 by PRNet.  

..  e Long “Millennial” Summer: e Gezi Park Protests and Be-
yond 

e Gezi Park protests of summer  and the fact that the sweeping majority 
of protesters were millennials again put the problem of youth on the agenda 
of conservative media. But there was an important difference from how the 
issue was covered prior to the protests. During and aer the summer of the 
Gezi Park protests, conservative media, especially renowned columnists, 
started to apply a dichotomous language to discussions of youth in Turkey. 
Whereas prior to Gezi incidents it talked about the young people of Turkey 
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and their problems as a whole, conservative media has shied to an “us vs. 
them (conservative, Islamist youth vs. secular youth)” discourse following the 
Gezi movement. 

e first narrative about young people participating in the Gezi uprising 
is dominated by an argument that they were deceived and were used in a game 
organized by traitors and international collaborators. In an opinion piece pub-
lished on  July , the ninth day of the protests, Yeni Şafak claims that Jewish 
leaders and neoconservatives associated with America’s pro-Israel lobby, the 
American Israel Public Affairs Council (AIPAC), had a secret meeting in Feb-
ruary and plotted the Gezi scenario. “e ‘Istanbul Uprising’ was simulated 
on  February in order ‘to bring the apolitical Turkish youth out on the 
streets’” (Kredo, ). 17 

Aer establishing that the Gezi movement was no more than a plot and 
that it did not reflect the true will of Turkey’s younger population, newspapers 
and columnists started to emphasize that the young people protesting in Gezi 
Park represented neither the real Turkish youth nor the population as a whole. 
e anti-Gezi conservative media underscores that these youth were mostly 
children of families that support the CHP and hence do not reflect the major-
ity of the contemporary Turkish youth. It adopts a language that undermined 
these Gezi youth and promoted a dichotomous language that pit the young 
protestors of Gezi against the conservative, Islamist, pro-government youth. 
On  July , columnist Murat Menteş dedicates his column to the voices of 
young people not participating in the protests, and Yeni Şafak publishes an 
editorial that included in-depth interviews with religious youth who had 
started organizing poetry sessions in parks as an alternative to the Gezi fo-
rums.18 Atilla Yayla (), on the other hand, accuses Gezi youth of adopting 
an inherently fascist, national socialist, pro-war, totalitarian philosophy.  

                                                       
 17 Aer the  July  coup attempt, the Gülen movement was retroactively blamed for orches-

trating the Gezi protests. 
 18 During the Gezi Park incidents, protesters organized forums in public parks in major cities. 

e forums were open to everyone who wants to join and designed as democratic public 
spaces where people get together to express their thoughts and ideas freely. 
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Figure . Editorial published in Yeni Şafak’s weekend supplement high-
lighting the pious youth who organized poetry sessions in 
parks as an alternative to post-Gezi forums. Adopted from 
“Gezi eylemlerine karşı: direnşiir,” by Yaşa, A.,  
https://www.yenisafak.com/yenisafakpazar/gezi-eylemlerine-
karsi-dirensiir- . Copyright (n.d.) by Yeni Şafak. 

In fact, the dichotomous language of “our” vs. “their” youth (those who sup-
port the AKP versus those who support the CHP) is a legacy of the Gezi Park 
protests and added to the list of discourses promoting the further polarization 
of society. e internalization of this divisive language is best observed in the 
words of Hilal Kaplan in her column on September , nearly one and a half 
years aer the Gezi movement was sparked. 

e republic gave youth the mission to become the guardians of the 
revolution. Young people back then had a figurative role to unques-
tionably repeat the prompts given to them by the regime, collaborate 
with the military in times of danger and spend the rest of their time in 
soccer stadiums. e AKP, on the other hand, doesn’t want the youth 
to be the guardians of any regime but encourages them to become the 



N A Z  U Y U L U R  

 

“revolution” itself. (I put revolution in quotes because what we are ex-
periencing is not a revolution, but an accelerated evolution from mili-
tary authority to democracy).19 (p. ) 

..  Should Young Girls and Boys Live Together? 

Only months aer the Gezi Park protests, Erdoğan initiated another storm of 
discussion that again raised questions about the government’s excessive in-
volvement in the private lives of young people. In November , then Prime 
Minister Erdoğan said that his government would take measures to control 
off-campus, coeducational housing. “Invoking his credentials as a conserva-
tive, and saying that the government receives ‘intelligence’ about what goes on 
inside coed housing facilities, Mr. Erdoğan was quoted in the Turkish news 
media as saying to a weekly meeting of his party’s lawmakers: ‘Anything can 
happen. en parents cry out, saying, ‘Where is the state?’ ese steps are be-
ing taken in order to show that the state is there. As a conservative, democratic 
government, we need to intervene’” (Pınar, ). 

e words of Erdoğan quickly became the hottest topic of discussion in 
the mainstream media, and a conservative narrative on this issue was con-
structed in line with the statements of the government. e initial message 
was that Erdoğan’s words were distorted and the proposed regulation con-
cerned only illegally run off-campus dormitories. His words were taken out of 
context; in fact, the government was only preparing to regulate a sensitive is-
sue that endangers children’s safety, life, and property. 

                                                       
 19 “Cumhuriyet, gençliğe devrimin bekçileri olması görevini vermişti. Sorgusuz sualsiz, rejimin 

verdiği sufleleri tekrarlayan, devrim tehlikeye girerse orduyla kol kola giren, diğer zamanlarda 
en fazla stadlarda boy gösteren figüranlardan öte bir rolü yoktu gençliğin. 

   Ak Parti ise, gençlikten devrim bekçiliği değil, ‘devrim’in kendisi olmasını bekliyor. 
(Yaşadığımız ‘devrim’ değil, askeri otoriterlikten demokrasiye hızlı çekim bir evrim süreci 
olduğu için devrim, tırnak içinde.)” 
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Figure . Cover snippet for a full-page story on the real reason behind 
the government’s initiative to regulate private student hous-
ing. According to this article, the attempted regulation con-
cerned only the illegal status of such housing options and is 
nothing to do with intervening in the private lives of young 
people. Reprinted from “İşte öğrenci evi gerçeği,” , Yeni 
Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  

Columnists, on the other hand, joined in the discussion of whether this con-
stituted an invasion of privacy or was another attempt by Erdoğan to make the 
country more conservative. eir views on the matter and their way of justi-
fying Erdoğan’s initiative provide significant insight into the conservative me-
dia’s perception of conservative youth and a conservative society in general. 

One striking argument is that opposite sexes living together in private stu-
dent houses contradicts the moral fabric of Turkey’s family structure. Özlem 
Albayrak in her column in  November  focuses on this issue and criti-
cizes those condemning Erdoğan’s words based on the grounds that young 
people over eighteen are legally adults and can do whatever they wish. 
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[is argument] is not valid for Turkish society. In Turkey, children are 
not kicked out to fend for themselves when they turn . Yes, legally, it 
is not the state’s business to know what these people do or don’t do. 
But the family structure includes a tradition of sending even children 
over  to college and paying for their expenses even it results in finan-
cial difficulties – to still support them when they find a job, to “keep 
an eye on” them even aer they get married.20 (p.) 

Another important point of justification is that Erdoğan is a conservative in-
dividual, and it is normal for a conservative to think like that and raise his 
concerns about the moral degeneration affecting the society today (Metiner, 
). Aer all, the state is responsible for taking measures for the common 
good on behalf of families and individuals; hence, it is the state’s obligation to 
solve the problem of moral corruption spreading among Turkish youth 
(Yıldırım, ). 

But above all, the debate revealed that conservatism actually means Islam-
ism for members of the conservative media. In fact, this premise is openly 
acknowledged by Hilal Kaplan in her column in November  where she 
addresses the various arguments in the student housing debate. 

And the most important thing is the Islamic angle… But wait a minute: 
I cannot say “Islamic” because Prime Minister Erdoğan explains this 
as “conservative democracy.” We have a government that cannot 
openly and bravely define itself as “Muslim democrats” and is instead 
forced to circumnavigate and call themselves “conservatives” . . . and 
we are still debating the regulation of student houses. . . . 
 Historically, we see that Islamic administrations try to prevent the 
roads that lead to adultery before forbidding adultery itself. Aer all, 

                                                       
 20 “[Bu önerme] Türkiye toplumu için geçerli değil, zira Türkiye’de evlatlar genellikle, ‘artık 

’sin adamım, hayatla kendin başa çıkmak zorundasın’ denilerek kapı önüne konmaz. Evet, 
yasalar önünde bu insanların, ne yapıp ne yapmadığı devleti hiç mi hiç ilgilendirmez. Ama 
aile yapısı,  ve üzeri olsa bile çocukları çeşitli sıkıntılara katlanarak üniversiteye gönderip 
masraflarını karşılamayı, okul bittikten sonra iş bulsa bile maddi-manevi desteğini esirge-
memeyi, çocuk evlenmiş olsa bile ‘göz kulak olmayı’ gereksinen bir geleneği içerir.” 
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the Quran forbids not just adultery but also getting close to it, as well, 
because the road to adultery is one from which it is very hard to re-
turn.21 (p. ) 

Hayrettin Karaman () correspondingly contributes to the debate with 
similar arguments and explains why the new initiative is acceptable with ref-
erences to the mandates of Islam. 

If a couple is cohabitating without being married, girls and boys are 
living in the same house, or if there is a reasonable suspicion that 
things are happening in a house that could endanger the country, ac-
cording to Islam, the state can inspect these houses, obstruct illegal 
activities, and punish the offenders.22 (p. ) 

..  What Makes an Ideal Youth? 

Conservative media overall is predominantly pessimistic about the future of 
young generations in Turkey. It believes that the upcoming generation is 
trapped in the “virtual” world of excessive consumerism and is careless, lazy, 
out of touch, patronizing, egotistical, and disrespectful of their elders (İpekçi 
c, Böhürler b, İpekçi ). ey worship their own bodies and souls. 

                                                       
 21 “Ve en önemlisi İslâmî boyut... Ama bir dakika, ‘İslâmî’ diyemiyorum zira Başbakan Erdoğan 

bunu ‘muhafazakâr demokratlık’la açıklıyor. Yani daha kendisini göğsünü gere gere 
‘Müslüman demokrat’ olarak bile tanımlayamayan, bu yüzden kuyunun etrafından dolanarak 
‘muhafazakâr’ demek zorunda bırakılan bir iktidar varken, biz öğrenci evlerinin denetimini 
tartışıyoruz. . . . İslâm tarihindeki yönetimlerin genelde zinanın kendisinden önce zinaya 
giden yolları engellemeye çalıştığını görürüz. Nitekim ayeti kerimede de sadece zina yapmak 
değil, zinaya yaklaşmak da yasaklanmıştır. Zira zinaya yaklaştıran yol, geri dönülmesi nefse 
çok zor gelen bir yoldur.”  

 22 “Eğer bir evde nikahsız bir çi yaşıyorsa veya kızlı erkekli öğrenciler birlikte kalıyorlarsa, ya-
hut da bir evde ülke için tehlikeli olan bazı faaliyetlerin yapıldığı konusunda ciddi şüpheler 
varsa İslam’a göre devlet bu evi denetler, basar, gayr-i meşru olan fiilleri engeller, failleri 
cezalandırır.” 
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ey do not read, do not show any interest in their own culture, language, and 
history, and are out of touch with the real world.23 

While making these observations, the majority of the journalists adopt a 
comparative approach, nostalgically measuring the situation of today’s youth 
up against their own time. In her column on September , Hilal Kaplan 
summarizes the core differences between today’s youth and her own experi-
ence as follows: 

In our time, everything was black and white, right or wrong, malignant 
or benign. Today, we are living at an “interesting” time in which we 
experience various shades of grey. 
 In our time, those who didn’t read Kutub, Afgani, Abduh couldn’t 
even set foot in the neighborhood. Today, the youth only knows about 
Kutub because of the coup in Egypt, and unfortunately, their “neigh-
borhood” is scattered to the four winds.24 (p. ) 

Similar claims are oen made by various conservative columnists. Ayşe 
Böhürler (b), for example, argues that while hers was an idealistic gener-
ation, insisting on building a way of life based on values and fighting a war on 
two fronts with both the traditional religious understanding and the hege-
monic system, today’s youth are not like them because they are not being 

                                                       
 23 Fatma Barbarosoğlu is a staunch critic of the new generation in that respect. She occasionally 

criticizes the youth for not developing the habit of reading and wasting time on their screens. 
She once commented on a young girl who claimed to be a poet and said: “She doesn’t know 
the names of any contemporary poets. She thinks writing a poem is just about rhyming. . . . 
is youth, who fears reading and decides which books to read based on the publishing house, 
is not that nervous when it comes to movies and social media. ey watch whatever they can 
find; they waste their time following silly people on Twitter” (“Çağdaş şairlerden hiçbirinin 
adını bilmiyor. Şiir yazmayı belli ki kafiye düşürmek olarak anlıyor. . . . Kitap okumaktan kor-
kan, hangi kitabı okuyacağına yayınevine göre karar veren bu gençler, konu sinema ve sosyal 
medya olduğunda hiç de tedirgin değiller. Ellerine geçen her şeyi seyrediyor, saçma sapan 
insanları tivıtırdan takip edip zaman harcıyor.”) (Barbarosoğlu, b, p. ). 

 24 “Bizim zamanımızda her şey siyah ve beyazdı, haklı ve haksızdı, zalim ve mazlumdu. Şimdiyse 
grinin binbir türlü tonunu yaşadığımız ‘ilginç zamanlar’dan geçiyoruz. Bizim zamanımızda 
Kutup’u Afganî’yi Abduh'u okumayan, mahalleden içeri adım atamazdı. Şimdiyse Kutup'tan 
bile Mısır’da darbe olduğu için haberi olan ve ne yazık ki ‘mahalle’si de dört bir yana dağılmış 
bir gençlik var.” 
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raised in a coherent family environment. Ali Nur Kutlu observes that he and 
his children could not laugh at the same jokes anymore (Kutlu, a). 

Despite this pessimistic, almost disparaging view of the new youth, con-
servative journalists nevertheless believe that there is still hope for the new 
generation (Muradoğlu, ) and they occasionally share their advice (both 
about the youth and the overall system) on how to stop the degeneration. eir 
recommendations and solutions can be grouped into four main categories: 
Encouraging young people to marry young, embracing religion (Islam) as a 
guide and basis for cultural and generational consciousness, limiting the use 
of technology – especially social media –, and finally, emulating the right role 
models. 

...  e “Natural Way”: Marry Young and Start a Family 

Conservatives believe that sexuality is the most challenging test people go 
through during their youth. It is even more difficult for today’s youth as capi-
talism’s principle of unlimited freedom results in the sexually objectification 
of women (Beşer b). In a “modern” society where sexual desires are nor-
malized, young people are faced with a difficult situation: ey either have to 
show extraordinary effort and strength to maintain self-control and hence be-
come mentally depressed, or they can no longer resist their urges and sin 
(Beşer a). 

e ultimate solution to this problem is simple: Young people should be 
encouraged to marry young and start a family as soon as possible. is is not 
only the right way but the natural way. ere is a reason why sexual desires 
emerge at a certain age, and it cannot be boiled down to a biological, sexual 
urge. ese desires contain an unspeakable appeal and lust. In early marriages, 
love is more lasting, the chances of having a baby with birth defects is lower, 
and the children will be smarter and healthier (Beşer b). 

But more important than these, young people are encouraged to marry as 
soon as possible because it is what Islam advises them to do. Conservatives 
refer to the words of the prophet to legitimize early marriage – especially the 
hadeeth “O young men, whoever among you can afford to get married, let him 
do so, and whoever cannot afford it, let him fast, for that will be a shield for 
him”. ey believe that marriage is the perquisite for getting life in order and 
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building an honest, moral, religiously-acceptable future. Indeed, that is the 
meaning of the phrase “there is a miracle in marriage” (nikahta keramet 
vardır) (Akkuşak, ). 

While they encourage young people to marry young and advise them not 
fear marriage, journalists who write about this subject also acknowledge the 
financial burdens of matrimony and call for private and public support pro-
grams to help young people financially.25 Indeed, conservative media cele-
brates government incentives to encourage university students to get married. 
First a subsidy of  thousand Turkish lira for couples that marry early was 
announced by the Ministry of Families and Social Policies in late . Subse-
quently, the AKP government introduced a dowry account program for those 
who marry for the first time before the age of , through which “the govern-
ment will grant up to  percent of the amount of money that young people 
save in their dowry accounts” (“Applications for marriage dowry,” ). 

                                                       
 25 See Beşer a and Beşer b. 
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Figure . Yeni Şafak celebrating the government initiative to grant sub-
sidies to couples that marry early. Reprinted from “Üniversite 
öğrencisine evlillik kredisi müjdesi,” by A. Mallı, b, Yeni 
Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet. 

...  e Right Way is the Islamic Way: Embrace Islam as a Guiding 
Light and Form a Cultural and Generational Consciousness 

Conservatives believe that religion is the fundamental reference for civiliza-
tion; hence, they propose Islam as the antidote to all the problems of young 
people and as a means to protect future generations from the deleterious ef-
fects of Western values and capitalism. Only a conscious, religious youth 
guided by Islamic doctrine can fight the shallow, vulgar postmodern, neolib-
eral popular culture (Kaplan, c) and lead the country to a better and 
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brighter future.26 In fact, this sense of duty given to youth is not limited to the 
country but is to cover the entire ummah. Conservative media occasionally 
underscores that the entire Muslim community expects something great from 
the youth (Kutlu, b). e world of Islam needs a youth that embraces re-
ligious values, is indifferent to misconceptions and tolerant of diversity.27 at 
is why young Muslims are encouraged to rally together, to form a Muslim club 
(Öztürk, ), and to develop a generational consciousness based on religion. 

Figure . A thorough analysis of the book called Generation M: Young 
Muslims Changing the World which celebrates the central role 
Muslim millennials play in the world today. Reprinted from 
“M jenerasyonunun ayak sesleri yükseliyor,” by S. Yassıkaya, 
, Yeni Şafak Pazar, pp. ,. Copyright  by PRNet.  

                                                       
 26 For example, in his column in September , Kutlu lists recommendations for school-aged 

teens. He first underscores that their ultimate aim should be to serve the country. In the twen-
tieth place on the list he writes: “Don’t forget that if you are a Muslim, you have a country, a 
nation, [and] an ummah to whom you are responsible” (p. ). 

 27 Yusuf Kaplan, for instance, oen described the ideal youth self-conscious and aware of the 
problems of humanity, Muslims, and the nation (b, a, c).  
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A thorough religious education, reciting the Quran on a regular basis, and 
performing the five ritual prayers is deemed necessary not only to protect the 
youth from foreign cultural invasion but also to ensure personal growth and 
avoid sin. A young person that reads religious intellectuals, learn their duties, 
and performs their rituals will naturally grow into a moral, just, and mentally 
and physically vigorous adult. at is why religion, along with moral and na-
tional values, is occasionally proposed to counteract harmful habits – adultery, 
inappropriate sexual desires, addictions, and a tendency to violence.28 

Figure . Yeni Şafak reporting on research by the Ministry of Religious 
Affairs suggesting that youth be directed religion and moral 
and national values to avoid drug addictions and alcohol use. 
Reprinted from “Gençleri uyuşturucuya arkadaş çevresi 
itiyor,” by E. Göktaş, , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by 
PRNet. 

...  Beware of Increasing Use of Technology: Reconnect with Nature 

As mentioned before, there is a common conception among conservative in-
tellectuals that excessive use of contemporary technologies and new platforms 
cause young people to lose touch with the real world – make them selfish and 

                                                       
 28 In his column on May , Beşer proposes a “recepie” for youth: marry young, perform hon-

est and aboveboard prayer, always engage with honest man, and do not dishonor your earthly 
life and eternity for a few minutes of pleasure (Beşer, c). 
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illiterate and limit their worldview to an exaggerated universe of games, enter-
tainment, and competition (Beşer, c). is connectivity, and especially so-
cial media, provides them an escape from realities, traps them in deceptive, 
virtual pleasures and fantasies (Kaplan, a), and offers them a dangerous 
short-cut to information, experience, and advice. 

A significant portion of young people turn to social media to gather 
information, experience, and advice. Nowadays clips, videos, and 
memes highlighting wise sayings and pieces of advice from seniors are 
guiding young people. ey leverage this pile of available information 
without restraint. We do not know which of them are harmful and 
problematic for these teenagers.29 (Kutlu, a, p. ) 

To tackle this problem and limit the negative influence of social media and 
technology, conservative media suggests young people acquire a reading habit 
and stress the importance of children and young people having authentic ex-
periences, connecting with nature, and getting involved in real life issues. It 
believes that families, the state, and the community as a whole are responsible 
for this issue and must encourage young people through hands-on training, 
behavioral education programs, and activities that revive their urge to dis-
cover and invent (Kutlu, a; İpekçi, b).  

                                                       
 29 “Gençlerimizin önemli bir kısmı sosyal medya üzerinden bilgi, tecrübe ve öğüt ihtiyacını 

karşılıyor. Özlü sözlerden, büyüklerin tavsiyelerinden yapılmış capsler, klipler, videolar şimdi 
gençlerimize yol gösterir oldu. Bir yığın halinde duran bu bilgi denizinden, kontrolsüz 
rastgele faydalanıyorlar. Arada ne kadar zararlı, ne kadar sorunlu şeyler var, bunları bilemi-
yoruz.” 
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Figure . Full-page coverage on the negative effects of technology use 
on children and their personal development. e article men-
tions that technology contributes to narcissist tendencies and 
advises parents to spend more time with their children. Re-
printed from “Cepte narsist bir gençlik yetişiyor,” by A. İzmir, 
a, Yeni Şafak Pazar, p. . Copyright  by PRNet. 
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...  Today’s “Life Coaches” were Yesterday’s “Brothers”: Emulate the 
Right Role Models 

In the minds of conservative columnists, one of the fundamental reasons to-
day’s youth are prone to backslidinge is that they do not have older role models 
to guide them in becoming moral, pious, conscious adults. Instead, they try to 
become like the celebrities they see on television shows, in video clips, and on 
social media. Hence, they turn into morally corrupt, consumerist, uncultured 
individuals. In his column in July , for example, Kutlu touches on this 
issue and compares his generation with the new one. 

We were lucky. We had “brothers” that looked aer us. Today, these 
people are called “life coaches, mentors.” I realize that growing up with 
their life experience, cultural richness, and model behavior was an in-
valuable experience for us. I see that today’s youth do not have this and 
it makes me very sad.30 (p. ) 

To fill this void, the two role models that conservatives propose for youth are 
Necip Fazıl Kısakürek and Mehmet Akif Ersoy. Especially in the last few years, 
the attempt to revive the thinking, literary work, and biographies of these 
prominent thinkers is apparent in the conservative media. 

                                                       
 30 “Biz şanslıydık. Bizimle sürekli ilgilenen ‘ağabeylerimiz’ vardı. Bugün o insanlara, ‘yaşam 

koçu, mentor’ deniyor. Onların hayat tecrübesi, fikir ve düşünce zenginliği ve örnek dav-
ranışlarıyla büyümek bizim için en bulunmaz nimetmiş. Şimdi gençlerimizin bu zenginlikten 
yoksun büyüdüğünü görüyor ve çok üzülüyorum.” 
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Figure . “e new generation protects Safahat.” Yeni Şafak reporting 
the attempts of a professor to keep the literary contributions 
of Mehmet Akif alive by giving his famous work Safahat as a 
gi to his graduating class. Reprinted from “Yeni nesil Safa-
hat’a sahip çıkıyor,” by İ.N. Öztürk, , Yeni Şafak, p. . 
Copyright  by PRNet.  

As an example, in , the pro-government, conservative newspaper Star 
started organizing annual Necip Fazıl Kısakürek Awards to commemorate the 
memory of Kısakürek and celebrate the literary contributions of Turkey’s new 
pious intellectuals. e awards receive significant support from the president, 
and Erdoğan himself has attended all the award ceremonies to date. In addi-
tion to the extensive coverage of the ceremony every year, mostly with specific 
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focus on Erdoğan’s speech, the majority of conservative columnists also ded-
icate their columns to Necip Fazıl in late May to both celebrate his birthday 
and commemorate his death.31 For example, around Kısakürek’s th birth-
day, columnist Mehmet Doğan (a) writes: 

e youth that Mr. Necip Fazıl sought throughout his life was an ideal 
youth that has a time, space, community – a consciousness –, a youth 
that formed a wholesome school of thought from the information he 
obtained through a continuous process of debate and supervision, that 
reached a sense of knowing and disclosed the secret of the East and the 
West. All his life, Necip Fazıl Kısakürek lived young by dreaming about 
this ideal youth, but departed this life before he could see the youth he 
longed for.32 (p. ) 

                                                       
 31 Necip Fazıl Kısakürek was born on  May  and died on  May . 
 32 “Zaman ve mekân, tarih ve toplum şuuruna sahip, sürekli muhasebe ve murakabe içinde 

edindiği bilgileri kendinde fikir bünyesi haline getirmiş, bilme hassasına ulaşmış, Doğu ve 
Batı mahsup sırrına ermiş ideal bir gençliktir, Necip Fazıl Bey''in ömür boyu aradığı gençlik. 
Necip Fazıl Kısakürek, hep ideal gençlik rüyaları görerek hep genç yaşadı, ama özlediği 
gençliği göremeden gencecik gitti.” 
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Figure . (Le) Coverage of the  Necip Fazıl Awards ceremony. 
During his opening speech, Erdoğan said: “e master in-
stilled confidence in a generation.” Reprinted from “Üstad bir 
nesle özgüven aşıladı,” by K. Kara, , Yeni Şafak, p. . 
(Right) Erdoğan speaking at the first annual AKP youth 
branch meeting in Istanbul. “Erdoğan spoke to the youth 
quoting Mehmet Akif and Necip Fazıl,” Yeni Şafak reports. 
Reprinted from “Sorunu masada çözen bir gençlik istiyoruz,” 
by Z. Gülün, , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  

In addition to his biography, conservative media occasionally underlines and 
presents Kısakürek’s important literary works, his philosophy and accom-
plishments, and his thoughts on what ideal youth should be as a guideline for 
today’s youth. 



 



 
Women: Home Builders or Babone of the Economy? 

he year  has marked a radical turning point in studying feminism 
and women’s movements in Turkey. e  military junta suppressed 

both le- and right-wing movements with the aim of depoliticizing Turkish 
society and providing long-term stability under military control. In this ideo-
logical vacuum following the coup, “the feminist movement brought up issues 
common to second wave feminism in the West” (Diner and Toktaş, , p. 
), and as Serpil Çakır also points out, towards the end of the s, the in-
creasing attempts of academic and non-academic feminist circles led to the 
formation of a new feminist consciousness in Turkey, marked by the signifi-
cant attempt to give back the voices of women to themselves as active agents 
of the transformations and reforms brought about women’s status during the 
early republican Turkey. 

is new feminist consciousness, backed by a growing number of studies 
on autonomous women’s movements and significant female figures in the his-
tory of the country, created a debate between the new feminist scholars and 
the women of earlier generations “who had been brought up within and had 
therefore internalized the official ideology of the Kemalist regime” (Çakır, 
, p. ), a debate that still marks the foundation of the feminist history of 
Turkey in the twenty-first century. While the new generation continues to put 
pressure on the liberating effects of Republican reforms, pushed by the policy 
of what Sinem Tekeli coined as state feminism by arguing that women of the 

T 
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early Republic not only embraced the rights handed to them from above but 
actively fought for granting them, the women of earlier generations respond 
these criticisms by stating that the Republican reforms had empowered 
women “in the absence of a significant women’s movement” (Abadan-Unat, 
, p. ) in the country. 

e history of the women’s movement in Turkey suggests that both state 
feminism and women as autonomous actors played an important role in the 
discussion of women’s issues in Turkey. A three-stage periodization is helpful 
in analyzing the developments in this area and locating the policy and dis-
course in the realms of gender, sexuality and the family. e first stage covers 
the period of the late nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire to the foundation 
of the new republic, and is marked by women’s philanthropic activities and 
the demand for education. e second stage lasted until the  military 
coup. State feminism and the dominant “republican patriarchy hegemonized 
the discourse on women’s emancipation until the late s with the claim 
that Turkish women had been emancipated from the clutches of tradition” 
(Coşar and Yeğenoğlu, , p. ). Only in the third stage, aer the  coup 
that women started to raise their voices through feminist organizations. 

§ .  From the Early Republican Period to the s: State Femi-
nism and Women as Agents of Change 

Women’s movement in Turkey has its origins in the nineteenth-century Otto-
man Empire, at a time when the society was going through significant social, 
political and economic changes. e main ideologies that “preoccupied the 
minds of Ottoman intellectuals in the second half of the nineteenth century 
all gave considerable place to the status of women” (Abadan-Unat, , p. 
). As early as the Young Turk Period, the desire to create a new life and a 
new nuclear family, coming from the regime’s Westernization ideas and 
backed by the French Revolution’s liberty, equality and fraternity motto, put 
the issue of women onto the forefront of the Young Turk’s main agenda, then 
again of the Republican Turkey. For both, “the nuclear family based on part-
nership was seen as the model family, one that would emerge from and also 
lead to the emancipation of women” (Toprak, , p. ). Going hand in 
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hand with the dominant nationalist ideology, women’s emancipation was 
acknowledged by the state, from the beginning, as the most important prereq-
uisite for the larger transformation of the society. Atatürk himself also saw the 
status of women as the accelerator force of the desired social change and re-
garded equality to men and women as the core condition of reaching to the 
level of contemporary civilizations (Abadan-Unat, ). 

Another area where state feminism played an important role in women’s 
emancipation was linked with the regime’s commitment to secularization. “Is-
lamic values and the traditional social order, which until the end of World War 
I were defended by an omnipotent ruler were irreparably shaken when the 
sultan was discredited” (Abadan-Unat, , p. ) by the new regime, which 
paved the way for an official challenge to seclusion and veiling. e clothing 
reform which started with the July  cabinet decree regarding the close 
down of Islamic monasteries, zawiyas, mausoleums and the clothing of reli-
gious officials, had an incredible impact on the clothing of women. Women 
threw away their veils and headscarves, and the Kemalist regime encouraged 
women to participate in sporting contests (Zihnioğlu, , p. ). So, it was 
with the regime’s motive that women were emancipated in terms of bodily 
self-expression. 

Closely related with the issues above, the new regime’s commitment to 
Westernization and secularization also opened up the ways for women to be-
come integrated into the public life. Partially with the regime’s commitments 
to these social transformations and partially related to the disastrous condi-
tions of the consequent wars, women were encouraged to take part in the 
state’s labor force for the sake of the national cause, and provoked into politi-
cal activism, though mostly in the forms of philanthropic activities. Despite 
the criticisms from the society and some regulatory limitations from the re-
gime, such as the issuing of the permitted skirt lengths, state institutions in-
cluding hospitals, postal services or municipal administrations began to open 
their door to women (Abadan-Unat, , p.), while women were also par-
ticipating in open-air meetings or providing social services for the needy by 
organizing themselves under organizations like Osmanlı Hilal-I Ahmer Cemi-
yeti Kadınlar Heyet-I Merkeziyesi (women’s section of the Red Crescent Soci-
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ety), Muhtaç Asker Ailelerine Muavenet Cemiyeti (the society for needy sol-
diers families) and Müdafaa-i Milliye Osmanlı Hanımlar Heyeti (the Ottoman 
women’s committee for the national defense) (Toprak, , p.). e re-
gime played a significant role in motivating and accelerating such initiatives 
by women throughout the Independence War and World War I, which paved 
the way for women’s active participation to the state decision-making bodies 
thereaer. 

e adoption of the Civil Code in  was another important milestone 
for the history of gender politics in Turkey. While the code had its limitations 
such as not creating absolute equality between men and women, it was never-
theless a revolutionary step from the regime to show its commitment to the 
women’s emancipation. e adoption of the new Civil Code was a conse-
quence of the state feminism ideology, as firstly, in line with the state’s West-
ernization ideology and the desire to create a nuclear family, it was adopted by 
the Swiss code with only a very few amendments, and secondly, there was no 
consultation of the state to the women’s organizations during the preparation 
of the law. In other words, as Zihnioğlu () also states, this reform that 
effected women was actualized without the presence of women – a sign that 
the regime itself was committed to this particular aim. 

e late Ottoman and early republican state feminism put considerable 
emphasis on women’s education. Starting with the Young Turk period, dis-
crimination in education was lied, and women started to attend schools of 
higher education. “In  a university for women (İnas Darülfünunu) was 
founded [and] in January , segregation between sexes at the university 
ended as women attended the same lectures as men” (Toprak, , p. ). 
us, new educational opportunities were offered to them by the regime, and 
it was thereaer that “the concept of mahrem, or sacrosanct domestic privacy, 
was shaken, and its traditional strictness began to relax” (Pelvanoğlu, , p. 
). It was these women who benefited from these educational opportunities 
offered by the regime, that opened the door for the development of their own 
voice as autonomous actors. 

Despite the unarguable impact of the state feminism on women’s emanci-
pation in Turkey, there were also a few areas that women autonomously acted 
as the agents of such change, most notably in the fields of journalism, arts and 
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literature, labor force and in terms of organizations they established such as 
Kadınlar Halk Fırkası (Women’s People Party). 

Published between  and , Kadınlar Dünyası (world of women) 
“was the voice of an independent women’s movement and the most radical of 
the Ottoman women’s journals, in that it did not allow male writers in its col-
umns” (Çakır, , p. ). Unlike the Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete (newspaper 
for women), which was the women’s journal that reflected the state feminism 
and owned by elite intellectual women, Kadınlar Dünyası reached larger 
masses and supported by women in every segment. It created its own agenda 
by incorporating readers’ letters and demanded to define their own self-iden-
tity as women by expressing reactions to various policies of the regime, such 
as blaming the anniversary of the  Constitution for being the national day 
of men (Çakır, , p. ). In Kadınlar Dünyası, women were involved in the 
contemporary debates as active agents. 

Another example of a similar kind of autonomous journalism was Resimli 
Ay (the month with pictures) magazine. Led by a prominent woman figure 
Sabiha Sertel, this monthly periodical issued articles that touched upon “vari-
ety of social issues, editorials, opinion surveys, letters to the editor, short sto-
ries, poetry and self-help pieces” (Shissler, , p. ). rough the pages of 
Resimli Ay, Sertel sought to influence public policy regarding women’s partic-
ipation to the workforce, prostitution and women’s legal rights. Even though 
Resimli Ay was not completely against the republican regime, it still created an 
autonomous voice of opposition, pushing for larger modernization while urg-
ing women to develop “their own individual and social personalities” 
(Shissler, , p. ). 

Apart from the examples of collective actions, there were also individual 
woman figures that stand out as examples of women as autonomous actors. 
One prominent figure was Sabiha Serter. She pushed for further liberalization 
for women through the articles of Resimli Ay magazine, criticizing the govern-
ment policies towards women from the core when necessary. By using Resimli 
Ay as a tool to make herself heard both in the public and political level, she 
called on “society to give men and women equal freedom in sexual choice and 
expression while at the same time pushing women to enter the paid labor 
force” (Shissler, , p. ). Similarly, Mihri Müşfik Hanım stood out as an 
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influential woman figure, who diverged from the ideological and moral 
boundaries of the privileged upper-class women (Pelvanoğlu, , p. ), and 
made individual contributions to the arts education of women such as per-
suading the official authorities for the use of nude Greek sculptures as models 
in the lectures. 

In the early republican era, the official state ideology claimed a monopoly 
over women’s issues. “However, starting in the s, leism and Islamism 
emerged as contestant frames to colonise the potentially feminist voices 
(Tekeli , pp. –)” (Coşar and Yeğenoğlu, , p. ). Even though 
the republican patriarchy continued to draw the boundaries for women’s 
movements, “women had to ‘bargain with patriarchy’ (Kandiyoti, ) 
through loyalty to republican morals, which first and foremost perceived them 
as (potential) wives and/or mothers” (Coşar and Yeğenoğlu, , p. ). 

e student movements and especially the leist ideologies provided a 
new form of discourse for women. “e humanitarian and egalitarian dis-
course on which most leist ideologies depended offered women a place in 
the fight against class domination. But the fight was strictly against the class 
system and any other ideology such as women’s rights had to be subordinated 
to the main goal” (Sirman, ). 

§ .  e post- period and the new feminist wave 

e  military coup marked a turning point in the history of women’s 
emancipation in Turkey. “e feminist movement in Turkey gained its inde-
pendence aer the coup d’Etat in , when all leist or nationalist political 
organisations were forbidden” (Merçil and Semenoğlu, , p. ). 

e aermath of the  military coup was a fruitful period of learning 
for the feminists in Turkey. Due to their activities in this period they gained 
the experience and skills to raise their voices through organized activism. In-
stitutionally, “women’s organizations, which had been about  in number be-
tween  and  and  between  and , multiplied, reaching more 
than  by ” (Arat, , p. ). 
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e expansion of the feminist wave brought out cleavages within the 
movement. e s and the s were particularly marked by the increas-
ing visibility and activism of Islamic women. Paralleling with the increasing 
role and visibility of Islam in the public and political spheres, Muslim women 
began to speak up and started to organize around a common criticism that the 
dominant, Kemalist feminism limits religious freedom. Discussions and de-
bate focused almost exclusively on the issue of women’s right to wear a veil in 
public. Islamist women found themselves in a confrontation with state policies 
and the feminist wave and started to organize around the right to wear head-
scarves at universities. Even though majority of these covered women were 
antagonistic towards feminism as an ideology, they shared a language with 
secular counterparts and framed the ban as a violation of human rights, reli-
gious freedom, and the right to an education. 

is new generation of Islamist women who promoted the right to attend 
universities with a head covering became visible in both the public and private 
realms through acts of civil disobedience and political activism. “ey pro-
tested in front of university gates, organized demonstrations outside the uni-
versities, wrote about their victimization in newspapers, journals and novels, 
and formed platforms to promote their right to wear the headscarf [as] other 
Islamist women channeled their protest at the secular framework into their 
engagement in Islamist political parties” (Arat, , p. ). In just six years, 
number of registered women working for the Islamist RP reached a million, 
the majority of whom were working within the party to fight against the bans 
on head coverings that restricted their access to education and employment as 
well as their participation in the political and public spheres. As Arat () 
suggests, this unusually high number of female supporters of the RP extended 
the limits of women’s political participation and engagement, while contrib-
uting to women’s movements’ institutionalization process as they learned col-
lective activism and recruited new supporters to the common cause. 
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§ .  Politics of Gender in the AKP Period 

..  e Early Years: A Period of Progressive Reforms 

e early years pf the AKP period “represented a turn in the traditional igno-
rance of women’s civil societal activism by tending to engage in dialogue” 
(Coşar and Yeğenoğlu, , p. ). Active engagement of Islamist women in 
electoral politics continues during the AKP period, in which, in pursuit of 
headscarf rights, women plays a decisive role in expanding the female voter 
base of the party, hence becoming actors in public life. 

Within the first terms in government, a series of progressive steps were 
taken on the political level. e amendments in the Turkish Penal Code in 
, for example, marked significant changes. “e recognition of sexual 
crimes as ‘crimes against individuals/crimes against the inviolability of sexual 
integrity’ (WWHR, , p. ), termination of provisions that had previously 
enabled rapists to escape from legal punishment in the case of marriage, and 
inclusion of provisions to eliminate discrimination against non-virgin and un-
married women can be cited as positive steps in the amendment.” (Coşar and 
Yeğenoğlu, , p. ). 

is reform was followed by another change in the law on municipalities 
a year later, which required municipalities over , inhabitants to provide 
shelters to female victims of domestic violence. And in , Parliamentary 
Commission for the Equality for Women and Men was established to promote 
gender equality. 

Despite this initial, reformist wave, the AKP’s stance “gradually evolved 
from an expressed willingness for cooperation to lack of interest, and at times, 
hostility toward feminist demands” (Coşar and Yeğenoğlu, , p. ). e 
party’s ignorance of the demands for gender quotas in politics, the hostile dec-
larations about feminism by various institutions and leaders1 shows that “apart 
from attempts at short intervals, the party’s liberal rhetoric on this issue has 

                                                       
 1 Declaration by the Presidency of Religious Affairs: “[F]eminism leads to grave consequences 

in moral and social respects. Above all, the woman who falls into the feminist movement, [by 
acting] through the principle of unconditional freedom ignores many of the rules and values 
which are indispensable for the family . . .” (Coşar and Yeğenoğlu, , p. ). 
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been prone to conservative intrusions . . . [and] in its search for a solution to 
the problem, AKP has bypassed the demands of the feminist initiatives to par-
take in the discussions and policy-making process” (Coşar and Yeğenoğlu, 
, p. ). 

..   and Beyond: e Decline in the Reformist Agenda and Rein-
forcement of Conservative Gender Values 

As in many other policy areas, the AKP’s third term in office signifies a turning 
point for women’s issues. e “anti-abortion policy initiative, restrictions im-
posed on C-sections as a part of pronatalist policies, [the AKP] parliamentar-
ians’ patriarchal declarations reproducing traditional gender roles and the in-
creasing emphasis on family, family unity and women’s familial roles 
constitute a particular gender regime which resonates with the [AKP]’s au-
thoritarian turn and its project of reinforcing conservative values on the 
broadest scale possible” (Cindoğlu and Unal, , p. ). 

One of the most highly-debated incidents occurred in July  when then 
Prime Minister Erdoğan clearly stated in a speech he gave at a meeting with 
women’s NGO representatives that “women are women and men are men. Is 
it possible for them to be equal?” (Hatipoğlu, ). He claimed that home-
making and motherhood are in women’s divinely ordained nature. is was 
followed by his insistence on families to have at least three children, numerous 
declarations about abortion being a murder and C-section births, “which he 
claimed make it harder for a woman to give birth again, were part of a ‘hidden’ 
plot to reduce Turkey’s population.” (Kandiyoti, ). On the institutional 
level, the biggest change is the replacement of the General Directorate in  
with the Ministry of the Family and Social Policies, “where discrimination 
against women was placed alongside the protection of children, the disabled, 
and the elderly, clearly marking it out as a social welfare issue” (Kandiyoti, 
, p. ). 

§ .  A Consistent Idea: Family as the Essence of Nation 

While the AKP government had a gradual shi in its approach to women’s 
issues and empowerment, it has nevertheless been clear and consistent in its 
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understanding of family as an institution. “e party, in its election declara-
tion in , had already demonstrated its approach to women’s issues in 
terms of the woman’s essential role of ‘bringing up the next generations and 
ensuring happiness in the family’. us, while women’s empowerment has 
been one of the recurrent themes in the party’s discourse, it is located within 
the context of family politics” (Coşar and Yeğenoğlu, , p. ). 

For the AKP, family refers to the three-generational extended family. It 
draws a sharp distinction between the family values of Turkey and the West, 
and criticizes the latter (the idea of a nuclear family) for being reason of moral 
degeneration in societies. “On different occasions, . . . Erdoğan utilized this 
metaphor of family in order to make reference to the solidarity and common 
fate of the nation” (Cindoğlu and Unal, , p. ). e AKP also uses this 
idea of extended families as a tool to reinforce gender values. As Cindoğlu and 
Unal () also claims, attributing such a sacred value to the family “rely on 
a conservative politics of family that attempts to stimulate a strong commit-
ment among citizens to the moral and political importance of the family ideal. 
. . . Accordingly, the party promotes the reproduction of heterosexual, Turkish, 
married couples with conservative lifestyles, while leaving other ethnicities, 
sexual orientations and cohabitation practices outside (Baba, ; Erten, 
)” (p. ). 

§ .  Conservative Media and Women’s Issues: Beyond the Right 
to Veil 

Prior to the AKP period, the visibility of these activist women in the media – 
newspaper columns, journals, and books – was mainly limited to an audience 
of other women. But the AKP’s overwhelming election victories starting in 
, when power gradually transferred “from secular groups to an Islami-
cally rooted one, the government helped pro-government newspapers to 
emerge where Islamist women began writing as columnists – now they are in 
positions of power as columnists addressing a conservative community, they 
are visible and publicly prominent, emerging in public debate and making 
claims about the daily agenda of the country” (Arat, , p. ). 
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Initially, conservative media and especially women columnists leverage 
this newly acquired power almost exclusively to raise their voices about the 
headscarf issue. Until the government lied a ban on the wearing of head-
scarves on university campuses and allowed women to wear headscarves in 
state institutions in  and , respectively, women’s rights and issues in 
the conservative media amounted to the issue of the headscarf ban. is was 
true for both male and female columnists as well as for editorial teams. Head-
scarves were considered and individual human right, and the ban was deemed 
a violation of religious freedom protected by the constitution. It was also sug-
gested that this was the main reason why the visibility of women in the public 
sphere in Turkey is limited: Women who are allowed to dress freely neither in 
public institutions nor in the majority of the private sector jobs have no choice 
but to stay home. 

Conservative media started covering women’s issues beyond the headscarf 
ban, especially with the gradual resolution of the problem starting in . 
While touching upon other women-related issues, these journalists – espe-
cially female columnists – carry their experience with the headscarf contro-
versy with them. “ey were part of this struggle, and their collective memory 
was shaped by this confrontation as well as the process of empowerment” 
(Arat, , p. ). is legacy is reflected in their approach to women’s rights 
beyond the right to wear a veil. Much has been written about Islamic women 
and their headscarves in Turkey since the s,2 so this study limits itself to 
the understudied area of women’s problems beyond the headscarf issue and 
further restricts the scope to columnists’ views on other gender issues in the 
conservative media. 

..  e Conservative Dilemma: Women’s Employment and Partici-
pation in Politics 

Women’s participation in the political and economic spheres leaves conserva-
tives with a fundamental conflict between ideology and the realities of social 
and economic life. On one hand, even male-dominated conservative groups 

                                                       
 2 See, for example, Göle (), Arat (), Saktanber and Çobanoğlu (), and White 

().  
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cannot deny the importance of women’s participation in the workforce for the 
country’s economic performance. But despite the realities of the contempo-
rary economic system, “the image of a good society held by a conservative in 
Turkey is one in which women continue to lead their traditional domestic 
lives, help raise children, and be the homemakers” (Çarkoğlu and Kalaycıoğlu, 
, p. ). 

is lack of conformity between the realities of the modern socioeco-
nomic system and the traditional conservative approach to women’s social 
roles is also prevalent in the narratives in conservative media. First, opinions 
start to diverge on whether women should enter the workforce. Columnists 
who oppose working women, who are predominantly male, justify their 
claims based on two main arguments: First, women working outside of home 
neglect the needs of motherhood and home life in general, which, in turn, 
deteriorates the moral fabric of the society. Second, the fierce, cut-throat cap-
italist system does not empower women; on the contrary, it controls, objecti-
fies, and enslaves women as sexual objects. 

Süleyman Seyfi Öğün, Ali Bulaç, Ergün Yıldırım, and Yaşar Süngü are 
among journalists that share these concerns about women’s participation in 
the workforce. e renowned conservative intellectual Ali Bulaç (), for ex-
ample, blames women’s employment outside the home for the high rate of 
male unemployment and argued that this unnatural order causes discontent 
in family life. Likewise, Süleyman Seyfi Öğün (), Ergün Yıldırım (), 
and Yaşar Süngü () all blame capitalism, its institutional manifestations, 
and modernity for generating and deepening the problems of women. On  
March , a day aer International Women’s Day, Süngü writes a critical 
piece on women’s rights advocates who help other women find jobs outside of 
home. He argues that the only aim of these so-called advocates who promote 
themselves this time every year is to force women out of the home and help 
move the wheels of capitalism. He states that women taking on social respon-
sibilities outside of the home based on the false premise of gender equality and 
freedom transforms and endangers the structure of the family. He adds that 
women can be fathers but men cannot be mothers by linking this justification 
with the sanctity of motherhood. 
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In a similar vein, journalist Ergün Yıldırım () believes that though it 
seems innocent and seems to benefit economic development, promoting 
working women fundamentally ignores the social aspect of the issue and un-
dermines the importance of home, fertility, motherhood, and children. e 
idea that “men and women are equal” is a myth and a made-up dream of 
modernism and capitalism. It encourages women to reconstruct their identi-
ties by excluding the home and motherhood. ey then try to compete with 
their spouses and other men. But the truth is that women are the pillars of the 
family – someone who maintains the order of the entire universe. Women’s 
employment breaks down the unity of the family, motherhood, and fertility 
and ultimately leads to a crisis in men's mental health. If the head of household 
is not present, men are bound to remain trapped under the wreckage. 
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Figure . Part of the column of Ergün Yıldırım on  December  en-
titled “Woman is the chief pillar of home.” In the image, a 
housewife with a kitchen apron is spinning the world on her 
finger. Reprinted from “Kadın ev’in direğidir,” By E. Yıldırım, 
, Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  

Süleyman Seyfi Öğün () shares the same viewpoint, but justifies his claims 
from a natural, biological perspective. Örgün states that the ancient world was 
never constructed on the premise of equality in the first place and argued that 
a woman’s place is at home as it has been since the time of prehistoric hunter-
gatherer tribes. ese tribes had a gendered division of labor; men hunted 
while women stayed home, nurtured the children, and prepared for post-
hunting chores. e current differences between men and women rested on 
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this inequality, and capitalism and modernity worsened contemporary 
women’s issues. 

While other conservative women columnists argue in favor of women’s 
participation in the workforce, former Yeni Şafak columnist Teodora Doni3 
stands out as an exception in the debate. Doni () shares concerns about 
the deleterious effects of working women on the moral fabric of the society. 
She narrates how her own childhood experience took a turn for the worse aer 
her mother started working and argues that the children of working mothers 
are lonely, ill-nurtured, and overall have an unhappy childhood, wasted in the 
corners of daycare centers and aer school courses. She announces that she 
was proud to be a housewife (even though she was earning a livelihood 
through journalism) and that she dedicated her life to raising her children 
without that feeling of loneliness she experienced in her own childhood. 

Apart from Dori, conservative women columnists, given that they them-
selves are professional women, all support women’s employment. “ey de-
velop secular as well as Islamist arguments to encourage and legitimize 
women’s employment” (Arat, , p. ). 

Yeni Şafak writers and prominent conservative intellectuals Özlem Albay-
rak and Fatma Barbarosoğlu are among leading conservative women that sup-
ported women’s work outside the home. Justifying women’s employment with 
women-friendly interpretations of Islam, these women argue that historically, 
women did in fact work outside the home. Moreover, given the current soci-
ological realities, it is ufair to victimize or criticize working women. 

Fatma Barbarosoğlu, for example, defends women’s participation in the 
workforce in a number of her columns, criticising both liberal policies as well 
as the conservative male perspective on the issue. She argues that liberal poli-
cies do not recognize women’s work at home because of the rules and norms 
of the contemporary capitalist economic order. Moreover, she criticizes con-
servative men because what they understand from women’s work is women’s 
employment outside the house. ese men unfairly blame working women for 
all domestic problems such as the poor performance of children in school or 

                                                       
 3 She was fired from the newspaper in  aer her articles were censured for being critical of 

the new educational system. 
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the increase in the rate of divorce. Barbarosoğlu also occasionally touches on 
the problems and double burden that working women face. She asks the con-
servative community – especially men – not to judge working women and to 
recognize the difficulties they have to overcome, and she advises to be more 
tolerant, appreciative, and helpful to these women, especially to mothers. 

While she advocates for women’s participation in the labor force, Barba-
rosoğlu refrains from criticizing government policies and instead focused her 
discussion on the social dynamics of the Muslim community. In one column, 
she suggests that pious Muslims get on board with government initiatives to 
encourage women’s employment and education. She argues that conservative 
families should encourage their daughters to work outside the home, just as 
they fought for their daughters’ right to higher education. “She thus expect[s] 
the Muslim community to keep up with the times and accept the conse-
quences of educating their daughters” (Arat, , p. ). e only time she 
subtly criticized government policies towards women was in a column in , 
in which she states that the government should make up its mind about 
women’s employment in Turkey, because current policies push (married) 
women to have more children on one hand, while encouraging women’s par-
ticipation in the workforce, on the other. is ingenious comment aside, Bar-
barosoğlu approaches the issue as a mere domestic decision, beyond the reach 
of political interference (Barbarosoğlu, a). 

Unlike Barbarosoğlu, Hatice Karahan () holds the government re-
sponsibile for supporting women’s empowerment in the economic sphere. She 
claims that strengthening women’s economic freedom is an important step 
towards reducing domestic violence and argues in one column that effectively 
and permanently solving the problem of violence towards women requires 
more than sanctions. Women should be economically empowered and male 
children should be properly educated. 

Another prominent female columnist, Nihal Bengisu Karaca justifies her 
claims from an Islamic perspective. She criticizes essentialist arguments that 
attribute fixed characteristics and roles to men and women (“woman is a 
mother, bearer of the family, man goes out and earns a living”), because they 
significantly limit one’s spiritual journey to come to know themselves and 
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God. She underscores that the journey to God is inherently genderless and 
justified women’s right to work outside the house. 

Not all conservative columnists who support women’s work outside the 
home are women. A few male Yeni Şafak columnists such as Murat Menteş, 
Kerem Alkin, and Erdal Tanas Karagöl also support women’s participation in 
the workforce. In a column in , Menteş argues that the way for women to 
become sacred as mothers and dignified as individuals is to have the ability to 
buy their dresses and headscarves with their own money. Moreover, the argu-
ment that if women work, family, and children will be neglected is an insult to 
Turkish women and it is gender discrimination. Alkin () believes that Tur-
key will achieve its  vision4 with women’s participation in the socioeco-
nomic sphere. Karagöl () shares similar views and argues that women’s 
participation in the workforce is not only important for the Turkish economy, 
it will have a positive impact on the social dynamics of the country, as well. He 
shares the results of research conducted by the Women and Democracy Asso-
ciation (Kadın ve Demokrasi Derneği or KADEM) that revealed that  percent 
of women believe their work life has a positive impact on their family life. He 
interprets this as a proof that if the problems of women in the workforce are 
solved, it will have a constructive impact on the domestic front. He urges all 
key stakeholders to work together to find a permanent solution to this crucial 
social problem. 

While there are different opinions about whether women – especially 
mothers – should enter the workforce and while columnists propose differing 
arguments to prove the legitimacy of women-earning a living, there is a com-
mon consensus that women’s roles at home – as mothers and wives – are cru-
cial for strengthening family values and ultimately the moral fabric of society. 
In line with the AKP government’s narrative, conservatives argue that the pre-
requisite for a healthy society is healthy families, which in turn requires proper 
acknowledgement of motherhood and the role of women in the family as well 
as in the economic sphere. Hayrettin Karaman (d) expresses this point by 
quoting the words of Emine Erdoğan. 

                                                       
 4 e  vision is a list of goals the AKP government is determined to achieve by the year 

 (the centenary of the republic) in areas including economy, energy, transportation, edu-
cation, heathcare, tourism, and foreign policy.  
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While we say yes to more active women, we say no to the commodifi-
cation of women. We do not believe in the crooked perceptions that 
neutralize women’s role in the family and the mission of motherhood. 
Healthy social structures can only be possible with healthy families. 
We defend women’s productivity, their participation in the workforce, 
and their economic liberties, but we also underline the need to protect 
the family structure. We do not want to see women intimidated; we 
want them to be strong cornerstones.5 (p. ) 

Fatma Barbarosoğlu (b) also touches on the issue in a column in which 
she discussed a scenario where men stayed at home and women worked out-
side of the home. While she agrees that men can do the housework that 
women have traditionally done, she finds such an ultra-modern family struc-
ture potentially harmful for being at odds with the nature of motherhood. 
While in such a “new order,” homes could become a man’s domain, children 
will always belong to mothers. 

News stories covered by editorial teams also reflect this tension and the 
attempt to reconcile women’s role in the family and their employment. While 
women’s active participation in the public sphere is promoted, women are 
constantly reminded of their duties as mothers and homemakers. is ambiv-
alent narrative is especially evident in stories about statements and speeches 
made by government officials. 

                                                       
 5 "Biz kadınların aktif hale gelmelerine evet derken, kadınlann metalaştınlmasına da hayır 

diyoruz. Kadının aile içindeki rolünü sıfırlayan, annelik misyonunu küçümseyen çarpık an-
layışlara da mesafeliyiz. Sağlıklı toplum yapılan ancak sağlıklı ailelerle gerçekleşebilir. Kadın-
ların üretkenliğini, çalışmasını ve ekonomik özgürlüğünü savunuyoruz, ancak, aile yapısının 
da korunması gerektiğini söylüyor, köşesine çekilmiş kadınlar yerine, köşe başını tutan 
köşetaşı gibi kadınlar görmek istiyoruz."  
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Figure . Yeni Şafak covers the MUSIAD Women Entrepreneurs Gala 
Dinner and focuses on Emine Erdoğan’s speech. While the 
headline reads, “Women will make employers millionaires,” 
the subtitle underlines “Having a career alone is not suc-
cess,” by which Erdoğan reminds women of their domestic 
responsibilities. Reprinted from “Kadın işvereni milyoner 
yapacak,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  
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Figure . An interview with Sema Ramazanoğlu, then the Minister of 
Family and Social Policy. e first highlighted quote under 
the headline focuses on women’s role as mothers while the 
second touches upon the positive contribution that women 
participating in the workforce has on the economy. Re-
printed from “Anne toplumun geleceğidir,” by A. Kurum, 
, Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  
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..  Positive Discrimination, Quotas, and Gender Equality 

e AKP has prided itself on positive discrimination for women, referring to 
the legal and structural reforms carried out since its first years in power. In-
deed, “the EU accession talks in conjunction with the women’s rights move-
ment triggered the AKP governments to achieve significant legal advances on 
civil rights, women’s employment and domestic violence” (Ayata and 
Doğangün, , p. ). rough changing related articles of the penal code 
and constitution,6 adopting progressive, legal regulations concerning women’s 
economic empowerment,7 combatting domestic violence, and being involved 
in national and international conventions, seminars, and initiatives,8 the AKP 
government promoted numerous incentives to strengthen gender equality and 
empower women. 

But despite these promising developments, “women’s secondary position 
in politics has not significantly changed” (Ayata and Doğangün, , p. ). 
In , an initiative to establish a quota system to strengthen women’s par-
ticipation in politics was rejected by the AKP deputies (including female rep-
resentatives), based on the grounds that “the revised Constitution already ac-
cepts the equality between men and women and there is no need for further 
measures” (Marshall, , p. ). 

e issue of women in politics is also a topic of discussion in the conserva-
tive media. While news stories praise the government’s initiatives on this front 

                                                       
 6 On  September , a major reform was made to the Turkish Penal Code. With amend-

ments to more than thirty-five articles, the new penal code eliminated patriarchal constructs 
such as “honor,” “tradition,” “morality,” and “chastity” in the regulation of sexual offences. 
Gender equality was strengthened both in the new penal code and in amendments made to 
related articles of the constitution. 

 7 On International Women’s Day in March , a new law called the “Law on Protection of 
Family and Prevention of Violence against Women” was passed by the assembly. e new law 
covered all women, regardless of marital status. 

 8 In , a new committee called “Equal of Opportunity for Women and Men” was created to 
strengthen women’s rights and promote gender equality and non-discrimination. “During 
–, Turkey was actively involved in draing the ‘Convention on Preventing and Com-
bating Violence against Women and Domestic Violence’ of the Council of Europe [and] in 
May , Turkey hosted the signature ceremony of the Convention and was the first country 
to ratify it without any reservations” (Ayata and Doğangün, , pp. -). 
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and celebrated how much Turkey has evolved, conservatives debate whether 
there should be gender quotas in politics and whether positive discrimination 
should be applied to encourage more women to participate in political deci-
sion-making processes. 

Yeni Şafak columnists do not openly equate positive discrimination with 
preferential treatment, but raise concerns based on the argument of meritoc-
racy. ey maintain that recruitment should be done on the basis of merit, not 
gender. e argument that quotas that recruit on the basis of gender are not 
meritocratic is supported by both by male and female columnists. Tosun 
(), for example, underlines the issue of meritocracy and argues that while 
women’s participation in politics should be encouraged, gender quotas and 
other legal means of positive discrimination should be avoided as they lead to 
a political order that includes women just because they are women – making 
them the democratic “mannequins” of an undemocratic order. Tosun also un-
derlines that introducing compulsory legal measures would be an insult to 
successful women that do not need any preferential treatment to make careers 
for themselves in politics. 

Unlike Tosun, Yeni Şafak columnist Davut Dursun () approaches the 
issue from a different perspective and asks what impact women’s growing in-
fluence in politics would have on the system itself. He assumes that politics is 
by nature a male profession that is purely rational, fierce, and highly compet-
itive. Dursun presents atcher and Çiller as examples and claims that rather 
than women transforming politics into a more humane, just, and peaceful do-
main, the cut-throat nature of politics would transform women and eliminate 
their delicate nature. 

In this discussion of positive discrimination and gender quotas, two pious 
columnists, Erdal Şafak and Ali Bayramoğlu, stand out as exceptions. During 
discussions of gender quota legislation in , both supported the proposal 
and argued that once the necessary infrastructure was in place, gender quotas 
should definitely be introduced to further democratize the country and 
strengthen women’s positions in public life. 

Overall, the conservative media has no unified narrative when it comes to 
women’s participation in the workforce or in politics: e struggle to reconcile 
the traditional conservative values of family and women with the needs and 
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demands of contemporary politics and economics dominates the agenda. Alt-
hough a few male intellectuals propose solutions for women’s convenient par-
ticipation to workforce, such as determining and promoting lines of business 
that fit women’s natural, biological characteristics (Süngü, ; Akkuşak, 
) and while a couple support initiatives like gender quotas in politics, an 
ongoing conflict exists in the conservative media among different views about 
gender roles, motherhood, and contemporary socioeconomic realities. 
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Figure . Yeni Şafak celebrating the significant number of female dep-
uty candidates ahead of  general elections. Reprinted 
from “Yetmez ama evet,” by A. İzmir, , Yeni Şafak Pazar, 
p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  

..  e Power of a Common Goal: Preventing and Combating Vio-
lence against Women 

If there is one women’s issue on which conservative media agree, it is violence 
against women. e pious media and columnists, both male and female, all 
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condemn gender-based violence on every occasion. One early, highly-debated 
incident illustrating this point was police intervention in the International 
Women’s Day demonstrations in . In March , in Istanbul, police vi-
olently broke up an unauthorized demonstration by female protestors mark-
ing International Women’s Day. e police fired rubber bullets, used tear gas, 
and beat men and women trying to flee, all of which was caught on television 
cameras. “e brutality of the attacks shocked the members of the visiting 
Troika of EU foreign ministers of Luxembourg, Belgium and Britain” (Sami, 
, p. ), and the EU condemned the use of disproportionate force. While 
the government’s initial reaction was to underline the unauthorized aspect of 
the demonstrations and compare the level of force used by police to that of 
counterparts in Europe, news articles about the incident in the conservative 
media condemned the police and focused on implications for EU member-
ship. e headline following the event were “is bludgeon is for all of us,” 
“Tear gas, truncheons, and arrests to celebrate Women’s Day,” and “No con-
science can accept this.” While female columnists were reluctant to criticize 
the police, two male columnists – Mustafa Karaalioğlu and Ali Bayramoğlu – 
included the incident in their columns and criticized both the police who at-
tacked the protestors and the government which tried to justify the use of force 
with language of unauthorized protests and provocation. 
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Figure . Sabah reporting the police brutality towards women with the 
sarcastic headline: “Tear gas, truncheons, and arrests to cele-
brate Women’s Day.” Reprinted from “Kadınlar Günü şere-
fine biber gazı, cop, gözaltı,” by M. Kaya, Y. Bel, , Sabah, 
p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  
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Figure . Sabah condemning the harsh police reaction towards protest-
ers, commenting that the incident is shameful for a country 
that is in the process of EU membership. Reprinted from “Bu 
cop hepimize,” by N. Cokan, P. Metin, , Sabah, p. . 
Copyright  by PRNet.  
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Even though it is a topic that women’s movements have been raising and pri-
oritizing since the s, violence against women was not a high priority on 
the AKP’s agenda in the first years of its power. It was discussed as part of EU 
membership negotiations and the necessary legal acquis, but as enthusiasm 
for the EU gradually declined in the AKP’s second term, the issue of violence 
against women started to be discussed as an independent issue. Particularly 
aer the  national elections that consolidated the party’s power, the AKP 
“increasingly focus[es] its attention on the conservative constituency and 
‘common values’” (Ayata and Doğangün, , p. ) and positions combat-
ing violence against women as a priority issue. 

is shi in government policy and the newfound independence of the 
issue of gender-based violence are reflected in media coverage about violence 
against women. Since , there has been a significant increase in news cov-
erage of the issue. 

With respect to gender-based violence, the conservative media does not 
distinguish between pious women and secular women who are victimized be-
cause of their lifestyle or dress. Özlem Albayrak and Hayrettin Karaman, for 
example base their arguments on a women-friendly interpretation of Islam 
and criticize those who use Islamic rules as an excuse to legitimize violence 
against women. Albayrak argues in one of her columns that patriarchy should 
not be attributed to Islam and “maintains that Islam is a religion that gives 
individual responsibility to women and would not approve of the harassment 
of women who dress in a revealing manner” (Arat, , p. ). In a similar 
vein, Hayrettin Karaman touches on this issue a few times in  and criti-
cizes Muslims who try to legitimize violence against women by misconstruing 
verses and hadiths and even making up new ones. With reference to the 
proper passages from the Quran, Karaman underlines that violence against 
women is a major sin in Islam. In reference to honor killings, he also argues 
that it is wrong to assess honor and chastity only by looking at the actions of 
women; in Islam, men and women are equally responsible for protecting their 
honor and morals. 

Another argument conservative columnists put forward while discussing 
violence against women is that it is a modern problem that cannot be reduced 
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to patriarchy. Ayşe Böhürler () argues that universal, Western-style solu-
tions do not work to deal with Turkey’s domestic violence against women, and 
Fatma Barbarosoğlu (a) maintains that male violence is indeed a modern 
phenomenon, partly caused by the transition from traditional, extended fam-
ily structures to urban, nuclear families. She suggests that the message of “no 
to violence against women” must be replaced with no violence at all, without 
discriminating between genders. Violence, aer all, is as a human rights issue 
– not a gender issue – and must be treat it as a moral crisis. 

With respect to violence against women, Islamist columnists show excep-
tional solidarity with secular feminists and pass along their views to the pious 
community in their columns. Even though Ayşe Böhürler does not always 
agree with the secular feminist Deniz Kandiyoti’s arguments, she dedicates 
one column in March  to communicating the views of Kandiyoti on the 
increasing number of cases of violence against women. According to Kan-
diyoti, men are restoring their shattered images of masculinity through vio-
lence against rebellious women. When the ordinary rules of patriarchy are not 
enough, a new phenomenon called “masculine restoration” comes into play 
and increases pressure to consolidate the male-dominated social order. She 
also argues that contemporary women hold the state responsible for increas-
ing violence against and pressure on women, and they demand change on the 
sociopolitical level rather than remain silent. Böhürler summarizes these pro-
vocative arguments and comments that though she does not agree with Kan-
diyoti’s biased association of increased violence with Islamist policies, her ar-
gument is still worth thinking hard about. 

Perhaps the greatest moment of solidarity regarding violence against 
women was the murder of Özgecan Aslan in early . A twenty-year-old 
university student was brutally murdered aer resisting rape by a minibus 
driver in Mersin. Aslan’s death sparked a series of protests throughout Turkey. 
“e hashtag OzgecanAslan was tweeted more than three million times, and 
an online petition calling for harsh punishment against her attackers gathered 
almost a million signatures.” (Asquith, ). e incident also had broad po-
litical repercussions. President Erdoğan declared violence against women to 
be Turkey’s bleeding wound and promised to follow the case to ensure that 
the murderers of Özgecan receive the heaviest penalty (Kızıl, ). Prime 
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Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu then announced the launch of an extensive cam-
paign to combat violence against women (“Turkish PM pledges to act on 
women killings,” ). 

Like its secular counterparts, the conservative media united in condemn-
ing this heinous crime. While the editorials focused on exalting the govern-
ment’s statements and work on gender-based violence, columnists strongly 
condemned the brutal murder of a young, bright female university student. 
Ali Bayramoğlu () states that the pain of Özgecan united all segments of 
the society. He says brutality and violence against women is not a class-based 
phenomenon and is therefore not limited to a certain part of society. Violence 
is sexist by nature and is by far the largest problem in contemporary Turkey. 
He also maintains that violence against women should be treated as a threat 
to homeland security.  

Figure . Prominent female columnist Şelale Kadak celebrating the ef-
forts of President Erdoğan to combat violence against women 
in the aermath of the Özgecan murder. Reprinted from 
“Cumhurbaşkanı Erdoğan’ın bir sözü kadınları harekete 
geçirdi!,” by Ş.Kadak, , Sabah, p. . Copyright  by 
PRNet.  

Women’s shelters are another issue that frequently comes up in discussions 
about violence against women. Even though, according to law, municipalities 
with populations over , are required to offer at least  beds in a shelter, 
the government does not prioritize this law. “In practice, the opening of the 
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shelters was le to the initiative and the goodwill of the municipal administra-
tions” (Salhi, , p. ). Pious female columnists join secular counterparts 
in underlining the importance of and the need for these domestic violence 
shelters and criticized the traditional Islamist approach that undermines them 
by considering these shelters to be modern tools invented to break up families 
and corrupt the moral fabric of society. Özlem Albayrak, in her column on 
March  criticizes macho, conservative men who undermine issues related 
to women’s rights and mock those who raise their voices against violence and 
the torture of women. She states that Muslim customs and traditions that be-
lieve women shelters encourage women to revolt against their husbands will 
be brought to account, whether in this world or the next. Similarly, by touch-
ing upon the degeneration of family as an institution, Barbarosoğlu (c) 
condemns the mentality of pious males who ignore the damage the system 
does to the social fabric and blame contemporary women for the deterioration 
of the family unit and the need for women’s shelters. “e writings of Islamist 
columnists communicate the importance of helping women who were ex-
posed to gender- based violence and the need for shelters to a conservative 
community that was skeptical of these new values” (Arat, , p. ). 
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Figure . An editorial by Sabah about women’s shelters in Diyarbakır 
characterized by a negative nuance. It is reported that women 
in Diyarbakır are frequently applying to women’s shelters for 
irrational reasons. Reprinted from “Eşi Yorganı Çeken de 
Sığınma Evine Gidiyor,” by O. Taş, , Sabah, p. . Copy-
right  by PRNet.  

As these examples demonstrate, fighting to end violence against women be-
came an important concern for conservative media – a social issue that unites 
them with secularists. “ey pride themselves on what the party and the gov-
ernment they backed did for women” (Arat, , p. ) and convey official 
government messages whenever possible. 

Conservative dailies and columnists usually refrain from criticizing or 
pressuring the government to implement policies that are more effective. In-
stead, they discuss the issue as a social, human rights problem and disseminate 
positive messages through a women-friendly interpretation of Islam. ese 
dailies also celebrate steps taken by the AKP government to fight gender-based 
violence. Ayşe Böhürler, for example, celebrates the AKP government’s pro-
gressive initiatives regarding women’s rights and even argues that the most 
transformative steps in the republic’s history were taken by the AKP. Böhürler 
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underlines President Erdoğan’s personal dedication to the cause, the AKP 
government’s legal and institutional initiatives – like zero-tolerance of vio-
lence (), setting up an investigation commission in the assembly to deter-
mine the causes of honor killings (), changes to laws that cleared the way 
for positive discrimination for women (), and increasing the number of 
women’s shelters across Turkey – and defends Erdoğan in the aermath of the 
president’s speech to KADEM, where he stated that men and women are not 
equal because it is against the laws of nature and he accused feminists of un-
dermining the sacredness of motherhood. Pious columnists also celebrated 
the Istanbul convention on preventing and combating violence against women 
and domestic violence and government-level participation in the interna-
tional women’s rights-related meetings and consortiums. Sibel Eraslan from 
Star newspaper, for example, is one journalist who accompanied Minister of 
Family and Social Policy, Fatma Şahin, to the Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in , and she 
praises the Minister for representing Turkey in the West. “Ironically, it was the 
secular republic, of which Islamists [are] so critical for its rigid secularism that 
. . . endorsed the West as a standard with which to judge progress” (Arat, , 
p. ). 

..  Perception of Feminism as an Ideology 

While conservative media exhibits solidarity and even presents feminist 
causes and rhetoric on certain issues like violence against women, it is openly 
hostile towards feminism, which it sees as a Western-oriented ideology. It 
“chastise[s] feminists for promoting the idea that women can have it all and 
that the role of “supermom” is desirable[, and for] urging mothers to partici-
pate in the paid workforce, [which] generates feelings of maternal guilt and 
leads to women feel unnecessarily dissatisfied with their choices” (Schreiber, 
, p. ). 

Fatma Barbarosoğlu () notes that the Western feminist concern – that 
women seek professional success and pursue glorious careers – creates anxie-
ties and feelings of falling behind among women. She uses a rhetoric that im-
plicitly blamed feminism for its undue emphasis on standing on one’s own 
two feet and argues that this mostly leads to the exhaustion of women. Even 
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though Barbarosoğlu uses double-burden – a concept with which feminists 
protest the exploitation that women working outside the home face when they 
are expected to do all the housework, as well – she nevertheless wants to dis-
tance herself from feminists. 

Conservative media also chastizes feminism for being alien to the realities 
of Turkey’s traditional, non-Western values and for being inherently at odds 
with Islam. To give an example, when the first International Conference on 
Islamic Feminism was organized in  by the Junta Islamica of Catalonia, 
Yeni Şafak adopts a rather skeptical tone and reports that many “intriguing” 
delegates participated in the conference, including Amina Wadud, who the 
media criticized for leading a controversial, mixed-gender Friday service in 
the United States, as well as the daughter of the leader of the outlawed Justice 
and Charity Group of Morocco. 

Figure . Yeni Şafak’s coverage of the first International Conference on 
Islamic Feminism. Reprinted from “Feministlerden ‘cihad’ 
çağrısı,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  

ese arguments are occasionally voiced at the government level as well as 
being covered by the conservative media. In November , Yeni Şafak covers 
the meeting of KADEM on the fight against violence against women and 
quotes statements made by president Erdoğan’s daughter, Sümeyye Erdoğan. 
According to the story, Erdoğan claimed that the majority of women activists 
are influenced by the Western-dominated literature on women’s studies, 
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which alienates them from the realities of their own society. She maintained 
that approach in women’s issues with reference to Western concepts and ar-
guments is problematic and called for an increase in the number of domestic 
academic studies. Yeni Şafak uses this part of the meeting in the headline 
which read “Women’s Rights Activists are Alien to is Society.” 

Özlem Albayrak (c) shares this concern with Sümeyye Erdoğan and 
even criticizes her own community for referring to feminist ideology when 
talking about the rights of pious women. She states that in the language of 
modern headscarfed women, the term feminism took on a new meaning. 
Feminism, an ideology that is inherently incompatible with Islamic values 
(and that is indeed unnecessary as Islam clearly defines men’s, women’s, and 
even animal’s rights), has become an indicator of style among pious women. 
is is the result of a common misbelief that women can only successfully 
express themselves if they ground their arguments in Western ideology. She 
complaines that among headscarfed women, the term feminism started to 
connote the improvement of women’s rights; became a “brand” that does not 
quite fit with the values of the community. 

..  Human Rights or Women’s Rights? 

Just as for all other media, women’s rights dominate the agenda of the con-
servative media every year on  March. Columnists touch on the issue from 
different perspectives, and editorial teams cover public and private events, ac-
tivities, and speeches organized throughout the day. 
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Figure . Yeni Şafak celebrating the hundredth anniversary of Interna-
tional Women’s Day. e subtitle is a quote from the Minister 
of State Selma Aliye Kavaf that reads; “is issue cannot be 
separated from human rights.” Reprinted from “Kadınlar 
Günü  yaşında,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by 
PRNet.  

A recurring, general argument in conservative media’s coverage of women’s 
rights, which mostly appears in the first week of March, is the view that one 
should not make gender-based distinctions with respect to rights, but rather 
one should talk about human rights as a whole. It is an issue of justice rather 
than a gender or identity issue (İpekçi, a). Once this view is embraced, 
what is described as women’s problems will become the problems of the hu-
manity in general. 
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is argument is secular in content, though it is addressed within the 
framework of an Islamic discourse. In one of his columns in , Yalçın 
Çetinkaya maintains that the world was created not just for men but for a crea-
ture called human being. Similarly, Hayrettin Karaman argues that the world 
does not need a women’s day but rather needs a day of humanity. Karaman 
states that the Quran makes it clear that men and women are equal before God 
and ends his column with the verse: “No good come those who do wrong to 
women.” is approach is in line with the official government narrative, as 
officials, including Erdoğan, oen state that women’s issues are the problems 
of humanity in general. 
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Figure . en Prime Minister Erdoğan delivered the opening speech at 
the Women in the Alliance of Civilizations Congress held in 
Istanbul in January , where he stated that discrimination 
against women is as dangerous as racism. e congress also 
hosted several ministers from Erdoğan’s cabinet, as well as his 
wife and several state officials from different countries. Re-
printed from “Kadına karşı ayrımcılık ırkçılık kadar tehlikeli,” 
by S. Alkan, İ. Zelvi, , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by 
PRNet.  

..  Women: Individuals or a Part of the Family? 

In her book e Forbidden Modern, Nilüfer Göle suggests that women’s par-
ticipation in the Islamic movement – whether through journalism, political 
party membership, filmmaking, or activism – generated unexpected out-
comes. Women have started to undergo a process of individualization. 
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Women, once empowered by their public and professional visibility, 
continue to follow and develop personal life strategies. At the same 
time, while never forgetting the primacy of their identities as mothers 
and wives, women confront and criticize the Islamist ideology. . . . Crit-
icizing the “pseudo protectionism” of Muslim men, women claim their 
right to “acquire personality” – that is, “a life of their own” – and, con-
sequently, provoke disorder in Islamic gender definitions and identi-
ties (Göle, , p. ). 

is provocation that Göle observes in the late s turned into a tug-of-war 
between the quest of women for individual identity and Islamic communalism 
in the twenty-first century. While conservative female columnists promote 
women’s right to participate in the workforce outside the home through indi-
vidualist arguments even as they use religious, Islamist justifications, pious 
male journalists see the rise of women’s individuality as a threat to the tradi-
tional, communal Islamic order. Kemal Öztürk’s column on  March  is 
important in this respect. In a piece he wrote with reference to International 
Women’s Day, he criticizes the feminist narrative of the celebration which, ac-
cording to him undermines women’s identity as mothers and wives, turning 
them into autonomous individuals outside the family. He insists that a para-
digm shi is needed in the approach to women’s issues, and instead of wasting 
time on initiatives like positive discrimination or women’s participation in the 
economy, the energy of the society should be directed towards strengthening, 
protecting, and canonizing the family as an institution.  
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Figure . In the first story, the Minister of Health Mehmet Müezzinoğlu 
states that women are the cornerstone of the family and that 
the government will fight against forces that aim to under-
mine family values. Reprinted from “Kadın ailenin çimen-
tosu,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . e second clip covers a confer-
ence on family law, where experts argued that increasing 
individualism within families generates social violence. Re-
printed from “Şiddetin sebebi bireysellik,” , Yeni Şafak, p. 
. Copyright  by PRNet.  

Even though female writers refer to individualist arguments to justify 
women’s economic and political visibility, on the issues of marriage and fam-
ily, they are equally concerned about the degeneration of these institutions. 
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Such concern is most prominently raised with respect to the effects of match-
making reality television shows, prime time television series, and entertain-
ment news and gossip programs. As early as , conservative media collec-
tively criticized these programs for forgetting the true meaning of family, the 
privacy of the home, and the sacred status of marriage as an institution. Özlem 
Albayrak (a) touches on this issue from a broader framework of morals 
and defines marriage programs as moral courts that turn marriage into a sad 
tragedy – places where married women reveal their most private moments in 
exchange for approval. Ten years later, similar concerns are raised by Sema 
Karabıyık (a), who defines these programs as marriage destruction forces 
that undermine family values and the meaning of love for the sake of higher 
ratings. Editorial teams, too, repeatedly condemn these evil programs for set-
ting a bad example for society, promoting violence, and undermining tradi-
tional values. 
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Figure . RTÜK President Fatih Karaca’s statements about the negative 
effects of matchmaking reality television shows on teenagers, 
children, and family values. Reprinted from “Kaynanalara 
RTÜK artık ‘dur’ diyecek,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright 
 by PRNet.  

Beyond general concern about promoting the wrong image of marriage and 
family to society, one recent criticism of matchmaking programs is that they 
use headscarfed women to make the programs look morally compatible with 
the general, conservative values of the traditional Turkish family. Denying that 
real, conservative, headscarfed women would participate in such programs, 
the conservative media argues that the fact that there are middle-class, head-
scarfed women on these shows is proof that they are fiction and are trying to 
generate buzz and earn higher ratings. 
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Figure . e same issue more than a decade later: Yeni Şafak weekend 
supplement exposing the negative effects of marriage pro-
grams, particularly with respect to violence and morality. One 
of the sidebars states that the headscarfed candidate Hanife is 
proof that these programs are faked. Reprinted from “Evlilik 
programları şeytan üçgeni: Kurgu, entrika, şiddet,” by İzmir, 
A., b, Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  

With respect to television series, the favorite pastime of Turkish society (“Tü-
rkiye’de TV izleme oranı düştü,” ), pious columnists combine conserva-
tive and feminist arguments. ey criticize the perception of family and the 
role of women in these stories. Yeni Şafak columnist and writer Sema 
Karabıyık, who regularly wrote about the small screen, numerously condemns 
the construction of family in prime time Turkish series. In , she criticizes 
how the series Merhamet (Compassion), which follows the story of a success-
ful lawyer with a traumatic past and an abusive family, for promoting the idea 
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that family is a burden along the path to personal success, rather than the 
mechanism of support. Similarly, in analyses of popular series that broadcast 
in , she argues that Turkish television series are gradually implanting a 
“trust no one, not even family” motto with plots full of intrafamilial murders, 
betrayals, and violence. She adds that these series narrate family not as the 
smallest, but rather the most unpleasant unit of society (p. ). 

Karabıyık uses secular feminist arguments to talk about how Turkish tele-
vision series narrate marriage and its problems. In a column in , she put 
forward the similarities of the characters and relationships in three romantic-
comedy series being broadcast on different channels, and she criticizes how 
they all establish a prototype of marriage in the minds of their audiences – one 
in which women are meant to serve men. In all three stories, the men are suc-
cessful, strong, disciplined businessmen and the women are at their service – 
one is the main character’s personal assistant, another cleans the man’s house, 
and the mother of the third female character is the personal chef for the man’s 
family. When the male characters get jealous, they shut down emotionally and 
order the women around, as if to remind them who is boss. In the same vein, 
Karabıyık strongly disapproves of the fact that regardless of genre, Turkish tel-
evision series depict women as the sole reason for unhappy, problematic mar-
riages. While male leads are characterized as flawless, understanding, charis-
matic characters, women are represented as the main reasons for misery, 
divorce, and unhappy children that are neglected because of their mothers’ 
desire to have a career (Karabıyık, b). 

On the issues of news about celebrities, the glamorous world of show busi-
ness and stories that highlight family values, pious journalists again use con-
servative as well as secular arguments. While condemning the relationships of 
celebrities for undermining traditional family values, they also resort to secu-
lar feminist arguments when narrating the divorces of celebrity couples. One 
prominent example is the public divorce of actress and singer Hülya Avşar and 
businessman and former athlete Kaya Çilingiroğlu in , aer Çilingiroğlu 
was caught cheating with his long-term girlfriend, Feraye Tanyolaç. Çilingi-
roğlu married Tanyolaç in , when their illegitimate son was two and a half 
years old, and they divorced in . 
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e celebrity couple’s story was the most intriguing gossip of the new cen-
tury and was closely followed by the media. Conservative newspapers con-
demned the fact that through such stories, celebrities undermine the im-
portance of family as an institution and set a bad example for society. When 
Çilingiroğlu married Feraye Tanyolaç in , Özlem Albayrak mentions the 
event in her column and criticizes their relationship using a feminist language 
while denying their arguments. She questions why no one was bothered when 
Çilingiroğlu said “she deserved me” about his bride Feraye Tanyolaç. She de-
scribes Çilingiroğlu as a man with a God complex because of the attention he 
received from women – a superhero-for finally agreeing to marry his long-
term girlfriend. She then asks whether these men and women are really mod-
ern or civilized, or if they are just reproducing the patriarchy that they are 
supposedly against. She even argues that conservative women are gradually 
creating awareness about the problems and starting to object to the roles cast 
for them, while secular women are not even aware that they are downtrodden 
or oppressed. She criticizes secular feminists using their own arguments. 
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Figure . Commentary by a lawyer and family counselor stating that 
the exposed lifestyles of celebrities endanger and undermine 
sacred family relationships. Reprinted from “Aile kurumunu 
ünlüler sarsıyor,” by A. Olgun, , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copy-
right  by PRNet.  

..  e Cell of Nations: Family 

In line with traditional, conservative thinking, pious media in Turkey rejects 
the idea that society is an artificial, social construct and views it instead as an 
organic, living entity, the parts of which work together just as organs do within 
the human body. rough this analogy, it presents family as the smallest unit 
of society – the first cell of social life. It portrays family as the most dynamic, 
efficient resource of a society (Gürdoğan, b) and the main source of 
power behind the market economy and pluralist democracy. Due to its im-
portance for strong, well-established nations, the family is always conveyed in 
the pious media as an institution to be protected and enriched at all costs. 
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Gürdoğan (b) highlights the vital role of families for social, political and 
economic life as follows: 

In every society, family is at the center of economic, political and cul-
tural life. Individuals are the cornerstone of family and family is the 
cornerstone of society. e power of a society comes from the solidar-
ity and cooperation between families. . . . Societies exist with individ-
uals who are conscious of their mission to find their spouses and oc-
cupations. Home constitutes the cultural, work constitutes the 
economic front of life.9 (p. ) 

Apart from being the nucleus of society, families are seen as children’s first 
teacher and as the guarantor of the future of nations, civilizations, and human-
kind. Hatemi () and Beşer (a) argue that no system has so far man-
aged to provide an alternative to family when it comes to the education of 
children. Similarly, in line with official state ideology, it has been discussed on 
numerous occasions that a strong, moral, traditional idea of family insures the 
persistence of powerful nations and the history of mankind. 

With respect to discussing family, pious media draws a sharp distinction 
between what this institution means in the West and in the East, arguing that 
modernity and globalization threaten the core values of the true, Eastern fam-
ily. Ali Nur Kutlu () explains that the strongest aspect of Eastern societies, 
especially of Muslim ones, is the value they place on family. Modernism, how-
ever, is taking over this fundamental aspect and destroying it with tough eco-
nomic conditions and technological innovations. Similarly, aer participating 
in a workshop on family, religion, and society, Beşer (d) discusses in his 
column how the perception of family is different in the West. 

I realized that when it comes to family, we are not talking about the 
family as it is understood in the West. Not only our methods, but our 

                                                       
 9 “Her toplumda aile ekonomik, siyasal ve kültürel hayatın merkezinde yer alır. İnsan ailenin, 

aile de toplumun temel taşıdır. İnsansız aile, ailesiz toplum olmaz. Toplumun gücü, aileler 
arasındaki yardımlaşma ve dayanışmadan kaynaklanır. . . . Toplumlar eşini ve işini bulan 
misyonunun bilincindeki insanlarla ayakta durur. Ev hayatın kültürel, iş de ekonomik yüzünü 
oluşturur.” 
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material is different. What they call family is a nuclear one that consists 
of a husband and wife. In fact, nowadays, even more atomized, “single 
parent” families are being discussed. However, in the Quran, the fam-
ily is not described as a unit that only includes a husband and a wife. 
Family is a private body that originates from the uterus, husband, and 
wife and expands around duties and respect.10 (p. ) 

                                                       
 10 “Aile derken bizim Batı'nın anladığı aileden söz ettiğimizi farkettim. Yani sadece metodumuz 

değil, üzerinde konuştuğumuz nesneler de farklı. Onların aile dedikleri şey genellikle karı ko-
cadan oluşan, haz eksenli çekirdek ailedir. Hatta şimdilerde daha atomize ‘single parent’ 
ailelerden söz ediliyor. Oysa Kur'an-ı Kerim’de sadece karıkocayı çağrıştıran bir aile anlayışı 
ve kavramı yok. Rahm çekirdeğinden filizlenen, belki karı kocadan başlamak üzere dairesel 
olarak genişleyen, ibadet ruhu içeren bir görev ve saygı eksenli mahremiyet yumağı var.” 
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Figure . In the first clip, a review of the movie Bee Season, the critic 
comments that the film showcases the deterioration of family 
values in the United States and warns readers that if not taken 
seriously, Turkey will face the same problems in a decade. Re-
printed from “Hayat, ailenle güzeldir,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . 
e second covers a speech made by Professor Sabahattin 
Zaim at the International Symposium on Family, where he 
commented that globalization threatens the traditional family 
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values of Islamic countries. Reprinted from “Küreselleşme ai-
leyi vuruyor,” by Ş. Kucur, c, Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright 
 by PRNet. 

Conservative media is concerned that hegemonic Western culture threatens 
the true meaning of family, creating a melancholic, unhappy society, and calls 
for the regeneration of traditional family values and structures. In fact, aer 
, conservative media’s disquiet resonated at the government level, as well. 
While the family has always been ideologically important for the AKP gov-
ernment, family-based social policies and state initiatives to strengthen the 
family gained momentum starting in , along with government level em-
phasis on reproductive policies and women’s role within the family. “In line 
with this conservative discourse in policy circles, the Family and Social Poli-
cies Ministry has initiated . . . an expansive policy agenda ostensibly designed 
to protect the family [including] education seminars, publication of books for 
families, organization of international conferences, and implementation of 
new social transfer programs like conditional cash transfers” (Yılmaz, , p. 
). 

To give an example, in summer , the Ministry of Family and Social 
Policy introduced the Aile Olmak (Becoming a family) project, and Erdoğan 
himself attended the press launch. During his speech, Erdoğan called on 
women to have at least three children, declared abortions and cesareans a 
menace to Turkish society, and urged young bachelors to get married as soon 
as possible. e project, along with similar ones,11 was welcomed by the con-
servative media and covered in great detail.  

                                                       
 11 Ailem Türkiye (My Family Turkey) , Aile Büyük Ödülleri (Family Awards) . 



N A Z  U Y U L U R  

 

Figure . (Top) A news clip covering the details of the Becoming a 
Family Project. e headline reads “Giant step towards return 
to the traditional family.” Reprinted from “Geleneksel aileye 
dönüş için dev adım,” by A Mallı, b, Yeni Şafak, p. . e 
second caption reads Tayyip and Emine Erdoğan handing the 
Family Awards to winners. Reprinted from “Batı’nın 
sıkıntısını biz de yaşamayalım,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copy-
right  by PRNet. 
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Figure . e Minister of Family and Social Policy Fatma Şahin at the 
launch of the “Divorce Process Consultancy” project, the fun-
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damental aims of which, she underscores, is to save mar-
riages. Reprinted from “Tek aile bile önemli,” by A. Mallı, 
, Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  

While their main concern is the effects of Western-dominated culture, tech-
nology, and modernism, pious columnists, especially female ones, also criti-
cize the conservative Muslim community for their approach to family. In one 
column, Ayşe Böhürler, a prominent figure of women’s empowerment in con-
servative circles, criticizes the Muslim community as well as the urban secular 
culture. She refers to an article written by a well-known pious writer, column-
ist and intellectual Nazif Şişman and criticizes the conservative community 
for attributing significant importance to family but do not discussing the con-
temporary problems that traditional families face. Instead, repeating the cli-
ché, they burden women with the responsibility of protecting the family by 
themselves. She is apprehensive that conservatives do not always have the best 
idea about what family means. Instead of focusing on the problems and causes 
of the deterioration of domestic values, these circles take the easy way out by 
assuming that women are the sole homemakers. Women are held responsible 
for the success and upbringing of children while men, who hold themselves 
responsible only for their jobs, claim no responsibility in this process, other 
than becoming weekly “mall-dads” on Sundays. She criticizes this nostalgic, 
cowardly attitude of the Muslim community and tries to convince its members 
to start strategizing by taking the realities of the contemporary socioeconomic 
system into account. Times have changed, men indeed have an important role 
in making the family home, and they are equally responsible for the proper 
upbringing of children. She thus expects the Muslim community to keep up 
with the times and start thinking rationally about the modern problems of the 
family. 

..  Forming a Sacred Bond: Conservative Media’s Perception of 
Marriage 

Defining marriage – a faithful, lifelong union of a man and a woman – as the 
first step towards forming a family, conservative media has traditionally 



( R E ) P R O D U C T I O N  O F  C O N S E R VAT I S M  I N  C O N S E R VAT I V E  M E D I A  

 

strongly supported early marriage and having multiple children as soon as 
possible. In fact, it is argued on numerous occasions that late marriage is the 
core reason for increased prostitution, adultery, loveless marriages, a high di-
vorce rate, and even birth defects (Beşer, c). ese social problems arise 
because what marriage means in the modern world and what it refers to in 
religious (Islamic) sources are not the same. While the former encourages a 
nuclear family and independence from elderly relatives, what Muslims under-
stand from marriage is a lifelong union of families and relatives, expanding its 
area of influence with children and moral values. at is why it encourages 
young people to marry young and celebrate private and public financial sup-
port programs and government’s incentives to help university students get 
married before completing their degrees. 

While conservative journalists traditionally favor early marriages, they op-
pose child marriage and acknowledge the rights of women to a divorce. Prom-
inent Islamic scholar and Yeni Şafak columnist Professor Hayrettin Karaman 
(a, b, c) underlines numerous times that forced marriages made 
without the consent of the woman are void, there is no Islamic law that orders 
minors to be forcibly married, and Islamic law gives both men and women the 
right to apply for divorce. at is why when well-known businessman Halis 
Toprak at the age of seventy-one married a seventeen-year-old teenager in 
, the conservative media opposed this matrimony and found it unnatural. 
e story occupied the Turkish media for some time in summer . News-
papers Yeni Şafak,12 Sabah,13 and Zaman consulted doctors and psychologists 
about the nature of this relationship, and all agreeing that wide age gap was a 
problem for a healthy relationship and criticized the fact that his bride was a 
minor. 

                                                       
 12  yaş farkı çie istismar. (, August ). Yeni Şafak. Retrieved from http://www.ye-

nisafak.com/gundem/-yas-farki-cie-istismar-  
 13 Halis Toprak'ın yaptığı evlilik modern kölelik. (, August ). Sabah. Retrieved from 

https://www.sabah.com.tr/yasam////halis_toprakin_yaptigi_evlilik_modern_kole-
lik 
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Figure . Details of credits for “newlyweds” supported by the govern-
ment. Reprinted from “Yeni evli kredisi için üst yaş ,”, 
Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  

Columnists writing in conservative newspapers see marriage as a moral and 
spiritual union and present arguments in favor of prearranged marriages. But 
to do so, they legitimize their approach by comparing the nature of prear-
ranged marriages with a very modern phenomenon: Marriages arranged 
online. Fatma Barbarosoğlu (b) in Yeni Şafak celebrates the union of a 
young pious couple, narrating that they married aer only hearing about one 
another during family talks. Aer sharing their story, Barbarosoğlu comments 
that their marriage would not be accepted by those who criticize prearranged 
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marriages in modern times, but immediately states that people who meet 
through the internet and get married are in fact no different than marriages 
arranged by families. ose who find the latter normal should also have an 
open mind about the former, she adds, even though she expressed her negative 
feelings about internet marriages. 

Conservative newspapers and their columnists measure the status of 
happy marriages with reference to secularist aspirations, even though they re-
sort to both Islamist and secular arguments to legitimize the critical role mar-
riage plays in personal as well as social development. In one of his columns in 
January , writer Kürşat Bumin criticizes a municipality that handed out 
booklets on marriage to newlyweds. Citing the booklet, which advised men to 
marry virgins and find a wife that has a “lower status” than him and discour-
aged women from working outside the home, Bumin disapprovingly points 
out that municipalities do not have the right to interfere with the traditional 
moral values of the natio. He condemns this particular municipality for en-
couraging marriages that undermine gender equality and disempower 
women. 

Along the same lines, conservative media promotes the idea that marriage 
should be based on mutual love and respect, mostly through editorial pieces 
that include views of experts, counselors and psychologists. In , Yeni 
Şafak printed an article by the Directorate of Religious Affairs advising mar-
ried couples to constantly exchange words of love. In , the newspaper cov-
ered a conference on effective communication skills within the family and 
quoted a psychiatrist that advised couples to show interest in each other and 
spend time together to keep the love alive in a marriage. Similarly, in April 
, a full page was dedicated to the family and marriage counselor Serhat 
Yabancı, announcing the key values of a happy marriage: Be your true self 
around each other, look at one another with loving, caring eyes, allow no room 
for physical or emotional violence, accept one another’s faults, apologize and 
move on, and base the marriage on mutual rights and responsibilities. Finally, 
in line with the government’s increased focus on family policies starting in 
, the pious media reproduces the official narrative by promoting marriage 
and the benefits associated with it. Readers are constantly reminded of the so-
cioeconomic advantages of a married life and the positive impact of having a 
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spouse on one’s health: Marriage reduces the risk of heart attacks, eases recov-
ery from injuries and illnesses, and encourages the adoption of healthier daily 
routines. 

Figure . Full page dedicated to the secrets of a happy marriage by a 
family and marriage counselor. e picture is worth noting, as 
it depicts a husband doing housework, breaking with tradi-
tional stereotypes of the roles of men and women in families. 
Reprinted from “Evlilik fedakarlık demektir,” , Yeni Şafak, 
p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  
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Figure . Yeni Şafak presenting arguments in favor of marriage and re-
porting on research that revealed that married people are 
heathier and live longer than unmarried people. Reprinted 
from “Bekarlık sultanlık değil!,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copy-
right  by PRNet.  



 



 
Conservative Arts and Culture: An Unsuccessful Journey 

espite the fact that conservatism in Turkey originated and grew in the 
cultural realm and was then gradually incorporated into the main-

stream political sphere in the s, according to conservatives, culture is the 
most neglected and unsuccessful area of transformation under the leadership 
of the AKP when conservatives have the most political power in the country. 
While the political leaders – specifically Erdoğan – started speaking publicly 
about the shortcomings of the AKP government in this realm starting in ,1 
conservative journalists had long before raised their concerns and criticisms. 
As early as , Yeni Şafak columnist Mustafa Kutlu criticizes how cultural 
activities such as cinema, music, and theater were transformed into pillars of 
the capitalist entertainment industry, and calls for the need to penetrate a new 
lifestyle different from the deleterious effects of this so-called entertainment – 
one built upon moral, local culture and traditions. Stating that lifestyle and 

                                                       
 1 Speaking at the  Presidential Culture and Arts Grand Awards, Erdoğan was quoted in the 

Turkish media as saying: “I am very sorry that in two areas we just could not have reached the 
level we aimed to reach. One is education and the other is culture and the arts. I believe we 
have an obligation to make these two areas our top priority” (“Sadece iki alanda arzu ettiğimiz 
seviyeye ulaşamamış olmaktan dolayı fevkalade üzgünüm. Bunlardan biri eğitim diğeri kültür 
sanattır. Bu iki alanı önceliklerimizin en başına çıkarmak mecburiyetimiz olduğuna 
inanıyorum.”) (“Cumhurbaşkanı Erdoğan: Kültür ve sanat alanında kötü taklitler yaptık,” 
).  

D 
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civilizations are inherently based on and shaped by religion, he criticizes mod-
ern, European civilization, backed by technology, for destroying this core and 
allowing local and national values, culture, and the true elements of civiliza-
tion go extinct. Other columnists such as Yasin Aktay () raises similar 
concerns, criticizing municipalities and local authorities for equating culture 
with free pop music concerts while in reality the level of true culture and en-
tertainment were inversely proportional. is false perception, oen called 
popular culture, has taken over the true, high culture as a result of the domi-
nance of modernism’s over the society. 

While concerns about the lack of cultural progress are raised from time to 
time, heated media discussion arose for the first time in late  in the aer-
math of a column by Zaman’s editor-in-chief Ekrem Dumanlı entitled Mu-
hafazakar Kesim'de Derin Boşluk: Kültür-Sanat (A fundamental gap in the 
conservative circle: Culture and arts). In fact, prior to Dumanlı’s column, pop-
ular conservative author and Zaman columnist İskender Pala launched a se-
ries of articles entitled Kültürel Meselelerimiz (Our cultural issues), touching 
on different aspects and problems of conservative circles’ approach to culture. 
For a month, Pala discussed music to theater, cinema, book fairs, the media, 
the culture-civilization relationship, and the monetization of culture, noting 
that Turkey’s right had fallen short in transforming the cultural realm and fos-
tering artists and cultural ambassadors. Describing culture as the “so spot” 
of the AKP government, “in this country, conservatives have become rich, be-
come scientists, and even risen to the political power. But while doing all of 
this, they have missed their culture (I exonerate very few but high-quality au-
thors, poets, and artists), they could not manage to become artists”2 (Pala, 
a, p. ), he added. roughout his columns, he called for a quest within 
the right to initiate an expansive transformation process of culture and the arts 
and challenged conservative bureaucrats and capital owners to invest in their 
future (Pala, b). 

While Pala’s article series continued, Ekrem Dumanlı, who shared Pala’s 
concerns, published his colon which was long-debated, especially with respect 

                                                       
 2 “Bu ülkede muhafazakarlar zengin de, patron da, bilim adamı da oldular, iktidar bile oldular, 

ama bütün bunlar olurken kültürlerini ıskaladılar, (az sayıda ama yüksek kalitedeki yazar, şair 
ve sanatçıları tenzih ederim) sanatçı olamadılar.” 
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to his mention of the overwhelming presence and dominance of leist circles 
over the cultural realm. Like Pala, he warned and called on Anadolu kaplanları 
(Anatolian tigers) to stop being ungenerous to cultural activities and to invest 
in artists, especially in the younger generation trying to make room for their 
own voices in arts and culture. 

Dumanlı’s article sparked a media debate within conservative circles – in-
cluding among capital owners – which gradually involved the “other side,” as 
well. Ömer Lekesiz () was one of the first conservative columnists to com-
ment on Dumanlı’s article. He stated that before criticizing the indifference of 
Anadolu kaplanları to cultural infrastructure, it is important to first question 
the attitude of conservatives themselves towards supporting cultural and ar-
tistic productions. While it is true that the le dominated the cultural realm, 
this has more to do with the current kingdom ruling conservative cultural life. 
Many talented artists, musicians, and actors could not find space to raise their 
voices because they refused to obey the rules of capitalism and produce work 
just to sell and make more money. So, the talent is indeed there; the key is to 
change the system from within to make a true transformation. In a similar 
vein, Fatma Barbarosoğlu from Yeni Şafak highlighted that it is a matter of 
process and that positive developments were under way, especially when it 
came to investments in arts and culture with conservative capital (Barba-
rosoğlu, ). Milli Gazete columnist Hüseyin Akın shared similar views and 
commented that the reason for this gap is not a matter of competency but ra-
ther a result of conservative’s indifference towards their own people, their 
growing interest in other people’s lives, and overwhelming desire to make 
even more money. He called this void “economic intoxication” (Akın, ). 
Influenced by Dumanlı’s column, Zaman dedicated a two-page editorial in 
the next weekend’s issue to the comments of various pious artists and con-
servative capital holders. 

eir comments reveal the perception of conservative capitalists towards 
arts and culture. Asya Bank General Manager Ünal Kabaca, for example, 
blames the lack of quality artistic production by conservatives, commenting 
that they have difficulty finding cultural activities to sponsor that “fit their cri-
teria.” On the other hand, film director Mahmut Fazıl Çoşkun expresses dis-
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appointment in the conservative capitalists for prioritizing short-term com-
mercial success over deeper, more sophisticated cultural production. Boydak 
Holding CEO Memduh Boydak and Independent Industrialists’ and Business-
men’s Association (Müstakil Sanayici ve İşadamları Derneği or MÜSİAD) 
President Ömer Cihad Vardan, on the other hand, state that culture and arts 
are matters of awareness and require a certain level of education and training. 
ey criticize themselves for not doing more and promise to make culture a 
priority in the long run. 

Figure . Zaman’s editorial on the perception of conservative capitalists 
towards art and culture. Reprinted from “Muhafazakar 
sermaye sanattaki boşluğu doldurabilecek mi?,” by Özarslan, 
S., , Zaman Pazar, pp. -. Copyright  by PRNet. 

Dumanlı’s article generated interest in the non-conservative media, as well. 
Prominent columnist Ezgi Başaran from Hürriyet newspaper, Nedim Saban 
from Birgün, and Cihat Aktaş from the daily Taraf were among the years to 
comment on the discussion. Başaran () criticized both Pala and Dumanlı 
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for wanting to foster easily controllable artists, rejected their insistence that 
art education be “local and national” on the basis that these are out of date, 
and accused them of supporting and popularizing artists only because of these 
artists’ Islamic identities even though they are not competent enough to suc-
ceed on their own. Nedim Saban (), on the other hand, focused on 
Dumalı’s views on the hegemony of the le wing over culture and arts and his 
call for conservative capitalists to be invested in this realm. Based on the belief 
that artists grow through pain, he insisted that it would not be enough for the 
government and pious capital holders to pour money into these artists and 
activities; in order for conservatives to foster truly successful representative 
artists, they first need to become the opposition. e reason the le is success-
ful in this realm is their memory of the painful history of the s and s. 
Cihat Aktaş () was another columnist to share his views on Dumanlı’s 
column from the other side, commenting that while pious circles have prob-
lems expressing themselves in the arts and literature mostly to protect their 
privacy, their works do not receive the attention they deserve as they are lost 
between the lines of the vague concept of conservatism. 

As this debate continued, another development product a different discon-
tent with the conservative approach to culture to the surface. On  December 
, Istanbul took over the  European Capital of Culture title from Vil-
nius, and on  January , the city formally launched its year as European 
Capital of Culture with a spectacular opening ceremony that marked the be-
ginning of “about  projects, two-thirds of which are related to historical 
heritage and the remaining to arts events” (“Istanbul launches year Europe 
Capital of Culture,” ). 

Conservative media’s discontent with Istanbul becoming the Europe Cap-
ital of Culture was first raised with the question of Istanbul was a European 
city. One of the most vocal conservative journalists on this point is Akif Emre 
from Yeni Şafak. In his column on  January , five days aer the opening 
ceremony, he criticizes both Westernists who rejected their own history en-
tirely and desired to be accepted by Western civilizations as well as the con-
servative power circles that believed that the Ottoman Empire was part of Eu-
ropean history. He believes that the latter narrative is as preposterous as the 
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former, given that it is also an orientalist perspective. He defines the title Eu-
ropean Capital of Culture as a “European straitjacket” enforced on Istanbul, 
which is inherently an Islamic city (Emre, a). 

e discussions on this topic became heated and turned into an us versus 
them argument when Nobel Prize-winning author V. S. Naipaul was invited 
to attend the European Writers Parliament as a guest of honor as part of the 
European Capital of Culture program. In , at a book reading, the same 
year he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, he made critical remarks 
about Islam. Naipaul accused Islam of enslaving and attempting to wipe out 
other cultures. “e writer compared the religion to colonialism, saying Islam 
“has had a calamitous effect on converted peoples. To be converted you have 
to destroy your past, destroy your history. You have to stamp on it, you have 
to say ‘my ancestral culture does not exist, it doesn’t matter”” (Page, ). 

Poet and philosopher Hilmi Yavuz was the first to criticize Naipaul’s invi-
tation in his column in Zaman. He was followed by the broader Turkish media 
including columnists Cihan Aktaş, Rasim Özdenören, and Akif Emre. All 
condemned the organizer’s decision to invite such a disrespectful person as a 
guest of honor and called for the invitation to be rescinded. Akif Emre (b) 
leveraged the incident to again underscore that from the beginning, the Euro-
pean Capital of Culture “shenanigan” contradicted the soul of Islam and was 
managed with an orientalist mind. He heavily criticized conservative author-
ities that supported the program for their desperate need to get the attention 
and approval of Western media and culture, which was overwhelmingly made 
up of leist-secularist intellectuals. Similar arguments were made by column-
ists like Hakan Albayrak (Yeni Şafak) and Necmettin Turinay (Yeni Akit news-
paper) as well. Albayrak () criticized those justifying Naupoli’s attend-
ance as an act of tolerance towards multiculturalism, while Turinay () 
pointed out that this debate itself revealed an internal degeneration within 
conservatives. Following the media backlash, Naipaul was pulled from the 
writers’ conference, and conservative media welcomed the development. 
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Figure . Media celebrating the withdrawal of Naipaul’s invitation. Re-
printed from “Kibarca ‘gelme’,” by O. Turan, a, Yeni Şafak, 
p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  

Two years aer the European Capital of Culture debacle, the conservative art 
and culture debate resurfaced again in March  when the general secretary 
of the presidency of the republic, Mustafa İşen, stated in a meeting that his 
government had a responsibility to form the structure and basis of conserva-
tive art (“Muhafazakar sanatın yapısını oluşturmalıyız,” ). is statement 
came aer İskender Pala’s column criticized a play performed at the Istanbul 
City eatre, Daily Obscene Secrets by Marco Antonio de la Parra, for being 
exhibitionist, obscene, and banal (Pala, a). Pala’s column sparked a heated 
public and political controversy, and the play was eventually removed from 
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the program aer seventy performances. In the aermath of this debate, Is-
tanbul Mayor Kadir Topbaş “amended the regulations of the City eaters, 
which are run by the Metropolitan Municipality, to increase the influence of 
civil servants in selecting the repertoire and to better control the artistic con-
tent of the theater” (“Turkish Prime Minister’s bid to privatize theaters,” ). 
Despite numerous protests by actors and actresses if the theatre community, 
then Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan applauded the decision and pro-
posed to “privatize all of Turkey’s state-run theatres, and to remove all of their 
funding” (McCall, , p. ). 

Sabah columnist and art critic Hasan Bülent Kahraman was one of the first 
media representatives to share his opinion. He gave an interview to Akşam 
newspaper about the debate and his view on conservative arts and culture. 
Beginning by pointing out the differences between the understanding of con-
servatism in Turkey and in Europe, he states that Turkey’s mistake comes first 
from its ambition to regulate, arrange, and control the conservative realm – a 
side effect in a society the ties with its cultural history of which were cut in a 
traumatic manner. He believes that what is being created in the name of con-
servative art in Turkey is nothing more than imitative. For conservatives in 
Turkey, the West is still the primary cultural window; hence, in Turkey, a lib-
eral rather than conservative perspective is being formed. e way for the so-
ciety to create its own cultural sonderweg is to establish the classics as a make 
guiding light, update and internalize them and make peace with cultural ac-
cumulation (Tatlıpınar, ). 

Two days aer Kahraman’s interview, a leading figure of the debate, 
İskender Pala (b), published a column with the sensational title Muhafa-
zakarın Sanat Manifestosu (e art manifesto of a conservative). Pala begins 
by celebrating the fact that in this era, the Turkish society is demanding to 
learn more about culture and the arts and in which there is discussion of what 
conservative art actually means – though he finds the definitions limiting. De-
fining a conservative as someone who is dedicated to national and moral val-
ues, works and traditions and wants to protect, sustain and maintain them, he 
draws up a twenty-bullet-point manifesto. e intent is not to define “con-
servative art” but rather to define art as a conservative (p. ). He summarizes 
the conservative perception of arts and culture. 
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. Conservative art is the aesthetic dimension of the efforts of a society, 
whose ties with the past were cut traumatically, to bond and reconcile 
with its true self. 
. Conservative art originates from the society’s own identity and is 
made visible in its heart. 
. . . 
. Conservative art is civilian; it opposes government control. It favors 
government support not as a “boss” but as a sponsor. 
. Conservative art is not religious art, but it definitely considers reli-
gious sensitivities. 
. Conservative art does not fight with the public. . . . For example, it 
is against vilifying Islamic values in a society where the majority of the 
population is Muslim. 
. . . 
. Starting from the principle that the classics are always open to re-
interpretation, conservative art tries to reinterpret and reproduce ra-
ther than repeat or imitate classical art and culture. 
. . . 
. Conservative art stays a step ahead of the Western artists that try to 
explore our geography’s productions and supports producing what is 
ours first, in same quality. 
. . . 
. Conservative art is a perception of civilization and aims to produce 
a balanced qualitative-quantitative civilization from a rich historical, 
cultural legacy.3 (Pala, b, p. ) 

                                                       
 3 “. Muhafazakâr sanat (MS), geçmişiyle bağları travmatik biçimde koparılmış bir toplumun 

öz benliğiyle barışma çabasının estetik boyutudur. 
   . MS, toplumun kendi kimliğinden kaynaklanıp bağrında görünür kılınan sanattır. 
  . . . 
  . MS, sivildir; devlet eliyle kontrole karşı çıkar, devletin patron değil sponsor olarak katkı 

sağlamasından yanadır. 
  . MS, din eksenli bir sanat değildir, ama dini duyarlıkları mutlaka dikkate alır. 
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Pala defines conservative art through discursively constructing the other. He 
details what conservative art is by criticizing the policies of the republican rev-
olution, the orientalist perception dominant in arts and culture, and the de-
rogatory attitude of liberals towards the artistic production of conservatives. 

Pala’s views on conservatism and conservative art are also echoed by Sa-
bah columnist, academic, and historian Şükrü Hanioğlu. Hanioğlu, too, be-
lieves that the debate lies fundamentally in the conceptualization of conserv-
atism, which is – contrary to the common belief – is not the antithesis of the 
West, is also a modern phenomenon and cannot be solely understood with 
tradition. Conservative art needs to signify continuity, reinvent itself, and re-
main aligned with the prevailing zeitgeist. “Unless this culture is reinvented, 
it is impossible to revive just by protecting the form. In a society where people 
think they create ‘conservative art’ by protecting tradition through using an-
cient words, it is not ‘tradition’ but only the shape of it that is protected,” he 
adds4 (Hanioğlu, ). 

Another conservative figure that supports these arguments is columnist 
Taha Akyol () from the mainstream daily Hürriyet. He maintains that 
there can indeed be such thing as conservative art. He asks whether anyone 
can deny the artistic abilities of European conservative artists such as Cha-
teaubriand, Soljenitsin, and T.S Eliot. He gives divan literature and Ottoman 

                                                       
  . MS, halk ile kavga etmez. . . . Mesela nüfusunun kahir ekseriyeti Müslüman olan bir top-

lumda İslami değerlere küfredilmesinden rahatsızlık duyar. 
  . . . 
  . MS, Mehmet Akif veya Necip Fazıl'a kapılanıp kalmadan Nazım Hikmet veya Orhan Ke-

mal'i, Karacaoğlan veya Şeyh Galib'i, Dostoyevski veya Dante'yi vb. harmanlayarak üretim 
yapma idealini taşır. 

  . . . 
  . MS, kendi dinamiklerini tükettiği için bizim coğrafyamızın ürünlerini keşfetmeye çaba-

layan Batı sanatçısından evvel davranıp kendisine ait olanı aynı kalitede üretmekten yanadır. 
  . . .  
  . MS, bir medeniyet bakış açısıdır ve zengin tarih/kültür mirasından dengeli bir madde-

mana medeniyetini en gelişmiş biçimiyle üretme çabası taşır.”  
 4 “Bu kültür yeniden üretilemediği sürece onu biçime sahip çıkarak canlandırmak mümkün 

değildir. Eski kelimeler kullanmakla ‘geleneğe sahip çıkıldığı,’ bu yolla ‘muhafazakar sanat’ 
yaratıldığının düşünüldüğü bir toplumda ise "gelenek" değil, ancak onun "biçimi" yeniden 
üretilebilinir.” 
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architecture, ornament, and music as fascinating examples of conservative art, 
and suggested that republican conservative writers Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, 
Yahya Kemal, and Peyami Safa as the proof of conservatives capable of pro-
ducing art. He believes that concepts like conservative and secular art are “im-
agined categories in our heads” (Akyol, ). 

Hakan Arslanbenzer from the conservative daily Milat also contributes the 
debate by focusing on the issue of form versus tradition. Like Hanioğlu, 
Arslanbenzer criticizes the conservative mentality of reinventing or restoring 
traditional culture by changing currently available forms or suggesting a few 
ideological concerns while maintaining the status quo and calling it conserva-
tive art (Arslanbenzer, ). 

Columnists Mehmet Ocaktan from Star newspaper and Mustafa 
Miyasoğlu from the Islamic daily Yeni Akit are also among the conservative 
columnists that join the debate. ey both see conservative art as a made-up 
concept as art has its own unique values. Miyasoğlu additionally criticizes 
Pala’s loosely draed manifesto and strongly rejects the concept of conserva-
tive art. He believes that conservatism is political rather than an artistic con-
cept and that applying this concept beyond its context would potentially create 
problems. He states that conservatives have and will continue to have art, but 
there is no such thing as “conservative art.” 

On this discussion, non-conservative media agrees with conservative 
counterparts that conservative art is a flawed term and that the conservative 
government has not made progress in this realm. Many key figures from other 
dailies including Ataol Behramoğlu (Cumhuriyet), Murat Belge (T), Murat 
Bardakçı (Habertürk), Kadri Gürsel (Milliyet), Akif Beki (Radikal) also men-
tion the discussion in their columns throughout April . is bloc rejects 
the idea of conservative art. Ataol Behramoğlu () and Murat Belge (), 
for example, base their arguments on the grounds that by definition, art and 
culture cannot protect, preserve, or reject change. Art symbolizes something 
new, and every artistic production is unique. It is for this reason that Belge 
rejects the concept of conservative art, but he comments that the content of 
art can be conservative. Akif Beki from Radikal newspaper calls conservative 
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art a “freaky concept,” while Kadri Gürsel () blames the repressed mind-
set of conservatives ruling the country for their not being able to progress in 
the cultural realm. 

Debates on terminology aside, these discussions reveal how conservatives 
in Turkey perceive arts and culture, as well as the fundamental features that 
they believe it should possess. 

First, they presume art and culture to be inherently ideological realms and 
believe that they cannot be examined separately from ideology and social re-
alities. Rejecting the idea of l’art pour I'art, they hold that artists and cultural 
productions should serve an educational function and should have the mis-
sion of reinforcing appropriate traditions and values. Columnist Mustafa 
Kutlu, for example, occasionally argues that in addition to being convincing, 
artistic productions should also be useful and effective. Similarly, another in-
tellectual author, Ümit Aktaş, explains in his argumentative book on the rela-
tionship between literature, ideology, and poetics: 

(Now) we can talk about what art and artists should conserve. Art must 
conserve its “principles” that will carry it ontologically to the upper 
levels. I don’t think we should call this conservative art. I believe that 
it would be more appropriate to call it “traditional art” that arises from 
a sacred tradition. . . . An attitude that separates principles from reality, 
beauty from knowledge, knowledge from experience, experience from 
morality and action, sharia from cra and reality, and that ultimately 
assumes that art is an independent area liberated from knowledge, mo-
rality, principles, and divine inspiration points to an entirely Western 
understanding of art. is perception does not bring development: It 
symbolizes sinking deeper and deeper with every flutter.5 (Aktaş, , 
pp. -) 

                                                       
 5 “(Şimdi,) sanatın ve sanatçının neyi ‘muhafaza’ etmesi gerektiği meselesine gelebiliriz. Sanat, 

kendisini ontolojik olarak üst konumlara taşıyacak olan ‘ilkelerini’ muhafaza etmelidir. 
Bunun adına muhafazakar sanar denmesi taraarı değilim. Bunun yerine kursal bir gele-
nekten neşet eden ‘geleneksel sanat’ denmesi daha uygun olur kanaatindeyim. . . . İlkelerle 
hakikati; güzellikle bilgiyi; bilgi ile deneyimi; deneyimle ahlakı, eylemi; şeriatla marifet ve 
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e frequently referred-to principles that must be conserved and reflected in 
art and culture are “local and national” traditions and values. While what con-
stitutes local and national remains vague, in most stories it takes form around 
three fundamental issues: Ottoman history, Islamic rules and values, and anti-
modernism and anti-Westernism. 

Despite political power and a theoretical consensus on what kind of cul-
ture should prevail in Turkey, conservatives admit publicly that they are not 
so successful in putting these ideas into practice. In fact, art and culture is one 
of few areas that conservatives in Turkey admit the inadequacy. Conservative 
media is also not shy to voice shortcomings in this realm. 

But this does not mean that there is lack of effort. Conservative media 
plays an important role – a pioneering one – in supporting initiatives in this 
realm. It overwhelmingly promotes artists, writers, musicians, painters, and 
fashion designers that it believes fit the criteria of local and national (artists 
that produce Ottoman-themed work and have an Islamic, religious identity). 
It is devoted to reviving Turkish traditional arts (marbling, miniature, Islamic 
calligraphy, divan literature, poetry, traditional, and Sufi music) that it either 
believes are on the point of sinking into oblivion or are not getting the atten-
tion they deserve. And it blames the radical policies of the early republic and 
the deleterious effects of modernism and Westernism for this cultural and 
moral demise. 

ese efforts by the conservative media are particularly focused in three 
areas: Music, literature, and cinema. It places significant importance on music 
and literature as it sees these as the purest, most local and national forms of 
art in which the Turkish nation had a long and glorious history. Cinema, on 
the other hand, is important because it is long seen as the flagship of Western, 
modern art and as inherently contrary to Turkey’s traditional values; hence, it 
should be avoided. Conservative media’s efforts on this front focus on break-
ing this taboo and reconstituting cinema as a conservative realm in which the 
deleterious effects of modernism can be overcome from within. 

                                                       
hakikati birbirinden ayıran ve nihayetinde de sanatın, kendine ait, bilgi, ahlak, ilke ve vahiy-
den bağımsız bir alanı olduğu varsayımıyla hareket eden bu tutum tümüyle Batılı bir sanat 
anlayışını imler. Bu sanat anlayışı, ‘yükselişi’ değil, her çırpınışında biraz daha derine batmayı 
işaret eder.” 
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§ .  Literature 

Literature is (also) a human destiny. It is a ball of human destiny that 
is shaped by myths, sagas, folk tales, stories, poems. All of these are 
mirrors of the human soul. Every society relays the adventure of its 
soul through these mirrors. . . . A great man of literature is the one who 
represents the culture and civilization to which he belongs most effi-
ciently and effectively. . . . e most important resources for a man of 
literature are religion, history, culture and civilization. A true man of 
literature is one who never forgets the responsibility of his pen and 
writes accordingly while determining the destiny of his nation.6 
(Doğan, b, p. ) 

Description by columnist Mehmet Doğan accurately summarizes the con-
servative approach to literature. As in all other art forms, conservative circles 
attribute significant moral and cultural responsibility to literature and equate 
a true literary work with those that master a nation’s cultural canon. In other 
words, literary productions are evaluated and reported in the media based on 
their ability to express national and local traditions, culture, and values. 

Based on this premise and starting from the argument “there can be no 
civilization without literature and no literature without civilization” 
(Gürdoğan, ), conservative media focuses on literature that promotes his-
torical books and those that criticize modernism and Western culture, intro-
duces the conservatives of the new republic as the representatives of local lit-
erature, and popularizes poetry as the highest, most local form of literature. 

                                                       
 6 “Edebiyat (da) bir insan yazgısıdır. Efsaneleri, destanları, masalları, hikayeleri, şiirleriyle 

çizilen bir insan yazgıları yumağıdır. Bütün bunlar, insanlığın ruh aynasıdır. Her toplum, 
kendi ruhunun macerasını bu aynalarda aksettirir. . . . Büyük edebiyatçı, mensup olduğu 
kültür ve medeniyeti en yetkin ve en etkin seviyede temsil eden yazardır. Din, tarih, kültür ve 
medeniyet bir edebiyatçı için en önemli kaynaktır. Kendi milletinin yazgısını belirlerken, 
kaleminin sorumluluğunu hiç unutmayan, yazılarını ona göre kaleme alan adamdır, gerçek 
edebiyatçı.” 
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..  Ottoman Novels against Vampires: Reviving a Glorious History 
and Culture through Literature 

Conservative media is the most articulate supporter of the government’s ef-
forts and policies to revive Ottomanism in the cultural realm. It shares the 
AKP’s fascination with Ottoman history and supports its subtle yet expedi-
tious cultural revisionism and its glorification of the Ottoman past. In addition 
to extensive coverage of Ottoman-themed festivals, fashion shows, movies, 
and television series, conservative media also encourages the empire’s cultural 
rehabilitation through books that shed light on the unknown glory of Otto-
man history. Semi-academic studies that uncovered the culture, politics, and 
bureaucracy in everyday Ottoman life as well as biographies of sultans and 
other key figures in the empire are extensively covered. Books that challenge 
or rewrite the well-established narratives of official republican history gain 
significant media attention. 
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Figure . A research book review by Yeni Şafak. e book reveals that 
Sultan Abdulhamit’s doctor was a spy. Abdulhamit is a hate-
ful, autocratic, pan-Islamist ruler in the official republican 
history. He is one of the Ottoman figures being reinterpreted 
in the AKP period as a misunderstood, visionary that made a 
mark on near history. Reprinted from “Abdülhamit’in 
doktoru ajandı,” , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by 
PRNet.  

Novels taking place in Ottoman times are welcomed, especially when written 
by popular writers. When Elif Şafak’s e Architect’s Apprentice hit the shelves 
in late , for example, Yeni Şafak published a full-page interview with the 
popular novelist focusing extensively on the book’s plot, the construction of 
Istanbul in the sixteenth century by the Ottoman architectural mastermind, 
Mimar Sinan. Interview questions focused on why she chose to write a novel 
set in the Ottoman Empire and her thoughts on the Ottoman history. Both the 
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headline and the respective subtitles in the Sunday supplement highlighted 
this theme. e front page snippet read, “ere are many things about the Ot-
toman Empire that warm my heart,” and the full-page coverage used the cap-
tion, “I am a daughter of this soil, I will surely write about the Ottomans” 
(Solak, , p. , ). 

Figure . Reprinted from “Osmanlı’da kalbimi ısıtan çok şey var,” by H. 
Solak, , Yeni Şafak Pazar, pp. , . Copyright  by 
PRNet.  
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Regardless of the writer or genre, books related to Ottoman history that are 
promoted in conservative, mainstream dailies have one thing in common: 
ey glorify – and do not criticize – the Ottoman system. Books that argue 
negatively about the empire or the sultans or that question the reasons behind 
their fall do not get exposure in conservative media. 



N A Z  U Y U L U R  

 

Figure . Another example of reinventing the republican narrative of 
the Ottoman Empire. e article features the author of re-
search on the last Ottoman Sultan, Mehmet VI, claiming it is 
unfair to call him a traitor for not supporting M. Kemal Ata-
türk – a narrative that dominates the official republican his-
tory. Reprinted from “Sultan Vahdeddin’e ‘hain’ demek 
büyük haksızlık,” by Ö. Çakkal, Yeni Şafak, , p. . Copy-
right  by PRNet.  

Another theme among books promoted in the conservative media is nostalgia 
for the past, especially for old Istanbul. is fascination is in fact related to the 
“Ottomanization” theme mentioned above. As Bartu () suggests, in their 
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attempts to revitalize the Ottoman past, “everything Ottoman becomes a sym-
bol of Islamic ideology and can be utilized as a powerful political tool to chal-
lenge the Turkish secular enterprise Istanbul, the glorious capital of the em-
pire, is a key symbol of this revival” (pp. -). at is the reason why in one 
interview, the renowned conservative poet Memduh Cumhur states that “we 
have lost the civilization of Islam in Istanbul, and we have to resurrect it here”7 
(Eker and Hıdır, , p. ) and why journalist Yusuf Kaplan argues that when 
Istanbul is rescued, the entire world will also be rescued, as Istanbul is the 
center of the universe. 

Figure . Interview with Yusuf Kaplan about his works concerning the 
 European City of Culture activities. Reprinted from 
“Dünya İstanbul’la kurtulur,” by B. Sönmezışık, K. 
Sönmezışık, b, Yeni Şafak Pazar, p. ,. Copyright  by 
PRNet.  

                                                       
 7 “Biz İslam medeniyetini İstanbul’da kaybettik, yine İstanbul’da ayağa kaldırmak zorundayız.” 
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Other newsworthy themes for the conservative media are criticisms of 
modernism and Turkish nationalist project and real-life stories of the Islamist 
other: Biographies of the students who suffered under the headscarf ban, vic-
tims of the  February post-modern coup, and those whose lives were made 
difficult because of the pressure on religion under the secular republic. Espe-
cially starting in the AKP’s third term, the number of novels and memoirs 
focused on reconciling with the anti-Islamism of the republican past signifi-
cantly increased. 
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Figure . Reporter Yassıkaya promoting a newly published book on the 
experiences of Islamist figures that suffered under the policies 
of the republic. Reprinted from “Bir hesaplaşma kitabı za-
manın tanıkları,” by S. Yassıkaya, , Yeni Şafak, p. . Cop-
yright  by PRNet.  

As with everything else, conservative journalists are critical of the Western 
influence and hegemony over literature as well. ey condemn the popularity 
of low-quality genres that had taken the world – including Turkey – by storm. 
e glut of vampires in books and subsequently in films and television shows 
initiated by the success of the Twilight novel series, for example, became a tar-
get of conservative media. 
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Twilight is a vampire-theme fantasy romance series authored by writer 
Stephanie Meyer. e series consists of four novels featuring the romance of 
an asocial teenage girl (Bella) with an immortal, -year-old vampire (Ed-
ward) and her complicated relationship with a young werewolf that ends up 
with the marriage of Bella and Edward with Bella turning into a vampire her-
self. e novels were published between  and  and were overwhelm-
ingly popular around the world among younger population, winning numer-
ous awards and breaking best-seller records. Following the success of the 
series, they were made into movies five times between  and , grossing 
over . billion worldwide. 

e first book of the series was translated into Turkish in  and imme-
diately became popular among Turkish teenagers and young adults. e first 
and second movies were in cinemas in  and were watched by , and 
,, people, respectively.8 Conservative media also noticed this success 
and touched on the growing trend the weekend following the release of the 
second film. In her article about how the town Forks, the primary setting of 
the series, had become a popular tourist destination, Yaprak Aras () from 
Sabah describes Twilight as “the novel series by Stephanie Meyer, who intro-
duced the concept of ‘pedophile vampire to fall in love with’”9 (Aras, ) to 
the literature. In a similar vein, cinema critic Ali Murat Güven dedicates his 
column that weekend to the vampire genre with a negative tone. In his com-
mentary entitled Anti-kahraman Olmaktan Çıkartılıp “Fetiş Nesnesi”ne Dö-
nüştürülen Vampirler (Vampires were once “anti-heroes” are now turned into 
objects of fetish), Güven mentons how vampires had been addressed in cin-
ema and literature throughout modern history. He states that in the traditional 
narrative, vampires are narrated as intriguing but ultimately scary, vicious vil-
lains that deserved to die – as immortality is not something to be desired, an-
yway. But since the s, and especially with the Twilight series, vampires are 
turned into role models that gave young people the message that with gor-
geous bodies, charisma, talent, success, a never-ending flow of money, and 
over-the-top sexual performance, they were living the time of their lives. is 

                                                       
 8 Box Office Turkey data, https://boxofficeturkiye.com/karsilastirma/?karsi=  
 9 “Edebiyata ‘aşık olunacak sübyan vampir’ kavramını getiren Stephenie Meyer’in Alacakaran-

lık serisi” 
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change in narrative, according to him, is an unfortunate mistake, as it also 
leads to an increase in meaningless, cruel violence among teenagers. He then 
calls on the millennial fans of these vampires not to be fooled by these char-
acters, as they are in fact the unhappiest people on earth. His message failed 
to get through: According to box office numbers, the final two movies in the 
series generated even larger audiences with ,, and ,, people 
watching them, respectively, in cinemas in Turkey.10 

..  Poetry as the Highest Form of Literature 

Poetry holds a special place in the Turkish conservative thought, partly be-
cause conservatives see it as the only form that is truly local and traditional. 
ey regard all other prose forms – especially novels – as new literature genres 
introduced under Western influence and hegemony. As opposed to these 
forms, poetry is identified as a communication tool – a “carrier of ideas” 
(Kutlu, ). It is particularly for this reason that conservative media canon-
izes local and national poets as role models to which the contemporary con-
servative movement can turn for inspiration. 

...  e Üstad: Necip Fazıl Kısakürek 

Among the intellectuals that influenced Turkish conservative thought, the Is-
lamist-conservative poet Necip Fazıl Kısakürek is by far the figure that has 
come to the fore during the AKP period. As Taner Timur () suggests, 
“Necip Fazıl Kısakürek has never been a figure that was ‘misunderstood’ or 
kept in the background. He was a man of cause and always managed to create 
a team of devotees. But admittedly, he has never been praised or put forward 
as a mentor as much as he was [during the AKP period.]”11 Above all others, 
Erdoğan admires this poet, reciting his poems in public speeches and under-
lining on every occasion that understanding “Kısakürek is a precondition to 
understand the great ‘cause’ (‘dava’) that the AKP represents” (Alaranta, ). 

                                                       
 10 Box Office Turkey data, https://boxofficeturkiye.com/karsilastirma/?karsi= 
 11 "Necip Fazıl Kısakürek hiçbir zaman bu ülkede anlaşılmamış, gölgede kalmış bir yazar 

muamelesi görmedi. Belli bir davanın adamıydı ve her zaman kendisine bağlı bir mürit takımı 
yaratmayı başardı. Fakat kabul edelim ki hiçbir zaman [AKP döneminde] olduğu kadar 
yüceltilmedi ve bir “mürşid” gibi ön plana çıkarılmadı.” 
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He and the AKP leadership see Kısakürek as a comrade and his life and ordeals 
as a guide for themselves and future generations. 

In addition to extensive coverage of events and speeches Erdoğan and the 
AKP devoted to Necip Fazıl Kısakürek and his thinking, the conservative me-
dia praises and canonizes him as a legendary cultural leader. He is commem-
orated every year on his birthday by columnists, new books featuring his life 
and thinking in are promoted on newspapers, and his cause – especially his 
understanding of civilization – is covered extensively in opinion pieces and 
columns. Conservative media admires him for either abandoning his cause 
nor becoming mesmerized by fame as well as for his courage to express his 
thoughts even though they contradicted the official narrative. It highlights his 
criticisms of the West and of the secular republic for deriving from the path of 
Islam as guidance for future generations. His belief that the new generation 
has a mission to re-explore Islam is oen relayed as a grand mission to fulfill. 

...  Mehmet Akif Ersoy and Others 

Mehmet Akif Ersoy, the author of the Turkish national anthem, is the second 
most important figure following Kısakürek that the Turkish conservative me-
dia popularizes during the AKP period. Especially since , as the pious 
media reviews, there is a significant increase in the number of books written 
about Ersoy’s life and thinking, along with the Turkish translations of his po-
ems. Just like Kısakürek, Akif represents a true national intellectual and opin-
ion leader in the conservative media narrative, especially because of his Islam-
ist identity. 
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Figure . Interview with the author of a Mehmet Akif Ersoy biography. 
e subtitle comments that Ersoy is an exemplary figure, yet 
his true value is neither recognized nor well understood. Re-
printed from “Mehmet Akif’in şiiri imanından doğdu,” by S. 
Kuzu, , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  

Besides Kısakürek and Ersoy, popular literary figures oen mentioned in the 
conservative media include Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Peyami Safa, and Nuret-
tin Topçu. All are regarded as part of a national canon whose genius and 
thinking are underappreciated (Kutlu, ). Books written by or about them 
are always significantly covered. 
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Figure . “Tanpınar opened the gates of our literature to the world.” Re-
printed from “Edebiyatımızın kapısını dünyaya Tanpınar 
açtı,” by Y. Genç, , Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by 
PRNet.  

§ .  Music 

e conservative media approach to music represents the application of the 
main elements of Turkish conservatism to the perception of art forms: Criti-
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cizing the early republican regime and modernization, promoting and encour-
aging the revival of and art that thrives on local and national values, and de-
nouncing the negative, deleterious effects of Western-dominated popular cul-
ture. 

Conservative circles prefer the term musiki to music (müzik) as the former 
is an older, more traditional word that connotes a spiritual meaning referring 
to religious, Eastern, traditional roots. Music is seen as the highest form of art, 
an incredible “harmony of science” (ilim)12 (Çetinkaya, , p.) made for 
and derived directly from God, a feature that differentiates it from other art 
forms. In fact, it is underlined that both Eastern and Western music originated 
from holy religions. e roots of Eastern music are in mosques and dervish 
lodges and the Western music originated in churches and synagogues (Eker 
and Hıdır , p. ). Conservatives see this as a proof of the indispensable 
relationship between music and religion. Yalçın Çetinkaya, for example, de-
scribes music as a “divine gi” (Çetinkaya, , p. ) and believes that it is 
the proof of God’s existence. 

Creating an incredibly detailed, magnificent harmony without any dis-
crepancies, deficiencies or mistakes is the cosmic proof that there is 
one, unique creator, “La ilahe illallah,” the owner of the entire universe 
and beings, full of endless science.13 (Çetinkaya, , pp. -) 

Similarly, in the book Müzik Söyleşileri (Music conversations) recommended 
by Ömer Lekesiz in a column in , the renowned conservative flute (ney) 
player Sadrettin Özçimi comments that Islamic “art forms are performed to 

                                                       
 12 “e difference between ilim and bilim is accounted for by academics from Islamic circles as 

such: ‘We should note first of all that those who talk about a conflict between religion and 
science refer to bilim (science) not ilim. İlim is a word that connotes “light” and “religion” . . 
. Bilim on the other hand is a composition of darkness and chaos on the basis of its assigned 
role. While ilim is born in us [our land] and has got its essence from us, bilim is a product of 
the West with its rationalism, positivism’” (Yasin et al, , p. ). 

 13 “Bütün varlık aleminde en küçük bir çelişki, eksiklik ya da hataya yer vermeden ve çok ince 
hesaplarla bu muhteşem ahengi varetmek, bütün kainatın ve varlık aleminin, muazzam ilim 
sahibi, eşi, benzeri, ortağı bulunmayan tek yaratıcının varlığının yani ‘La ilahe illallah’ın 
kozmik anlamda ispatıdır.”  
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serve the Quran, and musiki is seen as a way to fulfill the hadith “recite it [the 
Quran] with a melodious voice”14 (Eker and Hıdır, , p. ). 

In line with this view, conservatives establish a direct link between music, 
civilization, and culture. In fact, musiki alone is seen as the sole symbol of the 
civilization (Eker and Hıdır, , pp. , ). Çelik describes it as the best 
way to express emotions, history, and culture and the beauties of the past (p. 
). Çetinkaya underlines that musiki has always been an indicator of the so-
ciety and comments: “Without the values and the culture of living that feeds 
musiki, it is obvious that there is a problem with the musiki that we took for 
granted”15 (p. ). 

e belief in the link between music, civilization, and culture is foremost 
reflected in the conservative media through promoting traditional Turkish 
music. Folk music, religious dervish and Sufi music, and arabesque music as 
well as local musical instruments are highlighted and interviews with popular 
musicians as well as through the introduction of new books, exhibitions, and 
albums in those genres. Interviews with pioneers of Turkish music focus on 
an argument that those musicians’ success comes from the simple formula of 
embracing what is local and national. Interview coverage almost always re-
flects this message. e headline of an interview with the inventor of ara-
besque music, Orhan Gencebay quotes his words: “I did not deny my culture, 
I broke taboos.” Similarly, a pioneer of the Turkish pop music, Erol Büyük-
burç, states that his musical philosophy originates from religious Sufi music.  

                                                       
 14 “Bizim sanatlarımız kesinlikle Kur’an-ı Kerim’e hizmet etmek gayesiyle icra edilir. Musiki, 

‘Onu güzel seslerinizle süsleyiniz’ emri gereğince bir hizmet yolu olarak görülür.” 
 15 “Musikiyi besleyen değerler ve yaşam kültürü yoksa, var olduğunu zannettiğimiz musikide 

bir sorun var demektir.” 
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Figure . (Le) Interview with Orhan Gencebay. Reprinted from 
“Kültürümü reddetmedim, tabuları yıktım,” by Ş. Kucur, 
a, Yeni Şafak, p. . (Right) Interview with Erol Büyük-
burç. Reprinted from “Müziğimin felsefesini Mevlevilikten 
aldım,” Ş. Kucur, b, Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by 
PRNet.  

Another way of promoting local Turkish music is tracing the musical tradi-
tions of the Ottoman past and reviving long-forgotten musicians and musical 
instruments (çeng, ney, ud, tanbur, etc.). Conservative media occasionally 
highlights the musical abilities of the Ottoman sultans with the aim to correct 
the image of orientalist, uncultured, ignorant Ottoman rulers – a public image 
that, according to them, Kemalists imposed since the foundation of the new 
republic. In a similar vein, musicians that play and perform unique Turkish 
musical instruments and sounds are featured in weekend supplements as 
proof that Western music is not the only source for local artists: ey can turn 
to their rich, cultural roots to create a more local, relatable music that reflects 
their true selves. 
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Figure . Yeni Şafak promoting a new complation album of the compo-
sitions of various Ottoman sultans. Reprinted from “Bestekar 
padişahlar tek albümde,” by O. Turan, b, Yeni Şafak, p. . 
Copyright  by PRNet.  
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Figure . A full page in Yeni Şafak dedicated to an interview with a clas-
sical Turkish music composer focusing on his criticisms of the 
dominant Western music and how Turkey’s rich, traditional 
music history is underappreciated. Reprinted from “Müzikal 
kültürümüzle barışma zamanı,” by H. Karaburç, , Yeni 
Şafak Pazar, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  
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..  Criticisms of Contemporary Turkish Music 

Contemporary music and pop culture are occasionally criticized in the con-
servative media for copying a hegemonic, Western music that is compatible 
with neither the Turkish musical notation system nor social values. e dis-
harmony is explained in an interview with poet and musician Memduh Cum-
hur as follows: 

In the Turkish musiki system, sounds within an octave do not align as 
the sounds within an octave in the Western music system do. It might 
not be the best example, but you cannot make tahini halva with cocoa. 
With cocoa, you make chocolate. If you force tempered sounds of the 
Western music onto Turkish musiki, it will not be Turkish musiki and 
neither will it be universal. To become universal, you first have to be 
very good at the local level so that you can be accepted by everyone. If 
you imitate world forms, you become a copy-cat. You lose your origi-
nality.16 (Eker and Hıdır, , p. ) 

Western music’s incompatibility with Turkish local values is a topic oen 
touched on in conservative media. Western, popular music is interpreted as a 
style imposed on society in a top-down manner by Western elitists who claim 
that embracing this alien music is the only way to achieve cultural moderni-
zation (Çetinkaya, a). e roots of this “twisted” line of thinking lie in the 
wrongful policies of the early republican period. Music was used as a tool to 
consolidative the groundless modernization efforts of the new republic. is 
so-called music revolution was based completely on rejecting the local and 
traditional and copying the Western style, ignoring the fact that it is incom-
patible with Turkey’s long-established cultural and musical history.  

                                                       
 16 “Türk musiki sistemindeki bir oktav içerisinde yer alan sesler, Batı müziğinde yer alan bir 

oktav içeriisndeki sesler ile örtüşmüyor. Yani çok nahoş bir benzetme belki ama kakaoyla ta-
hin helvası yapılmaz, çikolata yapılır. Batı müziğindeki tampere sesleri Türk musikisine zorla 
tatbik etmeye kalkarsanız o Türk musikisi olmaz, evrensel de olmaz. Evrensel olması için 
öncelikle mahallide çok üstün bir seviyeye geleceksiniz ki onu dünyaya kabul ettiresiniz. 
Yoksa dünyanın kalıplarını taklit olarak giyerseniz, taklitçi olursunuz. Orijinalitenizi 
kaybedersiniz.” 
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Figure . Interview with renowned local band Yeni Türkü. e headline 
reads, “We’ve exaggerated Westernization and arabesque mu-
sic was born as a result.” Reprinted from “Batılılaşmayı abart-
tık ortaya arabesk çıktı,” by B. Sönmezışık, K. Sönmezışık, 
a, Yeni Şafak, pp. , . Copyright  by PRNet.  

According to conservative media, this top-down cultural reconstruction pro-
cess failed. On one hand, the lack of moral and spiritual connection with the 
type of music imposed on society resulted in new musical styles such as ara-
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besque music. On the other hand, it gave way to the cultural and moral de-
generation that the country is experiencing today, especially among the new 
generation. One of the largest media discussions on the latter issue concerns 
the case of Aleyna Tilki. In , a sixteen-year-old pop singer Aleyna Tilki 
topped the charts through her single Cevapsız Çınlama (Missed ringing), 
which went viral among Turkish teenagers. But perhaps what made her na-
tion-wide famous is a controversy over her being allowed to perform in night-
clubs, an incident which resulted in investigations that put Tilki in the head-
lines in almost all mainstream entertainment media. 

e pro-government media, especially Sabah, initiated a backlash against 
the stardom of Aleyna Tilki. It launched an extensive campaign blaming the 
parents of Tilki for child exploitation, interpreting the situation as a matter of 
child abuse and a public disgrace. rough referencing specialists, doctors, 
and other artists as well as regulatory frameworks regarding child labor – and 
backed by other media channels – Sabah consistently covered the issue in the 
headlines and urged society to rise up. When Tilki was banned from perform-
ing in venues with age restrictions, the pro-government media reported the 
ban as a victory. As Mehmet Yılmaz () from Hürriyet comments, it was on 
the verge of organizing a firework shows in celebration of the ban.  
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Figure . Coverage of Aleyna Tilki in Sabah, celebrating her ban from 
nightclubs – hence the end of child exploitation – twice in 
two days. (Top) Reprinted from “Kanun devrede Aleyna 
güvende,” by O. Toracı, , Sabah, pp. ,. (Bottom) Re-
printed from “Sömürü bitti,”, Sabah, p. . Copyright  
by PRNet.  

Even though the hegemonic Western pop culture and its deleterious effects on 
society – especially on teenagers – is a major topic of discussion in the con-
servative media, Western music is not entirely rejected or labeled as harmful 
or toxic. In fact, at a certain level, Western music is admired and even pro-
moted by the conservative media. To give an example, in , Yeni Şafak col-
umnist and lecturer Yalçın Çetinkaya, who is perhaps the most well-known 
figure with respect to music among conservative circles, was assigned to teach 
in New York for a brief period of time by his university. In columns he wrote 
for the newspaper during his time there, he expressed his admiration for the 
city’s cultural life. When sharing his experience in concert venues like Carne-
gie Hall or musicals like West Side Story, he compared the American and Turk-
ish cultural realms and came out in favor of the former. In one of his columns 
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on  September , he shares his personal story of being fired from his po-
sition at Cemal Reşit Rey Concert Hall in Istanbul and comments: 

In Istanbul, no matter how innovative or important the ideas you have, 
you first have to convince a few people who occupy certain positions. 
But in the cultural environments of cities like New York, there are no 
such complications. Without having any other ulterior motives, man-
agers solely look at the content, quality, and contribution of the project 
to city culture. . . . at is why New York has become “New York.” Oth-
erwise how could they have discovered a skinny Italian child such as 
Frank Sinatra or a dark-skinned talent like Louis Armstrong (or many 
others)?17 (Çetinkaya, a, p. ) 

Similarly, in the week following this column, he wrote about how seeing West 
Side Story on Broadway during a fast and being mesmerized by the quality of 
the show. He questioned why Istanbul, a city that has a longer history of cul-
ture and arts than New York, could not put on shows of this quality, and he 
commented that the difference lies in the importance placed on culture and 
arts by society in general and by municipalities in particular. He argued that 
in the cultural venues of New York, art is performed for art’s sake – to make 
art-lovers happy by acknowledging the significant importance culture plays in 
the development of society. 

Another angle from which conservative media discusses Western music is 
an argument that the music of the Western world actually originated in the 
East. Again, Yalçın Çetinkaya () has strong opinions about this argument 
and defends occasionally it in his newspaper and magazine columns. His 
claim rests on two fundamental assumptions: at important figures consid-

                                                       
 17 “İstanbul'da ne kadar ilginç ve önemli fikir ve projelere sahip olursanız olun, bunları öncelikle 

birtakım masaları işgal etmiş adamlara kabul ettirmeniz gerekiyor. 
    Ama New York gibi şehirlerin kültür ortamlarında böyle kompleksler yok. Yöneticiler, 

başka hesaplara girmeden sadece projenin içeriğine, niteliğine ve şehir kültürüne katacağı 
değere bakıyorlar. . . . İşte bunun için New York New York olmuş. Yoksa Frank Sinatra gibi 
sıska bir İtalyan çocuğunu, Luis Armstrong gibi kara derili bir cevheri (ve daha nice cevheri) 
kim ve nasıl farkedebilirdi acaba?” 
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ered to be the founders of the musical realm – including Pythagoras, Confu-
cius, Mevlana, Cüneyd-i Bağdadi – are all from the East and that the most 
prominent musicians of the Western world such as Mozart and Bach were in-
fluenced by the works of Eastern musicians and philosophers. In one of his 
bylines entitled Müzik Doğu’dan Gelir (Music comes from the east), he main-
tains that the most intriguing philosophies, theories, and melodies were all 
generated in the East. He states that explaining music through the language of 
the universe was indeed a practice unique to the Eastern world. Similarly, in 
numerous columns, he reveals that Mozart and Bach were influenced by Turk-
ish-Ottoman music and the philosophy of Celaleddin Rumi. One interesting 
column is about Spain’s traditional flamenco music and that its roots in fact 
lie in the East (Andalusia). Aer giving a long history of the connection and 
the influence of Arab music on flamenco, he comments “there are a lot of sim-
ilarities between a flamenco musician’s ‘an a kampani’ and a muezzin in Is-
tanbul calling people to prayer. at is why it is hard to say which part is Ara-
bic. But the patterns and the way the sound is used are definitely eastern, not 
western”18 (Çetinkaya, b, p. ). 

..  What is Acceptable Music? 

Western influence over music in general is a major point of criticism in the 
conservative media. On occasion this criticism is also directed at how con-
servatives perform music, as well. In other words, conservative intellectuals 
also disapprove of where conservative musiki is headed. As music is seen as 
an integral part of Islam, performed only to understand oneself and God (Eker 
and Hıdır, , p. ), they condemn those who generated music for enter-
tainment purposes and particularly the popularization of religious music 
through media. For example, in one of his interviews (Eker and Hıdır, ), 
conservative intellectual Timuçin Çevikoğlu criticizes the growing genre of 
contemporary Islamic popular music (green pop) and argues that in the effort 
to preserve an authentic, religious, national musical heritage and to win over 

                                                       
 18 “İstanbul'da namaz için insanları çağıran müezzin ile Flamenko müzisyeninin 'an a kampa-

ni'si arasında çok büyük benzerlik vardır. İşte bu yüzden şurası veya burası Arap demek zor. 
Fakat bezeme, sesi kullanma şekli kesinlikle batılı değil, aksine doğulu.” 
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a wider audience, green pop is in fact damaging the cultural life of society. 
Quantity takes precedence over quality, corrupting and trivializing the true 
essence of traditional, regional musiki. 

In contrast with efforts like green pop that, while they retain many musi-
cians from their roots, sound increasingly Western, conservative media pro-
poses the practice of a true Islamic music. It puts forward this Islamic musiki 
– performed in the name of God, for God – as the healing power vis-à-vis the 
deleterious effects of popular culture, which it describes as an individual and 
collective inferiority and vulgarity taking over society (Çetinkaya, b). 

e basic qualities of this rightful, acceptable form of music are mapped 
out in detail by the conservative media. e correct form of musiki is de-
scribed as “good, just and decent; compatible with natural and moral norms” 
(Çetinkaya, b). It is a music that takes its inspiration from the Quran and 
that has a moral duty to educate others and remind them of their religious 
tasks and duties (Eker and Hıdır, , p. ). Based on this definition, con-
servative media rejects church music as it contradicts the basic principles of 
Islam, but it accepts that other decent and beautiful Western music such as 
Bach’s cello suites – which were composed independently from the God of the 
church, as compatible with Islamic musiki. In other words, what musiki ought 
to be is determined not by the religion of the composer or performer, but their 
intent and motive. is determines whether the content contradicts the basic 
principles, rules, and discipline of the religion of Islam. 

§ .  Cinema 

Conservative circles in Turkey have a relatively new, contested relationship 
with cinema. In the s and s, in reaction to mainstream Turkish cin-
ema during the boom years of Yeşilçam (literally green pine, a metonym used 
to refer to the homegrown Turkish film industry), Islamist intellectuals began 
to propose a national (milli) cinema as an alternative to the immoral, Western-
influenced, degenerate Yeşilçam genre. In , renowned Islamic film critic 
and later director Yücel Çakmaklı published an article in the Islamic journal 
Tohum (Seed) arguing that the mainstream Yeşilçam cinema is alien to the 
social, moral, and cultural realities of the traditional Turkish society; a true 
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Turkish national cinema culture can only be achieved if the filmmaking in-
dustry prioritizes films that reflect and encourage the traditions and values of 
the Muslim Turk. “Çakmaklı’s call for an Islamic national cinema in the s 
was followed by others who argued that Muslims should stop seeing cinema 
as sin and rather use it like a ‘weapon’ for Islamic jihad, holy war, i.e. as a tool 
of the struggle for propagating Islam” (Kaya and Azak, , p. ). 

Starting in the s, this new perspective on cinema was widely recog-
nized by conservative intellectuals and film makers in Turkey. Starting with 
Çakmaklı’s Birleşen Yollar (Crossroads) in , Islamic cinema pursued a na-
tional cinema in the mainstream style, even using popular Yeşilçam stars of 
the era, as was the case for Çakmaklı’s Zehra () starring Ediz Hun and 
Hülya Koçyiğit, Memleketim (My country) () starring Filiz Akın and Tarık 
Akan, and Salih Diriklik’s Gençlik Köprüsü (Bridge of youth) (). Despite 
high expectations, however, these movies did not become popular among the 
society, and their influence remained limited even within Islamic circles. 

e rise of political Islam and its increased visibility in the public sphere 
aer the  military coup revived the discussions regarding the creation of 
a national, moral, traditional cinema. National cinema, which “entered a pe-
riod of recession both theory wise and practice wise from  onwards” 
(Kaya and Azak, , p. ), was resurrected under the name white (beyaz) 
cinema during the Islamic revival of the late s and early s, a period 
where “the use of mainstream modern forms to convey the marginal message 
of Islamism gained momentum . . . in the form of Islamic TV and radio chan-
nels, pop music, cafes, holiday resorts and so on” (Kaya and Azak, , p. 
). e success of the first movies in this new period encouraged others to 
deal with more radical and contemporary issues.19 

When the AKP came to power in , it further promoted these forms 
that aimed to transform “modernity from within by reconfiguring content 

                                                       
 19 Yanlız Değilsiniz (You are not alone) and Sonsuza Yürümek (Walking to infinity) are examples. 

Yanlız Değilsiniz () focused on the struggles of young Islamic women who were not al-
lowed into universities because of their headscarves – the hot sociopolitical debate of the era. 
e latter, Sonsuza Yürümek (), told the radical story of the turn to religion of the daughter 
in a wealthy, secular family. Both were directed by the leading leading figure of cinema, Mesut 
Uçakan. 
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without rejecting the form” (Kaya and Azak, , p. ), and the party en-
couraged the emergence of a new conservative culture. e expansion of Is-
lamism into the public sphere, especially through the mainstreaming of con-
servative media, enabled the promotion of desired forms of popular culture to 
a wider audience. 

At first, this newfound area of freedom created high hopes for the actual-
ization of the white cinema dream. While fundamental points of criticism to-
wards dominant Hollywood genres and Turkish cinema remained the same, 
conservative intellectuals in the early s heralded the emergence of a 
moral, national cinema. In a column in September , Yusuf Kaplan criti-
cizes conservatives for failing to develop a language in the cultural realms of 
cinema, music, performing arts, and architecture. e fundamental premise 
of the national cinema movement, he claims, was that even though cinema 
was originated in the West, it is nevertheless just a form of art that can be 
shaped and transformed in line with your own social dynamics and tradi-
tional, cultural codes. He then puts forward director Osman Sınav as a pioneer 
making that happen in Turkey. 

e first decade of the s under AKP rule also saw a momentum in 
conservative filmmaking industry. Movies e Imam (), Takva (Piety, 
), Anne ya da Leyla (Mother or Leyla, ), and Dabbe () were pro-
moted and celebrated in the conservative media. When e Imam, a movie 
directed by İsmail Güneş that follows the story of a challenging life of a young 
IHL student and his path to find his true self was released in late , the 
conservative media cheered for its success. e screening schedule of the 
movie was covered in newspapers for weeks, and prior to the premiere, Yeni 
Şafak’s weekend supplement included exclusives with the director and lead 
actor. Pious columnists including Özlem Albayrak (b) and the film cri-
tique of Yeni Şafak Ali Murat Güven mentioned the movie in their columns. 
Even though Albayrak criticized the inadequate storyline and mediocre visual 
quality of the movie, she nevertheless celebrated the movie for “tapping the 
untapped” and turning the spotlight on the problems of the other that are usu-
ally ignored in mainstream cinema. Güven made similar but rather lighter 
criticisms regarding the quality of the movie and instead celebrated the resur-
gence of white cinema. He was therefore disappointed by the movie’s poor box 
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office performance. In a column on November , approximately a month 
aer e Imam’s premiere, Güven shared his frustration with the fact that the 
movie had reached only  thousand people, while Maskeli Beşler (e 
Masked ), “the most meaningless movie I have seen in recent years” (p. ) he 
commented, was viewed by over half a million in less than two weeks. He 
blamed IHL students and alumni for this failure and claimed that because of 
their ignorance, no one in their right mind would now take the problems of 
IHL students seriously or bother to invest in a movie about them.  

Figure . Ali Murat Güven’s column about the poor box office perfor-
mance of e Imam, in which he blames IHL students for not 
supporting the film. Reprinted from “Ben, seni ve filmlerini 
seviyorum İsmail Güneş,” by A.M. Güven, , Yeni Şafak, 
pp. ,. Copyright  by PRNet.  

Takva and the horror movie Dabbe performed better at the box office, perhaps 
because Takva starred the beloved film and theater actor Erkan Can20 and the 

                                                       
 20 Can won the Golden Orange for Best Actor and the Asia Pacific Screen Award for Best Per-

formance by an Actor for his role in Takva. 



N A Z  U Y U L U R  

 

latter film was the first serious example of horror filmmaking in Turkish cin-
ema (Lines, ). Initial reactions in the conservative media to these two 
movies were overwhelmingly positive. Yeni Şafak nominated Takva for best 
movie of the year and described it as the “painstakingly real story of those who 
call themselves ‘pious’ while at the same time struggle to reconcile (or make 
peace) with modernity”21 (Güven, g, p. ). Dabbe, on the other hand, was 
celebrated for being the first Islamic horror movie of Turkish cinema and 
proving that it is possible to shoot crowd-pulling, local thrillers without being 
influenced by the dominant, imperialist Western, American horror genre. 

As in the case of e Imam, Anne ya da Leyla was released with the over-
whelming support of the conservative media. e director of the film, Mesut 
Uçakan, a leading figure in the white, national cinema movement, was an im-
portant reason for this support and for high expectations in conservative cir-
cles. 

Figure . Newspapers celebrating Anne ya da Leyla. Reprinted from 
“Anne ya da Leyla geliyor,” by A.M. Güven, e, Yeni 
Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  

                                                       
 21 “Türkiye'nin bir taraan kendini ‘dindar’diye tanımlayan, ancak diğer taraan da moder-

niteyle ister istemez uzlaşmaya (ya da barışmaya) çalışan insanlarının ‘sapına kadar gerçek’ 
öyküsü bu…” 
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When the film premiered in early May , however, the result was again 
disappointing. e film was criticized by columnists such as Fadime Özkan 
(), Özlem Albayrak (a), and Ali Murat Güven (f) for its ambig-
uous storyline, poor performances by the actors, and bad cinematography. In 
her column in April , Fadime Özkan expresses disappointment with the 
movie. 

I will cut to the chase: I’m not sure if this ‘thing’ I watched is a movie. 
I don’t want to hurt anyone, especially not the director who has a long 
history in the filmmaking industry and who signed his name to many 
good films, who publishes a magazine called Sonsuz Kare that I love, 
and who returned to cinema aer ten years. I have no doubts about 
anyone’s merit and effort, but I have to ask: With its many ambiguities, 
is the director truly satisfied with Anne ya da Leyla?22 

While other critics made similar comments, Anne ya da Leyla was neverthe-
less praised for signaling innovation within Islamic cinema and for being a 
pioneer of white cinema in the new century. 

Despite the shortcomings of early examples of twenty-first-century con-
servative cinema, the conservative media choses to see the glass as half full 
and encouraged its mainstreaming. It rejects the old-fashioned Islamic view 
that cinema is a waste of time – an evil, sinful, Western-dominated form of art 
from which the pious community should distance itself. In line with the main 
premises of the successive national and white cinema movements, the con-
servative media promotes the idea that cinema is as a contemporary art form 
the adoption of which needed to be molded by local, religious traditions and 
values. To provide a framework of how this new approach should come into 
being, Ali Murat Güven (a) drew up a fieen-point manifesto in  on 

                                                       
 22 “Lafı dolandırmadan söyleyeceğim: Perdede seyrettiğim şey'in bir ‘sinema filmi' olduğundan 

emin değilim. Anne ya da Leyla, bunca zamandır sinema yapan, iyi ve cesur filmlere de imza 
atan, Sonsuz Kare adında çok beğendiğim bir sinema dergisi çıkaran ve on yıllık suskunluğun 
ardından sinemaya dönen yönetmen başta olmak üzere kimse kırılmasın. Kimsenin niyetin-
den, gayretinden şüphem yok ama yine de sormalıyım: Bir çok belirsizlik barındıran Anne ya 
da Leyla yönetmenin içine gerçekten sinmiş midir?” 



N A Z  U Y U L U R  

 

the fundamental qualities conservative screen writers should possess, summa-
rizing the conservative perspective of cinema. e article starts by pointing 
out that a conservative screen writer must first believe in the oneness of God 
and his angles and prophets. He rejects the theory of evolution, trusts in the 
uniqueness of human beings, and is guided by divine judgements. He supports 
the promotion of good religious behavior on cinema and actively denounces 
and fights against films that promote bad, sinful, and morally corrupt values 
and actions including violence, the use of alcohol, tobacco, and drugs, and the 
promotion of perverse sexuality including pedophilia, sadism, exhibitionism, 
masochism, and homosexual relationships. A true conservative canonizes 
family and traditional religious and local values and his knowledge of cinema 
goes beyond Hollywood culture. Finally, he demonstrates solidarity with con-
servative colleagues around the world and supports educational forms of cin-
ema including documentaries, short films, and experimental cinema. Güven 
concludes his manifesto by stating that these points represent the fundamental 
values, rules, and concerns any true Muslim interested in any form of art 
should possess. 

Starting in , however, the excitement about and interest in the emer-
gence of a true conservative cinema started to fade. Failure to deliver a suc-
cessful production and the disappointing box office performances of white 
cinema films – e.g. Büşra (), Bediüzzaman Said Nursi (), 
Eşrefpaşalılar (), and Allah’ın Sadık Kulu (God’s loyal man, ) vis-à-
vis other local productions resulted in increasing doses of criticism in the con-
servative media. While “other” local productions were breaking records – the 
Recep İvedik series, Kutsal Damacana (e holy carboy), and Cem Yılmaz’s 
G.O.R.A, A.R.O.G, and Yahşi Batı (Wild west) – and the media was celebrating 
the fact that audiences were increasingly choosing Turkish films over Holly-
wood, examples of white cinema failed to attract attention. erefore, aer the 
epic failure of renowned conservative director İsmail Güneş’s drama Ateşin 
Düştüğü Yer (Where the fire burns), Ali Murat Güven () announced the 
defeat of white cinema. 

e dark drama Ateşin Düştüğü Yer is a road movie about honor killings 
based on a true story that happened in Turkey. It follows an unmarried six-
teen-year-old girl who became pregnant and was murdered by her father. e 
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film was promoted in the conservative media and was even selected as Tur-
key’s Oscar entry for Best Foreign Language Film for the eighty-fih Academy 
Awards, though it failed to make the final shortlist. Conservative circles, 
backed by the government, had high hopes for the film, and its poor box office 
performance was the final straw. On  May , Ali Murat Güven wrote a 
column entitled “Beyaz Sinema” Hareketi (-): Ruhuna El-Fatiha (e 
“white cinema” movement (-): Al-fatiha for its soul). He states that 
despite its shortcomings, he continued to support the white cinema movement 
and had faith that one day, it would succeed. He even commented to col-
leagues that Ateşin Düştüğü Yer was the turning point of the ill fate of con-
servative cinema. He was wrong. Society again chose to see culturally and aes-
thetically insignificant, nonsensical movies like Recep İvedik and Kutsal 
Damacana. e conservative community had experienced a cultural disen-
gagement and was defeated by the immoral, degenerate mainstream. He sum-
marizes the overall disappointment of conservative circles regarding the silver 
screen as follows: 

In a community where Muslim solidarity is forgotten, in a liberal cap-
italist social order in which individualism is almost treated as a hadith, 
there is indeed no worthy future for “white cinema”, just like there is 
no future for any other honorable political, artistic orientation… In 
the end, the hegemonic system successfully managed to annihilate 
both our sincere ideological, aesthetic search for a better cinema per-
ception and taste and all of our differences that differentiated us from 
the “flock.”23 (p. ) 

                                                       
 23 “Müslümanca bir dayanışma duygusunu bu denli unutmuş bir ümmette, her koyunun kendi 

bacağından asılması felsefesinin neredeyse hadis-i şerif muamelesi görmeye başladığı liberal 
kapitalist bir toplumsal düzende, diğer bütün onurlu politik/sanatsal yönelimler gibi ‘Beyaz 
Sinema’’nın da kayda değer bir geleceği yokmuş sahiden... 

   Velhasıl, egemen sistem, var olandan daha üstün bir sinema algısı ve beğenisine ulaşma 
yönündeki bütün o samimi ideolojik/estetik arayışlarımızı da, bu alanda ‘sürü’den 
ayrışmamızı sağlayan irili ufaklı her türlü farklılığımızı da en sonunda aslanlar gibi ortadan 
kaldırmayı başarmıştır.” 
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Accepting defeat by what they called the mainstream, hegemonic Hollywood 
discourse, the media coverage turned to criticizing popular local and interna-
tional genres rather than promoting new white cinema films, given that they 
had not produced much in the previous five years. An important debate on 
the cinema front was sparked when conservative Star newspaper columnist 
İhsan Kabil criticized !f, a long running independent film festival held every 
year in cities around Turkey. Kabil expressed his discomfort with the fact that 
the festival’s tenth year was overwhelmingly dominated by films that con-
tained sexuality, twisted relationships (i.e. homosexuality), violence, and alco-
hol and drug use – issues incompatible with local, traditional, and religious 
values. He maintained that such harmful content devalues the festival and 
questioned its support by the government. 

Figure . Kabil’s story in Star that sparked a debate between the pious 
and secular media. e headline reads: “Films that are ‘Open’ 
to Debate,” alluding to the salaciousness of films chosen for 
the festival. Reprinted from “Tartışmaya ‘açık’ filmler,” by İ. 
Kabil, , Star, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  
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e first response to his column came from Uğur Vardan (), a columnist 
from the secular mainstream newspaper Radikal. Vardan expressed his deep 
disappointment with Kabil and accused him of reporting the festival to au-
thorities. e argument morphed into a debate when Kabil responded and 
other columnists on both sides of the issue joined in. While secular columnists 
supported Vardan and criticized conservatives for demanding censorship, 
turning a blind eye to the realities of social life (homosexuality, violence, etc.) 
(Maro, ), and rekindling an old blood feuds (Özgüven, ), the pious 
media accused the hegemonic film industry of being alien to the cultural, in-
tellectual, and aesthetic resources of this country and deliberately excluding it 
from this industry. Yusuf Kaplan and Nihal Bengisu Karaca were two promi-
nent conservative columnists who jumped into the debate. Kaplan was espe-
cially interested in the issue and dedicated four consecutive columns to deep-
ening the conservative perspective. He argued that the two most important 
problems of Turkish cinema are its alienation from reality and the Western, 
imperialistic, ideologically-disoriented resources on which it is grounded. He 
maintained that the local cinema should find its true roots, within its own soil 
and traditions and should face the consequences of acting like a missionary, 
being shallow, and excluding the principles and values of conservative cinema. 
On the other hand, the conservative community itself was the target of Ka-
raca’s criticism. In her own words, Karaca made a modest contribution to the 
debate about conservatism and cinema, and argued that Kabil’s questioning 
government support for !f Istanbul based on family values was problematic 
because it had the potential to expand to issues beyond homosexuality and 
one-night relationships. Above all, she suggested, conservatives fear turning 
into the other if they try to understand or become tolerant of their stories, and 
this way of thinking is problematic. When pious circles shut themselves out 
fearing the deleterious effects of the other, they miss the chance of appreciating 
what they have. She believed that conservative cinema has a long way to go 
before turning into a real, successful movement. 

Other than the ideological and epistemological problems of contemporary 
Turkish cinema, conservative media focuses its criticisms on two other dom-
inant themes that became popular in the new century. 
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In line with the debate over !f and their perspective on the ideal cinema, 
the conservative media is hostile towards gay and sexual-themed movies. In 
, the release of Brokeback Mountain about a sexual and emotional rela-
tionship between two cowboys, created controversy and disturbance within 
conservative circles. e film was heavily criticized for scenes where two men 
are “all up on each other” (Güven, c) and for normalizing this sick, 
twisted, unnatural relationship. Ali Murat Güven wrote various articles about 
the film in early , and warned the distributor, Warner Brothers, either to 
not show the movie in Turkey or do so with an RP warning. “is is not 
Sweden or Denmark; this is a country where sexuality is still a contested issue. 
. . . So please do the right thing with Brokeback Mountain. You cannot bear 
the sin of presenting such a provocative film in a society that cannot even 
properly experience ‘normal’ sexuality”24 (p. ), he added. When the movie 
arrived in theaters with an RP warning in just seven cities and was watched 
by a relatively small number of people, Güven (d) celebrated it as a suc-
cess and thanked society for exhibiting a moral stance against this abnormal 
storyline. Sharon Stone’s Basic Instinct  was criticized for similar reasons, and 
Stone’s performance was described as the pathetic effort of a “forty-eight-
year-old menopausal woman” (“Çok mersi, ama biz almayalım,” ).  

                                                       
 24 “Burası bir İsveç ya da Danimarka değil; cinsellik konusunda taşların hâlâ yerli yerine otur-

madığı Türkiye. . . . ‘Brokeback Mountain’ hakkında lütfen gerekeni yapın sevgili Warner 
Bros'çular... Daha henüz normal düzlemde bir cinselliği bile doğru düzgün yaşama fırsatı bu-
lamamış sorunlu bir topluma böylesine kışkırtıcı bir filmi sunmanın vebâlini, inanın ki 
sırtınızdan öyle kolay kolay atamazsınız.” 
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Figure . Review of Basic Instinct  in Yeni Şafak. On the le, over the 
picture of Sharon Stone, editors make the cynical comment 
that the movie was so salacious and sexual that they had a 
hard time finding a decent picture of Stone to use in the pa-
per. Reprinted from “Çok mersi, ama biz almayalım,” , 
Yeni Şafak, p. . Copyright  by PRNet.  

e second dominant criticism of the cinema of the new millennium concerns 
the popular fantasy, sci-fi genre. Twenty-first century cinema saw an increase 
in fantasy fiction movie adaptations that broke records at the box office. Con-
servative media is skeptical of the genre. Popular foreign television and movie 
series like Harry Potter, the Chronicles of Narnia, Twilight, Game of rones, 
and Merlin as well as local productions such as Sihirli Annem (My magical 
mother), Acemi Cadı (a local adaptation of Sabrina), and Prenses Perfinya 
(Princess Perfinia) are condemned for subliminal religious messages propa-
gating paganism and spreading Christian values. Sabahat Emir () from 
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Türkiye newspaper, for example, describes the Harry Potter movies as “dark 
and mediaeval” with their witches, spells, devils, and other made-up creatures. 
She finds them harmful for children. Similarly, in an interview with novelist 
Gülay Er Pasin covered in Yeni Şafak, Pasin comments that today’s record-
breaking vampire movies were inartistic examples of popular culture, filled 
with sexuality and action to impress the youth (Saruhan, ). Kurtbay Onur 
from Türkiye makes the harshest criticism of the genre in a column in Sep-
tember , accusing them of brainwashing innocent children with pagan 
messages. He criticizes Turkish television channels for promoting and broad-
casting productions that are incompatible with local and traditional values. 
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Figure . Review of the Chronicles of Narnia by Ali Murat Güven. He 
states that the movie was supported by evangelists in the 
United States and includes subliminal religious messages that 
promote Christianity. Reprinted from “Kilisenin bayıldığı 
klasik hikaye,” by A.M Güven, a, Yeni Şafak, p. . Copy-
right  by PRNet.  
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Figure . Onur’s column on Türkiye in which he criticizes the tempo-
rary “paganist” genre trend and the fact that these produc-
tions are allowed on Turkish television. Reprinted from 
“TV’de paganizm furyası,” by M.K. Onur, , Türkiye, p. . 
Copyright  by PRNet.  



 



 
Produion of Everyday Conservatism in Audio-Visual 
Media: Conservative Television Channels 

he analysis of conservative newspapers within the framework of their 
role in the production of conservative values has brought some common 

narratives to the forefront. Overall, the emphasis on Islam and its values, anti-
Kemalism and the attempt to revive the Ottoman and Turkic past can be iden-
tified as ideas that are prevalent and disseminated by the conservative news-
papers and their respective journalists to the wider community. 

While newspapers are important subjects for analysis, it is crucial to note 
that television is the most important mass medium in Turkey. According to 
research by the Broadcasting Board of Governors (BBG) and Gallup in , 
 percent of households in Turkey have a television, and majority of the Turk-
ish people ( percent) watch television daily for news. In a similar vein, re-
search by KONDA entitled Hayat Tarzları : Türkiye’de Zaman Kullanımı 
(Lifestyles : e use of time in Turkey), reveals that the average daily view-
ing time per person is nearly three hours, and almost half of the Turkish pop-
ulation watches television daily, especially in the evenings between  and . 
A study conducted by the Turkish Statistical Institute (Türkiye İstatistik Ku-
rumu or TÜİK) and the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) suggests 
that teenage girls in Turkey spend the majority of their free time watching tel-
evision (“Watching TV is the top activity,” ). And according to another 
RTÜK research project, the average weekly viewing time of students in Turkey 

T 
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is twenty-five hours, ten more than the average of students in the United King-
dom (RTÜK, ). 

is chapter looks at the situation for Turkish conservative television to 
see whether it also produces and popularizes the same conservative themes 
and narratives in its programming. In this analysis of the content of conserva-
tive television station broadcasts in Turkey, what was aired on TRT and ATV 
channels for the week of  April- May  is evaluated based on conserva-
tive television stations’ role in disseminating the conservative values men-
tioned above. 

§ .  TRT- 

e Turkish Radio and Television Corporation was established in  as the 
national public broadcaster of Turkey. It launched its first television channel 
in , followed by a second station, TRT-, in  as well as by TRT- and 
GAP TV in . “In  the area coverage of the daily regular television 
broadcasts reached  (. km) with a corresponding population cov-
erage of  ( million people)” (“TRT History,” n.d.). 

TRT was originally established as an autonomous institution, subject to 
the provisions of the  Turkish Constitution and in TRT Law. e station, 
however, lost its autonomy with change spell press to the constitution in , 
which in an amendment to Article  defined TRT as “a neutral public eco-
nomic entity” (“TRT History,” n.d.). e  Constitution also adopted this 
definition in Article . 

TRT enjoyed a monopoly in broadcasting until the beginning of the s 
when private television channels started emerging. “In September , 
STAR, a private television channel, benefiting from the loopholes in the law 
began broadcasting programmes in Turkish via satellite from Germany” (Gül, 
, p. ). It was followed by Show TV, Kanal  (Channel ), Kanal D, and 
ATV. Only in April  were the necessary regulatory steps taken to legalize 
and regulate these new channels. In August of that year, Article  of the con-
stitution was amended to li the state monopoly on radio and television 
broadcasting, and it came into effect in April . “With this amendment, 
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TRT was once more defined as an ‘autonomous’ institution, at least on paper” 
(Gül, , p. ). 

e increase in the number of private channels that followed the regula-
tory change had significant implications for TRT. In the new competitive land-
scape, TRT was under increasing pressure to adapt to the new rules of tab-
loidization and commercialization in private broadcasting. “Competition 
meant a sharp decline in advertising revenues and loss of the audience of the 
TRT, but during the second half of the s, it also meant the loss of skilled 
broadcasting labour to the rival private broadcasters which in return influ-
enced the TRT’s programme output very negatively (Çaplı and Tuncel, )” 
(Sümer and Adaklı, , p. ). But while the ratings are still dominated by 
mainstream private channels, TRT is gradually regaining viewers under AKP 
rule due to the investments in high-quality historical period productions like 
Diriliş Ertuğrul (Resurrection: Ertuğrul). e AKP allocated a larger budget to 
the institution and increased the number of TRT channels to include a Kurd-
ish and English-language channels. Currently TRT has fourteen television 
channels,1 and the oldest of which, TRT-, broadcasts fraud, general entertain-
ment programming with a schedule featuring local series, Turkish and Holly-
wood movies, morning healthcare shows, news and current affairs shows, and 
special events such as the World Cup. 

                                                       
 1 ese channels are: TRT-, TRT World, TRT Haber (News), TRT Spor (Sports), TRT Avaz 

(Turkic countries), TRT Çocuk (Kids), TRT Belgesel (Documentary), TRT Müzik (Music), 
TRT El Arabia, TRT Diyanet (Religion), TRT Türk, TRT Kurdi (Kurdish), TRT Okul (Educa-
tion), and TRT . 
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..  Broadcast Schedule 

Table . Television Dayparts 

Slot Time Day 
Morning : a.m.-: a.m. Monday-Friday 
Daytime : a.m.-: p.m. Monday-Friday 
Early fringe : p.m.-: p.m. Monday-Friday 
Prime time access : p.m.-: p.m. Sunday-Saturday 
Prime time : p.m.-: p.m. Monday-Saturday 
Prime time Sunday : p.m.-: p.m. Sunday 
Late news : p.m.-: p.m. Monday-Friday 
Late fringe : p.m.-: a.m. Monday-Friday 

SOURC E Belch and Belch () 

Similar to other television channels, TRT- adopts a dayparting strategy2 for 
its broadcast programming. On weekdays, the morning to prime time broad-
cast schedule remains the same. e daytime schedule begins with the talk 
show Pelin Çi ile İyi Fikir (Good ideas with Pelin Çi) at :. Hosted by an 
experienced anchor-woman, Pelin Çi, the program targets stay-at-home 
women and usually consists of two parts. In the first, Çi introduces Turkish 
chefs who usually specialize in a traditional Turkish dish. As the guest chef 
cooks the recipe of the day live in the studio kitchen, Çi starts a conversation 
with the second guest, who is commonly a medical or religious expert. ey 
touch on variety of issues ranging from do-it-yourself beauty products to al-
ternative medicine to preventative healthcare to nutrition to marriage coun-
selling and childcare. e program is followed by a cooking program Misafi-
rim Var (I have guests), and a medical talk show Doktor Geldi (e doctor is 
in the house), the latter of which is hosted by cardiovascular surgeon Halit 
Yerebakan. Yerebakan discusses a different health problem in each episode 
and offers healthcare advice, sometimes inviting guests that are experts on the 

                                                       
 2 In the dayparting strategy, the broadcast day is divided into identified time periods in which 

certain programs with similar features specifically targeted to particular demographics are 
broadcast. 
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topic. e program is aired with contributions from the Ministry of Health 
and informs the public of tips for healthy living.3 

e daytime schedule continues with the reality competition show Evlilik 
Okulu (Marriage school) at  p.m. Each week on Evlilik Okulu, five married 
couples compete to receive the highest score on assignments given by psy-
chologist Yeşim Akıncı. By counselling the couple relationships, the program 
is designed to solve common marriage problems. 

e prime time schedule of TRT-, which follows rerun episodes of the 
drama series Kalk Gidelim (Let’s get up and go) in the early fringe and the 
news at  p.m., is dominated by drama series. Unless there is a special occasion 
or event such as a holy night or football match, TRT- airs a different series 
every evening during prime time from  p.m. to midnight. e late fringe and 
post-late fringe are once again filled with reruns of drama series – except for 
Wednesdays when one-on-one discussion show entitled Pelin Çi ile Gündem 
Ötesi (Off-topic with Pelin Çi) is aired. In this late night talk show, Çi hosts 
a different expert or scholar each week questioning the origins of the world in 
the light of science, religion, and history.4 

e morning schedule on weekends consists of series reruns, and prime 
time is again allotted to drama series. While series that air in weekdays have 
more serious, intense, historical storylines, those on the weekend tend to be 
lightweight, family comedies. 

                                                       
 3 From the program description on the official website of TRT-. 
 4 From the program description on the official website of TRT-. 
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Table . Example Broadcast Schedule of TRT- on Weekdays 

 .. .. .. .. .. 
: 
a.m. 

Hangimiz Sevmedik? (Who hasn’t loved before?) 

: 
a.m. 

Pelin Çi ile İyi Fikir (Good ideas with Pelin Çi) 

: 
a.m. 

Misafirim Var (I have guests) 

: 
p.m. 

Doktor Geldi (e doctor is in the house) 

: 
p.m. 

Evlilik Okulu (Marriage school) 

: 
p.m. 

Kalk Gidelim (Let’s get up and go) 

: 
p.m. 

Evening news 

: 
p.m.  

Berat Kandili 
Özel 
(Laylat al 
Bara’at special) 
Kuran-ı Kerimi 
Güzel Okuma 
Yarışması 
(Quran reading 
contest) 

Football match Diriliş Er-
tuğrul 
(Ressurrec-
tion: Er-
tuğrul) 

Mehmetçik 
Kûtulamâre 
(Soldiers of 
Kut al-Amara) 

Payitaht: 
Abdülhamid 
(Capital: Ab-
dulhamid) 

: 
p.m. 

 Payitaht: 
Abdülhamid 
(Capital: Ab-
dulhamid) 

Pelin Çi 
ile Gündem 
Ötesi 
(Off-topic 
with Pelin 
Çi) 

Kupa 'e 
Doğru 
(Towards the 
World Cup 
) 

 Güzel Adam 
( nice men) 

 



( R E ) P R O D U C T I O N  O F  C O N S E R VAT I S M  I N  C O N S E R VAT I V E  M E D I A  

 

Table . Example Broadcast Schedule of TRT- on Weekends (Excluding 
News) 

 ..   .. 
: 
a.m. 

Osmanlı Tokadı 
(e Ottoman slap) 

 : 
a.m. 

True Grit (Movie) 

: 
p.m. 

Aslan Ailem 
(My brave family) 

 : 
a.m. 

Enine Boyuna 
(At length and breadth) 

: 
p.m. 

Misafirim Var 
(I have guests) 

 : 
p.m. 

Kalk Gidelim 
(Let’s get up and go)  

: 
p.m. 

Ailem, Odam ve Ben 
(My family, my room, and me) 

 : 
p.m. 

Misafirim Var 
(I have guests) 

: 
p.m. 

Kalk Gidelim 
(Let’s get up and go) 

 : 
p.m. 

Ailem, Odam ve Ben 
(My family, my room, and me) 

   : 
p.m. 

Aslan Ailem 
(My brave family) 

§ .  ATV 

ATV (Actual Television) was founded by Dinç Bilgin in  immediately aer 
the state monopoly on radio and TV broadcasting was lied. Dinç owned the 
channel until  when it was confiscated, and aer negotiations with the 
TMSF, it along with Sabah was leased to the Ciner Group. When the TMSF 
confiscated the media enterprises of the Ciner Group in , ATV continued 
broadcasting under the Turkuvaz Publishing company, which was itself owned 
by a group of pro-AKP companies. Çalık Holding held the largest share. ATV 
operated under the Kalyon Group since  following the acquisition of Tur-
kuvaz Media Group by Kalyon that same year. 

ATV is one of the most popular television channels in Turkey. In , 
ATV became the second most viewed television channel aer Star TV (“Star 
TV 'nin reyting şampiyonu,” ). e channel is also a strong contender 
in the distribution of local productions, exporting its drama series to over sixty 
countries globally. 
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..  Broadcast Schedule 

ATV starts weekday mornings with breakfast news at  a.m. e daytime 
schedule follows with the crime reality show Müge Anlı ile Tatlı Sert (Sweet 
and sour with Müge Anlı, or MATS). MATS, which is anchored by a former 
magazine reporter, Müge Anlı, has aired on ATV since . e true crime 
show “focuses on unsolved criminal cases, such as murder, fraud or kidnap-
ping. e program also presents itself as a service provider for those victim-
ized due to the actions of others.” (Işık and Yaman, , p. ). MATS is ex-
tremely popular among its Turkish audience, and in the week of  April- 
May its ratings were always in the top twelve each day, oen surpassing prime 
time dramas. 

MATS is followed by midday news and the family drama Beni Bırakma 
(Don’t leave me), which airs every weekday. Another women’s program, Esra 
Erol’da (With Esra Erol) is next in lineup. Following a ban on television dating 
shows with a state of emergency decree in  April  (“Turkey eyes ban on 
matchmaking shows,” ), the program of the popular marriage show host 
Esra Erol was reformatted as a crime reality show similar to MATS,5 and 
started focusing on real life stories. 

Aer the evening news, just like on TRT, the prime time of ATV is almost 
entirely dominated by domestic television series, and weekend programming 
airs reruns of these dramas. 

                                                       
 5 Although the format of Esra Erol’s show is similar to that of Müge Anlı, the stories that Erol 

brings to the screen are relatively lighter. Erol does not engage with unsolved murders and 
focuses rather on the cases of fraud, finding missing people, and reuniting families.  
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Table . Example Broadcast Schedule of ATV on Weekdays 

 .. .. .. .. .. 
: 
a.m. 

Breakfast news : a.m. 
Breakfast news 
: a.m. Nihat 
Hatipoğlu Sor-
ularınızı 
Cevaplıyor 
(Nihat 
Hatipoğlu an-
swers your 
questions) 

: 
a.m. 

Müge Anlı ile Tatlı Sert (Sweet and sour with Müge Anlı) 

: 
p.m. 

Midday news 

: 
p.m. 

Beni Bırakma (Don’t leave me) 

: 
p.m. 

Esra Erol’da (With Esra Erol) 

: 
p.m. 

Evening news 

: 
p.m. 

Nihat 
Hatipoğlu Kan-
dil Özel 
(Laylat al 
Bara’at special 
with Nihat 
Hatipoğlu) 

Eşkiya Dü-
nyaya 
Hükümdar 
Olmaz 
(Bandits can’t 
rule the world) 

Sen Anlat Ka-
radeniz 
(Tell me, black 
sea) 

: p.m. Foot-
ball match 
: p.m. 
Kanatsız 
Kuşlar 
(Broken wings) 

Aşk ve Mavi 
(Love and 
blue) 

: 
p.m. 

. Gün 
(th Day) 

Kim milyoner 
olmak ister? 
(Who wants to 
be a million-
aire?) 

Son Durak 
(Last stop) 

: a.m. Nihat 
Hatipoğlu ile 
Dosta Doğru 
(Towards 
friendship with 
Nihat 
Hatipoğlu) 

Son Durak 
(Last stop) 
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Table . Example Broadcast Schedule of ATV on Weekends (Excluding 
News) 

 ..   .. 
: 
a.m. 

Kanatsız Kuşlar 
(Broken wings) 

 : 
a.m. 

Nihat Hatipoğlu ile Kuran ve Sünnet 
(Quran and tradition with Nihat 
Hatipoğlu) 

: 
p.m. 

Aşk ve Mavi 
(Love and blue) 

 : 
a.m. 

Dizi TV 
(Telenovela TV) 

: 
p.m. 

Cennetin Gözyaşları 
(Tears of heaven) 

 : 
p.m. 

Cennetin Gözyaşları 
(Tears of heaven) 

: 
p.m. 

Kim milyoner olmak ister? 
(Who wants to be a million-
aire?) 

 : 
p.m. 

Sen Anlat Karadeniz 
(Tell me, black sea) 

: 
p.m. 

Focus (Movie)  : 
p.m. 

Cennetin Gözyaşları 
(Tears of heaven) 

§ .  Daytime Conservative Television: e Family as the Core of 
Society 

e daytime programs of conservative television channels target housewives 
and stay-at-home mothers. While the formats of the programs differ, they 
mostly address particular subjects like housework, childcare, and family rela-
tionships that reinforce the traditional roles of women as wives, mothers, and 
homemakers. 
TRT-’s entire weekday daytime schedule consists of women-focused pro-
grams. In Pelin Çi ile İyi Fikir, women learn how to cook a particular dish 
each day while also learning tips and tricks for healthy living, housekeeping 
chores, and family communication skills. Within the week of  April - 
May, the program included a wide range of expert guests and covered topics 
including recipes for do-it-yourself facemasks, and herbs to boost metabo-
lism, the benefits of the traditional Islamic bloodletting therapy called haca-
mat, dental hygiene, healthy communication methods for families, and pre-
ventative measures to reduce the risk of cancer. 
Keeping families together and maintaining traditional family relationships are 
important topics that daytime programs on conservative channels address. 
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Two programs on TRT- that aired within the week of the analysis touch on 
the same issue, and the program Evlilik Okulu that airs every weekday aims to 
convey the message that the institution of family should be protected and en-
riched at all costs. On  May, for example, the theme of Pelin Çi’s program 
was marriage and effective family communication. Writer and communica-
tions professional Fatih Akbaba and lawyer Afet Gülen Büberci joined Çi 
and answered related questions from the audience. When one anonymous 
caller explained that she recently caught her husband talking to his ex-girl-
friend on social media and asked for advice, both experts and Çi advised to 
“let it slide” to keep the family together. Büberci stated that Turkish law does 
not accept illegally-obtained social media content as evidence in divorce cases 
and said: “You are thinking about whether to tell this to your husband. My 
advice is not to tell him. At this point, (please) observe whether his emotions 
towards your marriage and family is still alive and then make a more grounded 
judgement”6 (Çi, a). Akbaba also suggested the woman talk to her hus-
band at the right place and at the right time, but only if it happens again. When 
the caller said she had felt distant from husband for three months, he said: 
“is man is acting out of the ordinary for three months. It is obvious that 
there is a problem. . . . At that point you should first make a self-assessment, 
then assess his behavior . . . In the end, how will the result impact you? Are 
you ready for this? if you cannot handle the result, do not follow him, watch 
him or see this through”7 (Çi, a). Çi, on the other hand, advised the 
woman to treat her husband even better and more intimately than usual. Sim-
ilarly, in episode  of Doktor Geldi, Yerebakan and psychiatrist Seren Başgül 
discussed the importance of healthy communication in families with respect 
to sexual development and behavior in children. Both doctors underlined that 
homosexuality is mostly triggered by environmental rather than biological 

                                                       
 6 “Şimdi siz soruyorsunuz: Bunu eşime söylemeli miyim? Bence söylememelisiniz. Orada 

gerçekten eşinizin duygusal anlamda evlilik hayatına, aile hayatına ilişkin duygularının canlı 
olup olmadığını izleyin (lütfen) ve bunun sonucunda gerçek bir kanaate varın.” 

 7 “Üç aydır bu adam zaten standardın dışında. Demekki bir problem var. . . . Öyleyse ben 
kendimi bir check edeyim, sonra onu bir check edeyim . . . Sonuçta göreceğiniz şey size ne 
kadar derinden etkileyecek? Buna hazır mısınız? Buna hazır değilseniz takip etmeyin, izle-
meyin, bakmayın, sonucu görmeyin.”  
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factors, and emphasized the significance of setting up proper parental images 
of masculinity and femininity in order to keep children away from these forms 
of sexual deviance. Yerebakan also criticized Western families and their styles 
of living for not paying enough attention to the privacy of family members at 
home – a fundamental value of Turkish culture and religion. 

e daytime shows of ATV, MATS and Esra Erol’da, have different formats 
than those airing on TRT, but the emphasis on the sacredness of family is a 
major focus there, as well. As Işık and Yaman () suggest, these crime real-
ity television shows have “a tendency to use individuals’ experience to make 
moralized arguments,” and they rationalize a “sensibility-guided moral rea-
soning” that accepts individuals not as independent human beings but as ele-
ments of a community, especially of family (p. ). For example, on one of 
these shows an illiterate woman with five children was looking for her biolog-
ical father, and the man who was likely the father was refusing a DNA test. 
Müge Anlı called upon the alleged father on live television and warned him 
that if he was indeed the father and he refused to accept it, he would face social 
exclusion, as being a good person starts in the family. 

If a man is a real man, he will take care of his family. Our society will 
not accept it any other way. . . . If I was a man, I wouldn’t want to see 
such a person sitting next to me in the coffee house (kahvehane). If I 
was grocery store owner (bakkal), I wouldn’t even sell bread to him. I 
would say, “If this person can do this to his own children . . . God 
knows what he can do to me.”8 (Anlı, ) 

In the same program, she shared her idea of marriage and the gender roles it 
entails, which was ultimately that of the whole of Turkish society. 

In my opinion, the first criteria for being a man or a woman in a rela-
tionship is a woman being able to openly tell the man “this child is 

                                                       
 8 “Bir erkek de eğer gerçekten . . . delikanlıysa çoluğuna çocuğuna sahip çıkacak. Bizim toplu-

mumuz bunun aksini kabul etmez. . . . Ben erkek olsam ne oturduğum kahvede yan masamda 
görmek isterim, bakkal olsam ekmek satmam. Derim ki bu çoluğuna çocuğuna sahip 
çıkmamış . . . Bana neler yapmaz ki diye düşünürüm.”  
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yours” and the man accepting the fatherhood of the child that comes 
to life aer the marriage ceremony. Any other scenario undermines 
the true meaning of the institution of marriage. If you don’t accept the 
newborn, it doesn’t matter if you are married or not. . . . If you are a 
man, you must accept the child. . . . Fatherhood is fatherhood.9 (Anlı, 
) 

Similar messages are conveyed in Esra Erol’s program, as well. In one episode 
about a woman looking for her biological parents, lawyer Hülya Kuran, who 
has a permanent place on the program, commented that knowing your bio-
logical parents – where you came from, good or bad – is extremely important 
for one’s socialization and adaptation to society. She encouraged the guest to 
never stop looking for them, even if it turns out her biological parents are not 
good people (Erol, a). In a similar vein, when Kuran celebrated the Labor 
Day of stay-at-home women in the opening of the  May  episode, Esra 
Erol expressed her support and reinforced the role of women as homemakers. 
Erol commented that women take the lead when it comes to keeping families 
connected (Erol, b). 

                                                       
 9 “Bana göre kadınlık ve erkekliğin ilk vasfı bir ilişkide, bir kadının beraber olduğu adama ‘bu 

senin çocuğun’ diye doğrusunu söylemesidir. Bir erkeğin de nikahı olur olmaz dünyaya gelen 
çocuğun babalığını kabul etmesidir. O zaman zaten evlilik müessesesinin bile bir anlamı yok. 
Sen doğan çocuğu kabul etmeyeceksen evli olsan ne yazar, olmasan ne yazar. . . . Erkeksen 
eğer, o çocuğu kabul edeceksin. . . . Babalık babalıktır.” 
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§ .  Prime Time: Neo-Ottoman Discourse and the Traditional 
Family  

Figure . Strong, courageous Ertuğrul, played by popular actor Engin 
Altan Düzyatan. Reprinted from “Diriliş Ertuğrul,” n.d., TRT-
, Retrieved from https://www.trt.com.tr/diziler/dirilis-ertu-
grul . Copyright  by TRT-.  

As with all mainstream television channels, prime time on conservative tele-
vision is dedicated to domestic telenovelas. During the week of the analysis, 
there was a different series aired both on TRT- and ATV’s screens almost 
every evening from  p.m. to midnight. 

State-run TRT-’s choice of television dramas indisputably openly sup-
ports government efforts to restore pre-republican history in the cultural 
realm. From  April to  May, new episodes of four television series were 
aired on TRT- in prime time, three of which had a historical, Ottoman or 
Turkic plot: Payitaht: Abdülhamid (Capital: Abdülhamid), Mehmetçik Kûtula-
mâre (Soldiers of Kut al-Amara), and Diriliş Ertuğrul (Resurrection: Ertuğrul). 

Payitaht: Abdülhamid premiered on TRT- in February . e historical 
period drama depicts important political events in the late-nineteenth and 
early-twentieth-century Ottoman Empire, which was ruled by the thirty-



( R E ) P R O D U C T I O N  O F  C O N S E R VAT I S M  I N  C O N S E R VAT I V E  M E D I A  

 

fourth Sultan, Abdülhamid II. e show focuses on the victories of the empire 
over Western powers. In an interview, the producer of the series, Yusuf Esen-
kal, explains the theme as follows: 

e series will show the “Greek War” which the Ottomans won aer 
years of losses. e series will also feature the first Zionist Congress, 
the construction of the Hejaz Railway, and the debate over the lands of 
Palestine, which the Ottoman Sultan did not give to Western powers. 
e only message we want to deliver with Payitaht Abdülhamid is to 
“fight until the end.” (“Sultan Abdülhamid's era depicted in new TV 
series,” ) 

In the series, in contrast with the secular republican description of Sultan 
Abdülhamid as a reactionary, pan-Islamist monarchist who fought against the 
modernization efforts of the Young Turks, the last sultan is portrayed as an 
intelligent, charismatic, rational, honest, and just leader. He has tremendous 
diplomatic skills, and is the leader and protector of Muslims around the world. 
In episode , which aired on  May , Abdülhamid single-handedly pre-
vented the assassination of a British diplomat that was intended to kindle 
world war, exposed the United Kingdom’s secret to start a rebellion against 
the Ottoman Empire in Bulgaria, had one of his pashas infiltrate the secret 
meetings of the Zionists, and helped a Muslim community in Liverpool, mem-
bers of which were arrested for protesting against the United Kingdom’s dis-
criminatory education policies with respect to religion. 

In Payitaht Abdülhamid, foreign, Western powers are depicted as the ulti-
mate enemy of both the Ottoman Empire and Islam. In episode , for exam-
ple, when police arrested the leaders of the Muslim community in Liverpool, 
Abdülhamid said: “ey are doing this to keep Muslims illiterate. . . . ey 
arrested them to label them as terrorists”10 (Uzunok, ). He also put the 
British messenger in his place: “Even though Muslims appreciate your science, 
they know that you will never get your share of wisdom”11 (Uzunok, ). 

                                                       
 10 “Müslümanları cahil bırakmak istiyorlar. . . . Müslümanlara terör yaası vurmak için yapıyor-

lar.”  
 11 “Müslümanlar sizin ilminizi takdir etseler de hiçbir zaman irfandan nasibinizi alama-

yacağınızı biliyorlar.”  
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e series promotes a worldview wherein European powers and religious mi-
norities are the ultimate enemies, seeking to destroy the empire and the na-
tional identity. 

Mehmetçik Kûtulamâre is a relatively new production that debuted in Jan-
uary . e series tells the story of heroic soldiers fighting the Kut al-Amara 
battle against the British in , which resulted in victory for the Ottoman 
Empire. e protagonist is a young, brave lieutenant called Üsküplü. 

Like Payitaht Abdülhamid, Mehmetçik Kûtulamâre uses an anti-Western, 
pro-Islamic narrative. Episode  of the series, for example, started with a sur-
prise attack by Üsküplü and his soldiers on the British advance guard. Even 
though they were few in number, they managed to seize the unit. e series 
again features a British spy, Mr. Cox, who was sent to devastate the Ottoman 
Empire and undermine the sacredness of Islam. 

Of the three series, Diriliş Ertuğrul is the most popular. Defined as the 
“Turkish Game of rones” by foreign critics (“Meet your new Jon Snow,” 
), Diriliş Ertuğrul is based on the history of the Kayı tribe and tells the 
heroic story of how the Ottoman Empire came to be. e series takes place in 
the thirteenth century and centers on the life of the father of Osman I, the 
founder of the Ottoman Empire. 

In the season , Diriliş Ertuğrul lead the ratings almost every week. Like 
the other two, Ertuğrul paints a picture of a Turkish leader who is a man of 
strength, talent, dedication, courage, and wisdom fighting in a rightful battle 
against non-Muslim, Western enemies. “Its sentiments are insular and nation-
alistic” and “express the idea that Turkey has a unique mission as the heir of a 
great empire” (Armstrong, ). In sum, Diriliş Ertuğrul, along with other 
programs with a pre-republican, Turco-Islamic narrative, constitute more 
than eight hours each week on TRT- –almost  percent of new content 
broadcast on the channel.12 

                                                       
 12 e station broadcasts  hours a day, but given that programming from midnight to morning 

consists of the re-airing of daytime programs, the sum of new content is approximately ten 
hours a day and seventy hours a week.  
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Table . Duration of History-emed Programs on TRT- ( April- May 
) 

Program .. .. .. 
Diriliş Ertuğrul  min.   
Pelin Çi ile Gündem Ötesi13   min.    
Mehmetçik Kûtulamâre   min.   
Payitaht Abdülhamid    min. 
Total     min. 

 
While TRT-’s prime time is dominated by television series with historical 
themes, series that aired on ATV are comprised of contemporary family dra-
mas featuring pious families from different regions of Turkey. Kanatsız Kuşlar 
(Broken wings) tells the story of a middle-aged woman struggling to take care 
of her children aer the sudden death of her husband, while Aşk ve Mavi (Love 
and blue) is a love story between the members of two families who are ene-
mies. Cennetin Gözyaşları (Tears of heaven) is a format adaptation of a Korean 
series of the same name, and focuses on the dramatic life of an ambitious 
young woman with a difficult childhood, finding her biological family and ex-
periencing love for the first time. 

Eşkiya Dünyaya Hükümdar Olmaz (Bandits can’t rule the world) has a rel-
atively different storyline. It features the life of a mafia personality, Hızır 
Çakırbeyli, who comes from a rich, powerful family. He enters the realm of 
the mafia at a young age aer his brother was killed. Known for his honesty, 
justice, and loyalty to his country, Çakırbeyli is backed by the state to unseat 
the reigning mafia leader who betrays the nation by selling weapons to its en-
emies. Even though the series features an illegal institution, it has a national-
istic sentiment and in a similar vein to TRT’s Ottoman-themed series, it stars 
a charismatic, smart, honest male figure devoted to the wellbeing of his nation. 

                                                       
 13 In the episode that aired on  May , Pelin Çi hosted Professor Refik Turan, Chairman of 

Turkish Historical Society. ey talked about the history of Anatolia and how the land of 
Greeks was Turkified by the Seljuks. ey discussed the history of the Seljuk and Ottoman 
Empires and answered questions from the audience who sent their omments with the hashtag 
AnadoluDemek (AnatoliaMeans). Republican history was absent from the discussion.  
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Among the series aired on ATV, Sen Anlat Karadeniz (Tell me, black sea) 
is the most successful. It premiered in January  and topped the rating list 
from the beginning, occasionally surpassing Diriliş Ertuğrul, the ratings 
champion of the previous two years. In the week of  April- May, too, Sen 
Anlat Karadeniz ranked first in total terms of viewers with a viewing rate of 
.. It was closely followed by Diriliş Ertuğrul with ..14 

Sen Anlat Karadeniz is about a young woman, Nefes, who was sold as a 
child bride to her rich, abusive husband, Vedat. She and her son were rescued 
by a modest young man from a rich family, Tahir, who took them under his 
wings to his home in Trabzon, a city in the Black Sea region of Turkey. e 
story revolves around the romance between the two, tense family relation-
ships, and an estranged husband looking for revenge. 

According to RTÜK, the series dominates the ratings every week but it 
also receives the highest number of complaints almost every month for legiti-
mizing violence against women and negatively influencing the psychology of 
children and teenagers (RTÜK, ). It also generates criticism on social me-
dia from people of the Black Sea region because men of the region are stereo-
typed as thugs who abuse their wives and children (“Sen Anlat Karadeniz 
dizisine karadenizden tepki var,” ). Despite the criticisms, the second sea-
son of the series premiered in fall . 

                                                       
 14 From weekly ratings complied by reytingsonuclari.com: http://www.reytingsonuclari 

.com///haalik-dizi-programlari--nisan--mayis---haa-reyting-sonuclari-
h.html  
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Figure . Sen Anlat Karadeniz is oen criticized for scenes depicting vi-
olence against women. Reprinted from “İzleyicilerin Sen An-
lat Karadeniz isyanı: Kadına karşı şiddeti özendiriyorsunuz”, 
, Sözcü. Retrieved from https://www.sozcu.com.tr/haya-
tim/kultur-sanat-haberleri/izleyicilerin-sen-anlat-karadeniz-
isyani-kadina-karsi-siddeti-ozendiriyorsunuz/ . Copyright 
 by Estetik Yayıncılık. 

§ .  Religion as the Overarching Message of Conservative Tele-
vision 

On conservative television stations, religion is at the forefront of daily life. 
From early morning shows to prime time television dramas, references to Is-
lamic reasoning are present in the storylines and overall programming on 
these conservative channels. 

e incorporation of Islam into the broadcast schedule of these channels 
takes one of two formats: First, programs that are openly Islamic and educate 
the audience about Islamic theology, and second, the mention of Islam in con-
ventional daytime shows that indirectly inform the audience about being a 
devout Muslim and relay the message that God is with us all day, every day. 
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Shows in the former format make up a significant part of ATV’s weekly 
programming. Between  April- May, four educational programs were aired 
on ATV, all hosted by popular televangelist Nihat Hatipoğlu. In all of them, 
Hatipoğlu reads passages from the Quran, tells stories about the exemplary 
life of prophet Muhammad, and answers audience questions on various as-
pects of Islam, ranging from Islamic views on sin to acceptable religious be-
havior to the fundamentals of fasting. He also touches on the social order of 
the day and gives examples of good and bad behavior in everyday life. On his 
program that aired on  May , for instance, he showed a viral video of a 
man giving his shoes to a poor child on the subway and walking away barefoot, 
and he congratulated the subject of the video for being such a devout, exem-
plary Muslim. By contrast, he shared the story of a five-year old handicapped 
girl whose parents le her and he condemned the parents for their unaccepta-
ble behavior (Hatipoğlu, ). 

Table . Duration of Religious Education Programs on TRT- and ATV ( 
April- May ) 

Program Name .. .. .. .. 
Berat Kandili Özel  min.    
Nihat Hatipoğlu ile Berat Kandili Özel  min.    
Pelin Çi ile İyi Fikir (Friday Special)    min.  
Kuran-I Kerimi Güzel Okuma Yarışması  min.    
Nihat Hatipoğlu Sorularınızı Cevaplıyor    min.  
Nihat Hatipoğlu ile Dosta Doğru   min.   
Nihat Hatipoğlu ile Kuran ve Sünnet     min.  
Duration     min. 

 
As seen in table ., ATV and TRT- combined dedicate almost eleven hours 
of daytime broadcasting to direct religious education. In other words, nearly 
 percent of current broadcasting on conservative television channels (that 
is, broadcasts of new content) openly aims to educate viewers about Islamic 
scripture. 

In addition to religiously-themed educational programs that are a part of 
their regular programming, conservative television channels also change their 
programming on Islamic holy days. On  April, both ATV and TRT- aired 
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exclusively religious programs during prime time to celebrate one of the year’s 
five holy nights, Laylat al Bara’at. ATV’s program was again hosted by 
Hatipoğlu, and aired from Sultanahmet Square with live audience. e show 
was designed to highlight the world of religion as a holy realm. It showed back-
ground images of nature, stars and lights that turned blue and space green, 
which resembled an eerie world existing outside the universe. e choice of 
location is particularly noteworthy, as Sultanahmet Square was historically the 
religious center of the city with two important mosques, the Hagia Sophia and 
the Blue Mosque, facing each other at opposite ends. During the show, which 
lasted almost two and a half hours, Nihat Hatipoğlu explained the importance 
of Laylat al Bara’at, cited passages from Quran and the life of the prophet Mu-
hammad, and answered audience questions. TRT- broadcast its own Laylat al 
Bara’at show on TRT Diyanet (a religious channel operated by TRT and the 
Directorate of Religious Affairs), in which the vice president of the directorate, 
Selim Argun, preached about the necessity of being a good, moral person and 
recited the Quran from another significant Ottoman mosque, the Grand 
Mosque of Bursa. 

Along with programs that are religious in character, conventional, women-
focused daytime health and cooking programs also incorporate religious-con-
servative education into their program language and routine. For instance, all 
the presenters on the daytime shows on Friday,  May , greeted their au-
diences saying “Jumma Mubarak.” On Fridays, Pelin Çi changes the format 
of her program and regularly hosts writer and theologian Fatih Çıtlak who 
answers audience questions and gives advice on matters of daily religious ob-
servance. For example, on  May , he taught prayers for healing sick-
nesses, increasing one’s livelihood, and deliverance from the evil eye and he 
explained the true meaning of dhikr and the ways of performing it. For the 
most part, these shows relayed the message that God is close to us, present 
everywhere around us, and guiding us on a straight path. 
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Figure . Screenshot from Nihat Hatipoğlu’s special Laylat al Bara’at 
program on  April . From “Nihat Hatipoğlu ile Berat 
Kandili Özel,” , Nihat Hatipoğlu-ATV YouTube channel, 
Retrieved from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OGshEkR-
BRoandt=s . Copyright  by YouTube. 



 

 
Conclusion 

ased on Teun A. Van Dijk’s discursive, socio-cognitive approach to news 
production, this dissertation analyzes how conservative values in the 

AKP period are produced by the mainstream pro-government media in Tur-
key. An in-depth critical discourse analysis of the content of two leading news-
papers, Sabah and Yeni Şafak, is made considering four main themes (educa-
tion, youth, women and family, and culture), which constitute a considerable 
part of the AKP’s social policies as outlined in the party programs and which 
are critical for measuring the nature and scale of conservatism as an ideology 
(re)produced by the pro-government mainstream media during the AKP pe-
riod. 

e analysis of coverage on the issue of education in the conservative me-
dia suggests that conservative media attributes significant importance to the 
issue of national education and problems related to it. Education is seen as an 
ideological battlefield against secularists to protect national values and iden-
tity. 

Conservative media and intellectuals believe that fundamental problems 
national education is facing today go back to the improper policies of the 
newly established republic in , especially in the aermath of the adoption 
of the Law on the Unification of Education. With this law, education entered 
into the service of Western imperialists, and freedom and diversity in educa-
tion were curbed – a core problem still haunting Turkey today. 

B 
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In conservative media, the narrative on education rests on three funda-
mental perspectives: Problems concerning the national education system in 
general, the issue of religious education, and most dominantly, the position of 
IHLs in the Turkish education system. 

e present Turkish national education system is accused by conservative 
journalists of having become a tool of Western cultural imperialism that ig-
nores core national and religious values, fostering generations that are es-
tranged from their own culture. To counteract immoral, alienated youth, the 
conservative solution is to reintroduce the Islamic madrasa system of the Ot-
toman Empire. at system not only provides an education that reflects who 
Turkish society truly is, but also promotes more occupational specialization 
and diversity, decreasing the number of unemployed university graduates. It 
is argued that although the name is different, many prominent schools in the 
United States and Europe are already operating de facto in line with the mad-
rasa system. 

e European Union accession talks in the early s also provided a 
new angle from which raise conservative arguments about religious education 
– or the lack thereof. Conservative media adopts a stance in favor of Quran 
courses, supports the abolishment of age limits, and promotes a hands-on 
teaching approach to religious education. is unified media front is broken 
only by the issue of compulsory religious education, as different columnists 
raise different opinions on the right way to approach to this issue. 

IHLs and their problems, success, and value are the fundamental pillar of 
conservative media arguments against the national education system. Until 
the removal of the discrepant coefficient factor in late , IHLs were depicted 
as innocent victims of unfair, unjust treatment by the state. e dominant nar-
rative rested on students’ right to education – how otherwise extremely suc-
cessful IHL students were underestimated and inhibited by YÖK and the state. 
Aer this procedure was amended, the victimization narrative continued, re-
calling those dark times in history. 

IHLs are seen as exemplary schools, homes for role models that possess 
local, cultural, social and religious consciousness. “ose who graduate from 
IHLs cannot become drug addicts, psychopaths, and murderers” is a common 
narrative that readers come across in the conservative media. Only in the last 
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couple of years have the problems of IHLs (students captured by earthly pleas-
ures, too much use of technology, etc.) started to be voiced by the media, 
though these problems are touched on in the framework of the general prob-
lems of the Turkish education system. Despite this, IHL youth are still seen as 
the future of the country in the conservative media, supporting similar state-
ments by high-ranking statesmen. 

Another valid point for praising IHLs is their contribution to the school-
ing of girls. rough human-interest stories and commentaries by intellectuals 
and opinion leaders, it is constantly argued that IHLs contributed significantly 
to convincing pious parents to send their daughters to school. Because of the 
solving of the coefficient factor problem and the liing of the headscarf ban, 
IHLs are not on the agenda of the media as much as before, but their success 
continues to be regularly celebrated by conservative journalists. 

Closely related to the narrative on the education, the analysis of news pro-
duction on youth and generational policies reveals that conservative media, 
which has undergone mainstreaming since the late-s, instinctively chal-
lenges the republican myth of youth, which gave a new generation an unreal-
istic, representative role in defending the country. News stories and columns 
argue that apart from the fact that this mission made upcoming generations 
politically inactive, it also made them prone to violence as it meant collabo-
rating with the military when necessary. Conservative media suggests that to-
day’s youth are the passive victims of capitalism. Excessive consumerism cou-
pled with unlimited, irresponsible use of technology has turned Turkish youth 
into selfish, unhappy, uncultured, immoral individuals who have lost their 
sense of community, family, and true morality. 

e two most common tendencies that the conservative media observes 
in today’s youth and finds dangerous are increasing moral degeneracy and in-
dividualism. As Yusuf Kaplan regularly argues in his columns, Turkey’s impe-
rialist culture, education, and media regime are fostering a catastrophic gen-
eration that is alienated from its own local and religious culture and values. 
is is the reason selfishness, violence, adultery, and drug and alcohol addic-
tion are widespread in the country today. Young people who are not guided 
by Islam, traditional family values and a sense of community cause the moral 
degeneration of society and thereby cast a shadow on Turkey’s future. 
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Another fundamental point of concern is what Saktanber () observes 
as a shi in the Islamic identity of youth from a “thoroughly communal iden-
tity to an individual one via self-reflexivity” (p. ). While conservative media 
promotes the internalization of religious values and Islamic self-reflexivity by 
the youth, it also criticizes excessive individualism and selfishness and calls for 
the reinvention of a communal consciousness among the youth. It is con-
stantly underlined that the youth have an obligation to their country, and more 
importantly, to the entire ummah. 

While criticizing the youth of today on one hand, conservative media of-
fers a guideline for what the ideal youth should be, on the other. Exemplary 
youth, according to conservative media, are individuals who have a national, 
cultural, and historical consciousness; who act to become selfless, moral, just 
people with fundamental values; who do not lose themselves in the degenera-
tive, consumerist, devilish offerings of the contemporary capitalist world; and 
above all, who are devoted to Islamic principles and values. e primary con-
dition for becoming a commendable adult is to embrace religion as the core 
guiding light – and the rest will follow. 

e way that the conservative media is narrating youth is a sign that the 
conservative media accepts the birth of a new generation, and even “genera-
tion units” in Mannheim’s terms, especially aer the Gezi Park protests. Dur-
ing and aer the Gezi movement, conservative media adopted polarizing lan-
guage about the youth and contributed to a discourse of antagonistic 
generation units by pitting ideal, pious (pro-AKP, anti-Gezi) youth against the 
rebels of Gezi Park (secular, republican, pro-CHP youth). is discriminatory 
language has become the core legacy of the news articles, columns, and edito-
rials of the Gezi movement and still dominates conservative media when cov-
ering stories related to youth. 

Apart from the production and reproduction of youth by the conservative 
media, this analysis also reveals a significant aspect of what conservatism 
means in Turkey overall and how it actually corresponds to Islamism. Espe-
cially in responses to other media and in debates over Erdoğan’s words about 
male and female university students living together in the same off-campus 
houses, the conservative media has revealed a heavy emphasis religion (Islam) 
in its understanding of everyday conservatism in Turkey. 
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In the eyes of the conservative media, the youth is an important, delicate 
subject and one of the biggest problems with which the nation must deal. 
Moral degeneration occurring in various youth groups should be precluded 
by encouraging young people to start a family as early as possible, educating 
them to use technologies responsibly, presenting them with good role models, 
and most importantly, directing them towards the path of Islam. Only if and 
when Turkey manages to this will it have a bigger, brighter future. 

From the s up until the AKP’s election victories in  and , the 
topic of women’s rights in the pious media almost exclusively concerned 
women’s right to cover their heads. Conservative newspapers and columnists 
that acquired more power and underwent mainstreaming during the AKP pe-
riod tie all gender-based problems to the headscarf ban – how this limited 
women’s individual rights, their role in the public sphere, and their right to 
education and religious freedom. However, following the AKP’s second elec-
tion success, when the party started signaling a resolution to the headscarf 
issue, the conservative media began to show interest in women’s issues other 
than the headscarf ban. Even though the approach is shaped and influenced 
by the headscarf struggle, conservative newspapers and particularly female 
columnists have an expanded interest in women’s rights, especially when it 
comes to violence against women and women’s right to work outside the 
home. 

Pious media and columnists, both male and female, show strong solidarity 
and have a unified front with respect to violence against women. ey con-
demn gender-based violence on every occasion and condemn it at all costs, 
regardless of the lifestyles and religious beliefs of the victims. Using secular as 
well as conservative, Islamist arguments, the conservative media repeatedly 
conveys the message that violence against women is an unacceptable, heinous 
crime. 

While having a clear, consistent position towards violence against women, 
the lines blur when it comes to women working outside of home. Given that 
families cannot be sustained by a single breadwinner in the contemporary so-
cioeconomic system, the conservative community together with the govern-
ment promotes women’s economic empowerment. On the other hand, it still 
demands that traditional roles in domestic life wherein women are responsible 
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for raising children and doing the housework continue. It emphasizes the cru-
cial importance of family for the moral, social, and economic development of 
the nation, encourages women to have at least three children and advises them 
not to postpone motherhood for the sake of a professional career. While pub-
lishing research that reveals that housewives are happier than working 
women, columnists – especially female ones – simultaneously defend 
women’s rights to education and participation in the workforce. Some female 
leads like Barbarosoğlu and Böhürler even criticize their own community, 
urging pious families to keep up with the times when it comes to discussing 
gender roles. 

It is important to note that the contradictory stance on women’s roles in 
the economic and political spheres is not unique to the conservative media. It 
is evident in government policies, as well, signaling a broader value conflict 
within conservatism in Turkey. Ayata and Doğangün () explain this with 
the concept of a religio-conservative gender climate and argue that “the AKP 
has promoted a religio-conservative gender climate that simultaneously trivi-
alizes legal advances and unleashes traditional forces in a strongly traditional 
society” (p. ). is, in turn, limits the acceptance of women’s rights and 
female empowerment in society. is is also the reason why despite women’s 
important role in mobilizing support for the party, the AKP leadership incor-
porates few women in the party administration, and women’s overall partici-
pation in politics remains limited. is is also in line with Ayata and 
Doğangün’s arguments and reveal that conservative media plays a critical role 
in sustaining and further expanding this religio-conservative gender climate 
in Turkey. 

Overall, a recurring theme with respect to women’s rights, responsibilities, 
and roles within society as well as the importance of family for an ideal nation 
is that the pious media uses both conservative, Islamist and secular arguments 
to discuss these issues. Especially female columnists for conservative newspa-
pers compare local initiatives and developments to Western standards, cele-
brate the government’s active involvement in women-related summits and 
seminars in Europe, and condemn violence against women in Turkey as being 
inappropriate for a European Union candidate state. ey justify women’s 
right to cover their heads as an issue of human rights and individual freedoms, 
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and criticize Turkish television series and reality shows for depicting a mar-
riage prototype that confirms the that message women must serve men. In line 
with Arat’s () claims, conservative newspapers and their columnists are 
heavily influenced by the secular value in which they were born and raised. 
Even though they are critical of secular women’s movements and are openly 
hostile towards the Western-dominated ideology of feminism, the pious me-
dia – and especially female columnists – have internalized the fundamental 
values and concerns of the feminists of the secular republic. 

While this research limits itself to conservative media and its columnists’ 
views on women’s rights and problems other than the headscarf issue, the 
analysis of how conservative media approach to women’s issues also provides 
the basis for a fascinating new area of research. e conservative viewpoint 
revealed in this research – that the women’s rights issues must be evaluated 
within the broader framework of human rights – brings out the question of 
how the LGBT community fits into the picture. Further research could focus 
on questions such as: Does the conservative media and its columnists share 
the same argument when it comes to LGBT people? What is their attitude to-
wards expanding individual rights to lesbians and gays? What do they think 
about their problems? How do they relate to LGBT concerns? Which argu-
ments do they use to argue in favor of or against LGBT rights? Where does the 
LGBT community stand in this religio-conservative gender climate in Turkey? 
And perhaps most importantly, is there room for expanding gender-neutral 
rights in Turkey? 

e chapter on culture also reveals important findings about the way con-
servative ideology is enacted and reproduced in news texts about various 
forms of culture, art, and literature. In fact, in , professor, writer, art critic 
and Sabah columnist Hasan Bülent Kahraman wrote an essay for the magazine 
Gelenekten Geleceğe (From tradition to future). In this lengthy, argumentative 
essay, he states that conservatism is foremost a political ideology and not a 
concept originated in literature or culture in general. As it is a political posi-
tion, conservatism must not be sought along the path of culture to politics, but 
on the contrary, along the path of politics to art and culture. Kahraman’s ar-
gument is applicable to how the conservative media approaches, represents 
and covers cultural productions in the AKP period. On the literature side, it 



N A Z  U Y U L U R  

 

promotes books that praise historic bonds with the glorious Ottoman Empire 
and supports the AKP’s efforts to revive the Ottoman in the cultural realm. It 
criticizes West genres that dominate the contemporary Turkish literature. It 
attributes significant import to popularizing research that attempts to rewrite 
and correct the official republican narrative. Seeing poetry as the only truly 
“national” form, it discusses ways to make poetry great again. And above all, 
it canonizes Turkish poets whose religious, conservative identities and pro-
tests against the policies of the secular republic are prominent – figures that 
the AKP leadership embraced as role models. 

While bolstering national intellectuals – who are all poets at heart – the 
media embraces them for their overarching conservative, religious identities 
but does not highlight the nuances that differentiate one must’s thoughts from 
the others. Bora (), in his reference book on Turkish conservatism Türk 
Sağının Üç Hali (ree moods of the Turkish right), for example, positions the 
main figures covered in the conservative media as intellectual fathers of dif-
ferent versions of conservatism in Turkey. While Kısakürek can be regarded 
as the originator of a nationalist conservatism with racist overtones, Mehmet 
Akif is considered an Islamist-conservative. Tanpınar on the other hand, is a 
classical conservative in the sense that his conservatism expresses itself not in 
the political but in the cultural realm. He attributes to religion an ability to 
strengthen the sense of community rather that seeing Islam as obedience. On 
the other hand, Bora describes Nurettin Topçu as a revolutionary conserva-
tive, regards religious and national bonds as inseparable, criticizes urbaniza-
tion, and takes a strong position against technology transfers from other civi-
lizations. It is striking to see that the two most frequently highlighted role 
models put forward in the pious media, Necip Fazıl Kısakürek and Mehmet 
Akif Ersoy, are those that attribute the most importance to religion (Islam) in 
their understanding of conservatism. 

In conservative media’s approach to music, too, the importance of religion 
is greatly felt. Music as a form of art is different and superior over to art forms 
for conservatives, as it sees musiki an integral part of Islamic doctrine. Deci-
phering it as a divine talent that should be performed in the name of God, 
conservatives criticize the dominant Western influence. As always, they blame 
early republican policies for the deterioration of the authentic Islamic musical 
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heritage. rough interviews with conservative musicians and performers like 
Orhan Gencebay that are popular for their anti-Western, local musical styles 
and through articles that revive the rich musical heritage of the Ottoman past, 
conservative media promotes the revival of traditional Islamic music that is 
aligned with the moral, cultural, and national values of Turkish society. 

While criticizing popular Western music, the conservative media and in-
tellectuals do not reject the genre entirely and even express admiration for it 
on occasion. For conservatives, the distinction between acceptable and unac-
ceptable Western music lies in whether or not the content is compatible with 
fundamental Islamic values. 

e same approach by conservative media is not valid with respect to cin-
ema. Overall, the Islamic revival of the s redefined the relationship be-
tween conservative circles and cinema. Previously seen as a Western art form 
from which conservatives should deliberately distance themselves, starting in 
the s, cinema is redefined by the pious media and its intellectuals as a 
mere form of art that could be a powerful tool with which to conquer moder-
nity from within. Despite the overwhelming support of the media – and in 
some cases of the government – white cinema failed to evolve into a perma-
nent genre. Conservative media is sincerely disappointed by this failure and 
oen criticizes itself with respect to the deleterious effects of modernity and 
the fact that conservative majority does not sufficiently support the new, main-
stream Islamic cinema. As of , criticisms of popular contemporary genres 
still dominate the conservative media, and cinema continues to be a marginal 
field for everyday conservatism. 

Even though art and culture in general are highly intriguing topics of dis-
cussion in the conservative media and even though there is lively debate on 
what is acceptable art and culture and how it should be transformed and pro-
moted, these ideas have not materialized on the social or political level. De-
spite the media’s efforts to revive traditional art forms based on local and na-
tional values, pop music still dominates musiki, and Hollywood movies are 
breaking box office records, not white cinema. e failure in this realm is 
acknowledged and oen disapproved by the press, making it one of few areas 
in which conservative media openly and loudly directs its criticisms to the 
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AKP and conservative influencers, intellectuals, and decision makers in gen-
eral. As the AKP and Erdoğan himself are publicly critical of his government’s 
shortcomings in late , more frequent and tougher media criticism and de-
bate can be expected in this realm the near future. 

Finally, the analysis of one week of streaming of mainstream conservative 
channels in Turkey reveals that conservative media as a whole promotes and 
popularizes the same conservative themes and narratives. As is the case for 
newspapers, the programming content of television channels also emphasizes 
on religious values and the sacredness of family as an institution. In an attempt 
to revive Turkey’s glorious history before the republic, it disseminates a neo-
Ottomanist discourse mostly through historical series. 

e daytime schedules of conservative television channels are dominated 
by reality programs for stay-at-home women, which reinforces the importance 
of family and women’s role in keeping it intact for social peace and order. e 
expansion of conservatism in the direction of popular television dramas is 
prevalent, especially in series aired on prime time on ATV in which tradi-
tional, extended families are depicted and marriage is promoted. 

Compared to the private broadcaster ATV, series that attempt to revive the 
pre-republican Islamic imperial past is more prevalent on the state broad-
caster. Prime time on TRT- is almost entirely dominated by television series 
featuring strong Muslim-Turkish leaders from history fighting battles to pro-
tect the national identity from non-Muslim, Western enemies. e anti-Ke-
malist narrative is not as apparent on television when compared to written 
media, though in the thematic focus of the historical dramas, republican his-
tory is largely absent from. 

Lastly, the most prevalent discourse on conservative television is undoubt-
edly religion. Between openly educational programs and the incorporation of 
religious nuances into conventional formats and genres, conservative audio-
visual media, like newspapers, disseminate a grand message that God is ever-
present as the super-adressee in everyone’s lives – guiding and helping people 
to tell right from wrong. 

e research reveals that the AKP introduced a new conservative thinking 
that differs from the previous mainstream center-right parties, the DP and 
ANAP. Like them, the AKP believes that family is the core institution and the 
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basis of Turkish society. Each places emphasis on the importance of shared 
local, religious, and moral values among citizens, and the doze of religion in 
the conservative thinking gradually increases with the consequent election 
victories of these center-right parties. e analysis shows, however, that the 
AKP’s conservatism differs from the previous two in its hostility to the repub-
lican revolution and the West. Even though both the DP and ANAP were op-
position parties and were against the new republic’s radically secular nation-
building policies, they did not question or criticize the republican revolution 
or its leadership as openly and loudly as the AKP. ey too believed in the 
need to create a new national identity, only with less aggressive policies that 
reconcile economic and technological development with local, religious and 
moral values. Similarly, both the DP and ANAP adopted a US-centric ap-
proach to modernization. eir conservative thinking rested on the aim to 
harmonize local, cultural values with Western technology and socioeconomic 
development. e AKP and the contemporary conservative intellectuals, how-
ever, openly criticize Western policies, principles, and values and believe that 
the Western culture and civilization – if there is any – is fundamentally at odds 
with Turkish traditions and values. 

Media in Turkey, both written and audio-visual, plays an important role 
in producing, enabling, and promoting this hegemonic conservative ideology, 
put forward by the AKP government. e textual and linguistic analysis of the 
news stories, editorials, and columns on this particular media suggests that 
the conservative ideology in Turkey stands on the values of Islam, severe dis-
like and grudge against the secular republic and the West, and strong interest 
towards the local, ancient Turkish history and culture that dates back to the 
establishment of the modern republic, with particular emphasis on the Otto-
man Empire. is conservative ideology is pining for a youth with a religious 
upbringing, a society that rests on a traditional family structure that reinforces 
conventional gender role orientations, and a social life in and outside of home 
that represents local and national traditions, culture, and values. While this 
research shows that such imaginary is represented in the preferred language 
use of the media, further research is needed to understand and evaluate how 
this discourse is received by Turkish society. 
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